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years of memories

A

bout 18 months ago, I had several people approaching me informally to
remind me of the upcoming 50th anniversary of our Annual General Meeting.
Indeed, although the Klaserie was officially proclaimed a nature reserve in
1972 it was actually established on 12 July 1969, and its first AGM was held a
while later on 8 October 1969 in the Boulevard Hotel in Pretoria, where it was attended
by 36 owners.

“ I have met
some amazing
people in
Klaserie and
have heard
some incredible
stories.”

Your EXCO set out on a project to arrange a special celebratory and commemorative
AGM on Saturday, 2 July 2019. One of the (many) projects undertaken was that we
felt an updated publication was required to cover the full 50 years’ history of our
reserve. This is where the concept of leveraging the Klaserie Chronicle comes from.
“We are very fortunate to have a dedicated team that is already experienced in
producing a magazine of incredibly high standards, under the committed leadership
of Corné Havenga.” It was easy to convince her to use that platform of competency,
expertise and experience to our collective benefit and take this special edition one step
up. I am extremely pleased with the outcome, both in terms of content, photos and
quality. I am sure you will agree that this publication will become a necessary addition
to any members’ library and a reference point for many years to come for all people
interested in or connected with our reserve.
So here we are then, 50 years later! Although the reserve may not have changed
dramatically in its size, our founding fathers set such an incredibly enduring vision for
us that today they may well look back proudly at the amazing foresight they had, and
the vision and platform created for our beautiful reserve, today recognised as one of
the leading reserves in the area in so many different aspects.

For me personally, the Klaserie is all about memories. I know of many legendary
characters and stories (some hilarious, a few scary and many dramatic ones too) which
can be told around campfires late at night and under the stars. Some feature in this
magazine.
I have met some amazing people in Klaserie. I have heard some incredible stories. I
have seen stupendous sightings. I love the smell of the bush after a rain shower; the
sightings in the veld; the night sky with a perfect vista of the Milky Way; the sound and
smell of a camp fire; the trees, bushes, flowers and animals – large and small; meeting
so many people and forging lifelong friendships; sharing a good glass of wine over
supper around a campfire!

And all this in our pristine nature reserve we are so proud and privileged to be a small
part of! Those are the memories that I cherish, and I am sure you do too.
Enjoy the read!

Chairman
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The
Serendip
The meaning of Serendip is given as: “the art of finding valuable or agreeable things not sought after”
No other description could fit this, our special bit of Eden. It has some special mysterious magic which
captures and holds one forever. It's a land of mystery and unexpected surprises. Wildlife, gigantic to minute
- each so enthralling and holding so many secrets still unsolved by Man - each fulfilling its particular role in
the chain of life.
Who has not stood spellbound watching an elephant herd, so intelligent, so caring of one another. Adapting
the pace of their feeding pattern to the pace of a mother with a newly born babe, helping a youngster up a
steep incline! Trunks held up - catching messages on the breeze and as one, moving on. Then, there are the
‘beautiful uglies’, the rhino and the hippo. A herd of buffalo, heavily horned, mean eyed, away in a cloud of
dust. Striped beauties - the zebra.
Antelopes, large and small, all swift and beautiful. Wildebeest, quaint ‘rocking-horses’ of the veld. And our
stately mannequins - the giraffe. Warthogs with upturned tusks and tails like radio aerials. Always good for a
laugh. Our cousins the baboons, a source of amusement and rage when they visit and destroy.
Rollers ‘rolling’, flashing their jewel-like feathers in a breathtaking display. Plovers, calling, running, divebombing. And within yourself a wild inner surging response to the call of the fish eagle. A sunset song from a
choir of long tailed shrike, heavenly!
The humble dung beetle, frantically collecting dung and rolling it away - who knows where? One seen
emerging through a hole in the intestine of a giraffe killed by a lion, resting his ‘elbows’ on the rim, then
carefully running his ‘hand’ under his nose as though saying: “Whew!”
The magic of the Lowveld night - the clear star-filled night and a silence - yes, a silence filled with a myriad
of small night noises of insects. The swooping flight of bats and then the silences temporarily broken by the
call of a nightjar - or the reverberating roar of a lion. Jackals and hyena call and answer. The bush comes
alight with myriads of fireflies weaving and dancing. Be there when the first rains fall - overnight the desert
blooms like a rose - grass, leaves, flowers and carpets of velvety moss pop out all over. Birds sing, beetles shrill
and frogs join in with the great thanksgiving song! And Man? God gave him the Earth and dominion over
all creatures therein and sadly, he has betrayed his trust.
“God will ask thee thy race
Nor thy birth,
All he will ask of thee What has though done with the
Land I Gave thee?”
© Samuel Cox
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Editor’s note

I

t has been an absolute
honour to document
the last 50 years of
the Klaserie in this
special anniversary edition
of the Chronicle. What a
wonderful journey for
myself and my team to
delve into the history of the
reserve!

Each interview has been
unique, but a consistent
theme emerged from
everyone that we spoke
to: this pristine wilderness
speaks to one’s soul and is a place of rejuvenation. It is
heart-warming to see such genuine love and connection
to the land.
I remember the very first AGM I attended in 2012. I was a
city dweller – brand new to the bushveld and unsure if I
would be able to adapt in this remote area of the country.
I recall feeling extremely overwhelmed and excited at the
same time. I listened intently and tried to memorise as
many of the members’ names as I could. After a long day

I drove back to Hoedspruit from HQ. As I was driving
down the dirt road towards Incheni gate I burst into tears.
My chest started swelling and tears were running down
my cheeks. In this emotional moment of uncertainty, I had
to slam on the brakes as a leopard gracefully walked over
the road and stopped next to my window. She stared
straight into my eyes, but it felt like she was staring into
my soul.
A calmness came over me as her acknowledgement
welcomed me home and gave me a sense of acceptance.
Now, seven years later, I have a quiet giggle to myself
and wonder how I ever managed to live in the hustle
and bustle of Johannesburg. Klaserie drove me to tears
and stole my heart during our very first meeting and the
leopard whisperer will be forever etched in my memory.
I hope you enjoy this special publication filled with
spectacular photography, fascinating facts, memorable
moments, and colourful characters that make the Klaserie
a truly magical place we are privileged to call home.

CEO Eco Children

Thank you EXCO

You are all interwoven in the history of the
KPNR and are part and parcel of what makes
this such a special place. We thank you and
salute you and raise a glass to the next 50
years!
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We’d like to thank all current and past Exco
members of the Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve (KPNR) for their commitment and
dedication to the KPNR over the past 50
years.
From that very first meeting in 1969, to the
most recent meeting earlier this year; through
droughts, floods, political instability, poaching
crises and more – your valuable time, financial
support, and respective skill sets have helped
establish and develop the KPNR to what it
is today: a pristine natural haven for fauna,
flora and humans, and a place many of us are
privileged to call our home.

KLASERIE Meet the team

ecochildren.co.za

https://www.facebook.com/
KlaseriePrivateNatureReserve/
klaseriereserve.co.za

2019 EXCO

From left back - Colin Rowles, Fred Ruest, Leon Haywood,
Caryn Myers, Sheryl Howson, Chris van der Sande, Steven
Beal. Front row – John Braithwaite, Mike Anderson, Deon
Huysamer, David Crookes, Gijs Rinsma.
Absent – Chris Rossouw.

Thank You
Eco Children would like to thank all our
sponsors, donors and supporters for your
continued backing. Your contributions, however
big or small are invaluable in our mission to
sow seeds of change.

Sub-editor:
Catharina Robbertze

Catharina hales from Cape
Town and has an Honours
degree in Journalism. She is our
dog-loving, adventure-seeking,
no-nonsense wordsmith. Her
positive, can-do attitude gets
things done quickly.

Copywriter and research:
Chloë Cooper

Chloë is the newest member
to our team and has a degree in
Organisational Psychology. She
is a copywriter extraordinaire,
nature dweller, travel lover and
all-around beautiful soul.

Design & layout:
Cecilia Theron-Du Preez

Cecilia is originally from Pretoria
and has a degree in Visual
Communication. This talented
designer has a keen eye for all
things beautiful and sees the
details no-one else does to
produce a beautiful publication.
She is in pursuit of perfection.

Advertising:
Laura Craig

Laura is the financial manager
at Eco Children. She loves horse
riding, traveling and is besotted
with her granddaughter. She is
exceptionally organised and has
been sourcing interesting content
for the publication for the last
seven years. Her dedication to
the publication has enabled us to
grow form strength to strength.
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Klaserie’s Golden

F

ifty years ago, 50 farm owners
made the decision to remove the
fences that divided their land and
unite to form what would become
known as the Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve (KPNR). With the conservation
of the natural fauna and flora guiding
this decision, the move to join together
would ultimately preserve the integrity of
this 60,000 ha piece of the South African
Lowveld.

ANNIVERSARY
Words Chloë Cooper

Now, 50 years on since that fateful year
of 1969, the KPNR is an extension of the
Kruger National Park and part of a greater,
free-flowing ecosystem that supports a
diversity of wildlife, protects endangered
species, and holds stretches of Africa’s
remaining wild places. This Golden
Anniversary gives us the opportunity to
look back with nostalgia and fondness on
the place that has shaped its members’
lives, and to celebrate its achievements.
In this bumper issue of the Klaserie
Chronicle, we look at the untold stories
of the people who have helped shaped
the reserve over the years; we cast an
eye over the progression of conservation;
remember the legendary characters that
have come and gone; and consult with
Klaserie experts about their work with
protected species.
Memories and moments, sunrises and
sunsets, and secret places that have a
space in the hearts of the families who
grew up here; we’ve tried to capture it
all and compile it into one book bound
forever to remember the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve on its 50th birthday!

© Sally Rinsma
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The First Farms &
the Family Crookes
Words Chloë Cooper

1900s
In the late 19th Century, today’s Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve existed between the mining town of Phalaborwa
to the north, and the trade stores of Bushbuckridge to
the south. To the west, optimists were trying for gold in
Pilgrim’s Rest, and tsetse flies were keeping settlers at bay
in the east.
The second Boer War commenced and the characters
who would one day become pioneers in the formation of
the Klaserie were performing their duties. Percy ‘Pump’
Willis gained his nickname while he operated the pumps
to deliver water to the barracks at Sabi Ridge, while
George Crookes fought in KwaZulu-Natal.

A decade or two later, and Pump Willis had partnered with
Ernest Whittingstall of Fleur-de-Lys and the pair owned
trading stations and about 18,000 morgen of farmland
along the Klaserie (or Motlasedi) River. Pump eventually
became a respected photographer and honorary game
ranger, and one fateful day he met a Crookes brother Edwin - in Acornhoek who joined him on a donkey cart to
see this piece of land called Northampton.

Meanwhile, a rinderpest outbreak was decimating wildlife
populations in the Lowveld and a surveyor was brought
in to demarcate farms between the Olifants and Sabie
Rivers. Metal rods were secured in the ground (some of
which can still be found today), and a world map served
as inspiration as W.H. Gilifillan named these plots of
wilderness London, Kent, Copenhagen, Dundee, and the
rest.

012 50 Years of Conservation
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1930s
In the early 1930s, John and George
Crookes, brothers, were successfully
running the family sugar mill business
in KwaZulu-Natal, which they had
inherited from their father. In 1936,
their cousin Edwin put them in touch
with a certain Pump Willis who was
selling a hunting farm he owned
along with Ernest Whittingstall.
Northampton, located on the Klaserie
River, was selling for £1 a morgen – a
bargain. John and George couldn’t
refuse and within two years their piece
of land had three rondavels and a pit
latrine to sustain their hunting parties,
but such a primitive place was not
suitable for women and so female
company was barred!
Soon enough, John and George
bought enough farms to have four
each – Northampton, Kent, Elgin and
Cumberland (to be consolidated
and called Charloscar), Dover,
Northumberland, London, and
Dundee. Over time, a couple of the
farms had replica camps built on
them, modelled on the first one on
Northampton, which was supervised
by Willis and Whittingstall. Kent had
previously been a cattle and grapefruit
farm, owned and run by the Andrews
family, until John Crookes bought it in
1939.

HISTORY
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Sometime after the Second World
War, the Crookes family saw their first
elephant in the area. Not knowing what
to expect, they disembarked their Ford
bakkie and set off on foot to investigate
the crashing noise they had picked up
in the bush, only to turn tail as quickly
as possible and speed off in their
vehicle once they realised they were
face-to-face with an elephant!
In 1948, George passed away
peacefully in his bed after a family road
trip to Rhodesia in his newly acquired
Bentley. He was 77 years old and
chairman of the family business, and
he left Northumberland and Camp
Dover to his sons Vernon and Charles,
his cousin Edwin, and his nephew
Freddie Gillatt. In the same year, Pump
retired to Nelspruit and married his
wife, while selling his shares to his
partner, Ernest Whittingstall.
The four Crookes relatives who had
inherited Northumberland visited

1940s
In 1940, George and his family paid a
visit to the farms where Pump Willis
was taking care of things – a trip that
was to be his son, Thomas Charles
Botha Crookes’ first glimpse of the
Klaserie. They arrived in a Buick and
were advised to put a protective
cover over the radiator to prevent
grass seeds from getting caught in it.
Together, they plotted out the new
Dover Camp, which was to be built
according to the initial Northampton
camp requirements in a shady spot
overlooking the river. Back in those
days, sable and tsessebe dominated
the landscape and impala were
nowhere in sight.
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© Elizabeth White (nee Crookes)

numerous times a year. Vernon especially
spent a lot of time hunting, while his brother
Charles did not have a desire for hunting and
would rather visit to spend time in nature.

GJ Crookes in the centre laying the first concrete
block for what was to become Dover Camp taken
in May 1940.

© Elizabeth White (nee Crookes)
GJ Crookes on the far left supervising the
operations from the shade dressed in a hat, suit,
collar and tie taken in May 1940.

© Elizabeth White (nee Crookes)
Progress to the rondavel wall with a vehicle in the
foreground with the number plate NX 7 taken in
May 1940.
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1950s
In 1950, Freddie Gillatt – nephew to John and George
Crookes – bought Kent from John. The deal was that
he would build John a simple camp on Kent just like
the one on Northampton. Sure enough, a basic camp
with a view of the Klaserie River went up. Around the
same time, John sold Elgin and Cumberland and it was
subsequently divided and sold.
The start of this new decade was also the first
time that women began to visit the camps. Before,
amenities were so basic that it was not deemed
suitable for the fairer folk. Bread went stale and butter
would melt in the heat. A white flag was hoisted above
the “lavatory” when it was in use (and it wasn’t much

1960s
Four-wheel drives began to emerge, and the rough
farmlands became somewhat more crossable. The
Crookes brothers tried unsuccessfully to innovate
a crossing on Dover using some equipment they
brought up from the sugar mill, and steadily there
was more vehicle activity throughout the reserve –
before, large portions had only been traversed on
foot.

more than a hole in the ground). By 1950, some
female family members were required to help furnish
the camp with curtains, so they made the trip and
were kept comfortable enough with zinc bath tubs
and water collected from the river.
Most of the Crookes and the Gillatts used to make the
trip to the farm from the South Coast and it would
take them a few days with two overnight stops and a
permit pick-up in Pilgrim’s Rest to get there. The shop
at Klaserie village, where Ernest Whittingstall had a
small store and postal agency, was a day’s journey
away!

In 1962, John Crookes died after a short period of
illness in his 80s, and only a year later his nephew,
Freddie Gillatt died tragically during the celebration
of his son, Ivan Gillatt’s marriage to Sheila.
Also in 1962, havoc was wreaked when an
exceptionally dry season saw many animals
attempting to move out of the area. The fences that
had gone up on the Kruger National Park’s western
boundary and around the Timbavati Nature Reserve
prevented their migration and many herds died at
the fence. This issue would eventually lead to the
removal of this barrier.

© Elizabeth White (nee Crookes)
Edwin Crookes (centre) in the early days on
Klaserie.

© Elizabeth White (nee Crookes)
Tea Time (May 1940) Sheila Crookes, Edwin Crookes, GJ Crookes, TCB Crookes.
© Elizabeth White (nee Crookes)
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At this stage, camp life for the Crookes family was
looking up with the addition of a water drum for
storing water on site, a slow combustion stove, and
even an enamel bath tub. Numbers of wildebeest
and zebra were high, and members of the time
reported dust clouds rising from the rumbling herds
as they moved down to the river to drink.
Unfortunately, poaching was beginning to worsen
and there was an urgency to put it to a stop. In
the earlier years, Pump Willis had laid spikes on
the access road, and later on Ernest Whittingstall
appointed camp guards and put a gate on Kent,
which he held the keys to. During the 60s, poachers
were caught having trapped and skinned a number
of animals, but repercussions were minimal, and it
became clear that proper measures needed to be
taken to protect the wildlife in the area.
Of course, at the end of this decade – in 1969 to
be exact – the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve was
formed. The priority was to protect the integrity of
the natural fauna and flora of the 70,000-morgen
area bordering the Kruger National Park. Jan de
Necker and Paul Mouton instigated the process
and, one spring day in October of 1969, after a bit of
convincing, the participating owners grew to a total
of 36 who agreed to a constitution that would form
this historic piece of wilderness.
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THE KLASERIE
OVER 50
YEARS
1969

•
•

Klaserie’s first warden

•

•
•
•
•
•

168 Applications are received for the
position of game warden.
Van Reenen van Vuren is appointed and
offered a basic salary of R200 per month.
Warden’s accommodation offered by
Othmar Bach on his portion of Dundee.
First Annual General Meeting (AGM) in July
(pre-proclamation).
Warden Van Vuren suggests that gates be
named in local Shangaan language and
nameboards erected:
- Charloscar: Incheni (place of the ostrich)
- Ross: Mondzweni (place of the leadwood)
- Fife: Xanatseni (place of the mopane)

018 50 Years of Conservation

•
•

•

•

1970

•

The first meeting

•

“So here we are then, 50
years later! Although the
reserve may not have
changed dramatically in its
size, our founding fathers
set such an incredibly
enduring vision for us
that today they may well
look back proudly at the
amazing foresight they
had.”
~ Chris van der Sande
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28 January: Meeting held in Johannesburg
with 14 farm owners present.
A committee is appointed to discuss the
formation of a game reserve.
Committee members: Mr de Necker
(chairman), Mr de Wet (secretary), Mr
Mouton, Mr E. Roux, Mr Beith, Mr Muller,
and Mr Sussens.
Mr Muller is tasked with approaching the
Crookes brothers to invite them to join the
committee and incorporate their farms into
the proposed nature reserve.
12 July: Meeting held at Fort Coepieba
Motel, Hoedspruit.
Quotations for a perimeter fence coming in
at R795-R950 per mile, excluding the cost of
bush clearing, which is to be covered by the
different farm owners.
The first year’s financial requirements are
established to be R8,500 for running costs
for the year. This amount is to be paid at a
basic levy of R8 per camp per month, plus
an additional charge of 5c per morgen per
year.
Executive Committee unanimously elected:
J. de Necker, I. Gillatt, T.C.B. Crookes,
J. Ogilvie-Thompson, J. Muller, P. Mouton,
J. Botha, E. Roux, B. de Wet, I. Lombard.

HISTORY

- Sark: Xinkankaneni (place of the cheetah)
- Copenhagen: Xipalapaleni (place of the
sable)
- Kent gate still in need of a name
Jan de Necker writes that the formation
of Klaserie is to facilitate “the free flow of
animals, not tourists.”

1971

Klaserie logo
•

•
•
•
•
•

Klaserie is officially
proclaimed
•
•
•

•

The Klaserie Private Nature Reserve
(KPNR) is officially proclaimed.
8 July: First official AGM as a proclaimed
nature reserve at T.C.B. Crookes’ farm,
Dover.
Discussions around conducting ecology
research to ascertain whether Klaserie
is suitable for white rhino in light of
Hluhluwe-iMfolozi having a surplus of
white rhino and possibility of some being
translocated to Klaserie.
Warden Van Vuren attends a four-day
game capture course at a cost of R14 to
the reserve.

1972

1973

Three herds of sable roaming Klaserie,
according to warden’s report: 25-30 on
Moscow, 15-20 on Klaseriemond, 5 on
Dundee.
First request to build holiday camp on the
reserve declined because the reserve “was
not formed to facilitate commercialisation”.
Limitation of one camp per 1,000 morgen.
Speed limit of 30km/h proposed and agreed
upon.
Van Vuren instructed to purchase a donkey
and cart for transporting water to guards at
different gates.
Members invited to submit suggestions for
reserve emblem: Koos Hattingh submits a
few sketches and Carl Weavind proposes
the cheetah at the AGM.

2nd Warden appointed
•

•

Van Reenen van Vuren resigns. In a
committee meeting in March, Chairman
Jan de Necker describes van Vuren as “the
pioneer who had to blaze the first difficult
trails”.
New warden is appointed among five
applicants: F.M.B. Pretorius.
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1974
“ Of land in the reserve to
care for this most valuable
and beautiful part of
the Lowveld in such a
responsible manner that
future generations will
thank and not criticise us.”
~ Jan de Necker

Erwin Leibnitz
appointed warden
•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Building the warden’s
house
Ivan Gillatt offers his camp for temporary
accommodation for the warden.
First mobile radios agreed to be hired for
use by warden and his assistant.
An amount of R15,000 is agreed upon to
build warden’s house – financed through a
loan payable over 10 years.
Ivan Gillatt takes over from Jan de Necker as
chairman of the committee.
Market value of KPNR is estimated at
R10 million.
25 Morgen donated to Nature Conservation
for a game research station on Klaserie –
plot on de Necker’s farm near Charloscar
gate.

First walking trails
•

•
•

Dr Eddie Young proposes the Klaserie
become a cheetah sanctuary. The idea is
treated with enthusiasm, but the financial
implications of having to build a fence that
is both elephant-proof and cheetah-proof is
seen as too big a burden.
South African Air Force to erect a base
bordering the KPNR.
Plot for Endangered Wildlife Trust (EWT)
game trails run by Clive Walker chosen on
T.C.B. Crookes’ portion of Dover, 400 yards
from warden’s house.

HISTORY

1977

“Dit is vir my 'n eer om te volg in
die voetspore van manne soos Jan
de Necker en Ivan Gillatt, en ek
wil in die eertse plek my hulde
en dank aan hulle betuig vir die
toegewyde diens wat hulle aan
die reservaat gelewer het.”
~ Paul Mouton as incoming
Chairman

1978

First aerial census
•

1975

F.M.B. Pretorius resigns, and Jose Tello
is appointed as new warden but, due to
unforeseen circumstances, is unable to
make it to the Klaserie.
1 May: Erwin Leibnitz becomes Klaserie’s
third warden – the start of a 22-year-long
career.
Headquarters (warden’s house) is approved
for construction.
Sign boards are made directing people to
HQ and diesel pump is made available.
Carl Weavind suggests headquarters be
called Motlasedi.

•
•
•

•
•

1976

Possible sable purchase
•
•
•
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Paul Mouton takes over from Ivan Gillatt as
chairman.
Klaserie listed for possible sable purchase.
J. Muller raises question of
commercialisation in the context of
renting camp out to parties interested in
photography to the benefit of the reserve.
The Klaserie is not to approve commercial
enterprises until two decades later.

•
•

•
•

Warden Leibnitz’s proposed game
management plan includes soil and
water survey, vegetation survey, game
counts by aerial and road strip census,
and marking and counting predators for
research. Potential outcomes are to create
a habitat stable enough to have white and
black rhino, eland, tsessebe, and nyala on
Klaserie.
“We conserve not only for ourselves, but
for the future generations and for nature
conservation as a whole.” – Erwin Leibnitz
Permission granted for research to be
conducted on Klaserie.
EWT funds translocation of cheetah
and works with Department of Nature
Conservation and University of Pretoria
to carry out elephant research project in
reserve.
First dart gun purchased, subsidised by
donation.
Two aerial survey game counts conducted
by EWT.
Boma built on T.C.B. Crookes’ property
along the river for the purpose of hosting
AGMs.
Artist K. Joubert offers rhino painting for
sale. Proceeds to be used to purchase a
white rhino for the reserve. The painting is
sold on auction for R1,241.
Jan de Necker sells his land in Klaserie and is
given honorary membership.
White rhino spoor found on one property
– assumed to have wandered over from
Timbavati.
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First four rhinos
introduced to the
reserve
•

•

•

HISTORY
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1981

1979

New game donated to the reserve:
– 3 Leopards from the Department of
Nature Conservation
– 1 Brown hyena from the Mammal 		
Research Unit
– 6 Cheetahs from the EWT – 3 collared
for research purposes by John Krüger 		
from University of Pretoria
– 1 Leopard by Londolozi Trust with interest
in making a film in Klaserie
Research:
Lion study by Petri Viljoen
– Vegetation/Herbivora study by Bruce Page
of EWT
– Vegetation study focusing on water 		
and habitat destruction by elephants
by Nick Zambatis of Department of Nature
Conservation
First four rhinos arrive from Natal Parks
Board at the end of the year.

“I looked over the vastness of
the Wilderness and wondered
why it was that man in all his
striving for a better life, should
neglect the recognition of his
source. In the Wilderness he
can find himself.”
~ Extract from Erwin Leibnitz’
annual report

“Wild dogs are on the danger
list. They are hated by some
people, who I believe do not
fully understand their place
in the balance and intricate
workings of Mother Nature.”
~ Erwin Leibnitz

1980

A field ranger unit
is established in the
reserve
•

•
•

•

Motlasedi Trading Store opens for business
twice a week, selling necessities from 14h00
to 17h00, and run by Jenny Leibnitz.
A new rhino calf is born.
Sable donated by Mr Slack of Ntoma to help
breeding rate in Klaserie.
Red-billed queleas arrive in their thousands
for the first time in many years.
Director of the National Parks Board reports
that Klaserie has the largest biomass of
wildebeest and giraffe per unit area in
Africa.
A field ranger unit is established in the
reserve – camp guards are encouraged to
join.

Electrifying
the boundary fence
•
•
•
•
•

The start of the drought
•

•
•

•
•
•

1982

Mass migration of
game overrunning
electrified fence

1983
•

•

•
•

Electrification of the boundary fence is
tested as part of a research project.
Next delivery of rhino is expected to
complete a nucleus group of eight.
Dr Eddie Young applies to open trails camp
and Crookes offers farm for placement of
the camp.
Bush encroachment and soil erosion
remains grave concern to the warden.
H. Oppenheimer and J. Ogilvie-Thompson
donate 12 sable to Klaserie. Some are
collared for tracking.

Drought sets in. Considered at the time to
be the worst drought in known history.
Library complex built at HQ thanks to
R5,000 donation from Carl Weavind.
Investigations into Klaserie building its own
meat processing plant.
Cheetah mother with three sub-adult cubs
donated by the Department of Nature
Conservation.

Elephant research
begins
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Drought continues into its second year
and thought of as worst in two centuries –
rainfall at HQ drops from 817mm in 1981 to
174.5mm in 1983.
Mass migration of game overrunning
electrified boundary fence. Vote to be held
about removal of fences between private
reserves – this was not to happen until
almost a decade later.

1984

Department of Nature Conservation
collars elephants for research.
Summer rain and recovery from drought
shows drastic changes in animal
populations.
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1985
“The small bush squirrels
have bred so well that these
amusing little creatures are
seen everywhere, much to the
annoyance of some members who
have them in their ceilings.”
~ Erwin Leibnitz

2nd drought hits
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•

•

First annual helicopter census of elephant
and buffalo in place for greater conservation
area after joint wildlife management
agreement of APNR.
Warden Leibnitz receives Game Rangers’
Association of Africa award for excellence.

Cell phone tower
erected
•

Erwin Leibnitz
retires

•

1996
1997

Erwin Leibnitz retires as warden of
Klaserie.

1993

Fence line between
Kruger National Park
and Klaserie dropped

•
•

Fence lines are dropped between Kruger
National Park’s western boundary and
the Associated Private Nature Reserves
(Klaserie, Timbavati, Umbabat Nature
Reserves) at Hans Hoheisen Research
Centre. Huge move in history of
conservation.
Warden Leibnitz receives the Ossie Doyer
trophy for Nature Conservationist of the
Year.

Herbivore monitoring
project
•

•

Herbivore monitoring project initiated –
particularly the migration of wildebeest and
zebra. Wildebeest population on the decline
again.
Rainfall for six months from October
recorded as wettest season of the decade.

Colin Rowles is promoted to warden.
Frances Boustred becomes the first woman
to hold office on the Executive Committee.
Commercialisation of land approved.
Dr Salomon Joubert presents the master
plan for conservation of Klaserie and APNR –
open system management.
Klaserie partakes in the Kruger National
Park Working for Water project and over
300,000 alien plants are removed from
Klaserie and Olifants riverbanks over three
months.

1998

1999

First burning
programme
•
•
•
•
•
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Cell phone tower erected and, shortly
after that, internet arrives. Dial-up network
interfering with the single telephone
landline.

Colin Rowles
appointed warden

•

•

1994

AGM grows to be a social event including
families, food, and festivities.
Sable population is down to only four after
the drought.
“Oom” Charles Crookes resigns after 16
years on committee.
“Oom” Daantjie du Preez retires as chairman
of the finance committee.
Excellent year of recovery, rainfall,
contentment, and wealth. Average rainfall
up to 684mm.

1995

•
•

•

Warden receives
award for excellence

HISTORY

AGM becomes social
event

1992

Colin Rowles is appointed assistant warden.
He lives in a caravan overlooking the
Klaserie River with his wife, Janice.
Worst drought recorded in the Lowveld in
living memory – buffalo and warthog are
particularly badly affected.
Four remaining sable captured on Fife and
relocated out of the reserve.
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Jason Turner lion distribution and density
survey also a first.
Record-breaking rainfall – complete
turnaround within a decade: from drought
to flooding.
Anthrax outbreak before summer rains
mostly affecting kudu. White rhino
inoculated.
40 Lions recorded during census – highest
of any census to date.
Intensive field ranger training for both basic
and advanced rangers by Welgevonden
Game Reserve Training Centre – field
rangers commended for their competency.
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High numbers of lion
•
•

HISTORY

2000

Predator study records a high of 80 lions
and 61 hyenas.
First bovine tuberculosis case diagnosed.

•

2001
•
•

Junior Management
•
•

2003

•

•

2004

White rhino ear notching and microchipping programme is initiated,
funded through corporate and member
sponsorships – 10 rhinos are marked in the
first year.
Dry cycle continues into third year with
below average rainfall.
Bovine tuberculosis crisis in the reserve
proves to be widespread in buffalo herds:
34 buffalo euthanised after a group of 50 is
captured for sale.
A number of field rangers are trained at the
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Environmental impact
assessment

Klaserie and Balule
remove boundary fence
•

Richard Sowry appointed as assistant
warden.
New legislation is passed: Environmental
Impact Assessments prior to building.

First ever aerial census
of APNR

•

•

2005

•

•

•

•

Southern African Wildlife College.
Children’s Eco Training is born, and the first
Holiday Workshop takes place at Camp
George.

•
•

•

•

HISTORY

2002

Richard Sowry resigns for section ranger
post at Kingfisherspruit.
Eric Manyike promoted to junior
management team.

First rhino notching
programme initiated
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First ever aerial census of entire APNR
conducted – result shows that Klaserie
carries far more game than two
neighbouring reserves.
Klaserie clean-up of waste and scraps
results in 24 tonnes of waste removed from
reserve.
Indigenous plant nursery starts to
propagate plants to sell to members to
replace exotic species.
Ecological research in reserve grows:
- Ground Hornbill research and 		
conservation project
- Elephant research project
- Terrapin parasite study

Black rhino spotted
•
•
•

2006

Evidence of black rhino found in the
reserve.
Two pocket computers purchased for the
benefit and improvement of field ranger
data collection.
Research projects:
- Elephant Research Project
- Ground Hornbill Conservation Project
- Tembo Project
- Water and Associated Impact Study

2007 Children’s Eco

Training registered

•

•
•
•

•

Foot and mouth
disease outbreak

A large portion of KPNR’s western
boundary fence with Balule Nature
Reserve is removed in a huge conservation
achievement.
Qualified field rangers given experiential
training in the reserve.
50 Wildebeest introduced.
Number of lions show signs of tuberculosis
infection due to eating infected buffalo.
The first Klaserie Chronicle is printed in black
and white.

2008

Children’s Eco Training is registered as a
non-profit organisation.

12km of fence removed and two additional
properties incorporated into the reserve,
increasing its area to 60,000 hectares.
Survey by the EWT reveals two pairs of
nesting Pel’s Fishing Owls on Klaserie
portion of Olifants River.
Adult Basic Education Training is initiated
to support staff in skills development and
training, increasing literacy and numeracy
among staff members.
Foot and mouth disease outbreak in APNR.
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“The new abattoir is the first rural
game abattoir to be constructed in the
Mpumalanga province in accordance
with new regulations regarding trading
in cloven hoofed animal bi-products.”

HISTORY

2009

•
•
•
•

•
•

•

•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

2014

EXCO formation of the Rhino Protection
Fund to facilitate and raise donations
to support anti-poaching training and
equipment.
Erection of new fence with early-warning
technology along a 22km stretch of the
south-western boundary.
Census reveals highest number of
wildebeest recorded since 2004.

2015

White lion cubs spotted
Habitat Reclamation Plan approved and set
in action.
Healthcare and HIV awareness workshops
successfully run through Hlokomela.
Clampdown on anti-poaching: training and
educating field rangers to match constant
changes of rhino poaching tactics.
White buffalo calf spotted.
White lion cubs spotted on Klaserie.
Good cheetah sightings in the western part
of the reserve and a group of five seen
south of HQ.

•

•

•

Severe drought
•

•

2016

HQ causeway rebuilt just before summer
rains of 2013.
Tracker dog obtained to complement antipoaching unit.
Despite the greatest efforts, the first rhino is
poached in Klaserie in September.
Klaserie pioneer and the first chairman of
the reserve, “Oom” Jan de Necker passes
away.

Anti poaching team
introduced
•

•
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First rhino poached

•

•

•

18 January: Cyclone Dando causes recordbreaking flooding in Klaserie.
Over 100km of access roads repaired.
Anthrax outbreak post-flood.
Increased pressure of rhino poaching as
neighbouring reserves are targeted. Ranger
camp built at HQ.
Klaserie pioneer and long-time accountant
for the reserve, “Oom” Daantjie du Preez
passes away.

“The highlight of the aerial census this
year was the observation of a very
small black rhino calf, believed to be
the first to be born in the reserve.”

•

•

2012

2013

Rhino Protection Fund

2011

•

Two quad bikes purchased for boundary
fence patrol by field rangers.
Black rhino Range Expansion Project
funded by World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and
KZN Wildlife introduced to the reserve.
Pack of wild dogs found denning on
Dundee.

New abattoir registered and constructed at
HQ.
Pel’s Fishing Owl survey once again shows
Olifants River in Klaserie is a safe nesting
ground.
Unfortunate death of four lions in a pride of
five – thought to be poison-related.
The Klaserie Chronicle is printed in colour for
the first time.

Flood

HISTORY

Wild dogs spotted
•

New abattoir registered 2010
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•

Operations control room constructed at the
reserve HQ.
A wandering sable from Balule Nature
Reserve is sighted in the KPNR, the first
sable spotting in the reserve since the early
1990s.
For the first time Klaserie is responsible for
hosting the APNR quarterly meetings and
handling its administrative work for a period
of two years.
Anti-poaching team proving vital in the fight
against poaching with relentless counter
strategies and a number of successful
arrests.
Children’s Eco Training is rebranded and
changes its name to Eco Children.

Severe drought takes its toll on the
reserve – particularly interesting as it’s
the first drought since the fence removal
of 1993.
Anti-poaching activity is continually on
the increase, becoming more and more
vigilant and responsive to the benefit of
the reserve and its rhino.
Labour intensive alien plant removal
along the riverbanks continues for
another consecutive year – made easier
by the drought conditions.
50 Years of Conservation 029
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“In an historical event SANParks
and representatives from various
conservation areas on the western border
of the Kruger National Park signed a
cooperative partnership agreement.”

HISTORY

Prolific wild dog
sightings

2017
•
•
•

Cooperative Agreement 2018
signed
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Automated weather station installed at HQ
to replace manual recordings.
Further improvements to fences, alarm
sensitivity, and access control made to
further counter poaching opportunities.
Detection dogs and handlers trained and
stationed at reserve gates.
Ground Hornbill Project successfully
increases the distribution and breeding
success of this vulnerable specie.
Elephants Alive continues its long-standing
research.
Initiative introduced to expand the
monitoring of the Olifants River catchment
area by AWARD (Association for Water and
Rural Development). Contributes towards
the overall understanding of the status of
the river, which has been described as one
of the most seriously impacted rivers in the
country.
The Greater Limpopo Transfrontier
Conservation Area (GLTFCA) Cooperative
Agreement, is signed between the APNR,
South African National Parks and other
neighbouring reserves in South Africa,
Mozambique and Zimbabwe.

2019

KPNR golden
anniversary
•
•

030 50 Years of Conservation

Telkom decommissions all landlines and
telephone poles are removed from the
reserve.
Klaserie River reduced to pools and muddy
wallows as dry season persists.
Wild dog sightings prolific, much to the
delight of members and lodge owners.

The vast majority of rhinos in the KPNR are dehorned
in an unprecedented counter-poaching operation.
KPNR celebrates its 50th anniversary.
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Behind the scenes
AT THE FIRST AGM
Words Jen Howson (nee Crookes)

A

n extract from the minutes of the third annual
general meeting of the Klaserie held at Dover
on 8 July 1972 reads:

“The Chairman opened the meeting and heartily
welcomed the members and visitors, and especially the
Director of the Department of Nature Conservation Dr du Plessis and two officials, Messrs Laubscher and
Lambrecht.
He regrettably advised the meeting that the Secretary,
Paul Mouton, had taken ill during the preceding EXCO
Meeting.He said that this was an historical meeting of the
members of the Reserve, because it was the first meeting
since the official proclamation of the KPNR.
He thanked Mr & Mrs Crookes for their hospitality and for
all the trouble taken to accommodate the meeting.
The existing committee remained in office:
Mr J.D.J. de Necker (Chairman); Mr I.F.G. Gillatt (ViceChairman); Mr T.C.B. Crookes; Mr J. Ogilvie-Thompson; Mr
J.W Beith; Mr W.C.Lindeque; Mr P. Mouton (Secretary); Mr
V.R. van Vuren (Ranger).
The meeting closed at 5 pm.”
However, it was the events that unravelled behind the
official meeting that captured the most interest.
I recall that the first members started to arrive at about
11am, having had to navigate their way along badly
rutted, rocky tracks with a tall, heavily seeded middle
mannetjie. My mother nervously greeted the Director of
Nature Conservation – her planted aloe garden was in full
bloom and many aloes had been bought from ‘umfaans’
along the road through the Strijdom Tunnel.
On another part of the farm, a party from Northampton
were on a game drive to Dover Rock in the early
afternoon – Ivan had instructed them to keep well away
from Dover Camp. They had turned off the “main road”
onto a shocking track when they spotted a maroon
Rolls Royce, billowing steam, which was almost on their
tailgate. The driver was escorting Mrs Becker, the owner
of Portion 2 of Charloscar, and her sister, to the meeting.
The radiator had boiled dry so Hamish, a member of
the Northampton party, and later hero of the day, kindly
offered to take the driver to the nearest camp to collect
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water. They crept into Dover
Camp whilst the meeting
was in progress, under the
surprised eye of Ivan, and
disappeared behind the
special reeded boma that
Charles had erected as a
shelter for the evening braai.
The Rolls Royce finally made
a very late arrival.
After the meeting, as the
members were preparing
for a true bushveld braai,
Mrs Leonie Mouton
realised that her husband
had taken a turn for the
worse. Ivan lost no time
in driving at breakneck
speed to Northampton
Camp to collect Dr. Hamish
Campbell, who had arrived
from Durban that very
morning, and who always
travelled with a well-stocked
black doctor’s bag. Ivan
returned to Dover, in half the
normal time, where Hamish
administered Paul with two
ampules of morphia. They
settled Paul on a mattress
and cushions, in Charles’
Ford station wagon, and
van Reenen van Vuren,
the ranger, drove Paul and

HISTORY

Leonie to the Phalaborwa
Hospital, making the 140mile journey by 9pm.
Hamish, in a letter to the
Cook family, regales the
story as told to him later by
Leonie: As they carried Paul
on a stretcher up the stairs
of the hospital, she noticed
that the steps were flanked
by two large bougainvillea
in pots, bearing a tablet that
read: “Geskenk deur AVBOB”!
Leonie continued her story:
The admitting porter seemed
to be unused to filling in
admission papers and was
deadly slow. He answered
the phone and carried on
a long conversation. So,
Mrs Mouton whipped the
papers around and filled
them all in from name, right
down through to medical aid
details and previous medical
history and allergies.
The porter came back after
his long phone call, saw what
she had done and said: “Nie
toegelaat nie.” He tore them
up and started all over again
at the pace of an ox. He then
summoned the doctor, well
over half an hour after Paul

had been admitted, who arrived barefoot
and not quite sober. Paul was stabilised and
transported by ambulance to Nelspruit and
flown back to Pretoria, the next day.
He made a full recovery and became a future
chairman of the KPNR.
The Rolls Royce saga ended the next day,
when Mrs Becker’s brother, accompanied by
his 11-year-old son, arrived in an old bakkie
to collect the Rolls. He was still complaining
about the vehicle, so Denis Smith, a lifelong friend of Charles, to our amusement
tried to negotiate a swap for the brand-new
Ford station wagon, now parked back in the
garage. The gentleman couldn’t be persuaded
and jumped into the Rolls and roared up the
drive, leaving the youngster behind. To our
amazement the boy climbed into the driver’s
seat of the old bakkie, quietly started the
engine and slowly purred up the drive – he
could only see through the spokes of the
steering wheel.
The Rolls story ended well, as it was later
discovered that Mrs Becker’s brother had
hired the Rolls especially for the occasion,
from a gentleman in Pretoria. Imagine the
consequences.
As stories filtered back, it had unquestionably
been a very good braai, as some members
had to sleep in their cars that night because
all the signs had only pointed to Dover.
It really was an unforgettable day.
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THE HISTORY OF THE

Klaserie
cheetah
Words Chloë Cooper

“ The iconic sketch of the
spotted cat baring its
teeth was contributed
by Carl Weavind in
1971.”

© Kevin MacLaughlin
034 50 Years of Conservation

A

s the emblematic face of the reserve,
the cheetah has forever been
associated with the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve (KPNR). The iconic
sketch of the spotted cat baring its teeth was
contributed by Carl Weavind in 1971 when the
early members of the KPNR were invited to put
forward suggestions for the official emblem. It
wasn’t until a few years later that cheetah would
be introduced to the newly proclaimed private
nature reserve, and some have accredited first
warden Van Reenen van Vuren’s exotic taste in
pets as the inspiration behind the logo!
Stories among the legends of the Klaserie
recall the warden and his pet cheetah travelling
together through the reserve in the cab of his
Land Cruiser, and there is a rare photo of the
two of them depicting their close bond. Rumour
has it that there were four cheetah cubs in
Van Reenen's brood to start with, while other
stories say there were only two. Either way, the
Department of Fauna and Flora had other plans
for the exotic pets and departed with three
of them one afternoon. Whether or not the
warden and his remaining feline sidekick were
the inspiration behind the original Klaserie logo,
we can’t be certain, but the future of cheetah
research and their reintroduction in the reserve
was notable to say the least.
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Campaigning for cheetahs

More newcomers

By 1976, Erwin Leibnitz had taken over
as warden of KPNR and his interest
and advocacy for research projects
to take place drove the initiation of a
number of conservation studies within
the reserve. Zoological expert, Dr Eddie
Young, was to play a dominant role in
wildlife research in the Klaserie until
his untimely death in 1990. In 1976 he
suggested that the newfound Klaserie
become a sanctuary for wild cheetahs.
This idea was treated with enthusiasm by
members and the committee, but upon
receiving advice from the Department of
Nature Conservation that the boundary
fence would have to be cheetah-proofed
in order for it to qualify as a sanctuary, it
was decided not to go through with the
expensive fence restructuring.

In 1982, the Department of Nature
Conservation donated a female cheetah
and her three sub-adult cubs to the
Klaserie, and on another occasion
donated a few cheetahs to the Air Force
Base conservation area. This was in
order to try and control the population of
species like warthog and steenbok, which
were posing a danger to the take-off
and landing of airplanes on the runway.
Erwin recounts this particular occasion in
his diary when he talks about one of the
cheetahs needing a tooth replacement
and eventually going on to live a good life
with a stainless-steel cap – courtesy of
the Air Force dentist!

Dr Eddie Young during a cheetah release programme.

The first arrivals
This would, however, be the first of numerous
cheetah reintroduction projects over the
years that followed. Soon after, in 1979, the
Endangered Wildlife Trust (EWT) with Clive Walker
in the executive seat donated six cheetahs from,
then, South West Africa. At that time, Namibia
was translocating and rehoming many of its
cheetahs to South African reserves because
the cats were being increasingly persecuted by
livestock farmers. Since 1965 cheetahs were
being released in Hluhluwe-iMfolozi, Kruger
National Park, Pilanesberg, and a handful of other
reserves, and on 18 February 1979 the EWT had
six cats ready for release in the KPNR. Four males
and two females – all adult – were set free in the
60,000 ha fenced reserve as part of a predator
study conducted by a student of the University of
Pretoria.

Klaserie warden Erwin Leibnitz (far left) works alongside
specialists from the Department of Nature Conservation
during a cheetah introduction programme.
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Drawings of elephant and lion: proposed emblems for the
KPNR sketched by Koos Hattingh in 1971.

Over the years, and particularly since
the fences were removed between
the Kruger National Park and the
Klaserie, Timbavati, and Umbabat in
1993, cheetah sightings have been
sporadic and reported with excitement.
They are indeed some of Africa’s most
endangered large carnivores and they
thrive where their speed can benefit
them most. The high population of large
predators, like lion, spotted hyena, and
leopard in the Greater Kruger ecosystem
make these parts rather treacherous for
cheetahs, and so they do not dominate
the predator landscape.

Drawings of cheetah: Chosen emblem for the KPNR, submitted
by Carl Weavind in 1971.

Unfortunately, the study didn’t last longer
than a few months after one female cheetah
perished naturally after only two months, and
the two collared individuals were radio-tracked
for a maximum of 188 days before contact with
them was lost. The fate of the remaining five
cheetahs was never known, but the project was
a testament to the successful relocation and
release of the six cats.
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KPNR cheetahs today
Certainly, past editions of the Klaserie Chronicle
have showcased cheetah sightings all over the
reserve and there are plenty that go without
publication too. Lucky members, guests, and
field guides have shared special photographs
and stories of cheetahs in Klaserie. Some that
stand out include a sighting of a mother and
her grey-mantled cubs; a solo female on top of
a termite mound scanning her surroundings;
and some stalking and landing a fresh kill in full
view of onlookers. One fortunate field guide
was lucky enough to encounter a particularly
relaxed cheetah alone on foot one day and
managed to lie down and photograph the cat at
eye level with its fresh kill without any signs of
aggression or unease.

HISTORY

© Kevin MacLaughlin

© Kevin MacLaughlin

© Kevin MacLaughlin

Cheetahs of the Klaserie now roam wild and
free between the unfenced boundaries of the
merged reserves and their celebrated beauty,
rarity, and unique physical adaptations make
them some of the most revered animals on
the planet. Whether it’s the special history of
this reserve or its continued achievements in
conservation management, the iconic cheetah
certainly has earned its place as the one and
only face of the Klaserie.

© Kevin MacLaughlin
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DROPPING THE
FENCES:

KLASERIE JOINS THE KRUGER
NATIONAL PARK
Words Chloë Cooper
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During the integral 1991 discussions,
Daantjie du Preez represented the
KPNR at the Thornybush Conference,
which included members form the APNR
and non-reserve land owners. Officially
known as The Conservation Future of the
Lowveld, the conference was led by Natal
Parks Board Chairman, Naas Steenkamp,
and was attended by 47 delegates. This
occasion, among a number of other
formal meetings, would set into motion
the plans for the removal of the Kruger’s
western boundary fence, forming what
would become known as the Greater
Kruger Park.

Warden Erwin Leibnitz after receiving Ossie
Doyer trophy for Nature Conservationist of the
Year 1992 with wife, Jenny, and elephant in the
background.

M

ore than two decades after the independent
farm owners of 1969 made the fateful
decision to join hands and create a 60,000 ha
private nature reserve, the concept of nature
conservation had evolved. The boundary fence that had
once been erected to protect the fauna and flora of the
Klaserie was to be removed in order to achieve the next
level of wildlife conservation.
In 1991, discussions arose to remove the Kruger National
Park’s (KNP) western boundary fence and incorporate the
Association of Private Nature Reserves (APNR), which at
that time included the Klaserie, Timbavati, and Umbabat
Reserves.

“ Finally, the Klaserie would see the
return of a natural habitat as migration
routes were once again opened and
game numbers would begin to balance
themselves out. ”
040 50 Years of Conservation

The evolution of a greater protected area
The fences in existence had for a long time halted the
east to west migration of wildlife from Kruger National
Park to the Klaserie River during winter months.
Particularly wildebeest and zebra suffered when these
migrations were interrupted by the manmade boundary.
Klaserie’s warden of the time, Erwin Leibnitz, was among
conservationists who believed the fence was negatively
impacting the wildlife populations by ending the natural
migration route. It was affecting the reserve’s carrying
capacity of certain species, necessitating artificial
waterholes, degrading the vegetation and creating soil
erosion issues. Recordings in Klaserie archives date the
applications for removal of the fences to as early 1976 –
almost two decades before the veterinary fence between
the KNP and the APNR was finally removed.

After many proposals and revisions and
debates between parties involved, the Parks
Board eventually decided to go ahead with
the fence removal according to several
guiding principles for integration. The majority
of the fence was removed, incorporating
the area from the Orpen Gate in the south
to the Olifants River in the north within the
boundaries of the Kruger National Park.
Finally, the Klaserie would see the return of
a natural habitat as migration routes were
once again opened and game numbers would
begin to balance themselves out.
As a testament to Erwin’s active participation
and involvement in conservation and
the community, he brought home the
Ossie Doyer Trophy with the title Nature
Conservationist of the Year in 1992. It brought
pride to the Klaserie during this progressive
era as it moved toward the historic fence
removal.
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1993: Formal fence removal between the APNR
and the Kruger National Park

2005: Balule unites on
Klaserie’s western boundary

On 7 July 1993, a ceremony was held at the Hans
Hoheisen Research Station to formalise the cutting of
the last portion of fence that still stood between the KNP
and the APNR. It was an event that attracted national and
international coverage and is commemorated in photos
captured on the day. Danie Hough, administrator of the
Transvaal, addressed the attendees and had a hand
in severing the strands of wire fencing himself. In his
address, he emphasised the value of this milestone in the
growth of ecotourism: “Ecotourism is without question
one of the most important industries of the future in
South Africa and, in my opinion, close co-operation
between public and private sectors is the only way that
this huge potential of our country can be unlocked.”

On the KPNR’s western boundary lays
the privately-owned properties of the
Balule Nature Reserve and, in 2005,
the APNR momentously incorporated
the reserve through the dropping of
its fence. All Klaserie members voted
in favour of the integration and 24km
of fence line separating the 30,000 ha
reserve from the rest of the Greater
Kruger Park was removed. Colin
Rowles, warden of KPNR at that time
for almost a decade, welcomed this
decision with open arms and described
it as a significant achievement and the
greatest conservation victory in many
years. In his annual report of 2005
he included the following passage to
signify his optimism for this milestone
moment: “The ecological importance of
this achievement cannot be sufficiently
emphasised. The inclusion of these
30,000 ha of land into the greater
conservation area will contribute
significantly towards ensuring
and maintaining the ecological
sustainability of this Greater Kruger
conservation area.”

Also during 1993, Erwin was once again acknowledged
for this active role in conservation as he was awarded the
Game Rangers Association of Africa Award for Excellence
– another proud moment for the Klaserie to see its longstanding warden honoured for his expertise.
Danie Hough, Administrator of the Transvaal,
cutting the fence between APNR and KNP in
1993.

HISTORY

Part of the global movement to
restore natural habitats
Since these historic moments in
the history of Klaserie, and the
Greater Kruger Park as a whole, the
eastern boundary of the national
park has merged with neighbouring
Mozambique to incorporate an
immense transfrontier conservation
area to the benefit of wilderness
restoration and the reclamation
of natural habitats and wildlife
movements. Additionally, Klaserie’s
neighbouring Timbavati has dropped
its fences with Thornybush Nature
Reserve as recently as 2017, adding
another almost 15,000 ha to the
Greater Kruger ecosystem.

Salomon Joubert (left), Executive Director of the Kruger National Park, addresses guests before the fence cutting.
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Scenes from the day when the first section of fence between
Balule and Klaserie was removed in 2005.
Throughout southern Africa and Africa as a whole, these merging
boundaries are creating passage for animals and rebuilding lost
habitats that are integral to the health and survival of the natural
world as we know it. The KPNR continues to take these enormous
leaps in conservation with a leading team at the helm.

“ The inclusion of these 30,000 ha of land into
the greater conservation area will contribute
significantly towards ensuring and maintaining
the ecological sustainability of this Greater Kruger
conservation area.”
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Klaserie’s first
warden
A LEGEND OF THE LOWVELD:
VAN REENEN VAN VUREN
Words Chloë Cooper
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Targa the cheetah
Soon after he joined the KPNR, Van Reenen found
two abandoned cheetah cubs in the bush in poor
condition. He took them in and one survived, whom
he named Targa. The young female cheetah became
his pet, accompanying him as he carried out his duties
as warden, riding alongside him in the cab of his
Land Rover; a sight not many early Klaserie members
will forget! Of course, the Department of Nature
Conservation took issue with the warden of a private
nature reserve keeping a tame cheetah. Beer Roux,
who was a young boy during the time Van Reenen
was warden, remembers his father “babysitting” Targa
whenever Dr Eddie Young from the Department of
Nature Conservation would come and see the warden
about handing over custody of the cheetah!
Targa eventually went to live out her days at the De
Wildt cheetah sanctuary, which was established as a
conservation centre in 1971, and in fact she went on to
become the first cheetah to breed in captivity in South
Africa. However, Targa’s legend lives on in the Klaserie,
as it is her face that is embellished on the reserve’s
emblem. We were fascinated to hear Beer tell us how
Van Reenen’s sketch of his pet cheetah on a cigarette box
would go on to inspire the KPNR’s first coat of arms.

W

homever might have played the role of the
Klaserie’s first warden would have gone down
in history as a trail blazer, a pioneer, and a part
of the reserve’s foundation. But the person the Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve (KPNR) appointed was, in addition,
a Lowveld legend, an artist, a wordsmith, and a mischiefmaker. A man remembered as equal parts maverick and
genius, Van Reenen van Vuren was a firecracker, and
those who knew him best speak of his brilliant mind,
creativity, and insatiable sense of humour.
Without a doubt, passion for nature drove his lifelong
career in the bush. Before he joined the KPNR as warden,
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he was a ranger in the Kruger National Park. When the
executive committee was looking for their first warden
in 1970, Eddie Roux suggested his good friend, Van
Reenen, who was stationed in the national park. An initial
interview was held before his credentials were presented
to the committee and he was selected out of a handful of
applicants. Even at the start, Van Reenen’s reputation had
elicited both admiration and raised eyebrows. He was an
anti-poaching activist, determined to rid the wilderness
of snares and illegal hunting. There was a certain level
of controversy surrounding his methods at the time,
but it was well known that Van Reenen was far from a
conformist!

WARDEN’S DIARY

Van Reenen van Vuren and Targa.

Multi-dimensional
Captivating stories of Van Reenen’s escapades,
both before and after his short time in Klaserie, are
a testament to his mischievous sense of fun, his
deep connection with nature, and his interpretive
understanding of literature, music, and the arts. His
once wife, Agnes – to whom he dedicated his book
Lebombo Journals – called him a brilliant mind but
assured us that his habitual disappearing acts left much
to be desired! In the dedication on the inside cover of
his book, he inscribed: “To Agnes, who made a virtue of
patience.” We can’t help but think this might have been
in acknowledgement of his grocery runs that regularly
lasted a couple of days!
Agnes met Van Reenen in the Klaserie when she and
her then husband, Jan Albert, and their children would
visit Hans Lombard at his camp on Ross farm. Jan, also
a friend of Van Reenen’s sadly passed away at just 42
years old, but the connection that formed between
Agnes and Van Reenen is something she describes as a
bond between soulmates. Her children saw Van Reenen
as a father figure, and she recalls being captivated by
her conversations with him, which lasted for hours into
the night. This rugged man who would walk through
thorn bushes, and not around them, could recite long
Shakespearean monologues, and draw detailed sketches
of birds from memory. He was a poet and an artist, yet
his drink of choice was brandy and brackish water – no
ice, please!
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A warden and an artist

A long and eventful life

Van Reenen’s monthly newsletters to the members were
anticipated in the same way one would look forward to a
good short story. Well written, entertaining, and possessing
an expert understanding of language and expression, his
words were gripping anecdotes of his life in the bush. Beer
also told us that Van Reenen – who knew the answer to
every question in Trivial Pursuit, and who lived for a period
of his life in a tree – was his hero. With a rough exterior
and a philosophical mind, Van Reenen’s own heroes were
the likes of Johann Christian Bach and Laurens van der
Post – composers and exceptional creatives. How intriguing
that Klaserie’s wayward warden was an eccentric artist who
named a resident spider, Macbeth!

When Van Reenen van Vuren passed
away in 2017 at the age of 78, a
wake was held in celebration of his
life. It was attended by folks from far
and wide, including his first wife and
mother of his children, Nannie, whom
he married in his 20s. Beer Roux
was also at the memorial service and
Nannie recognised him by the sound
of his voice, which was so like his
father, Eddie’s. In a trip down memory
lane, Nannie revealed that before she
and Van Reenen got divorced, her
lawyer facetiously advised her to take
out life insurance because judging by
the wild way in which her husband
lived his life, he would surely not last
very long! And there they stood at
his funeral in 2017 after the man had
lived a long, hazardous life of risk and
endeavour.

Van Reenen is described as someone who was eternally
young at heart and had the ability to keep an audience
rapt. He was a well-known character in the Lowveld and
his unique artwork was inspired by the natural world he
knew so well. When he was out in the bush and spotted a
bird that he did not recognise, he had the uncanny ability
to sketch it in enough detail for him to positively identify it
when comparing his drawing to an image in his reference
book. His photographic memory served him well, both
in his 20-minute-long recitals of his favourite poems and
scriptures, and in his intricate etchings of wild animals,
which he could draw from memory alone. Beer remembers
driving from Klaserie to White River with Van Reenen to sell
some of his art at an auction, but they returned with the
goods instead because the money offered for the works
wasn’t considered worth it. Today, a lot of his art still lives in
Klaserie, where the walls of Beer’s family camp on Ross farm
are hung with Van Reenen’s unique portraits of the animals
he spent his life watching over in the wild.
An insatiable sense of humour was evident in many aspects
of Van Reenen’s life, and described to us by those who
remember him well. Once, on a visit to Harry Oppenheimer’s
farm in Klaserie, Van Reenen was implored to dress in a suit
and tie for the occasion – a big ask for the man who dressed
purely for the sake of practicality and packed his overnight
items in a carboard box. When Van Reenen arrived at the
black-tie event, he used his rare knowledge of the finer
things in life to request a singular bottle of wine that would
surely not be stocked in any ordinary wine cellar in the
veld. But as Murphy’s Law would have it, Mr Oppenheimer
produced this particularly extravagant bottle, and insisted
that the brandy-and-brakwater drinking warden partake in a
glass of the fine wine. It seemed, for once, that the joke was
on the joker!
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Van Reenen van Vuren and Nadine Olivier.
Van Reenen’s ashes were
scattered beneath a tree at his
old camp in Balule where Agnes
still runs the lodge. When Agnes
shared some of her memories
of her late husband, she told
us that this tree on the camp
grounds is a favourite place
among the wandering buffalo
herds. They habitually visit the
area, amble near the tree and
lie down beside Van Reenen’s
final resting place. We left with
the impression that the cerebral
connection with wildlife that
was so evident throughout
Van Reenen’s life has perhaps
lingered on even after the death
of this Lowveld Legend.

“But when I leave my fire and retire for the night, heaven with its winking stars mellows all of that which confused me so. It
confirms that the direction of our lives, joy and sorrow in such brittle harmony, victory and defeat so diverse are predestined
by the enigma of a Higher State. We can but wonder in bestriding this plotted course if the grace and pity we are permitted
to reflect, are in fact values of our own design. If not, honour, compassion and dignity diluted by the piping of a higher tune
are undeserving by merits of our own accord. But if we are granted such minute acting in the play and fail at making gentle
verse, we can turn around and say; God has yet to make the perfect man.”
An extract from Lebombo Journals by Van Reenen Van Vuren
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LOOKING BACK
ON THE

wild days
Words Erwin Leibnitz (Warden: 1975 – 1997)

I

The early years

arrived in the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve (KPNR)
on 1 May 1975, only three years since its proclamation
as a nature reserve. The barely-there Motlasedi
Headquarters would be where my wife, Jenny, and I
would spend the next 22 years of our lives. Our youngest
of two daughters was only four months old, and by the
time they were old enough to go to school, they bravely
took on boarding school while I ran things as warden with
Jenny’s invaluable support.

Life in this evolving private nature reserve was to be full
of firsts, close shaves, triumphs, and challenges. There
are many, many moments that stand out, and probably
many more that evade memory, but in the first months of
building a home at HQ, I couldn’t have anticipated some
things, like training a pack of captive-bred wild dogs to
live in the wild or performing surgery with a Swiss army
knife to unblock an elephant’s airway!
One of my first tasks – other than
building a house to live in and
accommodation for staff – was to
train the first field ranger force. The
10 men I put through their paces
were trained to enforce security
and anti-poaching, find and remove
snares, and navigate and track
on foot. In fact, the Klaserie field
rangers were the first in a private
conservation area to be licensed to
use the R4 semi-automatic service
rifle. So stealthy we became that
on more than one occasion we
surprised land owners out on the
hunt by appearing silently from the
bush and giving them the fright of
their lives!
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Research challenges

Dr Eddie Young from the Department of Nature
Conservation during the elephant collaring operation.

A number of South African Defence Force survival course instructors who decided
to do the course themselves in order to get a feel for what the students would
experience.
Elephant collaring for research.

Air Force training
Speaking of lying low in the veld,
the survival training I conducted in
the Klaserie for the Defence Force,
but mainly for Air Force helicopter
pilots, really threw participants in
the deep end. Looking back on it
now, we were lucky that the only
injuries sustained were superficial
(including one boomslang bite and
a kidnapping attempt by a hyena)!
This training was designed to be
hardcore preparation for surviving
in the bush after being shot down
or escaping capture during war
and included tasks that replicated
potential real-life scenarios. How to
react to dangerous game, identify
edible plants, catch and prepare
insects, fish, and rodents for eating,
tracking, sourcing water, and building
a shelter. Mostly, the “survivors” were
helicopter pilots and engineers, and
all were men except for one woman,
who is still employed at South African
National Parks today!
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Sable released into a holding boma before being
released onto the reserve.
Elephant collaring team (L - R) Stoney Steenkamp, Blackie Swart, Karel
Hofman, Nick Zambatis, Johan Draght, Piet Muller, Roy Bengis, Piet de
Villiers, Erwin Leibnitz.
From the first night of being
“abandoned” in the wild (while
myself and trainers hid nearby), to
an escape and evade exercise that
included having to fashion clothes
and shoes out of an impala skin

and avoid getting captured by an
instructor and then interrogated;
the survival training on Klaserie
was the real deal!

Dr Eddie Young encouraging cheetah to disembark the
vehicle during an early release of cheetah on Klaserie.

I was always eager to get students, trainees,
and researchers into the Klaserie as I believed it
contributed hugely to the effective management
of the reserve. We had the opportunity to benefit
from the data collected, and we could facilitate the
practical experience needed for students studying
conservation. Over the years I hosted a number of
individuals and research projects, and there were
various elephant collaring exercises, lion markings,
cheetah research stints, and vegetation surveys that
were conducted. It goes without saying that there
were quite a few standout moments among the lot!
One elephant bull we had identified for marking was
darted, not once, but twice with the recommended
dosage of sedative, and still he would not go down!
We – myself, then-student Bruce Page, Dr. Eddie
Young, the Timbavati warden, and an assistant –
had no choice but to mark and collar this sedated
elephant while he was on his feet. This was a very
risky exercise, as you can imagine, given the size
of this animal and the risk of him toppling over,
or even stepping either way onto a human foot!
I’m relieved to say this was, however, a successful
operation and all involved, including the elephant,
were uninjured.
There were various animal introductions and
re-introductions over the years as I attempted to
nurture a balanced ecosystem in the reserve. On
one occasion, we received a few cheetahs that were
to be released into the Air Force Base and KPNR.
The idea being that the cheetah introduced into
the Air Force Base would thin out the warthog and
steenbok populations that were becoming a danger
to the planes and pilots taking off and landing at
the base. All seemed well, except for one whose
condition deteriorated. After monitoring him for a
period, it appeared he was not managing to kill and
eat effectively. So, he was darted and examined,
which revealed that he had a broken tooth.
Luckily, there was a dentist we could call on who
innovatively fitted a gold cap, which subsequently
broke off, and then a hardy stainless-steel
replacement, which seemed to do the trick. This
steel-toothed cheetah went on to keep that runway
clear for a good period after that!
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An early photographs of lions in Klaserie by Percy ‘Pump’ Willis, circa 1940s when he became a renowned
wildlife photographer.

Working with predators
Working with predators was part and
parcel of the job, of course, and in
the early days when lion populations
were only starting to grow in the
Klaserie, I again encouraged as much
research as possible in the reserve.
I often encountered fascinating or
puzzling behaviour that reminded me
that there were constantly things to
learn. Something I remember about
lions in particular was when I spent
a long time observing an arthritic,
old, lone male who really would have
been on his last legs if it wasn’t for
a coalition of younger males that
seemed to supply him with food.
These younger, stronger lions would
kill an animal and then call loudly
until the old male hobbled onto the
scene to feed, and the other lions left
him in peace to eat. It fascinated me
because that goes against ordinary,
competitive lion behaviour, and

one would expect that old male not
to stand a chance against the new
generation of leadership. Needless
to say, this spurred my interest and
I called on Petri Viljoen from the
Transvaal Department of Nature
Conservation to arrange some lion
research.
Lion research back in those days
was very time consuming and often
involved long nights because we had
to bait the lions and call them in using
a variety of calls. Darting them would
all depend on whether we attracted
a pride of lions or a lone male. If a
pride approached, we would have to
dart them all – can you imagine trying
to work on one
darted pride
member while
the rest of the
pride was wide
awake and in

the dark around you? Plus, there was
no antidote in those days and so we
had to sit and wait for hours after we
had performed the data collection
and make sure the drugged lion was
safe until it woke up. On occasion,
Petri, Nick Zambatis, and I would have
to ward off the hyenas that came in
after following their ears and their
noses right into our lion baiting area.
Keeping them at bay was a challenge
also after we had finished our work
on the lion and were waiting for it
to wake up, because a couple of
hyenas can do serious damage to a
defenceless, sedated lion.

One particular time served as a
spine-tingling reminder that we
can’t ever assume to know it all,
no matter how much knowledge
or practice one might have.
We had been out for hours
trying to lure a lion to our bait
in order to mark it and gather
measurements, and to no avail.
Eventually, we removed the bait
from the tree and put it in the
back of the bakkie and tried to
catch 40 winks in the cab before
trying again. Not long after we’d
packed up, a big male lion woke
us up when he started to climb
onto the back of the vehicle
and clawed at the carcass that
was stored there! How long had
he been silently watching and
waiting from the shadows while
we walked around the area and
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removed the tantalising carcass from
the tree? I remember too, the hairraising incident while on horseback
patrol, of trying to escape the claws
and fangs of an enraged lion and in
so doing, getting tangled up in a thorn

tree! The stealth of wild predators like
leopards and lions is of course, their
key to success. Wild dogs on the other
hand use endurance and pack strategy
to land their prey, but more on that in
a moment!
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Erwin Leibnitz assistant, Andre, and staffie Winston
observing erosion damage on Dover farm.
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Executive Committee 1979 (L-R) Front TCB Crookes, D du Preez, P Mouton (Chair), I Gillatt, C
Weavind. Back Dr L Hansmeyer, H Hattingh, E Leibnitz, Dr B Krüger, N Botha.

Pets in the wild
My beloved pets – both dogs and cats
– have lived this wild life with me and
my family, and that simultaneously
puts them in line for the most
adventurous, stimulating life and at
greater risk of seeing their end at the
claws or teeth of an African predator.
My brindled Staffie, Winston,
disappeared one day when
I had him with me during a vegetation
survey along the Klaserie River. After
searching for him, I found his collar
in one of the pools in the river with
croc toothmarks in it – a devastating
find for me and evidence of his tragic
end. Monty was another Staffie of
mine who died after being bitten by
a hyena when we were out ration
shooting. Rommel was a sausage dog
who got taken by a leopard right off
the front porch, and Yok Yok was a
warthog we rescued and fell in love
with, but he too eventually saw his
end when a leopard snatched him
from the garden.
Speaking of pets, I once rescued a
pocket of python eggs from certain
death when the mother snake was
054 50 Years of Conservation

sadly killed by a poacher. There
were 68 of them and I did my best
at keeping them warm and moist
by sprinkling them with water every
day and storing them in a container
with soil next to the outside “donkey
boiler”, our hot water system for the
house. Incredibly, they survived and
hatched, and their natural instincts
took hold immediately. I cannot be
sure if many survived after escaping
care, but I watched them all wriggle
free and make their way out of their
eggs and in the direction of the river.

letting them loose in the reserve,
so I progressively fed them more
“advanced” meals. First, I gave them
a skinned and gutted impala carcass,
and once they mastered that I gave
them a gutted impala with its skin
intact. Then they received a whole
carcass which they had to figure out
how to shred in order to get to the
meat inside, which they proved very
capable of doing. Finally, they were
faced with the real deal – live bait –
and I was amazed to see how quickly
their pack dynamics emerged.

Trying my luck at looking after wild
animals only when it was deemed
ethical was taken to new heights
when I attempted to train a captive
bred pack of eight wild dogs to
capture their own prey! We received
the dogs from Johannesburg Zoo
where they had been fed chunks
of butchered meat, so that’s what
we started feeding them when they
initially arrived in the special holding
boma in Klaserie. We had to figure
out how capable these dogs were
of fending for themselves before

Confident that these dogs knew what
they were doing, we collared the
alpha pair and let them loose.
I followed them for a while, but soon
enough we had to face the difficult
reality that we were setting these
dogs up for persecution because
they moved much further than the
boundaries of the 60,000 ha Klaserie
and would have landed up on farms
where they were not welcome. In
the end, we darted them and were
grateful that they could find a home
on a nearby private sanctuary.

A life well lived
There were countless occasions that took
my breath away, that made my heart sink,
and that made me count my lucky stars
for the position I had been granted in
life. Some of the best memories include
sweltering in a Santa suit and giving out
presents to children in the reserve over
Christmas; getting together with about
50 people to watch the new episode of
Dallas in the bush when televisions and TV
signal were few and far between; kitting
our “Bush Pushers” hockey team out with
giraffe shin bones instead of hockey sticks
to prank the opposing team from White
River; and cutting a record-breaking piece
of biltong from a giraffe (5.35m!) which
was then auctioned off to raise funds for
the Air Force Base golf club. I also recall
breaking my leg while fighting a veld
fire and breaking it again when jumping
off the top of the cab of my vehicle to
avoid an angry elephant. I remember
finding my private vehicle sprayed with
shotgun bullets after Jenny had fired at a
Mozambique spitting cobra at our house

Erwin and his
daughter, Michelle.
while I was away. And I remember
a variety of both hair-raising and
hilarious mishaps during game
counts, darting exercises, wildlife
introductions, and security patrols.
22 years in the KPNR certainly
produced a lifetime of memories,
too numerous to detail in this
script. Our stay also gave us
the opportunity to meet valued

friends and colleagues along the
way. It is a place that has been
and will continue to be fondly
remembered, and I am proud
and grateful to have played a role
in managing and developing the
affairs of the KPNR during my
career.
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1991

Treacherous main road between HQ and Incheni Gate.

1990s

First home in Klaserie.

T

wenty seven years ago,
when I started work in the
Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve (KPNR), things
were very different in comparison
with today. The HQ office complex
consisted of two buildings: a library
with an attached warden’s office and
a workshop storeroom.

Steps in time
Words Colin Rowles
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There was a single party line
telephone which served the office,
and a telefax machine which at
the time was ground breaking
technology. Computers were absent,
and all the administration and
bookkeeping was paper-based, with
massive cashbooks and ledgers
which took up much desk space.
Tippex was the method of effecting
corrections.

overlooked the Klaserie River, under
the spreading branches of a large
umbrella thorn. Yellow-billed hornbills
would visit our home, perching on our
meagre furnishings and spend much
time pecking at the empty pots in the
scullery with their heavy bills. A large
clan of banded mongooses was also
a regular feature. Their visits focused
mainly on my dog’s food bowl, in
pursuit of leftovers.

Janice and I lived in a small caravan
which was made comfortable
with an addition of an open sided
all-purpose room, under thatch.
Nearby was a small ablution facility
and open scullery, water was preheated by a gas geyser. The caravan

The HQ complex was unfenced, and
wildlife was free to move through the
complex. On many early mornings,
the walk from home to the office
went hand-in-hand with a scan of the
ground for tell-tale tracks of nocturnal
visitors, including lions.

The road from HQ to Incheni gate
was not much more than a first-class
wagon track. The resident occupancy
of the reserve was very low, and as
such, there was not much traffic on
any of the roads. Commercialisation
was not permitted at the time, so no
game lodges had been established
and the associated lodge traffic was
obviously also not present. If you were
unfortunate enough to break down
along the main road or get a tyre
puncture and need help, you were
potentially in for a long wait until a
passer-by would come along.
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Pay day
The monthly staff wages were paid out
in cash. This was preceded by a trip to
Hoedspruit to draw the funds which were
then divided into little brown envelopes,
each with the deserving staff member’s
name written on it. All the member camp
staff were paid in the same manner. Five
pay-out points, one of which included the
HQ, were established across the reserve.
These were visited on pay day by a
management staff member, bearing
a cardboard box which contained the
pay packets of all the camp staff from
the region. The cash was counted out
on the Land Cruiser bonnet and signed
Drought
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Mid 1990s

for on the envelope by the employee.
Those that were illiterate were presented
with an ink pad into which they pressed
their thumb, thereafter pressing it onto
the envelope leaving their fingerprint in
acknowledgement of receipt of their hardearned wages.
Shortly thereafter, and often while the cash
was in the process of being counted out, a
debt collector (fellow employee) would run
in from the side and grab the cash away
from its rightful owner. This action was
always accompanied by lots of allegations
and protestations. Of course, payday was a
festive time of the month and if it was the
marula season, it was always extra festive.

Drought relief. Mass capture of buffalo.

1992

1992 saw the reserve in the grips of the
worst drought recorded in the Lowveld in
living memory. Hundreds of head of game
perished as a result, the most affected were
buffalo and warthogs. A massive feeding
campaign was launched with train loads of
supplementary fodder being brought in by
rail to feed the rhinos, and of course anything
else that was strong enough to get to the feed
site.

KNP buffalo census.

As part of the drought relief efforts and to
relieve the stressed habitat of some of the
progressive degradation, 3,000 impala were
culled. Given the numbers to be removed, the
mass capture technique was used, using nets
instead of game capture plastic to construct
a capture boma. Impala were herded by
helicopter into the boma and then culled on
site. A field abattoir was set up to process the
carcasses. A large number of zebras, buffalo
and giraffe were also captured for live sale.

Removing fences

1992

During this time, the four remaining sable
antelope were captured of Fife and relocated
to Kangwane Parks reserve near Nelspruit.
The captured heard consisted of a bull, two
cows and a calf. These animals were the
remainder of a herd that was reintroduced
to the reserve during earlier years. The first
nucleus herd of white rhino were introduced
at around the same time as the sable.

In 1994, the Kruger National Park (KNP)
western boundary fence was removed following
negotiations with the Department of Veterinary
Services and National Parks. The first jointly
managed agreement was signed and the
Association of Private Nature Reserves (APNR) was
born. Originally the APNR consisted of Klaserie,
Timbavati and Umbabat Nature Reserves. Later,
the Balule, and more recently, Thornybush were
included. This initiative effectively expanded the
open conservation area significantly.
With a joint management agreement in place,
which formed the basis of cross-boundary
wildlife management and cooperation, an annual
helicopter census of the elephant and buffalo
populations of the greater conservation area was
instituted. The focus was on these two species
as they were the primary focus of the KNP
management at the time.

Bell Jet Ranger helicopter used for censusing.

Drought relief. Impala capture and cull.
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The exceptionally good rains
of the late 1990’s and early
2000’s provided conditions
conducive to the introduction of
a controlled burning programme.
Over a period spanning three
consecutive winters, large scale
pre-summer controlled burns
were carried out, focusing on
selected areas in the southern
and central regions of the reserve.
This was the first time that a
formal burning programme had
been introduced in the KPNR.

HQ Administration building .
The arrival of change

Mid 1990s

During 2003, opposition to the
APNR’s sustainable resource
use policy resulted in a detailed

Sometime during the mid-1990s, the cell phone
tower went up on the small hill south of HQ.
This heralded a dramatic change in the pace
of life. A short while later, computers and the
internet hit us. Wireless internet was not yet
in fashion and as such, the single landline was
congested as the computer dongle emitted
flashing lights and odd swishing sounds as the
systems tried to connect.
At the AGM of 1997, following the resignation of
Erwin Leibnitz the previous year, I was formally
appointed as the warden of KPNR, having
worked under Erwin’s guidance and mentorship
for the preceding five years. The appointment
was an honour and a privilege, for which I’ll be
forever grateful.
At the same AGM, commercialisation as a land
use practice was approved by the members.
This heralded a change in the land use and
development status of the reserve. The
Institute of Natural Resources in Natal were
commissioned to investigate commercialisation
of Klaserie and provide sustainable parameters
within which commercial development could
proceed.
The headquarter complex received an overhaul
during the same year. This included, amongst
other things, the conversion of the old
workshop to an admin office block. The office
grounds were cleaned up and gardens were
established. The Motlasedi shop was renovated
and the flat corrugated iron roof was replaced
with thatch. The antiquated manual hand fuel
pumps were upgraded to electric and the fuel
station received a roof.
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investigation into the matter.
While the investigation was
underway, all wildlife resource
uses were suspended. This
included professional hunting,
which forms a very important
income stream for the reserve.
This placed a huge burden on
the reserve’s income generating
capacity as all commercial hunting
activities were suspended for the
season. Fortunately, following the
release of a very comprehensive
and detailed report by the
investigating agency, and the
favourable findings, resource use
activities were re-initiated.

2014

The first electric fuel pumps at Motlasedi.
Change continues
During the late 1990s the
reserve and surrounds received
above average rainfall for a
few consecutive seasons. This
brought about environmental
conditions which were
unfavourable for the selective
grazer spectrum of herbivores,
particularly the wildebeest.
Carnivores, particularly lions,
had progressively increased
in number since the reserve’s
proclamation and in numbers
now capitalised on the
compromised wildebeest.
This caused a steep decline in
wildebeest numbers.
From a pre-1982 population
in the region of 6,000, a
population comparable with
the central district of the KNP

at the time, the numbers
dropped to double digits
during the late 1990s and
early 2000s. Pressure upon
management to act and reduce
the carnivores was immense.
Fortunately, with the support
and guidance of KNP scientific
services we came to accept the
influences of climatic cycles on
predator-prey relationships.
The late winter of 1999 saw
an outbreak of anthrax which
spread progressively from the
eastern regions towards the
central regions of the reserve
where the summer rains
eventually brought an end to
the spread. The most affected
animal species were kudu and
buffalo which died in number.
A few lions also perished from
the dreaded disease.

Rhino ear notching and micro
chipping programme.
In 2004, a programme was initiated to ear
notch and microchip the rhino population
of the reserve. In this way, each animal
would be identifiable from a distance by
a unique ear notch pattern. This would
assist management in identifying specific
areas of occupation by specific rhinos.
With an understanding of this, security
threat assessments would take this
valuable information into account. The
insertion of microchips into the horns
would also play an important part in
identifying recovered horns following
poaching incidents.
The value of this was realised following the
arrest of an someone who was found in
the possession of a Klaserie rhino horn at
O.R. Tambo International Airport during
2010. The positive identification resulted
in the reserve being compensated by the
court for the rhino loss.

Controlled burning programme.

2014

Controlled burning programme.

2005

The Klaserie north western boundary
fence between the reserve and Balule
was removed in 2005. This effectively
expanded the open conservation area,
recognising Balule as a member reserve of
the APNR.
Exciting news came in the form of a report
from a field ranger patrol, they’d found
and confirmed evidence of black rhino in
the reserve. The report originated from
the south west, where clear evidence
of tracks, dung and typical black rhino
browsing behaviour was evident. With
this new and exciting discovery, two black
rhino bulls were released into the reserve.
These originated from Swaziland and were
exchanged for white rhino.
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The rhino crisis

The extent of the 2012 flood along
the N’tsiri River.

2012

With rhino poaching becoming a
progressive problem nationally,
the reserve’s first losses were
experienced during September
2013. This incident brought home
the absolute horror of this barbaric
activity. The senseless killing of an
iconic species, originally absent
from the reserve at the time of
proclamation, successfully reintroduced and bred into a thriving
population – now to be decimated
– was and still is extremely difficult to
comprehend.

With the escalation of rhino
poaching countrywide and in the
reserve, all efforts and resources
were channelled and focused on
addressing the problem. Multiple
interventions were introduced at
exorbitant cost as we were faced with
the challenges of an ever-changing
war. Strategies have constantly had
to be reviewed and new interventions
introduced to counter the everchanging tactics of the poaching
gangs and syndicates.

trend in the killings, it was proposed
to dehorn the rhino population of
the reserve. This was an initiative that
was not taken lightly and involved
a lengthy process of stakeholder
consultation which spanned the
best part of a year. Eventually all
efforts paid off – the operation was
approved and the required permits
to undertake the programme were
issued. The dehorning operation was
successfully concluded in early April
2019.

In July of 2018, having reached a
desperate point in the escalating

2006

The floods
The year 2012 was truly one to remember,
with persistent, with persistent cyclone
driven torrential rainfall resulting in
a flooding event never before being
experienced in the reserve or surrounding
Hoedspruit area. More than 500mm rain
was recorded in 18 hours, causing dams
to breach and river systems to burst their
banks. The headquarter staff houses on
the banks of the Klaserie river were flooded
and gutted by the raging water, as were
many members’ camps across the reserve.
At daybreak on the morning of the event,
a helicopter was charted to assist with the
airlift and rescue of staff and residents from
across the reserve. A temporary relief facility
was established at the reserve headquarters,
which itself was inaccessible by road for a
few days as these had all been washed away.

WARDEN’S DIARY

2019

Buffalo cow “Flick” which arrived at the HQ
during the flood.

2012

The first wild black rhino in Klaserie.

Dehorning programme.

2019

2013

The repair and replacement of all the
damaged and lost infrastructure took the
best part of the remainder of the year to
complete. The concrete causeway across the
Klaserie River was rebuilt during the following
year. To facilitate access and re-establish
a road connection between eastern and
western Klaserie, a temporary pre-fabricated
bridge was installed across the river not far
from HQ.
Following the flooding event, anthrax was
again diagnosed and lead to the death of a
number of hippos along the Olifants River in
the north of the reserve.
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Assembling the temporary bridge across the Klaserie River.

The horror of rhino poaching.

Dehorning programme.
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GLTFCA Cooperative Agreement
Another milestone was reached in December 2018
when, after years of negotiations, the Greater
Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation Area (GLTFCA)
Cooperative Agreement, was signed between the
reserve and South African National Parks. This
agreement superseded the original agreement
which was signed between the parties in 1994, when
the KNP boundary fence was originally dismantled.
The new agreement is binding on all areas which
are open to the Kruger National Park, and straddles
international boundaries into Mozambique
and Zimbabwe, and provides a foundation for
cooperative wildlife management.
Together with the signing of the GLTFCA agreement
and as is prescribed through legislation, the Klaserie
specific management plan has been prepared and
will hopefully be signed into effect before the end of
the year.

John Braithwaite and Deon Huysamer
signing the GLTFA agreement.

From left – Rebecca, Janice, Colin, Jessica, Jack and Rex.
For me personally, as we celebrate the reserve’s 50th
anniversary, it goes without saying that it has been an
absolute privilege to have spent the best part of my life
in service of the members of the Klaserie. To have raised
my family here, and to have been part of this wonderful
064 50 Years of Conservation

reserve, to have experienced both floods and droughts,
to have been part of the evolution of our reserve… I
sincerely appreciate having been given the opportunity to
experience these steps in time.
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Memories
from
MATAMANI
Ashleigh Macaskill (nee Crookes)

M

y family, Alan Crookes (my father),
Barbara (my mother), Sean (my brother)
and I, used to wake up at two or three
o’clock in the morning to leave home in
Scottburgh for the game farm, which was about an
11-hour drive away. The four of us would squash
up on the front seat of the van, which worked well
for keeping warm! It was always a highlight to stop in
Estcourt for some coffee and rusks and then reach
Ermelo in time for breakfast.
Most of the time, we would go to the Klaserie for a
month, and somehow, we managed to fit everything
we needed – including mine and Sean’s bicycles – in
the back of the van without making use of a trailer.
In those days there was only the shop at the railway
station and a garage in Hoedspruit supplying the
bare necessities, so we had to take all food, drinks,
and any building materials we needed with us. It was
a long tiring trip, but so exciting. The game farm was,
and still is, our place of rejuvenation.

Family and kids at original the sign Matamani gate.
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The toilet was a source of much entertainment because it was a good opportunity for
us to scare each other. We would run a stick
along the corrugated iron wall knowing full
well someone was inside. The sound of the
stick against the corrugation would more often than not sound like some kind of animal
and whoever was occupying the toilet would
come running out of the bathroom with their
pants around their ankles! The bath tub also
let our imaginations run wild – the tub didn’t
sit flush against the corrugated iron wall and
often the soap would fall between the bath
and the wall. The thought of sticking an arm
down to retrieve it would conjure up all sorts
of fears of what could possibly grab onto
your fingers instead!
In the rondavels there were no cupboards,
only sticks as railings hanging from the
thatch. We had wooden boxes with sticks as
legs, which worked as bedside tables, and
a small cupboard or two for clothes, plus a
potty under the bed.

Original sleeping rondavels at Kent camp.

Matamani Gate from the Gioias’ farm.
Our departure was always planned
so that we would arrive at camp
at midday in order to unpack,
clean the rondavels and the main
building, make the beds, light
the water, and fill up and test the
paraffin lamps. Our Kent camp had
a main building, which consisted
of a lounge, dining room, veranda,
a corrugated iron kitchen (later
upgraded to a brick building), four
rondavels for sleeping in, and a
separate communal corrugated
bathroom and toilet. The hot water
we used for bathing came from a
donkey boiler next to the bathroom
and we used to keep potties under
our beds as it was too frightening
to walk to the toilet during the
night!

Inside the basic rondavels.

Inside the corrugated bathroom.
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One of the main entrances to Klaserie was on our farm,
and we used to have to open two or three gates through
Rocco Gioia’s farm before getting to the Matamani
gate. At the gate lived Vadoek, who had one eye and lived
in a mud hut. We recall we arrived at the gate in the dark
late one evening and Vadoek wasn’t there to open it. Dad
called and called and eventually he came out of his hut
saying he was scared that we were terrorists!
There were no prominent boundary roads in Klaserie at
that time – only two-track roads. It used to take us about
40 minutes on the roads and crossing through riverbeds
before we reached our Kent camp; now it takes about
10 minutes. Visiting other camps then was also a timeconsuming effort, especially at night as it was easy to get
lost. One night, my folks, their friends, and us kids all went
to Bushy Brown’s camp for dinner, and on the way home
we discovered we had been driving around in circles!
Luckily, we had a compass on hand to help direct us back
to our camp.
If we were out on night drives and either got stuck or had
a puncture, we would have to rely on sound travelling
well at night to call Johannes, our camp guard, so that
he could come out and help us. Those were the days
without cell phones! My parents also used an inventive
way of communicating with one another when my dad
and his friends would go and climb a tree near a lion kill
so that he could watch the lions come back to feast in the
evening. Johannes used to join them, and when the men
had had enough of the activity my dad would signal to my
mom back at camp using a spotlight. He would shine the

Mom, Sean and I (Ashleigh) in the dining room.

The kitchen and then main building on Kent camp.
light straight up into the air and my mom would know that
they were ready to be picked up. She would drive out and
park right under the branches of the tree and the treeclimbers would jump out, straight into the back of the van!
We didn’t have much in terms of machinery or mechanics
at the farm in those days, and there was no workshop at
HQ, so our neighbour, Mr Gioia senior, let us make use of
his. He also offered us fresh vegetables from his garden,
which we would gladly pick and take back to our camp in a
laden lug box.
When Kent Camp was first built pre-1960 – perhaps the
second or third camp built in the reserve – only the men
used to visit the farm. Back then, they bathed in the river,
took the long journey from Natal in vintage cars, and wore
their suits when hunting!

Dad (Alan Crookes) building.
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It’s quite something to think that now mine and my
brother Sean’s children are the fifth generation to visit our
special place on the farm.
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Building on the
Crookes Family Legacy:

W

Matamani
Words Chloë Cooper

hen we arrived to visit David Crookes on his
old family farm, Matamani, he waved at us
from the lookout on the raised riverbank to
let us know we had come to the right place.
We had stopped before a water crossing in the sandy
road and hesitated, knowing we weren’t in a 4x4. It was
shallow, but the Klaserie River was flowing, so we pulled
over next to the brush to wait for David to come and
retrieve us. He arrived in his old-school open Land Rover
with camp guard Frank Mathebula and his assistant Eric
and as we climbed aboard he let us know we were in the
company of a couple of buffalo bulls hiding in the reeds
nearby.
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As we pulled up to Matamani, we were welcomed by an
antique looking sign that notified us that we were on
Kent, the property of JJ Crookes, and that no trespassing
or hunting was allowed. Everything seemed more or less
exactly like what it would have been in 1979 when the
camp was built. Dave’s wife, Luci welcomed us warmly and
we sat down on the veranda overlooking the river to chat
over coffee and homemade macadamia nut fruit cake.

The beginning
We wanted to go back to the beginning, naturally, so Dave
started with a story from when he first began visiting the
Klaserie with his father, Colin, and older brother, Alan,

in 1952, staying in Northampton Camp. He was a young
seven-year-old and he remembers the family arriving to
supervise the build of the new camp on Kent. This was
Dave’s first bushveld experience, and by the sounds of it,
he was off to a good start: “I was fed and nervously put
to bed early, but I woke with a start to a huge commotion
right outside the rondavel door. The camp dogs had
chased an angry leopard right past my door and up a
nearby tree!”
While this had been Dave’s first introduction to the
Klaserie, his mother, Nancy, had to wait until five years
later when the new Kent Camp had amenities sufficiently
suitable for a lady.

Also over that short period of time, he recalls the drop
in numbers of sable and tsessebe, which he had seen in
herds on the open plain of Northampton in 1952, but by
the end of the same decade, they had all but disappeared.

Development and change
By 1979, the Klaserie was 10 years old and Dave, now
in his thirties and visiting the farm with his own family,
was starting to build their new camp, Matamani. It was
during school holidays and he remembers most of the
kids having chicken pox. Around the same time that
Matamani was being built, a guard who had manned their
entrance gate to Kent for years without complaint, Vadoek,
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was invited to take up position as camp guard for the
Matamani Camp since the new entrance would now be
through Incheni Gate. After a few short months, Vadoek
decided he had had enough and was packing up to leave.
Dave admits being taken aback at this decision, because
Vadoek had new accommodation and there wasn’t a
gripe he was aware of. When Vadoek explained himself,
he said he just could not put up with all the constant
activity. For years he had had the place all to himself, as
the old trips had only brought hunters up to the camp
once a year during winter. Now that times had changed,
and the camp was being built, the kids were coming up
for school holidays, and the peace and quiet of the job
was history! Not even running water and private quarters
could convince Vadoek to stay, and he gave up his post
for quieter pastures.
Once, during the early build of Matamani, they had
ordered thatch to be delivered to Hoedspruit and,
assuming it would take about a month to arrive, Dave
pushed it to the back of his mind. With five rondavels
and four staff houses to build, there were eight tonnes
of cement that needed purchasing! Dave set off to
Phalaborwa in a truck to fetch the cement and his wife,
Margaret, followed him because she needed to get to
Hoedspruit for some shopping.
When they arrived in Hoedspruit, lo and behold – way
ahead of schedule – the thatch had been delivered and
they had been waiting for Dave to come and collect his
order! There was no landline at the camp and of course
it was before the days of cell phones, so there was no
way he could have been notified of the early arrival. This
meant an immediate change of plan, as the thatch had to
be removed. Dave loaded as much as he could, promised
to come back for the rest, and headed back towards
Klaserie with Margaret following behind, watching the
precarious load.
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By 21h00, the two arrived at the farm gate where
Vadoek was on duty. During the bumpy ride, the lessthan-professionally loaded thatch had come loose and
Margaret had accumulated her own load just by picking
up what had fallen off Dave’s vehicle! It was dark and
it had been a long day, but at least they had arrived.
Wearily, Dave started unloading the thatch without
much help from Vadoek, who appeared to be watching
him, somewhat entertained. Once the thatch had
been unloaded and piled up next to the gate, Vadoek’s
amusement turned into a chuckle, and when Dave asked
him to share the joke, he said that there was a big herd of
buffalo close by and he was sure they would enjoy getting
stuck in to all that precious thatch now that it was on
the ground! Needless to say, the thatch was laboriously
reloaded into the safety of the vehicle.
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Once Vadoek took his leave, Dave mentioned to the then
warden, Erwin Leibnitz, whom he had shared student days
with, that he was looking for a new camp guard. Erwin
recommended Frank Mathebula and, 35 years later, Frank
still holds that position – despite the camp being occupied
by the Crookes family most of the year!
Dave’s ties to the Klaserie took on a more formal turn
when he became chairman of the committee – a position
he held for four years and was succeeded by Adrian
Boyd. After around 18 months in the chair, Adrian and
his family decided to return to Australia. David, being
vice chairman, was then back on the job. He oversaw a
period of corporate growth during his tenure, as camps
and buildings began to spread, and the Argyle road was
deproclaimed and tarred. These developments elicited
mixed feelings from some members, especially from
Umbabat Private Nature Reserve, who felt they would be
losing the exclusivity and privacy of their farms with the
new easy access.

Constants during change
While our conversation was slowing and there were
longer silences taken to look at old photographs, the
gentle flow of the river formed the tranquil soundtrack
that has no doubt pleased the ears of many a Crookes
before. Times do change, but Matamani seems to have
stayed relatively the same. Simple comforts, no frills, and
plenty of nostalgia. Dave says there are still old ruins in
a secret place on the farm that he used to visit as a boy.
Old stone walls and half-formed pots lie as historic relics
of the Klaserie long before it was protected land. An old
cattle dip and part of an old kraal still exists on the farm as
a reminder of the days before nature conservation, dating
to around 1937.
David’s and Alan’s children now have young children
of their own, and the Crookes legacy in the Klaserie
continues. As we readied to leave, we stood at the lookout
point and gazed down at the river. It was impossible not
to reminisce about the same view as it might have been
seen in 1979 when this spot was hand-picked for the build
of Matamani. And after all the wildlife escapades we’d
heard about over our coffee and cake, we couldn’t help
but wonder where those buffalo bulls had moved to, now
that we needed to get back to our 2x4!
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Run!
Words Jen Howson (nee Crookes)
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I

n appreciation for being able to establish a camp
and operate walking trails in the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve (KPNR), the Endangered Wildlife
Trust (EWT) sponsored a number of fixed wing
aerial game counts and assisted in introducing two
white rhino bulls and two cows into the reserve; along
with donations from members and the auction of a
magnificent rhino painting donated by Keith Joubert,
who was resident in the reserve at the time. The
EWT also undertook a number of elephant collaring,
marking and research projects in the KPNR, and
provided sponsorship for a conservation student to
monitor the movements of the collared elephants.
My cousin, Hugh, and I were extremely privileged to
be included in one expedition in August 1978.
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The collaring project was headed by Dr Eddie Young,
a wildlife veterinarian and assistant director of the
Department of Nature Conservation, Koos Bothma from
the Pretoria University, Clive Walker and his assistants
from the EWT, Dave Taylor, warden of the Timbavati, and
KPNR warden, Erwin Liebnitz. The eye in the sky was a
young French helicopter pilot, Pierrette Paroz.
The first young elephant bull was located in an open
area very close to Dover Camp. As the drug started to
take effect, both Eddie and Clive rushed forward to try
and push him to one side, as they realised that the bull
was about to fall very close to a sharp protruding tree
stump which could have pierced his lungs. The rest of the
team quickly realised that they could not manage alone;
attached a rope to a tusk and, in a mammoth tug-of-war
team effort, managed to pull the elephant to safety.
They immediately set to work, painting an enormous
white 007 on his side, measuring the tusks, feet and
body and taking blood samples. Within one minute of
the antidote being administered the bull was up on his
feet and charged away into the bush – thankfully in the
opposite direction to the parked vehicles!

MEMORABLE MOMENTS

spotted another herd of elephants. This time a cow was
darted. As we alighted from the vehicles, a terrified calf
came squealing past us heading for its fallen mother.
The men instantly fanned out, darting in and out of the
bushes after the highly distressed calf, finally forming a
human crocodile with the leader grabbing hold of the
calf’s tail. Soon, the calf calmed down and had its own
number painted onto its side. During the ensuing chaos,
suddenly there was a cry of “run!” The agitated cries of
the calf had alerted the herd who suddenly appeared as a
grey wall at the top of the hill. We all frantically scattered
back to a vehicle as the pilot slowly managed to turn the
herd around again, away from the cow.
The team quickly reassembled and collected all the
research data while I posed for photographs sitting on
the cow’s side, sampling her sweet milk. She was soon on
her feet again, united with her calf and quietly ambled off
to join the rest of the herd.
Later that evening, the team relaxed around the fire
at Dover Camp with a well-deserved drink in hand,
reminiscing about the dramatic, exciting events of the
day. It certainly was a day to remember.

The convoy of vehicles set off again, along the rolling hills
of Engelhard’s Boulevard where the helicopter pilot had

“The agitated cries of the calf had alerted the herd which
suddenly appeared as a grey wall at the top of the hill.”
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Tien
Prinsloo:
From Ross to Africa on Foot
Words Gemma Thomson

I

t was 1948 when
Marthinus Johannes
Prinsloo, Tien for short,
decided to purchase a
piece of land in the bush.
Back then, prices were not
quite what they are today,
and he paid a total of two
pounds and 10 shillings per
morgen. Family and friends
would often go to the bush
for a month or so, sleeping
in tents or under the stars,
hunting and making biltong.
Tien grew up in Ogies on a
maize farm and met Cecile
Martha Muller, who was a

nurse in Witbank, during this
time. As their love started to
flourish, he one day told her
that he would be going away
for a while. He was off to build
their getaway home in the
bush. Months passed without
a word. There were no quick
communication methods
back then. Just as she started
to wonder if he would come
back, she received a telegram,
that read: “Our little house is
standing, does our love still
stand?”

“Our little
house is
standing,
does our
love still
stand?”

He shared his passion for the wild with Cecile and they
went on to get married and have three children. During
this time, an offer was made for their farm, known as Ross
Farm. It was an offer that Tien couldn’t refuse.
When leaving their part of the bush for the last time,
he saw that everyone was so sad. With years of family
memories made here, it was hard to give it up. Tien
decided to purchase another piece of land, but nothing
compared to Ross. Later that year, the man who had
signed for Ross could not get his finances in order, thus
forfeiting his deposit and making the Prinsloo family
rightful owners of Ross once more. Tien swore to his
family he would never sell this land again and with the
money they gained he would build a camp and dig for
water. That’s exactly what he did.

same period, a few Klaserie properties were registered.
However, it was Ross that was the first Klaserie property
to be officially up and running. Africa on Foot was created.
Back in 1948 the bushveld was very different than it is
today. When Tien Prinsloo came to the Klaserie all those
years ago, there were no roads or maps, only marking
on trees to find your way. Tien decided to call this part of
the wild his home, and he passed down his passion and
knowledge of the South African bushveld to not only his
children but to theirs too. Today, his legacy lives on at
Africa on Foot, where walking in the wild is the ultimate
way to learn about, explore and experience the South
African bush.

The year that they finished the borehole was the year
Tien started to keep a diary. Used mostly for keeping
records of the rain, each family member would write their
names and mark down details about their visits to the
farm like what animals they saw and how the building was
coming along. These diary inserts are now captured family
memories and date back to 1973.
The whole family would help make their own bricks for
the house, and these are the very same bricks lying in the
foundation of the camp today. Tien wanted to share his
piece of wild bushland with everyone. He brought schools
out to stay under the stars, teaching them everything
about the animals and their tracks, as well as the plants
and trees. He believed that learning about the wild is not
only a skill, but a passion that should be held by all.
As the years passed by, his children had children and his
love for the bush was passed down. Tien died in 1988
and was one of the founding members of the Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve. In 2006, Louis Oosthuizen and
Diek Prinsloo decided to carry his legacy forward and
turn the camp into a commercial property. During the
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The colourful
CHARACTERS OF ROSS
Words Nadine Olivier

I

have been going to the Klaserie for 50 years
now. In those days, the fence was still up, and I
remember we used to drive along it to see if any
lions or elephant had come through. The lions
usually left some hair on the wires and nice, big lion
spoor, the elephant just broke the fence.

Maxim and Million
My grandfather, Dr ASV Barnes, bought Northern
Ross. He was a writer of English school books. Our
family’s farm worker was Maxim, and Million worked
for my grandfather. My grandfather was very fond of
them. Over the December holidays when he came
down to the farm, it was so hot that Maxim and
Million took a break from work between 12h00 and
14h00. One day, Maxim and Million saw vultures
circling overhead, and they decided to go and have
a look. and went by foot. They set off on foot, and
soon enough they spotted a pride of lions.
Maxim explained: “Ons het geloop, toe kom daai
leeu, ek sê vir Million, moenie hardloop nie staan
net stil. Die son hy is baie warm maar ek kry koud.
Jy weet, by Desember dis baie warm maar ons, ons
kry koud. Daai leeu kom en hy stop net so voor ek
en Million. Hy gooi die dust in ons gesig soos hy stop
en sy tande hy kap so, dit lyk soos matchies wat jy
aansteek. Nou, ons loop stadig agtertoe. Die leeu
loop maar hy gooi sy oog by ons. As hy sien ons
beweeg, hy kom weer. Ons het stadig teruggegaan
by die kamp. Toe ons by die kamp kom ons roep die
oubaas. Ons sê vir hom die leeus is by die veld hulle
het ’n buffel gevang. Die oubaas sê nee, hy skryf die
boek en hy weet as dit so warm is die leeus slaap,
hulle loop net by die aand. Dit was seker hiënas
wat ons gesien het. Toe ons sê vir die oubaas hy
moet die bakkie vat dat ons gaan kyk. Toe ons daar
kom en die leeu hy sien ons, daar kom hy weer.
Gelukkig ons was binne by die bakkie. Die oubaas sê
daar kom die leeu. Ek sê vir die hom: Nee Oubaas,
daardie is nie die leeu nie, dit is seker die hiëna, die
oubaas skryf mos die leeu slaap as dit so warm is.”
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took the spotlight and went
to look for them. We saw
the herd, and just behind
them were lions. The next
moment, the buffalo herd
approached us and stood
right next to the vehicle. In
the middle of the herd was
a wounded buffalo - the
lions had got hold of him
and bitten a chunk out of his
behind. The other buffalo
were licking his wounds and
protecting him. It was as if
they were seeking protection
from us, they stayed right
next to us. When the lions
came closer, the buffalo
would chase them away.
Eventually they walked back
into the veld.
Another amazing encounter
was when we saw zebra
chasing a leopard into the
tree. They stayed under the
tree for a while, watching
him. He only got out when
he saw it was safe.

Old Maxim was one of the
best camp guards we ever
had. He had such a lovely
sense of humour. When my
mom went down to the farm
on her own, he would sit next
to the fire with her until she
went to bed, just to make
sure she was ok. He also
brought us coffee in bed every
morning. One morning there
was no more milk in camp, so

he made a plan: he mixed the
coffee with mayonnaise. The
coffee was white but not very
tasty.

Memorable sightings
One great experience we
once had was when we
watched lions try to catch
a buffalo. We were having
dinner when we heard the
buffalo were uneasy, so we
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Van Reenen van Vuren
The biggest legend I ever
met was Van Reenen van
Vuren. My father, Eddie
Roux, gathered to meet
in 1969 to discuss the
formation of a nature
reserve. At that time, the
first members were chosen
to form the first executive
committee, and they then
decided to advertise for the
position of game ranger.
There were six applicants,
and Van Reenen was the first
game ranger appointed.
He had a Ruger
firearm, which he called
“bobbejaanboud”. He always
had that Ruger on his side.
One night, I was 18 years old,
we were sitting in the lapa
and he gave me the Ruger.
He said I could have it, and
my dad gave him his 8mm
rifle in return. Just there, an
exchange was made. I went

home a proud owner of the Ruger. When we stopped
in Parys at my grandfather ’s house, I showed him my
new pistol. He nearly had a fit! He took it away from
me, telling me I needed a licence for it.
Needless to say, I was very disappointed. He applied
for a licence but first put it in his name. Years later
when he died I claimed my Ruger back, and I still have
it. I bought two books that Van Reenen authored:
“Lebombo Journals” and “Fox Terriers and Mausers”. In
these books he explained how he had shot a poacher
in the Kruger National Park with his Ruger. I am sure he
was very sad to have given it away, but he never asked
me to give it back. Occasionally when I saw him he
asked to see it and would take the pistol and dismantle
it, clean it and put it back together again. Van Reenen
also had a cheetah called Targa. I remember going on
holiday with my dad, Van Reenen, and the cheetah and
saw how people would give way when they saw us walk
around with a cheetah! He sometimes left Targa with
us on the farm and we would play with her. She was
very tame. Eventually, Dr Eddie Young caught up with
him and took to De Wildt cheetah sanctuary where she
stayed until she died of old age. Dr Eddie Young would
always send Van Reenen letters to let him know how
Targa was doing.
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A history of

drought in Klaserie
Words Chloë Cooper

D

roughts and floods define and redefine
our landscapes, sometimes changing them
permanently and forcing us and our fellow
species to adjust. We are at the mercy of Mother
Nature, and we are treated to her greatest performances.
The rain, above all, gives and takes away, and we aren’t
equipped to live with it or without it in either one of its
extremes. The historic timeline of rainfall and drought
in the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve (KPNR) has left its
mark on both the members and residents of the reserve,
and on the lay of the land and species distribution.
Over the last 50 years, there have been periods of
devastating drought that wreaked havoc on the reserve
– both prior to the fences falling, and after. Certainly, the
removal of the boundary between the Kruger National
Park and the Associated Private Nature Reserves reopened an ancient passage for seasonally migrating
wildlife, but not even indigenous animals are prepared for
the starvation that comes with drought.
Crisp winters in the Lowveld have forever been associated
with bare branches, cracked pans, and swirling spindrifts
over barren plains. But this is a seasonal image of the
dry season and we welcome its arrival every year. It’s
when the humid electricity of summer is postponed
and the heat creeps in without the blessing of rain to
sate the winter thirst that we begin to worry. Drought in

080 50 Years of Conservation

the Klaserie has tugged on the heartstrings of even the
hardiest folk, and even though the ebb and flow of these
seasonal extremes over time has its place in flushing out
the system, so to speak, it isn’t any easier to bear witness
to it as the tender-hearted humans we are.

1982

In 1982, the chairman of the Executive Committee, Paul
Mouton, recorded in his annual report: “The reserve
is grappling with the effects of the worst drought in
history.” The Klaserie was at that stage negotiating on the
introduction of tsessebe and roan, but these plans were
postponed when it became apparent that there were
no summer rains on the way, and drought was indeed
imminent. Records show that there were lions numbering
up to 20 in a pride – the cats would thrive if the reserve’s
prey species were in a weakened state.
The pressure on impala, wildebeest, warthog, giraffe, and
zebra was beginning to show during the progressively
dry period that had been creeping in since 1975. By
1983, devastation had taken hold and the drought was
being called the worst in two centuries. Not only were the
herbivores losing condition rapidly and many dropping
dead, but the thoughts of what any rainfall would do
to the barren, grassless landscape was an enormous
concern.
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The long awaited nyala had arrived after
many years of the Klaserie being on
the waiting list, and they were kept in
quarantine where they were fed until
such time as the natural veld could
sustain them. These nyala were certainly
the best fed plant-eaters in the Klaserie
that year. The bought-in white rhino
and sable were also supplemented with
expensive feed to keep them going, but
despite these efforts, the reserve lost two
of the former and five of the latter as a
result of the 1982-83 drought.
Warden at the time, Erwin Leibnitz,
recorded in his annual report that on
a mere 2km stretch along the Klaserie
riverbed, he and a couple of students
he enlisted the help of, counted 200
carcasses that had perished in the
drought. They only counted the skeletons
with skin intact, and 48 of the victims
were buffalo. Looking back at the old
writings of the time, there is no doubting
the level of sadness that filled the hearts
of the committee members, and in
particular the warden and the chairman
of the time who described the state of
affairs as they were.
Perhaps the hardest part of it all was
the game-proof fencing that existed
between the reserves, causing an
enormous number of deaths at their wire
boundaries. Talks about uniting were
continuing within the liaison committee,
but it wasn’t until a decade later that
these internal fences were finally

removed. In some places, fences
were trundled over and damaged
where animals just ploughed
through them, causing expensive
damages and an even further loss
of game.
While the drought decimated
the herbivores and the waterdependent species, the predators
in the KPNR thrived. This is nature’s
way. Lions ate until they were full
to bursting, and then some. They
reproduced, and their numbers
soared. Thanks to the everpresent carcasses, there was so

1980/81

1981/82

much food to go around – while
some suffered, others rejoiced in
the plenitude. Erwin wrote with
great concern about what the
next season would hold for these
feasting kings, when there were no
animals left to feast on after such
large numbers either died, were
killed, or migrated, leaving a barren
Klaserie for an enlarged population
of lions to live in. The knock-on
effects of a drought are as bad as
the drought itself.

1982/83
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Annual rainfall comparisons for the period 1980 to 1983 in mm (from KPNR archives)
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1992

Ten years later, in 1992, the KPNR found itself in
the grips of a drought that today’s warden, Colin
Rowles, describes as the worst drought recorded
in living memory. The parched landscape was
once again starved the Klaserie’s population of
herbivores – particularly buffalo and warthog – to
death, and the veld became littered with carcasses.
Drastic measures were taken and 3,000 impala
were culled in order to try and relieve the stress
on the environment. Feeding stations were set up
in an attempt to support the rhino population, and
buffalo, zebra, and giraffe were sold. Ecological
papers written after that time talk about a 90
percent mortality rate in species like wildebeest and
zebra in Klaserie when comparing pre- and postdrought conditions.
In anticipation of the drought of 1992, the last
remaining sable – a male, two females, and a calf
– were captured and removed from the KPNR to
be relocated to a nearby game reserve altogether.
These once-abundant antelope had not thrived in
Klaserie for a few decades. A number of attempts
had been made to reintroduce the population, but
the habitat proved not favourable and the small
herds never reproduced well. Needless to say,
these few remaining sable were spared certain
death during the drought and captured for release
elsewhere. At that time, there was hope that
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perhaps conditions on Klaserie would improve and
the sable could be reintroduced to their old home,
but numerous attempts to reintroduce the antelope
to neighbouring Lowveld reserves have also proved
unsuccessful. Colin recalls the day those sable left
to escape the 1992 drought and wondered then if
there would ever be sable in the Klaserie again.

2016

In an interesting turn of events, in 2016 when the
next severe drought hit the Klaserie, a sable bull
was spotted roaming the Klaserie. He was one of
three that remained as part of (another) attempt
at reintroducing sable to the Associated Private
Nature Reserves, and he had wandered in from
neighbouring Balule. Brian Masters, then at Klaserie
Sands, recalls the collared sable settling at the
camp and staying near the waterhole, which is both
a safe and dangerous place to be during a drought.
Sure enough, one morning game drive led Brian to
some lion tracks that were headed in the direction
of Klaserie Sands – where the sable had settled that
morning. Fearing the worst, he followed the tracks
and sure enough, by that afternoon, he found the
remains of the sable carcass not far from the lodge.
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they would normally be. Buffalo herds too
were fragmented and far away from the river.
The vegetation here had been consumed
far earlier than usual and the usual winter
sustenance was nowhere in sight. The lack
of ground cover and leafy trees meant that
visibility from the air was excellent and there
were some rewarding sights to see: Sharpe’s
grysbok were abundant in the north of the
reserve, a pack of wild dogs chased a hyena in
perfect view from the helicopter, and an active
Lappet-faced Vulture nest was spotted and
recorded as the first for Klaserie!
So, as it turns out, we’re in for a wild ride. The
tension surrounding periods of drought is
eased as soon as those long-awaited rains fall.
It takes a couple of years for the wrongs to
be rectified and the bush to return to a safe
and stable state, but perhaps we can all agree
that the best thing (in the world) is the smell
of damp soil that wafts through the doors
and windows when the bushveld rains come
down…

The aerial census of 2016 revealed all the evidence
of a changed landscape. The warden, Colin Rowles,
reported seeing waterbuck herds on rocky koppies
– far away from the riverbed and banks where
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Remembering
the flood
that conquered the Klaserie
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W

hen the floods of 2000 sent parts of
Mpumalanga and Limpopo into a flurry of
disaster management action, it was certain
the area was experiencing one of the worst
floods in history. However, nothing could prepare the
residents, authorities, and holiday makers in the Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve (KPNR) for what was to come one
fateful morning more than a decade later.
On 18 January 2012, severe flooding once again wreaked
havoc in Klaserie and the surrounding areas when
Cyclone Dando hit and over 500mm of rainfall was
measured in just 18 hours. The dams burst and river
levels rose far beyond what had been measured in 2000.
The Klaserie River swelled to 8m above its normal level,

NATURAL EVENTS

engulfing anything that stood in its way, and more rainfall
was predicted.
The flood hit in the early hours of the morning, making
it even more dangerous as it took the sleeping world
by surprise. Not being able to monitor the river and the
rainfall during a night-time storm, some members recall
waking up to the sound of water trickling through their
house and gurgling in their plumbing works, only to find
their belongings already floating on water more than a
foot deep. As they woke up in the dark at the mercy of
Mother Nature, it is safe to say that this experience is
something that those who were in amongst it all will never
forget.

Words Chloë Cooper

“ The flood hit in the
early hours of the
morning, making it
even more dangerous
as it took the sleeping
world by surprise.”
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KPNR warden, Colin Rowles remembers
waking up at first light to a river threatening
to flood their house at Klaserie HQ. He had
received an emergency SMS from pilot,
Bruce McDonald who was stranded with his
family at their home, Tulela, in Klaserie. He
was also soon notified of James and Corlia
Steyn who had fled their home in Senalala
to seek safety at the airstrip, leaving all their
belongings behind. The warden was shortly
contacted by another landowner in Klaserie
who’s staff had scrambled from the roof of
their thatched house into a big tree where
they clung for safety from the raging river.
Colin’s own house, within an hour, had been
swallowed by the rising Klaserie River, and
he and his family were looking on from
the office where they were safe on higher
ground. HQ staff were making quick work
trying to evacuate their own flooded homes.
Eric Manyike recalls escaping through a
window with only a bag containing his
uniforms, while everything else got washed
away.

“ Colin’s own house, within an hour,
had been swallowed by the rising
Klaserie River.”
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Rescue missions began immediately
with the invaluable and courageous
help of Nelspruit pilot, Mike Pinto,
who flew in to help despite lifethreatening weather conditions.
Colin and Mike flew over the usually
gentle N’tsiri River, which to their
astonishment and horror had
expanded to 400m wide in some
places. The Air Force Base was out
of service due to the weather and so
the duo persevered, flying back and
forth with people, pets, and a few
salvaged items, ultimately ensuring
that everyone affected was out of

harm’s way. Motlasedi HQ was set
up as a temporary, makeshift rescue
centre, but it too was isolated from
the mainland for a few days as roads
and the main causeway were washed
away.
Many members, residents, and staff
in Klaserie went through a life-altering
experience that day. The financial loss
that emerged later on was a second
staggering blow, but what was most
important during those vital minutes
was to get to safety and to move
faster than the raging river. Nature

recovers, slow progress is made, and
landscapes change forever. Lodges
were rebuilt, infrastructure slowly got
put back in place, and every person
who was lucky to escape with their
life was left humbled by the power of
Mother Nature and reassured by the
kindness and generosity of the local
community.
Now, seven years later, the floods are
long gone, and the damage has been
repaired, but memories of that day
are still vividly in the minds of those
who lived to tell the tale.
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TAKING COUNT
Klaserie census over the years
Words Chloë Cooper
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S

ince being first described by chairman Jan de Necker as “land saved
from the ravages of civilisation,” the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve
(KPNR) has been protected as a natural wilderness. Conserving the
integrity of the fauna and flora has been at the forefront of decisionmaking and development of the reserve from the earliest days when those
like-minded landowners united their farms.
Once upon a time, sable were so numerous that they were culled and
distributed as rations. Eland and hartebeest used to roam the land between
the Sabie in the south and the Olifants River in the north. In 1969 when
those “three wise men” brought the team together, the primary emphasis
was on preserving the natural environment and repopulating the area with
indigenous plant and animal life.
Fifty years on, the Klaserie is an example of progressive leadership and
commitment to conservation. The ups and downs have been recorded and
analysed and learned from, and the annual census reports have gauged the
health and wealth of the reserve each and every year.
As we approach the reserve’s golden anniversary – a milestone – we look
back at the reports from censuses over the years. This summary shows us
the overall movements and distributions of wildlife over a period of 50 years,
revealing the fascinating cycles of life under the influence of Mother Nature.

The first warden’s report
In 1970, trail-blazing warden, Van Reenen van Vuren wrote the Klaserie’s
first game report. In it, he voiced his concern for the increased number of
elephants, which had reached a population of around 150. Extensive grazing
damage was caused by the heavy game traffic to the Olifants River, and
he was aware of a major breeding herd of 30-40 buffalo on the reserve.
Otherwise, compared with Timbavati, Klaserie was reported to be “in good
condition”.
By December of that first year, impala lambs were recorded on Charloscar,
buffalo calves on Northampton, and the kudu population seemed to be
increasing. There were no signs of wildebeest calves and the overpopulation
of impala was a worrying factor, as they dominated the riverbanks and drove
other species away.
By March of 1971, the warden’s count revealed three different herds of
sable: 25-30 on Moscow; 15-20 on Klaseriemond; and five on Dundee.
In 1972, the farms Sark, Hull, and Charloscar had more wildebeest than
impala, but the riverine vegetation was being overgrazed by the ever-present
“rooibok” which far outnumbered anything else.

The Department of Nature Conservation begins annual game
counts
1973 Brought about the official annual game census, conducted by the
Department of Nature Conservation in the good old-fashioned – albeit not
always reliable – road strip method. What emerged was that the Klaserie
was close to maximum carrying capacity of giraffe (a count of 2,094) and it
was advised that three bulls per month be culled and shared among the
reserve’s staff members. Suspicions surrounding the density of impala
proved spot on when the count came in at close to 20,000 animals within the
reserve boundaries.
088 50 Years of Conservation
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Then and now
Many things have changed over the last 50 years, including the ground-breaking
removal of the boundary fences which made the KPNR’s 60,000 ha part of the
Greater Kruger open system of two million hectares. Over
the years, the vitally important, and much more accurate,
aerial helicopter censuses have shown massive declines
and major explosions in certain populations, particularly
in response to the two droughts in 1982 and 1992
respectively. When the drought hit again in 2016, the census
told a whole different story since the fences no longer
prevented wildlife from migrating according to rainfall.

“The relationship
between rainfall, lions,
and their prey species
selection is certainly an
interesting one.”
Change in wildlife populations after the 1982 and 1992 droughts
Numbers captured by aerial helicopter counts in 1982 and again in 1983 during
one of the most severe droughts in the history of the Klaserie revealed just how
staggering the loss of some game species was. During this time, fences were
up between Klaserie, Timbavati, Balule, Umbabat,
and the Kruger National Park (KNP). While animals
like elephants bulldozed right through the fence
in order to migrate, many were obstructed by the
fence and thus perished. Needless to say, the
predators had a field day!

Some species, such as wildebeest, sable, warthog and
buffalo, are extremely susceptible to environmental
factors. Others, like the impala, elephant, and white
rhino, cope relatively well and can adapt to a changing
environment. Pre-drought 1980, there had been about
six years of good rain, and sable in the Klaserie had
increased to 64 (after very slow breeding and a number
of donated antelope). When the drought hit, they took a
serious knock and by 1984 there were only a handful left.
That number never recovered, and now you would count
yourself lucky to see a sable anywhere in the reserve.

Nature Conservation; and two aerial counts by the
Endangered Wildlife Trust (EWT). It had been an excellent
year in terms of rainfall and the bush was lush with green
vegetation and exceeded expectations. The results of
the three censuses were that the KPNR game figures
surpassed all other private reserves in the area with most
species. In 1973 a large herd of 160 buffalo was noted as
significant.

Wildebeest also never recovered to their pre-1980s
number, which then was in excess of 6,000. They peaked
at 1,000 in 1986 before slowly declining and reaching an
all-time low of just 52 in 2012. Over the last few years,
they have stabilised to a population in the mid-200s.

When the KNP dropped its western boundary fence, the
Klaserie became part of the greater conservation area and
wildlife could move in and out of the reserve “boundaries”
freely. In 1994, the first helicopter census of elephant and
buffalo took place as part of the joint wildlife agreement
of the Associated Private Nature Reserves (APNR). It
presented some interesting findings and observations
now that animals could move from neighbouring reserves
into Klaserie and out again just as easily. The count could
therefore include a big breeding herd of buffalo from
Umbabat that happened to be on Klaserie at the time of
counting.

Over the years, the all-important census has revealed
data and statistics that contribute hugely to the effective
management of the reserve. At first, game was counted
on the road using sample areas to work out an estimate
for the reserve as a whole. In 1978, three surveys were
carried out: a road strip count by the Department of

090 50 Years of Conservation

Game counts after the Kruger fence dropped
in 1993
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Heavy rainfall and population peaks

Counting the cats

From 1993 to 1994, the buffalo number rose from 330 to
825, showing a marked increase post-fence removal. The
high rainfall in 1993 would also have accounted for the
spike in the water-dependent buffalos, which occurred
again in 1999 and 2000 when the KPNR experienced
the highest rainfall on recent records – almost 900mm
during the season. After this very wet period, the census
revealed buffalo numbers had escalated to 1,975, and
the elephant count was the highest it had been for 10
years, coming in at 336. While this was a record-breaking
count of elephants at the time, the number was to
continue climbing, reaching a peak in 2015 with 1,249
elephants.

In 1997, carnivores, particularly lions, had
progressively increased in number since the
reserve’s proclamation. This had a strong impact
on the compromised wildebeest population,
causing a steep decline in their numbers. By the
early 2000s, the pre-1982 wildebeest population
of approximately 6,000 had plummeted to mere
double digits. In 1999, Jason Turner’s lion predation
survey kicked off and provided some excellent
insight into the numbers and distributions of lions
in Klaserie, as well as what they were eating. The
survey recorded the highest numbers of lions in a
census yet, at a count of 40 individuals.

Waterbuck is also heavily dependent on rainfall, and
the censuses in the archives reveal just how much
this antelope fluctuates according to rainfall. In the
years 1981, 2000, and 2012, when rainfall had been
significantly high, waterbuck numbers rose, and when
the dry spell came afterwards, their numbers dropped
significantly. In 1981, 404 waterbuck were counted,
which then plummeted to 140 in 1983 when the drought
was in full swing. The wet year of 2000 measured
202 waterbuck, and two years later that number had
dropped to 72 after low rainfall. Lastly, the rainy years
of 2012 and 2013 saw waterbuck numbers shoot up
from 114 to 238, before they dropped again in the 2016
drought to 148.

The distribution of lions was focused in the south
of the reserve, which was also where wildebeest
herds were concentrated. Unsurprisingly, predation
records showed that lions preyed most on this
specie. The survey showed that during high rainfall
years of 1999 and 2000, wildebeest was the most
popular choice for lions – the dense vegetation
compromising their ability to evade capture and
making them easy prey. By 2000, the lion count
had doubled to a minimum of 80 cats and spotted
hyenas were also thriving at a count of 60.
As the dry cycle set in from 2001 and continued
until 2004, the wildebeest population dwindled
and lions started preying primarily on buffalo. In
2001, they were already eating double the amount
of buffalo, and by 2003 they were killing six times
as many buffalo as wildebeest. The relationship
between rainfall, lions, and their prey species
selection is certainly an interesting one.

CENSUS

© Samuel Cox

First aerial census of entire APNR
A momentous occasion took place in 2003 when the first
ever aerial census was conducted over the entire APNR.
Said KPNR warden, Colin Rowles: “This was the first time in
history that the entire landmass was censused at the same
time using a consistent censusing technique. The results
were most interesting, and it was encouraging to see that the
Klaserie carries far more game than the two neighbouring
reserves.”
It revealed that the downward trend in herbivore populations
relating to the dry cycle was stabilising. Ultimately, while
buffalos were struggling with the dry climate, and many
kudus had succumbed to an anthrax outbreak post-rainy
period, impalas were once again on the up. Notorious for
making the environment work for themselves, the impalas
were growing in density. The annual censuses revealed the
repetition of this trend as they grew during the dry cycle from
4,000 in 2002 to 10,000 in 2009.
The KNP methodology for counting elephant and buffalo was
applied to all game count species in 2005 across the APNR,
this meant a much more cost-effective census was born.
A large portion of the Klaserie-Balule fence was removed in
2005, increasing the greater conservation area by another
30,000 ha. Additionally, 50 wildebeest were released onto the
reserve in the hopes of successfully boosting the population,
but the numbers dropped to double digits once again by
2009. Somewhere along the line, the fluctuation took an
upward trend, and in 2014 185 were recorded – the highest
number in 10 years. Since then, consistent growth has been
observed – even through the 2016 drought – and the trend
continues with the most recent wildebeest count sitting at a
pleasing 240.
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2016 Census amid drought, after fence
removal
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Current trends
Today, wildlife numbers in the KPNR are
stable. Most species are steadily rising;
such as, impala, zebra, giraffe, kudu, and
elephant. Wildebeest too are hinting at a
positive population trend. As always, game
numbers change in response to rainfall,
climatic changes, environmental conditions,
and disease. The incorporation of the
Klaserie into the greater conservation area
has had dramatic and positive effects on the
natural movement of game and prevents
the overutilization of land.

The annual average rainfall plummeted after the
floods of 2012 when it measured in at around
750mm. Over the following four years, the rain gauge
readings dropped until the KPNR was once again in a
state of drought in 2016 with only 220mm recorded.
The census of 2016 was to be a telling one, because
this was the first drought since fences were removed
and the APNR had become part of the Greater Kruger
conservation area. In addition, a second census of
rhino, buffalo, and elephant populations of the APNR
was conducted to determine whether or not these
species had migrated in response to the drought
conditions. Pleasingly, they had.

It remains true today what the reserve’s
previous long-term warden, Erwin Leibnitz
said in 1982 – a sentiment that has been
echoed and continuously implemented
by his successor, Colin Rowles: “Nature
conservation does not start with preserving
lions and elephants, buffaloes and
wildebeest, kangaroos and tigers. Nature
conservation is the protection of the habitat.
If the habitat is protected, the game will look
after itself.”

“This proved the immense value of a landscape where
fences have been removed, allowing for the free
and unrestricted movement of game during times of
adverse environmental conditions,” Rowles confirmed.
Elephant populations doubled in 2015, soaring to
over 1,200 during the year’s count, but dropped
immediately a year later showing that they migrated
during the drought. They are now once again on the
rise, proving just how frequently elephants move
and their density changes. The eternally thriving
impala were interestingly on a continued decrease,
perpetuating the previous four years’ downward
trend.

A good year for wild dogs
2017 Brought some interesting results in terms of
predators, with particular note being made of the
endangered African wild dogs present in Klaserie
during the year. An all-round appreciation for the
dogs’ presence was expressed among landowners
and commercial guests alike.
Rowles explained: “Two substantial packs
were observed during the aerial census of last
September (2017), the total count for the reserve was
50. These packs and their pups, which were produced
during last winter, have capitalised on the vulnerable
impala lambs and the young of other species, which
were born during the early summer.”

© Samuel Cox

094 50 Years of Conservation

© Samuel Cox
50 Years of Conservation 095

KLASERIE CHRONICLE | ANNIVERSARY EDITION

RESEARCH

KLASERIE CHRONICLE | ANNIVERSARY EDITION

RESEARCH

THE LIONS
OF THE KLASERIE
Words Orla McEvoy | Photos Warren Howson

R

esilient, fierce, protective and loyal. Just a handful
of words that characterise the dynasty of lions in
the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve (KPNR) and
surrounding wilderness. With just over 300 lions
across the Associated Private Nature Reserves, together
with the remaining Kruger lions, this lion population represents one of three wild lion populations in South Africa.
In this reserve, the lion populations are not intensively
managed to enhance their genetic integrity, as required in
smaller (< 1,000 km2) areas. More importantly, this population represents one of few wild lion populations globally
that is not currently decreasing – a major tribute for these
vulnerable big cats.
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From double-lives and arms-race wars to heroism and
life-long friendships, a lion’s life can be tough and is rarely
dull, and the KPNR is no exception. Names including the
Dundee pride, the River pride and the Ross pride echo
across the Klaserie, ushering excitement. While we seek
to piece the puzzle together, the dynamics and intricate
lives of these social cats often find a way to surprise and
inspire.

“From double-lives and
arms-race wars to heroism
and life-long friendships, a
lion’s life can be tough and is
rarely dull, and the KPNR is
no exception.”
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Dundee Pride
The reign of the infamous Dundee
pride stretches across the
north to the eastern and central
areas of the Klaserie, peaking in
strength at over 20 lions during
the recent regional drought in
South Africa. Plentiful numbers of
weak game that were congregated
at dwindling resources
provided advantageous feeding
opportunities for resident lions, as
occurs in other open systems. This
allowed the Dundee pride number
to swell to such a formidable force.
With larger lion groups generally
outcompeting smaller groups,
there were minimal matches in the
locality that could withstand their

full might. Thanks to the high level
of competition at kills, the young
Dundee cubs were rather scrawny
and very tough little lions. But what
rises must fall, and the smaller
Dundee fragments have gradually
become more separated as their
group size saturated.

“Names including
the Dundee pride,
the River pride
and the Ross pride
echo across the
Klaserie, ushering
excitement.”

This included one lioness with
young cubs that divided her time
between both the Dundee and
River pride lions, indicating the
close connection between these
prides. Generally, lionesses from
a pride that are separated due to
dispersal are territorially distinct
within five years of fissure.

River Pride
The River pride has been another growing contender for
top spot among the Klaserie lion prides, steadily gaining
in power over the preceding years. Likely a relative of
the Dundee lions, these experienced mothers are now
practised at keeping their cubs safe from life’s many
dangers, including nomadic males and the ever-present
spotted hyena clans. Dominating the central riverbanks
in the reserve, this small pride of four core adult females
has successfully raised three litters over the past number
of years, including their current dependent cubs.
With naturally high competition levels from nomadic
lions and marauding spotted hyena clans, the River pride
benefitted from the presence of their lingering sub-adult
males – a force of the five growing mouths to feed. These
large males were eventually making kills of their own yet
lingering with their mothers’ pride. This provided vital
strength in protection of their natal territory and their
younger siblings within.
Now over the age of 3.5 years, the young males have
been roaming more independently of the pride, after
deep explorations towards the eastern boundary of the
reserve. At the same time, their littermate sister has
remained with the pride, providing crucial support to the
River pride ranks. The pride was also recently visited by
a dominant adult male, a member of a coalition of two
adults that spent time between the resident prides in the
area. With further adult males in the greater vicinity, we
can likely expect exciting new additions to the River pride
over the coming months.
098 50 Years of Conservation

Ross Pride, Ross Breakaways & Western Pride
Other infamous names in the region
include the Ross pride, the Ross
breakaways and the Western pride,
with lions roaming widely across
the vast expanse and ignoring
the invisible boundaries between
reserves. Dynamics can explosively
erupt and change overnight, with
the loss of a pride member or the
emergence of an oestrus cycle, and
neighbouring lions can immigrate and
emigrate from far and wide in search
of new rewards.
Strong coalitions of adult males can
dominate vast areas and multiple
prides, most often spending time with
prides that have cubs younger than

six months in age. In doing so, adult
males provide protection to their
cubs when they are at their most
vulnerable stage and move on shortly
thereafter to continue extending their
legacy. In one circumstance however,
this worked out to the detriment
of the Ross pride, when the cubs
approached their sire while he was
spending time with a second pride.
This second pride naturally could not
tolerate the competition represented
by the young cubs, who sadly did
not survive the encounter due to
natural female infanticide. In this
circumstance, the cubs were unaided
by the dominant male.

With the support of widespread
research volunteers, the lions of the
Klaserie and Timbavati have recently
centred in nationwide research
through the Lion Management Forum
of South Africa. Aimed to further
our understanding of natural lion
behaviour, this project analysed
the social dynamics of lion prides
in the region and across smaller
protected areas in South Africa.
Supported by the National Research
Foundation and SATIB Conservation
Trust, this knowledge has enhanced
management options for lions in
small reserves and the long-term
conservation of lions in South Africa.
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Survival

Words Dr. Michelle Henley

“It is Elephant Alive’s belief that to ensure the long-term preservation of freeranging elephants, it is critical to empower, inform and involve local impoverished
communities.”

F

or more than 20 years, Elephants Alive has been
studying the elephants across the Great Limpopo
Transfrontier Conservation Area (TCA). We have
recently extended our efforts into two other TCAs.
The one being Maputo Special Reserve as part of the
Lubambo TCA in Mozambique, and the other being the
Makgadikgadi Pans National Park in Botswana which is
part of the Kavango-Zambezi TCA. We have developed an
identification database of over 2,000 elephants, including
elephants in the Pafuri region of the Kruger National Park,
and have collared close to 100 elephants throughout the
regions since 1998.

with nearby villagers, landowners, lodge managers and
guides as well as national and international scientists and
conservationists. We encourage building relationships
for generations to come, and we prioritise women,
including grandmothers, who are the pillars of society,
similar to the elephant societies we study. Hence, we
plan to teach grandmothers to nurture bee-gardens with
honey as a rewarding and income generating ecosystem
service. Promoting positive relations with surrounding
communities is one of the most effective ways of
diminishing human-elephant conflict in its most severe
form: illegal killings.

This long-term research is providing fundamental
information for elephant management and protection;
informing conservation bodies and private landowners
on seasonal movements, sustainability of trophy hunting
in some private reserves, impact on vegetation and,
worryingly, now also identifying poaching hotspots.
In keeping with our mission and the need for intact
habitat, we also monitor more than 3,000 large trees
known as favoured food species by elephants. Included
in our vegetation monitoring efforts are 62 trees with
Southern ground hornbill nests and 226 trees with vulture
nests to study the long-term effects of elephants on the
nesting sites of these endangered avian species.

© Kevin MacLaughlin
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As well as our field research, it is Elephant Alive’s belief
that to ensure the long-term preservation of free-ranging
elephants, it is critical to empower, inform and involve
local impoverished communities. We foster linkages
50 Years of Conservation 101
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Conservation impact of our work
•

Helping to inform anti-poaching efforts by
identifying “fear landscapes” – unsafe areas
that elephants are avoiding.

•

•

•

•

•

Predicting large tree survival rates in areas
where elephant populations are expanding,
especially private reserves with numerous
artificial water holes.

Successful use of various mitigation strategies
to protect large trees (wire-netting, bees,
rock-packing, chili pasting and other deterrent
methods): important for iconic tree protection
to ensure seedbanks and repopulation
irrespective of landscape changes.

•

Identifying large-tusked individuals over time:
important to ensure their protection and the
continuation of a phenotypic trait (large tusks)
within the population for the benefit of tourism
and trophy hunting.

Provision of bee gardens and bee keeping skills
to the communities surrounding protected
areas: important to strengthen linkages to the
protected areas and the benefits of healthy
ecosystem services.

•

Honey production as an additional income:
entrepreneurial development and educational
value within the community.

•

Fostering the next generation of African
conservationists through educational activities,
including Bush School and Wild Shots Outreach
programmes, and encouraging the role of
women in conservation as the role models
and educators of the next generation of
conservationists.

Understanding which bulls are the most
sustainable for trophy hunting: helping to set
hunting protocols where sustainable utilisation
models need to be followed for income.
Informing conservation planning and
development of protected corridors by
recording the long-term movements of
elephants and understanding the influence of
past management practices.

“This long-term research is providing fundamental information for elephant
management and protection.”

© Kevin MacLaughlin

Meet the team
Director, Co-founder & Principal Researcher: Dr Michelle
Henley; Tracking Projects Manager: Anka Bedetti de
Kock; Big Trees Project Manager: Robin Cook; ID Study
Project Manager & Elephant Mortalities Liaison Officer:
Dr Julie Kern; Researcher and Education Liaison Officer:
Joel Sitole; Researcher, Bee Project and Education Liaison
Officer: Ronny Makukule; Development Manager: Harriet
Nimmo

© Kevin MacLaughlin
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The Kruger-to-Canyons
Hooded Vulture Project
Words and photos Lindy Thompson
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are thriving, even though a lot of
potential nesting habitat along the
Olifants River had been lost, due to
the floods in the last few decades.
In October 2016, Lindy had a call
from Colin Rowles, who described
how one of his workers found
a dead hooded vulture with a
transmitter. Tracks at the site lead
Colin to believe that a jackal had
killed this bird. When it was tagged
as a nestling in October 2013,
this bird was named ‘Homebody’,
because it tended to stick close to
its capture site. Over three years
of tracking, its movements covered
an area from Tzaneen to the
eastern boundary of the Kruger
National Park. Compared to other
hooded vultures, which range
widely throughout southern Africa,
even into Zimbabwe, Botswana
and Mozambique, this bird was
indeed a ‘Homebody’. Lindy is
very grateful to Colin and his
team for recovering Homebody’s
transmitter.
Lindy and her colleagues have
learned a lot about hooded

T

he Kruger-to-Canyons (K2C) Hooded Vulture
Project began in May 2015. It is led by Dr Lindy
Thompson, who works for the Endangered
Wildlife Trust (EWT). Lindy works in partnership
with John Davies (also from the EWT), in collaboration
with the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Hawk Mountain
Sanctuary (USA) and the Hawk Conservancy Trust (UK).

Zeekoegat. Landowners, Leon and Maggi Haywood
generously provided accommodation to Lindy, and their
staff member, Johannes, assisted her on her nest search.
Although Johannes was aware of some trees that hooded
vultures had used for nesting in the past, the trees had all
been washed away by the last floods, and they could not
find any active hooded vulture nests in the Klaserie.

When the project started in winter 2015, Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve (KPNR) warden, Colin Rowles, was kind
enough to grant Lindy permission to do a Hooded
Vulture nest search along the southern banks of the
Olifants River, right in the far north of the KPNR, at

Lindy and her colleagues continued to do nest searches,
nest monitoring, vulture trapping and tagging on other
properties in the Associated Private Nature Reserves
and further afield. They found pockets of habitat along
the Blyde and Olifants Rivers where hooded vultures

104 50 Years of Conservation

RESEARCH

“A lot of potential
nesting habitat
along the Olifants
River had been lost,
due to the floods in
the last few decades. ”
vultures in the last few years in
the Lowveld. Like other vultures,
hooded vultures are at risk of
electrocutions on powerlines,
collisions with transformers,
intentional and unintentional
poisoning, and their body parts
are used in ‘muti’. There are also
numerous natural threats, such as
predators which may steal their
eggs or predate on their chicks
while they are still in the nest.
Lindy says that it has been a
privilege observing these birds
and getting to understand more
about their behaviour. Natural
landscapes such as those
contained in the KPNR are vital for
the survival of hooded vultures.
Although the Klaserie provides a
safe haven for countless species,
vultures are particularly important;
firstly because they are extremely
threatened, and secondly
because they are very important
ecologically: they speed up
nutrient cycling, are much better
than mammalian scavengers at
finding and quickly consuming
carcasses, and lastly, it is thought
that they help to prevent the
spread of disease, although we still
have a lot more to learn about how
they do this.
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20
years
of
KPNR
Ground Hornbill
Research
Words Kyle Middleton

“As each individual
researcher has come
through, they have
all asked different
questions.”

© Carrie Hickman

© Wehncke van der Merwe
© Kevin MacLaughlin

As Klaserie approaches its 50th birthday, it also sees the APNR Ground Hornbill Project approaching
its 20th birthday.

T

he original idea of the Ground Hornbill project
began with the FitzPatrick Institute of African
Ornithology and was based around the
installation of nesting sites for these elusive birds
in an attempt to understand the social behaviour of the
world’s largest cooperatively breeding bird. Nests were
originally installed in 2002 and 2003 and the vast majority
of these are still up today, providing seven groups with
opportunities to breed.
Through these long nest histories, collectively the project
has seen 57 breeding attempts, of which 41 were
successful in fledging chicks, resulting in a success rate
of 72%. Whilst this percentage provides a general idea of
how successful the birds have been, when you compare
the average time it takes for one group to fledge a chick
within the Associated Private Nature Reserves (APNR), and
particularly in the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve (KPNR),
to the rest of the country, you realise just how successful
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they have become in the area. Nationwide, each wild
group of birds successfully fledges a chick every nine and
a half years on average, however, within the Klaserie this
number drops to every two years, and in the entire APNR
it happens every three years.
This means that through the use of artificial nests, the
birds within the APNR are three times more successful
than birds in the rest of the country. This is the reason
that the Klaserie and its neighbouring reserves have
become one of the strongholds for the South African
Southern ground hornbill population. Consequently,
the area significantly contributes towards the current
research and conservation efforts to save this iconic
bushveld species.
Conservation efforts for the ground hornbill species
have become unified throughout the country, with
everyone working together to slow and reverse the
decline in numbers. The efforts are based around habitat

© Chloë Cooper

© Chloë Cooper

preservation and the harvesting
of doomed second-hatched
chicks. Ground hornbills usually
lay two eggs several days apart,
and this results in the smaller
chick dying 99% of the time in
the wild. However, before this
happens, the Ground Hornbill
project team get there and save
it so that it can be reared and
released back into their historic
range which has decreased by
some 70% in the last century.
Ultimately, it is an effort that
sees chicks which would
inevitably die being released
into areas which have not
seen ground hornbills in many
years, and so doubling the
breeding success of the birds.
It is something that has been
hugely successful. The KPNR
has contributed 11 chicks to the
cause, of which eight survived
and are located around the
country.
Such a long-term project has
brought many researchers and
conservationists alike through
the gates of the Klaserie, and all

have left with a unique feeling
of pride about the reserve and
these big, black birds. It has
also resulted in the Klaserie
being one of the core locations
for ground hornbill research.
As each individual researcher
has come through, they have all
asked different questions which
has seen the research evolve
from how the birds utilise and
move in their habitat, to the use
of nest boxes as a conservation
tool, and now to investigate the
social structure of the birds. All
in an attempt to gain a better
understanding of these scarce
and endangered birds to bring
them back on track to the point
where human intervention is no
longer needed.
The KPNR, and the rest of the
APNR, are the unsung heroes
of Southern ground hornbill
research and conservation.
Without them, these birds may
very well have been in a worse
state.
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The ecology & social
behaviour of
THE AFRICAN BUFFALO
Words Christiane Knechtel
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T

his study (originally and for many years formally
supported by the University of Pretoria)
commenced in February 1993, coincidentally just
after the first significant rainfall of the season
which brought the drought of 1991 and 1992 to an end.
Finding buffalo herds was not easy as they were still widely
distributed due to the drought and were only starting to
migrate back to their presumed home ranges. Later, I
established that the African buffalo Syncerus caffer caffer of
the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve (KPNR) constituted three
big herds of similar sizes, and started referring to them as
the northern, southern, and central herds, respectively.
In addition, there was a smaller congregation of buffalo in
the eastern part of the reserve where the fence had been
removed.
I selected the central herd as a focus of the study and
followed them permanently for 10 years, and for a couple of
weeks twice a year for 12 years, until they left the Klaserie in
May 2016 during the most recent drought.
Buffalo are known for their fusion/fission patterns – they
form the largest herds only for a short period at the end
of the dry season. The focus herd in the KPNR developed
from a maximum of 220 individuals in 1993 to more than
1,000 individuals in 2014; occupying a home range of about
20,000 ha, which expanded to a total range of about 50,000
ha (80 percent of the reserve) in very dry years. (The range
data was analysed before the fence opened to the west).
I identified as many individuals as possible. The prerequisite
being to identify the herd or splinter groups by means
of natural characteristics, and to research the individual
development as a basis for a more comprehensive
knowledge of social and ecological mechanisms; therefore,
interpreting the population dynamics of the African buffalo.
Using this frame, I established the following parameters
as some of the main focal points of the study: locomotion,
space utilisation, nutrition, reproduction, social bonding,
and hierarchy. All parameters are multifunctional, as the
following example will explain in part.

© Samuel Cox
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During the permanent field study, which took place, by
chance, during a “wet cycle” from 1994 to 2003, the calving
season occurred, on average, from November/December
to May/June, with one or two peaks between January and
March. Typically, the Lowveld gets its first significant rainfall
of the season in mid-October/November, but this was not
the case in 2003. During this year, the first rains only arrived
in the middle of January 2004, and the calving season was
postponed by one to two months, only beginning at the end
of January.
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Temporal changes in the buffalos’ reproduction activity
has been seen in the following parameters since 2004:
the start and/or end, the duration, the peak(s), and
the general distribution. Changes of the reproduction
patterns can be explained by the climatic (especially
rain) conditions, food conditions, the reproduction
patterns of the previous year(s), and the age structure
of the females of the herd. In collaboration with the
Berkeley University and the Kruger National Park
(KNP), the synchrony between the timing of birth
and the resource cues (level of rainfall, and the
greenness factor) of African buffalo has been tested.
The statistical testing used a data set containing 786
calving events of the focus herd from 1993-2001. It
showed that the monthly births had the strongest
significant correlation to the greenness and rainfall
levels 12 and 13 months previously. The synchrony
of current year births corresponded strongly to
the synchrony of the greenness distribution of
the previous year. Positive correlations occurred
between the rain and the greenness at a 0-3 month
lag. The changes since 2004 correspond with these
correlations.
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The last significant drought (which effected
a mortality of more than 50% of the buffalo
population of the KNP) was the first drought
to occur since the fences to the east and
west of the KPNR had been dropped. Results
showed that all buffalo herds migrated out of
the reserve, predominantly to the east. From
time to time, a smaller herd south of the
Klaserie River, and small groups in the east
were reported, and only for short periods at
a time.

© Samuel Cox

© Rogan Kerr

During my last visit to the Klaserie in October/
November 2017, I did not see any signs of
the presence of a herd inside the reserve.
During the following period in May/June 2018,
I followed buffalo splinter groups and herds
(maximum 214 individuals) in the east, and
I briefly observed a herd of 113 individuals
in the central part of the reserve. The herd
in the east had a 14 percent population
of calves from the reproductive season of
2017/2018, which seemed relatively high
given the drought conditions prior to and
during the gestation period. This indicated a
clever adaptation to the drought conditions,
in which they utilised areas outside their
presumed hereditary ranges.

© Samuel Cox
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© Gemma Thomas
They must have been in areas
providing better food sources than
the KPNR for a long time, which would
also explain their excellent physical
condition. My findings in May 2019
confirmed that they have maintained
this good condition. It seems that
some buffalo splinter groups and
herds have utilised certain parts of
the Klaserie more intensively than last
year. The areas concerned received
more rain during the 2018/2019
season, and the feeding conditions
were much better than in the majority
of the reserve. I have seen a herd of
about 120 individuals in the southern
part of the reserve where one herd
of 310 individuals moved in to the
south-east of the reserve, another
one to the north-east, and one in the
east with numerous fusion/fission
activities (maximum herd size of 141
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individuals). The percentage of calves
of the season for 2018/2019 was very
high at 23 percent, and the survival
rate of the yearlings was also very
high. They provided on average about
10 percent of all mentioned herds.
Although I could not find evidence
of buffalo herds in the central parts
of the KPNR during my most recent
field trip, information I received from
several land owners and field rangers
suggested a high percentage of
calves and yearlings and the excellent
physical condition of all age classes,
which is an indication of the recovery
of the buffalo population.
It is in this positive light that I would
like to congratulate the KPNR on
its 50th anniversary and bestow my
best wishes for the future of this
wonderful and valuable piece of

nature. I would also like to take this
opportunity to thank landowners,
wardens, rangers, camp staff, and
tour guides alike for the support I
have received in establishing and
continuing this long-term project
on the buffalo populations in the
reserve.

“The focus herd in the KPNR
developed from a maximum
of 220 individuals in
1993 to more than 1,000
individuals in 2014”
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H

ow privileged I am
to have shared
in almost half
of the Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve’s
(KPNR) history. My memoirs
are focused around the
reserve’s elephants but that
should not distract from the
brilliant leadership I have
witnessed over the years from
chairpersons such as Mike
Anderson and wardens such
as Colin Rowles.
Elsewhere, Africa’s elephants
are in peril and it is then that
you realise more than ever

BIG TUSKERS

that the long-term future of
elephants lies in the hands
of good leaders. So, this is a
tribute to my grey friends and
the wise men who help protect
them with dedication. There
are many more involved in the
Klaserie team, but I single out
these Mike and Colin from the
multitude and draw a parallel
with an elephant called Classic.

identikits since 1996, the acquaintance with Classic
marks the official registration of the programme
with SANParks.
I have watched this elephant grow in stature, in
tusk length and as mentor of his own kind. Like his
human protectors, he has guided many a young
bull during his peaceful non-musth travels.

2006

I first met the majestic Classic
in the Klaserie in 2003. This
sage of an elephant has
become a household name to
many landowners. Although
we were recording elephant

Classic in his youth

2009

colossal characters

Classic’s presence leaves you with a deep
sense of calm and stability. His home range,
almost exclusively within the confines of the
Associated Private Nature Reserves, makes
you realise this is his home – his wanderings
are as long as the Klaserie is old. He can be
viewed as a living Klaserie monument, his
DNA intertwined is with its history and his
leadership of young bulls is still formulating its
future.
So it is too with Mike and Colin. How fortunate
this reserve has been to revel in the tempered
wisdom of Mike and the loyal dedication of
Colin whose life and home is the KPNR. Long
may you live and follow in the tracks of a giant
called Classic.

Words and photos Dr Michelle Henley

Classic in recent years
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His broken right tusk reminds you that despite
his very calm demeanour, he still knows how
to assert his dominance when in musth at
the start of March each year. He first broke
his tusk at the tip in 2006 and then right near
the lip in 2009 whilst in musth, fighting with
another bull. From our social network analysis,
Classic has always been at the centre of the
bull network with his links of association
radiating outwards like the essential threads
on a spider’s web.

Classic shortly after breaking his tusk near the lip in 2009
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Masthulele:

BIG TUSKERS

The gentle giant
Words and photo Ian Whyte
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I

n July 2005, members of the Kruger Tuskers
Project Committee submitted a motivation to
the Management Committee of the Kruger
National Park (KNP) proposing that one of
Kruger’s emerging tuskers should be named
after me. The motivation was accepted, and
I consider this to be an honour greater than any
other acknowledgement I may have received
in my career. The elephant that was selected
was one which I had seen and photographed
a few times from the helicopter during earlier
elephant censuses in the Letaba area. He was,
then, on my files as an ‘emerging tusker’ – a
young bull with clear potential to become a
significant tusker – and he was filed as the
“New Letaba Bull”. The name given to him was
Masthulele, which means the "quiet one". This
was the nickname conferred on me by the
African people I worked with in my early years in
the KNP.
I was subsequently very keen to make a
closer acquaintance with this bull, but before
my retirement I never managed to do this. I
searched for him whenever I was working in
the Letaba area. I saw him a few times from the
helicopter, but he was always too far from roads
which could have provided access to him. In
2011, well after my retirement, I took three days
to go Letaba to look for him. I saw him every
day, but never close enough to get the photos I
wanted.
But in 2012, my wife, Merle, and I again visited
the Kruger. We were driving along the Letaba
River on the road to the north of the camp
when, on our left, we saw the top of the head
and shoulders of an elephant bull coming
through the mopane shrubs towards the road.
He stepped out of the bush in front of us and
the large tusks were unmistakable! He was
making his way down to the river where he
would spend the day drinking and browsing in
the reeds. To prevent him from crossing the
road, I accelerated and drove right in under his
nose. He wheeled away to his left and I did a
quick U-turn and stopped opposite him. Slowly
he approached the road again, and at last he
emerged in full view and then stopped and
posed perfectly. What an old gentleman he
was – in spite of this intrusion on his space and
his dignity, he remained completely calm, and
eventually when I had taken all the photos
I wanted, he wandered across the road past our
front bumper and headed off down to the river.
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Over the years Masthulele gained considerable
fame. He spent much of his time in the Letaba
Rest Camp area, where many people had close
contacts with him, and his gentle nature soon
ensured that he became a firm favourite. When
he came into his annual musth cycle, he usually
headed off to the south-west into the Associated
Private Nature Reserves (APNR) such as the
Klaserie and Timbavati. His arrival was eagerly
anticipated and many reports of him were
received. While in the APNR, he was also known
as Bravo.
Sadly, Masthulele has now died. His carcass was
found in late 2016 to the north of the bridge
over the Letaba River. The carcass was in an
advanced state of decomposition, so the cause
of death could not be established. However, an
examination of his lower jaw revealed that his
molar teeth were still in good condition, and
this, along with the last images of him which
indicated that he was still in reasonable health,
probably ruled out poor nutrition being a factor
in his death. Poaching was not the cause of
his death as his tusks were recovered at the
carcass. The likely cause of death was a fight
with another bull. From his molar teeth, we
estimated him to have been about 50 years
of age at the time of death. This was relatively
young as such bulls can achieve ages of up
to 60 years, but over the past few years a few
significant tuskers have been killed in fights in
Kruger. I believe this to be a consequence of
the increasing numbers of elephants, and the
resulting increasing social stresses which are
associated with increasing densities.

“What an old gentleman he
was – in spite of this intrusion
on his space and his dignity,
he remained completely calm.”
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Klaserie

LEGENDS

© Moremi Safaris

© Gemma Thomas

Words Chloë Cooper

he lucky ones among us have visited
the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve but,
there is a chance many of us are yet
to discover the magic and the unique
solitude that can be found in remote corners
of the reserve. A new world awaits along the
ridges and riverbeds of this protected piece
of wilderness, but for some, these places have
been home for many years already.
The "Legends of Klaserie" are the stories told
by those who know it best. There are a number
of individuals who still work in the Klaserie and
were even born in the reserve – some in the
years before it was proclaimed a nature reserve.
Running through the mud, catching catfish barehanded in shallow dams, and eating marulas
before the elephants could get to them were all
a part of being a kid in the bush. Being taught
to track animals and not to wander too far from
the campfire were early lessons in life. Listening
to jackals yelping at dusk or francolins shrieking
at dawn formed the soundtrack to day and
night.
These legends know the landscape better
than most and continue to spend their days
in the Klaserie bush, watching diligently over
their shoulders for a lurking buffalo or an
elephant that moves more quietly than you’d
think! Between them, they have decades of
stories, dozens of close shaves, and many,
many incredible encounters that could only
be experienced by those who have spent their
years in the Klaserie.

© Em Gatland

© Shannon Wild
© Patrick Suverein

© Gemma Thomas
© Patrick Suverein

These are the stories of the legends who have
had a part in shaping the landscape, building the
foundations, maintaining the roads, patrolling
the fence lines, and walking the natural trails in
search of its deepest secrets.
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“Amos remembers
one time he was
lucky to walk
away with his
life when he
was attacked by
a buffalo while
working on the
farm. ”

“A quick rev of
the big, rumbling
vehicle keeps
curious elephants
at bay, and lions
give him right of
way!”

© Sabrina Chielens

AMOS MATHEBULA

CAMP GUARD, ZEEKOEIGAT
Words Chloë Cooper

B

orn on the 9th of October in 1938, Amos was
born around the time the Crookes brothers first
bought farms in the Eastern Transvaal, which
would one day become the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve. This makes him one of the most senior
members working in the reserve today. In 1960, Amos
was 22 years old and he was employed at Zeekoeigat
farm. At the time, the farm had no camp buildings, but
plenty of animals roamed through the area.
He remembers there was lots of game, but no elephant,
rhino, nyala, or eland at the time. One day it came as
a big surprise when Amos came across an elephant
that had died while stuck in the mud. He reported it to
the neighbouring reserve, which is now N’tsiri, and the
authorities from Fauna and Flora were called to remove
the tusks. This unexpected sight remains in his memory of
those early days before the reserve was formed.
Of course, Amos has spent over 60 years in the Klaserie,
and he has lost count of the number of encounters he
has had with the once elusive elephants, including his
fair share of charges, but none that have ended badly.
However, his track record with the notorious buffalo is not
so spotless! Amos remembers one time he was lucky to
walk away with his life when he was attacked by a buffalo
while working on the farm.
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In retelling the story, Amos says it was a lone buffalo
bull – a dagha boy – and he appeared out of the bush
close to where Amos was on foot, working on the farm
roads. Without much warning, the buffalo charged and
connected with Amos, knocking him down onto his back
with no way to escape. The buffalo pinned him down and
thrashed his head around, trying to wound Amos with his
horns. Today, he counts himself very lucky because the
buffalo did very little damage and he only sustained one
injury on his back before the buffalo was chased off. He
didn’t receive any treatment in hospital but healed well
and today it is merely a scar to remind him of that fateful
day.
When asking Amos if he fears buffalo because of this
incident, he replies: “No, how can I be scared when I work
with these animals in the reserve? We are friends now!”

© Sabrina Chielens

KIMBILY NGWENYA

MACHINERY OPERATOR, HQ
Words Chloë Cooper

K

imbily was born in 1973 on the farm Bristow,
when the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve was
in its infanthood and now, 46 years later, he
has seen the reserve change and develop into
what it is today. His parents worked on Ross farm for Mr
Pretorius, and when Kimbily was about 16 years old he
was employed to be a part of the workforce put together
by warden Erwin Leibnitz to combat soil erosion on
Matamani. By 1992, he was transferred to Motlasedi HQ
and started working on building the causeway, which is
where he was trained in the use of different machinery.
Kimbily recalls a certain elephant from his early days at
HQ – one which is also remembered by Eric Manyike
– as a persistent individual, and maybe a source of
frustration for the warden. Around 1995, an elephant
came in search of a water pipe to dig up and found
the boundaries of the staff accommodation not worth
preserving. Early in the morning, this lone elephant broke
the fencing that surrounded the houses and went about
his business sniffing around for an easy meal or a source
of fresh water while members of staff waited patiently in
their rooms for the animal to see himself out. With most
people trapped inside, warden Leibnitz had the job of
chasing the enormous animal out of the camp!

As it turned out, this elephant had a bee in his bonnet,
and both Eric and Kimbily remember the same individual
returning that same night to pick up where he left off!
This time, Mr Leibnitz called in a reinforcement in the
form of new warden, Colin Rowles, and both men set out
to chase this persistent elephant out of the staff housing
enclosure.
In 2010, Kimbily attended a course at the Southern
African Wildlife College where he received training in
fence maintenance, firefighting, and driving a tractor,
among other things. Now, for almost 10 years, he has
operated the tractor at HQ and when he is out in the
bush he says neither elephants nor lions pose a problem.
A quick rev of the big, rumbling vehicle keeps curious
elephants at bay, and lions give him right of way!
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art of hand-fashioning toy guns! His memories are of a
very blended upbringing. His colonial grandparents wore
three-piece-suits, and the staff on the farm dressed in
all-whites, but there was a heavy influence of African
culture, language, and an intrinsic connection with
the bush. Grandfather Charles Crookes was quiet and
gentle when he spoke, but when he did, people listened.
Warren also remembers his grandfather’s progressive
ideas around conservation of nature and having an
altruistic relationship with wildlife in a time when hunting
dominated bushveld experiences. This is a family trait
Warren has always identified with and something that has
nurtured the ethos he embodies today.

© Em Gatland

WARREN HOWSON
FOURTH-GENERATION CROOKES

S

Words Chloë Cooper

ome of Warren Howson’s earliest memories of
life in the Klaserie involve watching longingly as
his grandfather, Thomas Charles Botha Crookes,
would disappear into the wilderness on his own,
leaving his tell-tale tracks behind. A war injury had given
Charles Crookes an uneven step and Warren describes
always being able to identify his grandfather’s footsteps
by the drag marks he left in the sand. Perhaps these
were the first days of Warren’s tracking career. Certainly,
Charles’ inclination to spend time in nature, pondering
the world, has stuck with Warren to this day, and from
an early age it inspired Warren’s craving to be closer to
nature.
Charles, a second-generation land owner in the Klaserie,
used to bring his family and friends up to the farm just as
his father, George (GJ) Crookes had done before him. His
children and now their children have spent lifetimes of
holidays in the reserve, and today Warren and his brother,
Craig, are continuing their legacy by sharing this special
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place through intimate guided walking trails on their old
family farms.
When we asked Warren about his childhood here, his
twinkling eyes and smiling expression told us that there
would be some things he shared with us and others that
he would save for a night around the fire. Our guess is
that Mahlathini – Warren’s Zulu nickname meaning “earth
child” or “man who came from the bush” – had plenty of
stories and secrets growing up with the Klaserie as his
back garden. Anna and Sam, who worked on the farm also
bestowed Warren’s siblings, Cheryl and Craig, with Zulu
aliases: Nomvula, meaning "rain", commemorated Cheryl’s
birth, which coincided with the blessing of rainfall; and
Kandakulu, meaning "strong mind", was given to Craig as
his Zulu identity.
Anna and Sam were a significant part of life growing up on
the farm and Warren attributes many lessons learned to
the teachings of this couple, including the ever-important

As a nine-year-old boy, he shot his first impala – a rite
of passage, and something Warren professes he would
prefer never to do again. At around the same age, he
was learning to drive, aided by wooden blocks strapped
to the pedals, making them easier to reach! Warren
recalls, rather guiltily, the time his mother almost lost her
front teeth when he stopped the car too suddenly to let
elephants cross the road ahead. They had been brought
up to have a respectful fear of wildlife, and especially
elephants, and most of the family members were so
determined to give these animals their space that they
would speed off in a cloud of dust whenever they saw
one. This chaos didn’t sit well with Warren from the start
and he adopted a different approach when the time came
that he would spend hours in the bush with nature. He
began to sit in the elephants’ presence and spend time
watching them, listening to them,
and gently talking to them. The
negative relationship that had been
initiated began to change, and
the deep connection Warren feels
in the company of wildlife today
strengthened.

LEGENDS

Way back when, Warren remembers such an urge to
submerge himself in the very essence of nature where he
felt he truly belonged, that he would see a storm brewing
in the distance and disappear into the farm, purposefully
wanting to get caught in the rain. He knew that his mother
would not let him go out and play in the middle of a
downpour, but all Warren wanted was to get covered in
mud. He admits to running off before the rain arrived
so that when it started to pour, he was a long way out of
earshot and therefore couldn’t possibly hear his mother’s
instructions to come inside!
Warren believes the Klaserie has always been a special
place, and that it has the potential to resound with all
people, and not only those who have ancestral roots in
the reserve. His family-orientated, intimate experience
with the bush is centred on the cultural beliefs behind
nature’s teachings. He believes there is a lesson in every
day. He has discovered what it means to find animals not
with your eyes, but with your heart.
Through his commitment to exploring nature on foot and
giving the fauna and flora altruistic value, Warren sees the
Klaserie entering a new era. It is already wilder, undiluted,
and more dynamic than others in its league, and his idea
is to keep the authenticity of it, to share the environment
and to respect every part of it.

“The land does not belong to you.
You belong to the land.”

When he lost his father at the young
age of 13, an innate duty to fill his
father’s shoes meant that Warren
felt responsible for providing
impala for the pot. A deep-seated
conflict emerged within him and by
the time he was in his late teens,
he had realised his true desire to
understand nature, not to take from
it, and his childhood teachings and
cultural lessons spoke louder than
ever: “The land does not belong to
you. You belong to the land.”

Warren and Craig Howson
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“The buffalo did
not let up and
ran, head down,
straight at the
tree trunk, which
created a collision
great enough to
knock the pursuing
animal right off
his feet!”

FRANK MATHEBULA
CAMP GUARD, MATAMANI
Words Chloë Cooper

F

rank Mathebula was introduced to the Crookes
family in the early 1980s when he arrived to
take the position of camp guard at Matamani.
Prior to this, he had been working at Motlasedi
Headquarters where he was in charge of the horses and
the feeding of giraffes that were in quarantine before
being relocated. Frank recalls a particular time he and
the warden, Erwin Leibnitz, were patrolling the fence line
on horseback, but these four-legged chariots proved far
too tempting for the lions in the reserve and they took
interest and charged at the two men. Frank galloped off
and Erwin went in the direction of a knob thorn tree and
ended up with a shirt that was worse for wear! Suffice to
say the efficiency of horseback patrols was outweighed by
the risk involved with riding them among the predators in
the reserve!
Once Erwin had recommended Frank to David Crookes,
he began looking after Matamani, where he still works.
Frank recalls driving in a vehicle with Mr Crookes to follow
up on some vultures they could see descending nearby
and arriving at a giraffe kill with a lion lying alongside it. At
first, they thought the lion was sleeping while the rest of
the pride feasted hungrily, but it made no movement and
they began to wonder. Frank tossed a couple of stones in
its direction and when it had no reaction whatsoever, they
got a bit closer to investigate. What they soon realised was
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that the lion was dead! It was clear that during the hunt
this lion had taken a hard kick from its prey and it was
enough to put his lights out.
Another time, Frank remembers a close shave with the
one they call the “black death”. On a game drive with Sean
Crookes and his family, Frank felt the urge and got off
the vehicle to find a suitable tree behind which to relieve
himself. Soon after he was on his feet, Sean warned him
that a buffalo had emerged from the riverbed behind him.
This notorious animal took charge immediately and Frank
had to jump quickly behind a tree. The buffalo did not let
up and ran, head down, straight at the tree trunk, which
created a collision great enough to knock the pursuing
animal right off his feet! Buffalo down, Frank took the
opportunity to lurch towards the game viewer and jump
to safety.
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REUBEN MOTLOUTSI

FIELD RANGER, KPNR
Words Chloë Cooper

R

euben is currently a field ranger serving in the
Klaserie’s anti-poaching unit – a role he has filled
since in 2007. Prior to that, since 2002, he worked
at Makumu Private Game Lodge on the farm
Dundee. When we spoke to Reuben, he was dressed in
his uniform having been given a break from his duties to
come and tell us a story or two about his life in the bush.
No doubt, the stories that emerged began with: “One day,
we were on patrol…”
One of Reuben’s most outstanding memories comes
from 2008/09 when he was at the beginning of his now
12-year career. It was a close call with a buffalo and, as we
listened to him talk, we realised just how lucky he was to
escape with his life!
It was one day on patrol and Reuben and three other
rangers were doing a circuit of the dams in the area and
at one dam he could see part of a herd of buffalo and
they were right on top of their tracks. Reuben quickly
started looking at the ground and assessing how big the
herd might be judging by the tracks they had left behind,
and sure enough there was a buffalo lagging behind the
rest of the herd. Out of the bushes, the cow came straight
for Reuben and, as she came close, he fell to the ground
but managed to grab the buffalo’s horns as she put her

head down. He pushed her to the side, and he managed
to get to his feet as the buffalo fell over – a lucky break
indeed – but the buffalo was soon up on her feet and had
her focus on another ranger. Reuben had managed to
grab a rifle and just as he was taking aim at the charging
buffalo, she got her leg caught in a fallen log and fell
down, stopping her charge immediately.
Everybody was unharmed but full of dust, and they
quickly made their way to HQ where they caught warden
Colin Rowles, up on the story. The rangers and the
warden made their way back to the site of the attack
and upon seeing the buffalo’s condition, Mr Rowles put
it to rest. The buffalo was given an autopsy and it tested
positive for bovine tuberculosis. At the end of the day, she
was a sick animal and it was determined that Reuben and
the other rangers were lucky to be alive!
Over the years, Reuben says he has learned a great deal
from his mentor and head ranger, George Mnisi. One
such lesson came in the form of an incident on patrol
when he and George approached a dam on Bateleur’s
Nest only to come across a pride of lions. Instinctively,
Reuben attempted to run, but George’s strict instructions
to stay put and move slowly would prove to be one of the
greatest lessons he would ever learn!

© Sabrina Chielens

“Out of the
bushes, the cow
came straight for
Reuben and, as she
came close, he fell
to the ground but
managed to grab
the buffalo’s horns
as she put her head
down.”
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TAAIBOS HUMAN

KPNR MEMBER - CHARLOSCAR
Words Taaibos Human

P

as nadat ons in Augustus 1977
in die reservaat gekom het,
het ons in oom Jan de Necker
se ou kamp gebly en elke dag
stene in ons kamp gemaak vir die
bou van ons huise. Ek en my oorlede
broer, Naas, het saam met ons ses
werkers van die Vrystaat gewerk.
Die plaas was vir my nog vreemd en
dus het ek baie gestap om vas te stel
waar die panne is. So het ek op die
grens tussen ons en Ross ’n merk in
die pad gemaak. Daardie spesifieke
middag het ’n vriend uit die Vrystaat
kom kuier en ons drie het met die
bakkie gery om die werkers te gaan
haal.
Omdat ons altyd graag ’n draai ry, het
ons hul opgelaai om saam te ry. Ek
wys hulle dat die merk op Ross se lyn
oorkant die Leliepan is. My vriend sê
toe vir ons dat daar ’n klein leeutjie
loop. Omdat die son byna onder was,
het ek gedink hy sien ’n jakkals.
Net toe sê een van die werkers dat
daar ’n wildebees onder ’n boom lê.
Ons almal – drie mans en ses werkers
– stap nader om beter te sien. Die
wildebees het bene in die lug gelê en
ek het gesê dat hy seker geskiet is
en my spore van die oggend vir hulle
gewys. Toe ons so 10 meter van die
karkas was, het ek gesien dat daar ’n
bytplek aan die wildebees was.
Die volgende oomblik het ‘n
leeuwyfie op ons afgestorm! Wie
voor gehardloop het, weet ek nie,
maar niemand was voor my nie! Toe
ons verskrik by die bakkie kom en ek
terugkyk, lê die wyfie en kwispel haar
stert. Sy storm weer en inderhaas
spring ons drie voor in die bakkie met
die werkers agterop en jaag weg.
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Een van hul wat agterop was, het
egter oor die windskerm bly hang. Ek
vra vir Naas waarom die werker dan
nie opklim nie? Net toe sien ek dat
die vingers van sy een hand in die
deur vasgeslaan was.

Nadat ons hulle afgelaai het, is ons
drie mans weer voor in die kajuit
terug na die plek. En wat kry ons?
’n Leeumannetjie, -wyfie en vier
welpies. Sy het dus net haar welpies
beskerm!
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abandoned carcass in a clearing
and they approached
to get a closer look.
It then became
abundantly clear that
it was a wildebeest
carcass and it was
not abandoned
after all!
Suddenly, a
male lion came
charging out of
a bush towards them,
snarling and kicking up dust
in its wake. George moved
quickly to grab a knife from
his belt, but as soon as the lion
had charged, it retreated into the
bush and the men had a chance
to disappear. When George and
his colleague turned to instruct the
camp guards to move away, it was
clear they were already long gone!

© Sabrina Chielens

GEORGE MNISI
HEAD FIELD RANGER, KPNR
Words Chloë Cooper

G

eorge was born in the Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve on the 1st of January, 47 years ago on
Ross Farm. He has lived on the reserve as long
as it has been in existence, starting life at Mr van
Staden’s camp where his grandparents raised him and
taught him how to build a fire and keep the campgrounds
tidy. He didn’t go to school and spent all his life learning
about the bush. When we sat down to talk, George
recalled the winter months when the van Staden children
used to come to the farm during school holidays and,
through their explorations in the bush, they taught him
how to identify elephant tracks in the sand.
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Eventually, in 1987 when George was 15, he and a friend
travelled to Motlasedi Headquarters to ask the warden,
Erwin Leibnitz, for a job. George was assigned to the
anti-erosion team working on Hull and Matamani (Kent)
farms to repair damage and prevent further degradation.
Following that, George was transferred back to HQ where
the new warden in the 1990s, Colin Rowles, tasked him
with fence patrol and maintenance. This was a job that
came with its risks, and George clearly remembers having
to evade lions, which he encountered while spending
many hours in the field on a bicycle! On numerous
occasions George was approached by lions and using

what resources he had, he took
to climbing the Eskom pylons that
were erected along the fence lines.
With a couple of decades of bush
experience under his belt and skills
that would prove integral to antipoaching work, Mr Rowles selected
George to start training as a field
ranger. Under his tutelage, George
was trained in patrolling, tracking,
camping and keeping hidden in the
veld. Over time his longstanding
career as a field ranger was set
in motion, and with that, so grew
George’s track record with lions,
elephants, and the likes.
One occasion he recalls being
notified by some camp guards of
vultures descending nearby and
setting off to investigate. As he
arrived on the scene, accompanied
by the guards, they saw a seemingly

Elephants too have left their mark
on George’s memory. In particular,
one elephant that seemed not to
be interested in him at all as he
and a fellow ranger were sitting
in their vehicle having lunch one
day. Without them noticing, this
enormous yet silent creature
had made his way right up to the
rangers’ vehicle and proceeded
to toss sand all over them and
the vetkoekies they were eating
for lunch. Many years before this,
an elephant claimed not George’s
lunch, but his bicycle instead when
he was on his way to the shop at
Motlasedi. He encountered this
elephant on the road, and it took
charge, so George sent his bike
wheeling towards the elephant
to distract it as he quickly made a
getaway on foot. He ran the rest of
the way to the shop and called for
help. When the warden took him
to recover his bicycle, they found
it a little worse for wear, but there
was nothing that a bit of handiwork
couldn’t fix and soon George was
back in the saddle.

LEGENDS

One day
early on in
George’s life, his
grandfather, Abel Mnisi,
and his wife were walking through
the reserve when a lioness
pounced, attacking Abel from
behind. It took hold and injured
him badly – he was unable to get
away. His wife thought quickly
under the circumstances and
she took off the blanket she was
wearing and threw it over the
lion’s head, blinding it and causing
an instant of distraction just long
enough to slow down its attack.
Fortunately, the couple had been
walking near to a camp in the
Timbavati and all the commotion
had alerted field rangers to their
distress, and they arrived on the
scene. The men tried to chase the
lion off using sticks and throwing
stones, and Abel was helped to
safety. They drove to the camp in
the Timbavati and helped make
Abel comfortable for the night.
They sat around the campfire and,
quite unbelievably, the lioness had
followed them there, and she had
brought the rest of her pride! The
lions circled the fire and stayed
close to the camp overnight, but
there were no further incidents.
The following day the warden Erwin
Leibnitz was notified and a taxi to
Tintswalo Hospital was arranged.
Abel lived to tell the tale!
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Staff pay day in the Klaserie

© Sabrina Chielens

ERIC MANYIKE
ADMINISTRATOR, KPNR
Words Eric Manyike

M

y parents, brothers and sisters, and I came to
the Klaserie Reserve in 1972. We first stayed
at Durham, working for Mr Pienaar, then
for Mr Venter on Durham, where Klaserie
Sands is today, then for Mr Willem on Durham, where
Mr Thomas’ camp is today. From there we moved to
Hull, portion number 1, where my parents worked for Mr
Anderson for 14 years. When I was 14 in 1982, I began
my schooling in Acornhoek. During school holidays, I
came to Klaserie to request part-time work from the
former warden, Mr Erwin Leibnitz, and he offered me
an opportunity to come and work during every school
holiday. The reason why I came to request part-time
work from Mr Leibnitz is because I found him very kind
to so many people, as well as to my parents and my
brothers, as they were working for him too. Mr Leibnitz
has also played a very important role assisting me in my
education. While my parents were working on Hull, I had
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a lot of exciting experiences in the reserve. One time, I
remember stepping over the tail of a leopard in the early
morning without being harmed in any way. That morning
I was walking with my father and younger sister from the
camp to Four Mile to catch a taxi. Another exciting event
was when I was on my way back to camp from Motlasedi
and I encountered a big herd of elephants while on my
bicycle. I was very scared and stopped riding the bicycle
immediately, turning in a different direction where I once
again found a large number of elephants surrounding
me. I then decided to pick up my bicycle and walk through
the herd with the elephants very close – about six metres
away from me. Those elephants saw me and never tried
to charge; they just continued with their grazing.

Klaserie had a few pay points for staff in the
reserve: Xanatseni gate, Incheni gate, Xipalapaleni
gate and Dundee pay point near the fence
boundary. When camp staff received their wages,
those who had bicycles would go home the same
day, while those who didn’t would return to the
camps for the night and get ready for the journey
the next morning. They would walk from the camps
to the taxi station at Caskets near Timbavati Enkulu
gate. On pay day, the Klaserie management had
to drive to all the pay points and give wages to
the staff. Mr Rocket Mathebula was the foreman
who used to pay camp staff their salaries, as
he could read and write. At that time, it was the
1980s, and camp staff had no communication
with their employers. I remember quite clearly my
parents believed that the woodpecker bird was the
messenger. When this bird called, like “kkkk”, many
times throughout the day, my parents would work
harder at the camp and do all the maintenance
work on the roads, believing that the landowners
were on their way to the camp. I grew up having
this kind of belief that the woodpecker is a good
messenger.”

Eric Manyike as a young boy in Klaserie

“The art of tracking
is not only being
able to read the
signs in nature, it
is also predicting
different animal
behaviour.”
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was over. The buffalo had run head first
into a mopane and got its menacing horns
stuck between the two branches of a
perfectly Y-shaped tree trunk. Needless to
say, the men wasted no time in getting out
of that mopane block to safety.
Then there was the certain incident
involving a lion and Erwin Leibnitz’s
dog. Wilson retold this story with grand
gestures and sound effects, much to the
amusement of the listeners in the room.
It began when Wilson was accompanying
Mr Leibnitz on the job in his Land Rover
and at one point the two men and the dog
had to get off and walk a distance into the
bush. As they disembarked and walked
away from the vehicle, a hidden lion made
himself known when it came charging out
of the bush towards them. It continued
to charge and snarl in an attack and Mr
Leibnitz and Wilson managed to scramble
up a couple of trees. The warden’s tree,
however, was “like a giraffe,” according to
Wilson. It had a long, slender trunk and, as
Mr Leibnitz got nearer the top, so the tall
tree began to bend over, lowering him to
the ground.

© Sabrina Chielens

WILSON NGOMANE
CAMP GUARD, EMFULENI (DURHAM)

Words Chloë Cooper

B

orn on the farm Fife in 1958, Wilson Ngomane
was already an 11-year-old boy when the Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve came to be. His parents
worked for founding EXCO member, Daantjie du
Preez and his grandparents worked on Durham farm. He
didn’t attend school until he was 12, and instead learned
how to garden and look after the camp grounds. Some of
his childhood in the bush was spent playing with Mr du
Preez’s son when he came to the farm during the school
holidays. He also used to look after the cattle in the bush,
and one of his earlier memories of his days as a herder
was when he came across a lion who proceeded to
charge him. He reacted quickly and used the homemade
cattle whip he was holding – a stick with a rope tied to the
end of it – against the lion as it ran at him. Luckily, it was
enough to keep him at bay until his uncle who was nearby
came running and managed to take young Wilson out of
harm’s way!
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When he was a little older, in the mid-1970s, Wilson
arrived at a very primitive Motlasedi HQ with his cousin
to find a job. Back then, he recalls there were no houses;
just one small office, a tractor, and a Land Rover. Erwin
Leibnitz was the new warden and he initially employed
Wilson as a field ranger and trained him to use an R4
semi-automatic rifle. It was later on that he moved over to
maintenance.
Now, Wilson had started earning his colours early on with
dangerous encounters as a young boy, but his work at HQ
and in the bush put him in line for many more as life went
on! One specific occasion, Wilson and a few colleagues
were working in a mopane block when an angry buffalo
appeared between the trees. When the buffalo put its
head down and charged at them, they turned and ran,
making sure a large mopane tree was between them and
the buffalo. Suddenly, the buffalo stopped and the chase

Luckily for both men, the warden’s dog,
Jess, was a ferocious combatant and had
taken to barking at the lion and biting it on
its back. At some point in the commotion,
Wilson fell out of the tree and managed to
get to the vehicle to grab the rifle, which
he intended to give to Mr Leibnitz, but Jess
had proved such a nuisance to the lion
that he had taken off into the bush, with
her hot on his heels! Now that Wilson and
the warden were free to go, they hurried
to the vehicle and sped off to Mr Naidoo’s
camp nearby to get help finding the canine
hero. Three men set off with a dart gun
and successfully tracked the animals –
Jess was miraculously unharmed, but it
became clear that the lion was in a lot of
discomfort after coming off second best

to a porcupine. Without further
ado, the lion was darted and
loaded on the back of the bakkie.
Mr Leibnitz got into the driver’s
seat and the two men and the dog
climbed on the back next to the
sleeping lion. Unbelievably, the
drama of Wilson’s story was not
over. During the drive to HQ, the
sedated lion appeared not to be
as asleep as it should have been!
Within seconds, Wilson noticed
movement and both men and
Jess the dog launched themselves
off the vehicle, while the groggy
lion stayed put! It’s doubtless that
Wilson has developed nerves of
steel after this and many other
encounters with lions.
Unbelievably, the drama of
Wilson’s story was not over. During
the drive to HQ, the sedated lion
appeared not to be as asleep as it
should have been! Within seconds,
Wilson noticed movement and
both men and the dog launched
themselves off the vehicle, while
the groggy lion stayed put!
It’s doubtless that Wilson has
developed nerves of steel after this
and many other encounters with
lions.
Wilson’s storytelling is addictive
and his memory serves him well!
While we had him in the hot-seat,
he was all too willing to share the
following bushveld tale about
Mr Charles (TCB) Crookes’ camp
guard, Phillimon.
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his dinner in the lapa. Suddenly,
his dog bolted into the lapa and
dashed through his legs, and
before Phillimon had a chance
to wonder what he was running
from, a lion appeared in front of
him, eyes fixed on the dog. The
two animals were gone in a flash
and Phillimon took the opportunity
to escape into the nearby hut. He
rushed out of the lapa and into the
open door of the hut, which swung
closed behind him.
To his utter horror, Phillimon
realised that the dog had had
exactly the same idea and sought
shelter from the pursuing lion
inside the hut, and the lion had
followed it in there. Now, all three
beings were trapped inside the
rondavel, and there was no getting
away unscathed. The way Wilson
tells the story, Phillimon was
backed into a corner and the lion
just kept a warning eye on him,
snarling viciously every time he
moved.
This was the way it remained until
a warm breeze in the hour before
sunrise came sailing through the
camp and blew open the swingdoor, giving the lion its chance
to get out. Fortunately, it took
the opportunity and escaped,
leaving Phillimon alive to tell the
tale to all at HQ, including Wilson
Ngomane, who passed it on to us
40-something years later!

Phillimon was in charge of looking
after Dover Camp in the early
1970s and on this particular night
he was alone at camp, preparing

“During the drive to HQ, the sedated lion appeared not
to be as asleep as it should have been… both men and the
dog launched themselves off the vehicle, while the groggy
lion stayed put!”
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onto them, and a jersey that was stitched up using
the plastic thread from a citrus fruit sack. Clearly
enjoying this fond memory of his grandfather, Beer
went on to explain that the agent wandered the
farm in search of the owner until finally circling
back to the man in the borehole, who finally came
out and introduced himself as Dr Barnes himself!
In addition to having a good sense of humour,
which has evidently been passed down through
the generations, Dr Barnes was a man who could
make a single teabag work for 15 cups of tea, and
he lived by the belief that one should leave the
earth in a better place than one found it!

Life with Targa

© Sabrina Chielens

BEER ROUX

KPNR MEMBER - NORTHERN ROSS
Words Chloë Cooper

B

eer warmly welcomed us to our corner of the
coffee shop in Hoedspruit, wearing his khaki
threads embroidered with the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve (KPNR) emblem. We were so
pleased to have tracked down this legend of the Klaserie
and were excited to get talking about the good old days.
Especially since Beer is closely connected to the founding
warden of the reserve and has recently completed the
circle by purchasing shares for his own piece of land
there, 50 years on.
Stories overflowed from his memory and we jumped back
and forth in time as each recollection spurred on another.
Beer’s unwavering smile delivered each amusing tale, and
he patiently talked us through dates and locations, so
that we could fit all the puzzle pieces together perfectly.
On occasion, he paused to check whether he was on or
off the record before giving away an age-old secret with a
mischievous laugh. Before long, we knew all about what it
was like to have a hero like Van Reenen van Vuren!
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Dr Barnes, I presume
Beer’s father, Eddie Roux, was one of the founding fathers
of the Klaserie. He was one of the seven men who called
a meeting in January of 1969 to discuss the concept of
forming a reserve, and he remained a member of the
executive committee for many years. Beer’s grandfather
was Dr Barnes – someone he speaks about with great
admiration, remembering how he used to retreat to their
farm on Ross to write grammar books for scholars. Dr
Barnes was something of a legend in the area and had
a particular knack for buying game farms, fixing them
up and selling them – something he did in modern-day
Manyeleti, Timbavati, and Klaserie. Beer recalled his
grandfather’s character with amusement and told us
about the time he was selling a farm he bought on Fife…
The story went that an agent arrived for a meeting with
the owner, but the only person he found was a man, and
hyphenate head-first in a borehole, wearing trousers
that had been dipped in diesel to prevent ticks latching

Beer’s father’s close friendship with Van Reenen
van Vuren meant that, as a youngster, Beer was
lucky enough to spend time with the famous
cheetah that the Klaserie’s first warden had
rescued. Targa, short for Tagaartjie (an “evil” witch
doctor), was always at her human’s side, and soon
Beer got to know her very well. So well in fact, that
as an eight or nine-year-old boy, he and Targa, as
well as a ranger called Funny Face, accompanied
Van Reenen and Eddie Roux to Hoedspruit to
stock up on supplies for a birthday celebration that
was to be held later that day. It was Van Reenen’s
birthday and John and Julia Beith were hosting
a party at their camp on the Olifants River. The
party of five travelled to Hoedpsruit in the bakkie
with a shopping list, but it so happened that the
Free State was playing a rugby match that day,
and that was bound to cause a distraction! When
they arrived at the little bottle store, Van Reenen
and Eddie hopped out and took a seat at the bar
with their portable radio. Funny Face and Beer
were handed a couple of Cokes and some chips
and they stayed in the car with Targa the cheetah,
while the rugby fans took a little time out in the
bar to listen to the game. A little later, the two
emerged and the journey home began, but this
time Van Reenen and Eddie hopped in the back
with the radio blasting the play-by-play, and Funny
Face and Beer made a joint effort to drive the car
back to Klaserie! Too short to reach the peddles,
Beer handled the steering while Funny Face
helped with the footwork, and slowly but surely the
return journey was under way. When a policeman
stopped the vehicle down the road, his eyes grew
wide. Not at the sight of a young boy behind the
steering wheel, but at the “tiger” that sat in the
back with the two enthusiastic rugby fans!

Dr Barnes and his grandchildren at Northern Ross
farmhouse.

Tame cheetah in the Volkswagen Kombi.
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Unforgettable holidays
School holidays spent in Klaserie proved to be memories
stocked full of nostalgia, freedom, and a sense of belonging
for Beer. He described those holidays as lasting forever in
the sense that although everything has changed, nothing
has changed at all. Many founder members’ camps are
still very much the same as they were 50 years ago. Simple
structures, basic amenities, but with modern conveniences
that make life in the bush just that much more comfortable.

Gomo Gomo Game Lodge is a private and intimate camp
situated in the prestigious Klaserie Private Nature Reserve,
oﬀering you excellent game viewing.
The Klaserie now forms part of the Greater Kruger National
Park with a common unfenced boundary.

Beer talked about the freedom that his parents gave him
during those times in the bush. It was about exploring the
wild, getting dirty, and learning lessons from nature. One
day in the late 1970s, Beer was about eight years old and
he and a friend were walking in the bush on their Ross farm
when, all of a sudden, a cheetah started walking towards
them. Because of Beer’s experience with Targa, he could
tell the cheetah wasn’t stalking them and that it was rather
curious and friendly – quite unusual behaviour for any wild
cat finding two children on foot in the bush! As it turned
out, a neighbouring game reserve had recently released
its tame cheetahs into the wild and it had clearly come
through the fence into Klaserie. The habituated cheetah
followed Beer back to their camp where the mystery of the
wandering cheetah was solved, and they all climbed into
the Volkswagen Kombi to return the cheetah to its home.
As a student at the University of Pretoria, the family farm
on Klaserie was still Beer’s retreat of choice, and he would
bring his friends along for wilderness escapades between
semesters. More often than not, they would stop by Van
Reenen’s farm on the Blyde River and pick him up, so he
could join them in the bush!

Beer Roux visiting Klaserie
as a young student.

The undeniable magnetism
of a Klaserie adventure has
continued to fuel Beer’s
passion for this special place,
and when we asked him to
describe what it meant to him
to grow up there, he said it
wasn’t worth any amount of
money in the world. “We are
incredibly fortunate to have
a special part of Klaserie, and
to have access to a place few
people are lucky enough to
visit even once in their lives.”

Farmhouse on Northern Ross.
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taking back her kill and stashing it
once more. When cubs are brought
up without a fear of game viewers, it
is because they have learnt this trust
from their mother. It takes time and
patience to get to this stage in the
wild. Once Enock had achieved this,
the Klaserie leopard sightings just got
better.
A few months later, her cubs had
grown considerably, to an inquisitive
and playful age. Enock named the
two cubs Bundu and Saffron, one
male and one female. One morning,
the tracker team, Enock and Isaak,
found the tracks of two young
leopards leading into the thickets.
They followed the tracks for a while
and out of the corner of his eye,
Enock saw both cubs crouching down
under a nearby bush. It was too thick

for a safari vehicle to get to them. As
he turned to look for the best exit
route, he noticed that both cubs
had started to stalk him and Isaak,
keeping low to the ground and slowly
making their way closer.
Keeping calm and not making direct
eye contact, Enock spotted an open
area nearby and they slowly started
to make their way there. Every so
often, they’d glance back to keep a
watchful eye on the location of the
cubs. They called in the sighting and
location to the guides and told them
to make their way quickly. When the
game viewer arrived, the cubs were
still stalking them, now out in the
open. Both Enock and Isaak made
their way calmly to the vehicle and no
one could believe their eyes at what
they had witnessed and how both
trackers were so relaxed.
The art of tracking is not
only being able to read the
signs in nature, it is also
predicting different animal
behaviour and knowing how
to stay calm in any situation

© Em Gatland

ENOCK NGWANYA
TRACKER AND GUIDE, AFRICA ON FOOT

B

ack when Enock first started there were only
a few leopards that were often seen, but they
were shy and too elusive to follow. One of these
leopards was the nThambo Tree Camp female,
named after she killed an impala under one of the
nThambo tree camp rooms. He knew that they needed to
slowly get her used to them and the vehicles’ presence.
So over time, the guides and trackers managed to gain
her trust.
The nThambo female went on to have a second set of
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cubs, from her first litter she raised the female known as
Rhulani. One of the first sightings of her second litter was
when she was leading them to an impala kill that she had
stashed up a tree. The cubs were just over three weeks
old. They were small and vulnerable but had no trouble
scaling the trees. Keeping their distance, Enock and his
guests watched as the cubs feasted on the kill. Due to
their inexperience, they dropped the carcass into the
undergrowth below. Hyenas are never far from a fresh
kill and attempted to steal it, but the new mother wasn’t
having any of it. She descended and attacked the hyenas,

that may unfold in the wild.
The lions and leopards of the Klaserie
have become more relaxed in recent
years. Today, Bundu is a dominant
male but has moved off to a larger
territory, while Saffron is thought
to have moved north, establishing
a territory there as she is no longer
seen in this area. Rhulani however
went on to have cubs, successfully
raising one female who is now our
most frequently seen leopard in
this part of the reserve. She is easily
recognised by the Southern Cross
constellation on her cheek and thus
named Nyeleti, meaning “the stars” in
Shangaan.
Enock’s knowledge of the bush is vast
due to many seasons spent tracking
and guiding in the Greater Kruger.
Klaserie game viewing wouldn’t be
what it is today without him and
his brother, Isaak. Today, he shares
this passion with his Africa On Foot
guests, who come to experience
walking in the wild and learn about all
creatures, great and small.

© Mauritz Senekal

The young female Nyeleti

Words Gemma Thomas

Enock Ngwanya first started working in the Sabi Sand as a tracker and guide and in 2011 came
to the Klaserie. Back then, the animals here were not so used to game viewers and it took not
only time, but skill and knowledge of the bush to find them. Over the years, Enock has had many
encounters with animals on foot, learning their behaviours and how to track them in the toughest
of terrains. This is an account of his most fond memory in this reserve.
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“The art of tracking
is not only being
able to read the
signs in nature, it
is also predicting
different animal
behaviour.”
Nyeleti
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The Evolution
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of Klaserie:

FROM FAMILY FARMSTEADS TO SUSTAINABLE SAFARI

T

Words Chloë Cooper

he Klaserie Private Nature Reserve (KPNR) we
know today has evolved over 50 years, originating
as a collection of cherished family farms, and
emerging as a leading safari destination and
national treasure, recognised for its conservational
success. The sole purpose of its formation was to
preserve the natural fauna and flora, to protect it, and
to help build on its value as a wildlife sanctuary. We can
thank the original pioneers for their foresight, and we can
be grateful to the committee members and wardens for
their leadership in this journey.

Part of maintaining the natural integrity of the Klaserie
is to share it with the world, to provide an opportunity
for people to connect with a piece of Africa and to see
wildlife as nature intended. Through the growth of
commercial safari in the reserve, we have gained investors
and supporters who have helped us nurture this special
stretch of land.
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Of course, this began with Clive Walker in the 1970s when
he was chairman of the Endangered Wildlife Trust and
approached the Klaserie executive committee with the

idea of bringing walking trails to the reserve –
an idea that was well received. Later on, in the
early 1990s, this dedicated wilderness walking
trail operation was taken over by Gary Freeman
who continued to conduct safaris on foot from
a basic tented camp in the bush, and who still
today brings keen trailists to the Klaserie.
Over 50 years, the KPNR has seen many
momentous occasions, and it has withstood
periods of tragedy and flourished through
seasons of abundance. In 1997, the committee
voted in favour of commercialisation, taking the
historic leap that has allowed us to share our
slice of paradise, and in so doing, committing
to the continuous evolution of successful
conservation in the Klaserie.
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Putting the reserve on an international
platform are the select safari camps and lodges
that we are proud to present as icons of the
Klaserie. Each one has its signature style and a
story behind its formation. Some are steeped
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in history and retain the original charm of the Klaserie
of yesteryear, while others are five-star sanctuaries
dressed to the nines. There are 16 safari lodges
altogether, and we are proud to accommodate each
one knowing that the love for the bush that brought
everyone together originally is being translated into
different languages all over the world.

Instead of being submerged in the veld, Makumu rises
above it. This private game lodge makes a masterpiece
out of the landscape and the horizon, showcasing
breathtaking views and pairing the outdoor experience
with home comforts and elevated luxury.
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Klaserie Drift’s brand new Misava
Camp is a celebration of the vistas
that extend over the river and
beyond. A rim-flow pool has pride
and place in this heavenly location
atop a ridge, and a finely tuned
earthiness sets the tone throughout
the exclusive lodge.

Gomo Gomo, meaning “little hill” in
Zimbabwe’s native Shona, has found
its place on Klaserie after a long
history in the Greater Kruger Park. Its
sublime location under a thick tree
canopy right on the edge of a busy
waterhole will make it a difficult place
to leave.

Part of the Klaserie Camps portfolio:
Kitara is the jewel. A stone-walled
Victorian-style luxury lodge built on
the banks of the Klaserie River, it
avails itself to the comings and goings
of the reserve’s wild residents.

Klaserie Sands River Camp
surpasses expectations of luxury and
romance with a newly crafted star
deck, complete with four-poster bed
under the Milky Way and nothing but
the wilderness sprawling out in every
direction. Love lives here.

Africa on Foot was one of the first commercial
properties of Klaserie, and it pays homage to its roots
by offering award-winning walking safaris. Maintaining
the classic structure of the original family camp, it
accommodates guests in traditional rondavels that
have been polished with modern comforts.
nThambo Tree Camp wins hearts with its romantic
treehouse-style chalets, each one perched like a love
nest on a set of stilts, overlooking the bush. Iconic, yet
simple, it offers an intimate, eco-friendly experience.

Named after the eyrie of an eagle,
Bateleur’s Nest is a bygone era
reimagined. Newly recreated, but with
roots firmly in the ground, this safari
retreat makes the most of its own
private dam with a viewing platform
elevated above the water. Wait for the
wildlife to come to you!

Considering the ancient history
behind this safari camp, Senalala is
no old hat. In fact, it was completely
rebuilt after the great floods of 2012
almost washed it away, and today it is
a modern, luxury lodge with a tranquil
ambience and stupendous views of
the Klaserie River.

Without further ado, meet our collection of
beautiful Klaserie safari lodges…
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Amani Safari Camp of Klaserie Drift
welcomes families with open arms,
inviting children and parents alike
to its special home overlooking the
Klaserie River. The villa-style manor
house nurtures everyone under the
same roof with luxuriant space to find
peace in paradise.

Next is Nzumba – the traditional,
farmhouse-style sister to Kitara,
located in a high-lying area of Klaserie
and exuding the essence of a holiday
in the bush from its position looking
toward the Drakensberg Mountains,
surrounded by natural veld.
Ivory Wilderness River Rock Lodge
now finds its new home in Klaserie.
A river-view location hosts this small
and intimate camp, whose walking
trails and campfire stories place an
emphasis on the altruistic value of the
bush.
Baobab Ridge is immersed in the
Klaserie bush with a small waterhole
attracting wildlife to the front of the
lodge where a swimming pool and
elevated viewing deck enjoy a vantage
point of note. A roaring fire in the
grand boma draws you closer at the
end of a bushveld evening.
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Blending modernity and earthy tradition,
Xanatseni Private Camp is a thatched
bush camp with owner-run appeal and
organic luxury. It is where homestyle
hospitality creates memories that will
keep families forever coming back to the
Klaserie.
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Natural Earth Safaris is the culmination
of two bushveld upbringings growing into
two impassioned, professional guiding
careers, ultimately coming together in the
Klaserie where exploratory walking trails
are conducted from Thomas Camp.
The ever-inviting Camp George is now
a relaxing self-catering retreat after first
serving as a private family camp for many
years. Opening its heart to visitors from
far and wide, Camp George shares its
historical side under traditional thatch and
around a dancing fire in the lively lapa.
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a small and intimate safari lodge with spacious, air-conditioned luxury suites,
warm hospitality and friendly service within the Klarerie Private Nature Reserve
res@baobabridge.com | www.baobabridge.com
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A UNIQUE SAFARI
EXPERIENCE
AFRICA ON FOOT

In the afternoons, Big Five game drives
head out into the wild, allowing guests
to participate in a full spectrum of safari
activities.

I

t all started back in 1948 when Tien Prinsloo
came to the Klaserie. Whilst exploring this
wilderness, he decided to call it home. Back
in those days, there were no roads or maps,
only markings on trees to find your way. Tien’s
passion and knowledge of the South African
bushveld was passed down through the family
for generations. Wanting to share this pristine
and wild wilderness, in 2007, Africa on Foot
opened to the public, believing that walking
in the wild is the ultimate way to learn about,
explore and experience the South African bush.
Today, Africa on Foot specialises in both walking
safaris and big-five game drives in a wildlife-rich
region in the very heart of the Greater Kruger.
The reserve shares unfenced borders with
the Kruger National Park which means predators
and other wildlife roam freely throughout.

Africa on Foot Camp has five chalets,
ensuring an intimate and personal safari
experience. One night during your stay,
try sleeping out in the camp’s treehouse,
located a few hundred meters from the
camp. This wooden structure reaches
up into the trees and has two levels, a
low game-viewing platform and a top
deck which is a safari-style bedroom with
wilderness views to be remembered.
During the heat of the African summer
guests can relax at either of the two
plunge pools at camp where many of the
bushveld’s inhabitants, including elephant
herds come to drink.
When you walk in the wild, you do not
only get up close to nature, you also gain
a better understanding of the flora and
fauna that surrounds you as you learn
about everything from the tracks to the
trees. Observe the little details in nature
and see how everything in the wild is
connected.

On a walking safari guests are led by experienced
and professional game rangers through a
wildlife area rich in game including lion, leopard,
elephant, rhino, buffalo as well as hyena, hippo,
giraffe, zebra and a whole host of other wildlife.
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A home away
from home
Baobab Ridge

B

aobab Ridge is like a home away from home, a
small, intimate and upmarket safari lodge in the
heart of the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve.
Seven spacious and very private individual
cottages with their own private terraces and gardens
looking into the bush, each with their own air conditioner
making your stay very comfortable and peaceful. Baobab
Ridge strives to be an eco-friendly lodge and is known for
its uncomplicated service and friendly staff who go the
extra mile for their guests. Our great home-cooked meals
and relaxing atmosphere are what we pride ourselves in.
The lodge is set on a ridge, with our sundeck and pool
area overlooking our private waterhole, as well as the
bushveld and mountain range beyond. The main building
has a spacious lounge and bar area, a curio shop, indoor
dining room and TV room with satellite TV. Between the
main building and pool area is a unique boma, where our
guests enjoy outdoor meals around the fire, while having
a full view of the night sky and listening to nature.
There are about 26 baobab trees set within the lodge
area, the largest one being at the pool. The private
cottages and main areas are surrounded by indigenous
trees, scrubs and grasses. The cottages are large suites,
each set apart to give guests maximum privacy. Each
has a tea and coffee station with an open plan lounge /
bedroom area with a dressing table, all amenities and lots
148 50 Years of Conservation

of wardrobe space. The spacious and bright bathrooms
are set in the back of the cottage and have two basins,
a large bathtub, indoor/outdoor shower and a separate
toilet and bidet area.
The lodge is surrounded by a low-lying electric fence,
keeping larger animals out, which gives the guests the
freedom to move around the lodge safely on their own,
while still feeling like being out in the middle of the bush.
Guests can safely watch animals up close, coming to
drink at our waterhole, while enjoying distant views of the
surrounding area.
The Klaserie Private Nature Reserve is unique in that it has
very few lodges and is one of the largest private reserves,
forming part of the greater Kruger National Park. This
gives our guests a more
secluded feel, as there is
low traffic in our reserve,
allowing our guests to
enjoy nature.
Reservations
www.baobabridge.com
Email: res@baobabridge.com
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Fly away to
Bateleur’s
Nest
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“We travel not to escape life, but for life not to escape us.” – Anonymous

icture a place where acacia trees are silhouetted by fiery sunsets and
the oldest roads were forged by elephants. A place illuminated by
billions of stars at night and filled with an orchestra of African players
– frogs and cicadas, owls, hyenas, hippos, and lions. This is where
you’ll find Bateleur’s Nest.
Nestled in the heart of the African bushveld, this bespoke lodge is the
perfect escape if you’re looking for luxury, privacy and personalised
attention.
Situated in the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve, part of the greater Kruger
National Park, the lodge is only 20 minutes from the Kruger National Park
Eastgate airport and accommodates up to 16 guests. Only one group
booking is accepted at a time.
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Bushveld luxury at its finest
The vintage-inspired lodge, surrounded by magnificent indigenous
trees, has an aura of opulence and
understated elegance. Each room is
individually styled with turn-of-the
century décor.
A dedicated team of friendly staff
provides exceptional service to
guests: bush breakfasts, bush barbeques and endless game viewing
opportunities for the wildlife connoisseur.

Romantic rendezvous
Perched on sturdy posts overlooking a beautiful lake, the
lodge’s ‘floating’ treehouse has a stunning view of the
Drakensberg mountains. It’s perfectly private and luxuriously appointed, with furnishings that blend Afro-chic
and old-world glamour.
Enjoy fish eagle serenades and watch jovial hippos in the
water below as you savour a delicious meal and sip on a
glass of bubbly under the light of brilliant stars.
Bateleur’s Nest is the perfect place to unwind, relax and
enjoy a magical African experience. For any enquiries
please contact Gijs on bateleursnest@gmail.com.

Sunrise and sunset game drives
With only one group of guests staying on the 1,000 ha
private property at a time, you’ll have the bush completely
to yourselves on your safari. The game vehicles have
comfortable seats, overhead shading, fridges and wine
glass holders. There is also light and thermal imaging
equipment for night drives.
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You may see a mother hyena and her cubs playing near
a termite mound, or a bush baby frolicking through the
foliage. Along with many other animals and birds, the Big
Five are resident on the reserve. All game drives include
pit stops where guests can enjoy delicious refreshments
in beautiful places – a magical treehouse, serene open
plains and shady picnic spots.
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Not just a rocky
outcrop
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Breakfast and lunch are served in the dining room
overlooking the waterhole in front of the lodge, while
dinner is served in traditional African style, around a
log-fire in our boma.
During the day, guests can relax on the deck in the
shade of a century-old weeping boerbean tree, or cool
down in the pool. At night the camp is lit by kerosene
flares, which contribute to the true bush safari
ambience and experience.

Gomo Gomo Game Lodge

G

omo Gomo Game Lodge
started in 1995 as a lodge
in the Sabi Sands Private
Nature Reserve. It relocated
in 1997 to the Timbavati and, after a
10-year lease period, moved to the
farm Joubertshoop. At that stage this
was a fenced, private farm.
The current owners of the property,
the Hauman Family Trust, bought
50% from Mr. Koos Malan and
asked us if we would like to operate
Gomo Gomo Game Lodge from
their facility. While the property was
still fenced, building of the current
Gomo Gomo Game Lodge started
in all earnest. It took two years to
build and remove fences between
the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve
and Joubertshoop. Then the fun
started as Gomo Gomo applied for
commercial rights and announced
that we are now a commercial lodge
154 50 Years of Conservation

in the Klaserie. Together with some
of the other lodges around us we
eventually managed to get a proper
commercial policy together and, after
that, commercial lodges popped up
like mushrooms.
The entire process took the better
part of six years. Today, Gomo Gomo
is proud to say we are part of the
Klaserie Private Nature Reserve,
one of the best reserves in South
Africa. The owners of the lodge, Van
Zijl and Stephanie Manktelow, have
been fortunate enough to become
members of the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve by acquiring shares
in the farm, Charloscar portion 4,
therefore Gomo Gomo will be part of
the reserve for many more years to
come.
The name Gomo Gomo means little
hill or rocky outcrop in Shona which is

a Zimbabwean language. The lodge’s
traversing area is approximately 6,000
ha, offering guests varied landscapes
with an excellent possibility of coming
face to face with the Big Five and
numerous other mammals and
bird species in their natural habitat.
Early morning and late afternoon or
evening game drives are conducted
in open 4x4 Land Rovers with well
qualified and experienced field
guides and trackers who will ensure
an exciting and informative safari.
An optional bushwalk with your field
guide will open up a world of some
of South Africa’s intricate ecosystems
with its varied fauna and flora.
Guests are accommodated in fully
furnished, brick and thatch chalets,
all with en suite facilities and air
conditioning.
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walking trails and driving safaris based on
generations of bush skills and passion for the
region.

Ultimately
intimate
Ivory Wilderness
156 50 Years of Conservation

W

ith ancestral ties
dating back to
1925 through the
Crookes family
and an expansive traverse along
the magnificent Klaserie River,
Ivory Wilderness specialises in
unique and ultimately intimate
wilderness experiences.
Based from an historic, pioneer
camp in the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve, Ivory Wilderness
River Rock Lodge is an intimate,
family-run eight-bed lodge,
offering a dynamic combination

of walking trails and driving
safaris. This captivating setting is
idyllically located on the banks of
the winding Klaserie River, where
the carved-out granite cliffs and
boulders offer a breathlessly
beautiful backdrop.
The Ivory Wilderness experience
is steeped upon a deep respect
and care for nature, striking
a balance between organic
luxury, immaculate service and
truly unforgettable safaris. Ivory
Wilderness offers a dynamic
combination of authentic

Exploring expansive and diverse terrain in
group a group not numbering more than
four to six guests allows one to appreciate
nature and the mystical surroundings on
a completely personal level. The intimate
group size adds another invaluable layer of
excitement to the wilderness experience,
allowing the freedom to hop out of a vehicle
and follow fresh tracks on foot as they are
sighted.
Contact details
ivorywilderness.com
Email: reservations@ivorywilderness.com
Phone: (+27) 79 179 1799
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Big Five encounters and discovering the
art of tracking, to exploring the compelling
flora and history of the local area, it is sure
to be a mesmerising experience for new
and old visitors alike. At the end of the
day, revel in a decadent three-course meal
freshly prepared by exceptional chefs,
accompanied by an inclusive selection of
local wines and spirits. If that isn’t enough,

ADVERTORIAL

guests can treat themselves to a private
massage courtesy of the in-house spa
therapist.
With an excellent and friendly team always
on hand, Klaserie Drift ensures every stay
is completely unforgettable.

Exclusive comfort &
total relaxation
KLASERIE DRIFT SAFARI CAMPS

K

laserie Drift Safari Camps offer two intimate
lodges nestled in the heart of the largest Big
Five nature reserve in the Greater Kruger.
Decorated in classic African homestead style, each camp
perfectly complements the beauty of the surrounding
nature without compromising on luxury or comfort.
Accommodating just eight to ten people per camp, guests
can be assured of a tranquil, back-to-nature experience.
Each room has an en suite bathroom, air conditioning,
overhead fan, and tea and coffee facilities as well as
free wi-fi throughout the lodge. In the main lodge areas
discover an open plan lounge, library, and TV room
accompanied by a stylish open-air bar and boma area
– perfect for evenings beneath an endless sky of stars,
sharing stories by the roaring fire and listening to the
sounds of the night.
Guests at Amani Safari Camp can relax amongst the lush
gardens and at the infinity pool situated along a dry river
bed and decorated with large apple-leaf and marula trees.
Our high-traffic watering hole attracts thirsty elephants
and giraffe as well as an array of other African wildlife.

158 50 Years of Conservation

With just four beautifully decorated rooms under a single
roof, this ‘home-away-from-home’ is perfect for families,
private groups and couples alike.

Key facilities

•

Photography

Newly opened this year, Misava Safari Camp sits atop
a ridge boasting unimpeded views of the savanna and
Klaserie River below. Featuring three elegant garden-view
rooms and two opulent villas overlooking the river, all with
their own private deck area, exclusivity is at the core of
this lodge.

•

9 guest suites

•

Champagne sundowners

•

Honeymoon suite

•

Bush dinners

•

Complimentary wi-fi

•

Bush breakfasts

•

Spa treatments

•

Spa treatments

By day, guests can enjoy watching the myriad of animals
from the comfort of our infinity pool. By night, relish being
spoilt with a candlelit champagne dinner beneath the
stars. An ideal retreat for couples and honeymooners in
search of total relaxation.

•

Infinity pool

•

Kids activities

•

Library and TV lounge

•

Gardens

•

Open-air bar and boma

Get in touch
klaseriedrift.co.za
talitha@klaseriedrift.co.za
T:+27 82 456 0673

With over 10km of pristine river frontage and unique
topography offering awe-inspiring views, Klaserie Drift
occupies a prime location in the heart of the African bush.
Twice a day, the knowledgeable and passionate guiding
team venture out in fully-equipped, open safari vehicles to
experience the incredible wildlife up close. From thrilling

Key activities

•

Daily safaris

•

Bird-watching
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In the heart of

the Klaserie

Klaserie Sands River Camp
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ceiling fan and air conditioning to ensure you stay
cool during summer. Indulgent spa treatments can be
enjoyed from the privacy of one’s deck and, for more
active guests, the fitness centre and extensive garden
lawns provide an idyllic setting for a gym or yoga
routine.
A huge deck wraps around the entire riverside section
of the camp, built around the existing trees bringing
nature into the lodge itself. The infinity pool and
sun deck offer superb views of the camp’s private
waterhole, with a large Jackalberry tree pouring its
impressive canopy over the outdoor lounge area,
offering shade to those relaxing below. Guests can
quench their thirst with a decadent cocktail while
watching a parade of animals and birdlife doing
the same. Expect to enjoy a uniquely African dining
experience outside with delectable modern cuisine,
fine estate wines, the whooping of a hyena or roaring
of a lion in the distance. The warm nature and friendly
smiles of the Klaserie Sands team ensures every guest
is made to feel like part of the family.
For unprecedented romance and adventure, the
camp’s Founder’s Post starbed experience is a rustic
yet enchanting open-air bedroom unlike any other. Set
on a raised platform, guests are treated to panoramic
views of the exquisite terrain. A draped four-poster bed
is set amongst a private lounge and dining area while
a contained deck below features dressing facilities and
safari-style bathroom.
Reservations
reservations@klaseriesands.com
T: 015 817 1800
Whatsapp: 063 070 3008

T

ravel into the heart of the
Klaserie and you will discover
Klaserie Sands River Camp,
nestled among ancient trees
on the banks of the N’tsiri River. An
intimate lodge accommodating a
maximum of eight guests in luxurious
suites, Klaserie Sands River Camp is
beautifully designed, albeit humble,
in its willingness to let the bushveld
vistas take centre stage. This intimate
camp draws you in from the moment
you pull into the driveway, as orange
lamps of the chandelier glow beneath
the grand leadwood entrance.
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Here, guests will experience the
warmth of an establishment that
is run by the hands and heart that
built it, intimate wildlife viewing
opportunities and unique bush
experiences designed to fascinate
and delight. Twice-daily safaris offer
guests extraordinary opportunities
for up-close encounters with Africa’s
legendary wildlife. The camp’s
passionate and expert rangers
are renowned for their knowledge
of the local flora and fauna. They
also accompany guests on bush
walks, offering an immersive, on-

foot experience that provides the
opportunity to feel closer than ever
to the reserve’s plentiful animal and
birdlife.
The five private suites are designed
to give guests a sense of total
immersion in nature, each with its
own private deck overlooking the
riverbed or waterhole. The rooms
include a decadent honeymoon suite
and a family suite with two adjoining
rooms, allowing groups of family or
friends to be closer together. Each
room has its own en suite bathroom,
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A place of endless
views

Makumu Private Game Lodge

S

et in the heart of the expansive 60,000 ha Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve outside Hoedspruit, Makumu
Private Game Lodge is a luxurious home away from
home. The realisation of Stefan Breuer’s childhood dream,
the lodge surrounds guests with warmth, earthy colours
and rich textures of Africa.
Stefan Breuer, born in Germany, originally coming from
the truck and trailer industry currently spends his time
between two continents: South Africa and Switzerland.
He has come to be known as the “Barefoot Man” as he
is always without shoes, be it in Africa or anywhere else
in the world. Africa does that to you, bringing out your
authenticity, and when you embrace her caress, as Stefan
has done over many years of visiting, being free is no
longer a conscious choice, it is what Stefan has become.
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Stefan is also the owner of the hospitality “Seven Group”
in Ascona, Switzerland and is an enthusiastic individual
who feels his journey has only just begun.
His dream started in 1973, when his father took him as
a young boy to visit his business friend, Emil Kuebler at
the Ghekube Lodge in the Klaserie. Stefan fell totally and
immediately in love with Africa on his first game drive on
a Honda Monkey, running into a wildebeest on the trip,
making a true wilderness explosion. Returning to this very
warm and authentic lodge every year during business
trips from then on, gave Stefan the time to learn and
understand the bush.
The long-dreamed idea to become a ranger and to own
a lodge became a reality with the support of his family

and a fantastic backup team in 2001.
Each decision was vital to Stefan,
from where the sun fell on the lodge
at dusk, to the open views from the
lodge and likewise each culturally
inspired room, to the connecting
wooden walkways that tie the lodge
together. Stefan’s vision became the
“endless view” that today is Makumu,
starting commercialisation in 2016.
As an adventurer and breaker of
moulds, Stefan realised another
dream in 2006. On 4 September that
year, Stefan and well-known German
photographer, Michael Poliza and
their team used a trace plan and
embarked on a 9-week trip from
Hamburg to Cape Town in Stefan’s
bright red helicopter. It ended with
a library of 40,000 photographs and
a never-been-done-before coffee
table book of spectacular images of
landscapes, people and wildlife. ‘Eyes

over Africa’ is a photographic journal of this unbelievable trip and became
book of the year in Germany and the United States.
Having spent the past 18 years creating Makumu Private Game Lodge,
Stefan feels that his journey has only just begun. Perhaps this is another
effect of one’s immersion in the bushveld – that somehow it always feels
like the journey has just begun. Another chapter
begins each season and, with Stefan and his
partner, Karin’s vision, Makumu will continue to
grow from strength to strength with its unique
character and ‘endless view’.
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n the heart of the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve, lies nThambo Tree
Camp.

This eco-friendly, intimate camp is
architecturally designed to make the most
of its wilderness vistas and places a large
emphasis on enjoying the beautiful views
and abundant wildlife. There are five
raised treehouse-style chalets that each
sleep a maximum of two guests, ensuring
a personal and private safari experience.
Built and designed back in the summer
of 2009, nThambo was inspired by how
they originally used to camp back in the
early days: canvas tents in the heart of
the African bush, surrounded by nature
and falling asleep to the sounds of
the wild. Accommodation is classically
simple: safari-style and with touches of
bush-luxuries throughout. Each chalet
has a veranda which overlooks the
endless Klaserie plains and the distant
Drakensberg mountain range. Many
animals and birds can be seen from the
comfort of your room, from elephant
herds to packs of wild dogs, you never
know what you may see here in the wild.
During the hot summer months guests
can relax around the plunge pool which
is located at the front of the camp. It is
likely that you’ll be approached by a herd
of elephants looking for a drink of water
here.

member of the Big Five, the leopard.
The reserve is home to all of the iconic
animals that many people wish to see on
safari, including the rest of the Big Five,
giraffe, hyena and many antelope and
bird species. Activities are conducted
by excellent guides and Shangaan
trackers in the mornings and evenings.
Night drives are also an option for those
who want to see nocturnal wildlife, while
optional bush walks can be arranged too.
The camp is around an hour’s drive from
the town of Hoedspruit. Eastgate airport,
which is the local airport for the camps in
the Klaserie, is about a 40-minute drive
from camp. Guests can fly in here from
Johannesburg, Cape Town or Durban, and
are met by their host from nThambo and
transferred to camp. This last leg is a drive
through a Big Five area, so keep your eyes
peeled for early game-viewing.
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Classic, simple
& intimate
nThambo Tree Camp

nThambo Tree Camp was named after
Mr Lucas van der Merwe, who bought
this piece of wild bushland back in 1948.
Locals called him nThambo, which means
string, due to his slender build. His love
for the bush was passed down through
the generations of his family, eventually
sparking the idea of sharing this wild, raw
and untouched land with the outside
world.

The Klaserie is quickly becoming a wellknown reserve to see the most elusive
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enalala Luxury Safari
Camp is one of the
original commercial
entities in the
Klaserie, being operational since
the early 1990s.

A CAMP STEEPED
IN HISTORY
SENALALA LUXURY SAFARI CAMP
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The original farm site was further
from the N’tsiri river, about 500
meters from the riverbed on an
area that became a soccer field
of which remnants can still be
seen today.
The company that first acquired
the property, which at that
time was 1,364 ha in size, was
registered in 1969 and called
Jakkalsbessie Beleggings. In the
late 1980s, while the property
was owned by Cullinan Holdings,
the new site was developed and
the property became a corporate
retreat for the company.

In 1993, Cullinan sold the
property to a division of Dow
Chemical, called Sentrachem and
they named it Senalala –
a combination of Sentrachem
and “lala”, the Tsonga word for
sleep. The company used it as a
retreat and also started accepting
self-catered, paying guests. This
continued until 2005, when they
sold it to a group of investors
who used it for similar purposes.
This group of investors divided
the property in two sections,
selling off 1,000 morgen to
the current owner of the farm
Hilltops in 2005.

ADVERTORIAL

The property went through an
almost complete rebuild in 2012
after the massive floods and was
refurbished for true commercial
(fully catered) operation in
2014. Today it still operates in
this form under the competent
management of Corlia and James
Steyn.
Senalala has been hosting guests
for over 25 years and is a mature
lodge in the Greater Kruger area.
The farm and lodge form part of
the farm Fife, named after the
county Fife in Scotland, the home
of the Royal and Ancient Golf
Club of St Andrews.

The current Senalala, the
remaining property plus
the fenced lodge, was sold to the
current owner in 2014.
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Not
just
a
tabby
cat
African wild cat

Words Peter Lawson| Photos Leon Marais
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he African wild cat Felis Lybica
is a small cat that is reasonably
common in the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve (KPNR) but
not often seen as they are solitary and
nocturnal. The best time to encounter
one is shortly after sunset. They occur
in all habitats but like to hide in dense
vegetation such as that alongside
the Klaserie River. During the day
they remain hidden in places such as
aardvark burrows or amongst rocks.
When seen, African wild cats look very
much like domestic tabby cats, and
many observers think that is what they
are looking at. The distinction though,
is that they have longer legs and are
large for a domestic cat. The best
diagnostic feature is the ginger colour
on the back of the ears. Also, a long,
banded tail with a black tip and black
bands at the top of their legs.

“When seen,
African wild cats
look very much
like domestic
tabby cats.”

Out of protected areas such as the
KPNR they are rare due to being killed
by humans as they are fond of eating
domestic chickens, which come as an
easy meal. Also, some farmers blame

MAMMAL ID

them for killing lambs, although that
has never been substantiated. In
protected areas they do sometimes get
preyed on by leopards and lions.
In protected reserves bordering rural
areas, African wild cats unfortunately
mate with domestic and feral cats
and the offspring produced are what
we know as tabby cats. The main
difference is that they have shorter
legs and no ginger colour on the ears.
Staff in the KNP are not permitted to
keep domestic cats as pets due to this
problem.
The diet of African wild cat consists
mainly of rats and mice, but also
birds up to the size of francolins, and
mammals to the size of hares. Their
diet depends on food availability in
different seasons and they will eat
reptiles and insects when needs be.
Breeding takes place once per year
during summer when food is more
readily available. Normally, three
young are produced and the litter is
concealed in rock crevices or holes
in the ground. To avoid
predation, the mother may
carry her kittens to a new
refuge every few days.
The little ones remain
with their mom for up to
five months and then go
on their own, once mom
has taught them how to
hunt for their dinner by
themselves.
You may be lucky and see
an African wild cat on a
night drive in the KPNR. It
is a nice mammal to add
to your list and you can be
proud of the inclusion.
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A special
bird of prey
Secretarybird
Words Peter Lawson| Photos Heinrich Human
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ominated as the 2019
Bird of the Year, the
Secretarybird Sagittarius
serpentarius is a unique
raptor that only resembles a bird of
prey due to its eagle-like bill. In the
early days it confused taxonomists
and some school of thoughts
even lumped it with cranes. Thus
it has a Family name all to itself:
Sagittariidae.
Secretarybirds are ground-dwelling
raptors and spend most of their
time hunting on the ground,
although they are strong fliers when
they need to be. They require open
ground for their feeding method
and will walk many kilometres in
a day. They occur in the Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve (KPNR) and
it is exciting to see this special bird
of prey.
Haagner & Ivy (1907) named it
Serpentarius secretarius and this
name was later changed to the
present scientific name. The original
name was because it was thought
that snakes were its major diet, and
for the long feathers on the back of

the head resembling quill pens of
a Victorian secretary. It so happens
that snakes only form about 1% of
its diet. Prey consists of any small
ground-dwelling animal such as
lizards, small tortoises, frogs, rats
and mice, shrews, grasshoppers,
beetles, sun-spiders, scorpions,
young birds and eggs, as well as
snakes.
Due to snakes considered to be
the major diet, secretarybirds were
protected in the early 1900s as
venomous snakes were a threat
to farmers. However, game bird
hunting was popular then and
secretarybirds were seen killing
game bird chicks, so it was taken
off the protected list and hunters
were entitled to legally kill them. It
was stated that “the evidence of its
feeding on young game birds seems
conclusive enough”.
Tarboton & Allan (1984) stated,
“The Secretary Bird (sic) does not
pose a conservation problem. It
occurs widely and is often common.”
However, this has since changed
and the 2015 Eskom Red Data

BIRDING

“The intensive three
year bird atlasing
project registered by
SANParks Scientific
Services from 2014
to 2016 showed a
massive decline of the
secretarybird.”
Book of Birds lists it as vulnerable.
There are many reasons for
the decline of these wonderful
birds, such as habitat loss from
agriculture and urban development.
Excessive burning and overgrazing
of grasslands for livestock may
reduce carrying capacity and
availability of prey species (Parker
1994). Bush encroachment, which
renders habitat unsuitable for
Secretarybirds, has been proposed
as the driver behind declines in
abundance in Kruger National Park
(KNP) and adjoining private reserves.
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Secretarybirds also suffer mortalities
due to collision with powerlines and
fences. The numerous fences being
constructed by the many macadamia
farmers close to the KPNR and KNP are
starting to pose a serious problem for
secretarybirds that need to cover large
areas in search of prey to survive. Also,
former open habitat is disappearing
rapidly due to macadamia planting.
The intensive three-year bird atlasing
project registered by SANParks
Scientific Services from 2014 to 2016,
covering the entire greater Kruger
National Park plus adjoining areas
showed a massive decline of the
secretarybird between the first atlasing
project that took place from 1987 to
1991 and the more recent one. The
median reporting rate dropped from

20.21% to 0.38%. Thus, the decline is continuous and
it is indeed exciting these days when a secretarybird
is sighted. Much of the decline in the KPNR and KNP
can be attributed to over-population of elephants.
They not only cause habitat change but also destroy
suitable secretarybird nesting trees by either felling or
ring-barking.
Secretarybirds mate for life and breed at any time
of the year. A saucer-shaped stick platform nest is
constructed by both birds at the top of a flat-topped
tree such as the umbrella thorn Acacia tortilis. The cup
is thickly lined with dry grass and is built by both the
pair. The male is a good husband and he takes his turn
at incubating the eggs when his wife needs a break.
When the eggs have hatched he brings food to the
nest which mom feeds to their chicks.
When you find a secretarybird in the KPNR, try to stay
with it for as long as possible while it moves at pace
with long strides looking for food. With luck you will
see it stamping downward with accurate blows to kill
its prey. Should this be a venomous snake it will deliver
stamping blows to the head to kill it. Then, before
swallowing the snake, great care will be taken to make
certain it is dead. This is wonderful to see, so good luck
with your observations. The secretarybird is indeed
unique and special!

172 50 Years of Conservation

KLASERIE CHRONICLE | ANNIVERSARY EDITION

SIGHTINGS

KLASERIE CHRONICLE | ANNIVERSARY EDITION

SIGHTINGS

Apartnership
silent
Words and photos Emily Whiting

I

t was another beautiful morning at Klaserie Drift Safari
Camps and our guests were busy enjoying breakfast by
the waterhole when I got a call from a fellow guide. One of
our favourite male leopards, locally known as the Pale Male,
had been spotted just a few minutes away at the river. Firing
into action, we climbed onto the game viewer and raced out
to find him. In spite of our best efforts, however, the furtive
feline managed to evade us. We stayed a while to search in
the reeds and, on closer inspection, discovered the carcass
of a recently killed female waterbuck. At over twice the size
of a male leopard, I could hardly believe that he could pull off
such a mighty feat. But here was the evidence, right in front
of us!
Determined not to miss him a second time, we left early for
our afternoon drive and sat in a shaded spot on the bridge
overlooking the carcass. Too heavy to lift, the leopard had
been forced to leave it out in the open and was a little more
wary than usual. We waited. Slowly but surely, he emerged
from the reeds. Cameras clicking into action, we watched
excitedly as he began feeding once more on his prize.
Abruptly, he began to dig vigorously into the abdomen of
the deceased waterbuck. Pushing his face right inside, he
emerged with a glorious prize – a fully-formed calf. Knowing
he would soon lose his kill to scavengers, he cleverly
slunk away to stash the calf in an unseen tree for later. As
fascinating as the scene was, it reminded us of nature’s
terrible brutality. Life is often difficult and fleeting for those
who are not strong enough to survive. Buoyed and saddened
in equal measure, we finally tore ourselves away, wondering
who might pay the waterbuck a visit during the night.
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Anticipation high, we returned the next
morning to discover our leopard still busy
with his hard-earned meal, although this
time he wasn’t alone. A single female
hyena was quietly sharing the carcass.
With no objection from the Pale Male, the
predators sat side-by-side as they feasted.
Normally, a hyena will call in her clan
members when a kill is located. However,
these two unlikely friends appeared
to reach an unspoken agreement. If
the leopard chased off the hyena, she
would call for support and soon the
leopard would be overwhelmed and
lose everything. If the hyena prematurely
alerted her clan, she would be forced to
share her find with many more mouths.
Thus, they chose to remain silent and
tolerant of one another, each benefitting
from their accord. A wonderfully weird
interaction between different predator
species that is seldom seen in the bush!
In awe of this special moment, we sat
motionless and without a sound.
Eventually, however, the bubble burst.
Another hyena located the carcass and,
out-numbered, the leopard bolted. The
scavengers erupted into a cacophony
of laughter and excited trilling and they
battled for the spoils. Less nervous than
the leopard, we were able to approach
closer still. Pulling and tugging, the
waterbuck was soon dragged across the
bridge and out of sight into the thick bed
of reeds. We soaked up the last of the
action, burning the sounds and sights into
our minds so that we might never forget
until, finally, everything became quiet.
Yesterday’s expectant waterbuck, who had
come to the river on a hot day to quench
her thirst and soothe her aching pregnant
body, was now nothing but a memory.
Somewhere in the bush, her unborn calf
dangled from a tree, perhaps fortunate to
have never known how cruel life can be.
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Wild dog vs hyena:
A struggle for survival
Words and photos Elly Gearing
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E

very guide knows that luck plays a big role when
it comes to safari in an open bush system like the
Klaserie Private Nature Reserve (KPNR). For every
action-packed game drive, you can have just as
many where nothing much happens. Yet, all it takes is
half a second for everything to change.
This unpredictability is particularly true of encounters
with African wild dogs, whose consistent movements
across home ranges averaging hundreds of square
kilometres make them particularly difficult to track. More
often than not, we stumble upon a pack of wild dogs
by chance, their dark, Mickey Mouse-like ears suddenly
appearing from behind a tuft of grass in an area they
were absent from for weeks before.
Where predators share a preference for prey, there
is bound to be competition. Interactions between
different species are not uncommon in these expansive
wilderness areas, but being in the right place at the right
time to witness these interactions certainly is. By moving
across such vast areas, wild dogs are able to reduce
competition with other animals like hyena, lion, and
leopard, but the threat is ever-present.
Our morning game drive began like any other, the
coolness of the night still hanging in the air and an
increasing array of bird sounds echoing around us. After
half an hour, we had only been graced with a small herd
of impala, feeding on some nearby bushes while everalert to the possibility of approaching danger. Suddenly,
the call came in that a pack of wild dogs had been
spotted at a nearby lodge waterhole, their presence
given away by their unmistakable high-pitched whimpers.
Wild dogs are well-known for being very successful
hunters, it seems not just among safari-goers but
between local predators too. Hyena are equally famous
for their opportunism and despite being capable hunters
themselves, will readily switch to scavenging from
other predators. It is therefore not uncommon to see
them following in the path of wild dogs or lions, waiting
patiently until they go hunting again.
We moved swiftly to the scene of the action and arrived
to see a pack of 15 wild dogs surrounded on all sides by
six hungry hyenas. Despite being less than half their size,
the dogs were not ready to give up the impala they had
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hunted successfully mere moments before the hyenas’
arrival. The pack immediately banded together, circling
one young hyena whose unfortunate targeting provided
his clan-mates with the opportunity to drag the kill away
from the distracted dogs.
The hyena backed nervously into the waterhole, ears
back and sharp teeth bared, snarling and lunging at
the wild dogs as they came closer and closer. He was
well outnumbered. One by one, the dogs nipped at the
hyena’s vulnerable backside, supporting each other in a
bid to teach the scavenger a valuable lesson. Four other
pack members kept a watchful eye on the remaining
hyena as they hastily removed the quarry from the noisy
scene, the dogs’ hard-earned meal now lost. Eventually,

SIGHTINGS

the dogs lost interest in the lone, submissive hyena.
Together, they trotted off into the bush in the direction of
the impala herd still grazing nearby.
These interactions between species are a struggle for
survival – the make or break of who gets to eat. Both are
top predators competing in an unforgiving landscape, and
this is a classic example of the battle that plays out over
and over again in the African bush. The hyena has a size
advantage, but the wild dogs have strength in numbers;
a near-equal match that provides spectators with an
intensity akin to watching a close game of tennis. To
witness these interactions is something truly spectacular
and certainly will not be forgotten by the guides and
guests on safari that fateful morning.

“One by one, the dogs nipped at the hyena’s vulnerable backside,
supporting each other in a bid to teach the scavenger a valuable lesson.”
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Sightings
FOR AFRICA
Words Gemma Thomas

We are privileged to have some of the best wildlife viewing opportunities in the world in the Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve. This is a collection of some of the best experiences at Africa on Foot. Some
took place while on foot, some while in a vehicle, and some while sitting on a stoep, but they all
have one thing in common – they are all unforgettable.

Leading supplier of Zero VOC
Non Toxic paints in South Africa.

078 304 2034 | lizelle@paintsmiths.co.za
www.paintsmiths.co.za

© Rogan Kerr
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THE BATTLE AT BUFFEL DAM
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© Gemma Thomas

were now directly above. Thunder
shattered the stillness of the bush
and the entire pack now leapt into
the pursuit.

© Gemma Thomas

As the heavens opened, the pack
had chased the hyena to the edge
of the dam. It was surrounded, using
only a tree trunk for cover. The pack
continued to attack from all sides but
just as a bolt of lightning struck, they
lost concentration and the hyena saw
an opportunity to escape.
© Rogan Kerr

I

t was the end of the dry season
and the storm clouds had started
to gather. The wild dog pack
was found early that morning
close to Buffel Dam. Gemma and
Rogan had spent the day filming and
photographing the pack, watching
the curious pups squabble and play
whilst the pack took a rest during the
heat of the afternoon.
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As they watched, a lone hyena
started making its way to the water,
desperate to quench its thirst but
also wary of the pack. It made its
way to the edge, using the vehicle
as cover. The pack spotted the lone
wanderer and the alpha male ran
over to the hyena, putting it in its
place. The hyena cowered into the
dam, baring its teeth to the attacker.

The dog lost interest and returned
to the pack. As the day went on and
the temperatures cooled down, the
hyena continued to relax in the water,
oblivious to the waking dogs.
The playful pups were the first to
instigate the attack, rushing at the
hyena and surrounding it. The wind
picked up and the storm clouds

It made a beeline to the water,
cowering as the pack chased it
deeper into the dam. The storm was
getting worse and the dogs gave up,
fleeing for cover under the thickets.
By this point, both Gemma and
Rogan were soaked through, fearing
for the camera equipment and
lighting strikes they now also needed
to seek cover from the storm. They
headed back to camp with memories
of an action-packed moment in the
wild.

“The wild dog pack continued to attack from
all sides but just as a bolt of lightning struck,
they lost concentration and the hyena saw an
opportunity to escape. ”
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The dogs at dawn

ne morning, Africa On Foot’s head guide,
Mauritz Senekal, was sitting on his porch in the
ranger block, polishing his shoes just as the sun
was coming up. He noticed a herd of impala
playing and grazing in the distance. The bushveld’s serene
scene suddenly changed as a few impala started to alarm
call. He looked and noticed that they were all looking in
the direction of the open area just outside of camp. The
next moment, he said, “all hell broke loose”. The whole
herd started bolting in all directions, leaping and bounding
through the camp. Mauritz knew there was a predator
nearby, but the question was, which one?
All but one impala managed to flee the scene. One lagging
female panicked and started to bolt straight towards

The Pack & the Pride

Mauritz. His room door was open, and she almost ran
inside. Instead, she stood still next to him at the edge of
his porch. That’s the moment Mauritz noticed the wild
dogs, heading straight in their direction. Both him and
the impala were surrounded by the pack. They froze as
the dogs squealed and snapped. He stayed seated and
waited. Eventually, after a nerve-wracking few minutes, the
dogs lost interest and pursued the rest of the herd.

© Chade Gelderman

Still in shock, both the impala and Mauritz stayed in the
same spot for a while longer before the lucky survivor
warily made her way back into the bush. This is one day
the dogs were unsuccessful on their morning hunt, and a
day Mauritz will never forget.

T
© Rogan Kerr
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he Africa on Foot
rangers had just
got into bed when
they heard the
eerie sounds of a kill from
a nearby location. Everyone
rushed up, grabbed their
cameras, and headed out
into the night to investigate.
It wasn’t long before they
found the Hercules pride
taking down a buffalo
right next to the camp.
The following morning
they headed back out on
the drive only to find that
the bushveld’s scavengers
had taken over the kill
and were feasting on the

leftover carcass. During the
sighting, field guide Chade
Gelderman followed up on
some impalas repeating
their alarm call just ahead,
luring him straight into a
frenzy.
A pack of wild dogs was busy
chasing the herd but noticed
the scattered hyenas and a
battle broke out. The pack
ended up outnumbering the
hyenas and taking over the
buffalo carcass. Certainly a
sighting to remember.

© Gemma Thomas
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The colossal carcass
Videographer, Rogan Kerr has been filming and documenting Klaserie wildlife sightings for the last
15 months. This is his account of one of his most memorable moments in the bush.

© Rogan Kerr

© Rogan Kerr

© Rogan Kerr

I

t was one morning in May that everyone awoke to
hordes of vultures soaring and circling the Klaserie
skies, landing in trees and pinpointing the area of a
potential kill. However, after walking to investigate, the
guides came across an elephant that had died of what
seemed to be natural causes. Later that morning, when
the heat of the day started to settle in, Rogan parked
next to the kill, waiting to catch the bushveld’s scavengers
in action. This colossal feast brought in many species of
vulture, Tawny Eagles, Bateleur Eagles and even a lone

Marabou Stork. Through the scramble of feathers one
hyena was struggling to get in on the banquet. The hyena
got so frustrated that he started to chase the horde of
vultures, but to no avail.
What Rogan remembers most from the sighting were the
eerie echoes of flapping wings, screeching conflicts and
the occasional cackle of a hyena. The sounds of the wild at
its most raw.
© Rogan Kerr
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The Three Pride Kill
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Wild Dogs of Klaserie

he African wild dog is one of the most
endangered animals in Africa. They travel large
distances to hunt and their territories are vast,
making sightings of them rare and unique. In
recent years there have been four different wild dog
packs that are seen throughout the southern section of
the Klaserie. Each pack is made up of different numbers
with individuals of all ages. An alpha pair is present in all
of them. The smallest pack has six dogs and the largest
has 24.

out. There was more hyena activity than usual in this
area that evening as they had taken down a large blue
wildebeest close to the camp. When a pack sets off to
hunt, they are very often closely tailed by hyenas and it
is not unusual to see them fight over a fresh kill.

© Rogan Kerr

The largest pack denned on the Klaserie last year and
were prominent in the area during this time. Sightings
occurred nearly every day as they ventured out hunting.
On one particular morning, they made three different
kills before heading back to the den site.
The most recent sighting of them was in front of
nThambo Tree Camp where they were seen playing with
each other before heading off in pursuit of an impala
herd. It is often hard to keep up with a wild dog pack
as they all work together, moving in different directions
as they hunt. They were later relocated at dusk on
the eastern cutline where they had cornered a lone
hyena, but its clan came to its need and a battle broke
© Rogan Kerr

© Jochen Van De Perre
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ne winter morning in the Klaserie, guide
Francois Pienaar, known locally as Faffa, was
following a herd of buffalo on foot close to the
camp. A pride of lions known as the Ross pride
was called in on the radio was currently taking down a
buffalo nearby. The commotion of the kill was heard by
the well-known Machaton boys, a coalition of six male
lions between three and four years of age. Faffa and
his guests jumped in the game viewer and watched the
Machaton boys as they began to chase the Ross pride
off their kill. But before they did, the lions flushed out an
aardvark in the undergrowth and into the path of Faffa
and his guests.
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Just when they thought the sighting couldn’t get any
better, the Trilogy males, who were the kings of the
Klaserie at the time, had also made their own buffalo
kill that same morning. They too had heard the nearby
turmoil and took no time in locating the six Machaton,
fighting them off their stolen kill. The Trilogy feasted on
the buffalo and later went back to their own kill. The
sighting of the three different prides on one buffalo was
Faffa’s most memorable and action-packed sighting on
the reserve.

50 Years of Conservation 191

KLASERIE CHRONICLE | ANNIVERSARY EDITION

ANTI-POACHING

KLASERIE CHRONICLE | ANNIVERSARY EDITION

I

n an unprecedented operation, the vast majority of the
white rhino population in the Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve (KPNR) was dehorned in late summer of this
year. Seventy-eight rhinos were dehorned during
this highly specialised operation that ran over 10 days –
believed to be the largest single dehorning operation yet
carried out in the Mpumalanga Lowveld focusing on freeranging wild rhinos.

KPNR

rhino population
dehorned
Press release presented by the
Klaserie Private Nature Reserve

The KPNR is a Protected Area open with the Kruger
National Park and its neighbours in the Association of
Private Nature Reserves (APNR). It is privately funded and
has been hit hard by illegal poaching in the past several
years. This situation reached a pinnacle during 2018
when the KPNR lost an average of two rhinos per month
to poaching. Accordingly, in order to stem the losses,
it was resolved to explore and, if possible implement,
a dehorning strategy to reduce the attractiveness of
the targets to poaching syndicates; and to implement
additional security measures.
Following nine months of planning and extensive stake
holder consultations, which included South African

ANTI-POACHING

National Parks (SANParks) specialists from the Kruger
National Park and the Mpumalanga Tourism and Parks
Agency (MTPA), the appropriate permits authorising the
KPNR operation were issued by MTPA towards the end of
March.
This multi-disciplined operation was carried out by a large
specialised team comprising the KPNR management
team, five wildlife veterinarians, and two aircraft – a
fixed wing spotter aeroplane and a helicopter. In
addition, two vehicle-based ground teams with air-band
communications with the aircraft systematically moved
through the 60,000 ha reserve, capturing and dehorning
all rhinos that were located. The entire operation was
closely monitored by officials from the MTPA who were
responsible for the collection of DNA samples from every
rhino, which will be entered into the Rhino DNA Indexing
System (RhODIS) hosted at the University of Pretoria’s
Onderstepoort genetics laboratory. A specialised asset
protection security organisation was also present, and all
horns have already been moved to secure off-site storage
facilities.

© Jacques Goosen

© Kevin MacLaughlin
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The KPNR approved this extensive operation as it
had become abundantly clear that, with the current
intensity of rhino poaching, the rhinoceros as a
valuable contributor to the reserve’s eco-tourism
product would become extinct within the next
three to five years, unless more drastic measures
were taken. This, in spite of the already substantial
financial investments in security, both in terms of
manpower and technology, which has been spent
over the past few years. Security already absorbs
over 50% of the KPNR’s privately funded total annual
budget, and still it is insufficient to stem the poaching
tide.
The dehorning project is not viewed as a standalone
initiative but will contribute towards the existing
multi-faceted suite of security initiatives which
already exist within the KPNR. Furthermore, the
KPNR dehorning project is contributory towards
the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier Park and
Conservation Area (GLTFCA) cooperative agreement
integrated rhino management programme.
SANParks and its conservation partners in the
Greater Kruger Region are in the process of
implementing additional strategic and collaborative
management interventions as part of an integrated
rhino management approach. As part of several
initiatives, some entities will embark on the strategic
dehorning of selected rhinos in the Greater Kruger
Protected Area landscape, and KPNR were able to
execute already.
© Jacques Goosen

© Jacques Goosen

Key to the success of such an initiative is an ongoing
collaborative monitoring and evaluation process of this
integrated management programme, to continuously adapt
management responses. This initiative is one of the first
projects to be implemented as part of the integrated wildlife
management programme under the auspices of the recently
signed GLTFCA cooperative agreement.
Given the pioneering nature of this project, the effectiveness
against poaching as well as the health and wellbeing of the
rhinos will be closely and scientifically monitored into the
future, with the ultimate objective of ensuring the survival of
the wild rhino population within protected areas, the country
and in Africa.
© Jacques Goosen
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E

co Children is the
epitome of a small
seed growing into a big
tree that offers shelter,
sustenance, and safety to those
in its shade.
What started as a simple
initiative in 2004 to entertain
and educate children whose
parents live in the Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve
during school holidays, has
developed into a multi-pronged
organisation that is helping
thousands of children gain
access to better education.
Starting with the basics of
ensuring that learners are
well-fed and have access to
safe classrooms and hygienic
sanitary facilities, all the way

Introduction to
ECO CHILDREN
Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens
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to giving talented youngsters
access to private and tertiary
education, Eco Children has
developed a sustainable model
of making a positive change
to education in the area. Their
whole school development
model ensures that
communities take ownership of
the project and individuals are
passionate about continuing
their good work.
Today, Eco Children has
adopted seven schools in the
Bushbuckridge, Acornhoek
area, built and renovated close
to 50 buildings at these schools,
delivered approximately 15,000
books to four new libraries,
awarded 18 bursaries, and
touched the lives of thousands
of children in the area.

The organisation takes its original goal of sowing seeds of
change seriously. After 15 years, the seeds that have been
sown are starting to grow and bear fruit of their own. The
communities in which Eco Children work have not only
accepted the team but embrace the assistance and the
organisation’s learnings. Learners who received bursaries a
few years ago are now completing their tertiary studies and
planning on paying it forward again to their communities.
Eco Children is now getting to a point where it is not the
only tree offering shelter. Younger trees are starting to
sprout, and we are excited to see what the future holds for
the organisation.
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2

5

We develop a reading culture

3

Once the basics are covered, we work on establishing a library at the school to
promote a reading culture and improve literacy.

We teach the teachers

We serve our community
We serve our community by allowing volunteers to make a real impact in the time
they spend with us.
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We build infrastructure
All schools we work with are non-fee-paying schools, meaning funds are scarce to
maintain or build infrastructure.

6

We award bursaries
We identify talented learners with great potential who need a little help to achieve
great things.

We run capacity building workshops for teachers to ensure the most important
skills are taught to learners at the schools.

8

We practice eco education
The first thing we do when we adopt a school is establish an Eco Village consisting
of an Eco Garden and Eco Classroom.

We work closely with a number of schools in the Acornhoek area. We partner
with schools based on leadership and community involvement.

4

COMMUNITY

7

We reward learners
We reward our top performing learners with school uniforms, educational
hampers and annual winners’ excursions.
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HOLIDAY
WORKSHOPS:

54 and counting
Words Catharina Robbertze|
Photos Sabrina Chielens

H

oliday workshops are where it all started for
Eco Children 15 years ago. The first holiday
workshop was hosted in 2004 when Eco
Children founder, Sandy Wilkes, wanted to offer
children whose parents live on the reserve and come
home for the holidays a fun and educational day in the
reserve.

services like food, water, shelter, fuel, and medicine,
to people and our way of life. It was then also pointed
out how beneficial it is for humans to look after this
environment. All the children left the workshop having
learnt valuable lessons and motivated to promote a
cleaner and more sustainable way of life back home at
their parents’ homes.

The purpose of these workshops has always been and still
is to teach these children the importance of conservation
in order to promote this in the community from the
bottom up.

Attendance of the workshops have increased gradually
over the years. In the past year an average of 500 children
between the ages of 5 and 16 attend each holiday and
it has become a holiday highlight for most children in
the reserve.The holiday workshop curriculum has been
continuously developed to address current conservation
issues and offer children a new theme each time they
attend. Some of the themes that have been looked at
most recently include how to be safe in the bush, animal
behaviour, pollution, recycling, animal home ranges and
territories, reptiles, amphibians, insects, and fish.

Since 2004, 54 holiday workshops have been hosted at
the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve headquarters with an
approximate attendance of 10,000 children during this
time. At the most recent workshop during the autumn
holidays, children got to learn about the importance of a
healthy habitat for animals and humans. Children were
shown how the natural environment provides essential
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Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children, says it
is important to keep the content being taught
at the workshops up to date and relevant.
“We have invested a great deal to make sure
the children at the workshop stay engaged
and learn about things that they can relate
to. The aim of these workshops is to teach
the community from a very young age how
important it is to look after our beautiful
environment by making them aware of its
beauty and helping them to appreciate it. We
hope that by planting a seed of conservation
at this young age, these children will not
only influence their parents and immediate
community to protect and conserve our
environment, but also grow up and teach their
children these lessons,” she said.

“In the past year
an average of 500
children between
the ages of 5 and 16
attend each holiday
and it has become a
holiday highlight
for most children in
the reserve.”
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The workshops are presented by volunteer
facilitators from the reserve and also teach these
facilitators about their environment and the
importance of conservation. For Eco Children,
this is also a place where talented youngsters can
be identified from a young age and earmarked
as possible bursary candidates. A prime example
of someone who went from an attendee to a
volunteer facilitator to an environmental educator
and now a qualified field guide is Queen Manyike.
“It has been a privilege to be on this journey
to success with Queen,” said Havenga. “Since
meeting her for the first time, we knew this young
lady had loads of potential and being able to
help her realise that potential is what makes this
part of the job so rewarding. We look forward
to seeing her grow on her path to success and
identifying more talented youngsters at our
holiday workshops.”
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Eco Village:
Committed to education
Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens

T

he Eco Village project kicked off in 2012 when Eco
Children adopted its very first school: Seganyane
Primary. This project has since developed into a
sustainable project, with seven schools adopted,
eight vegetable gardens established, four eco toilet blocks
installed, four libraries built, and countless lives impacted.
All schools that form part of this programme are non-feepaying schools and cannot afford to maintain or develop
infrastructure with the meagre funds received from
government.

How it works
The Eco Village project encapsulates all that Eco Children
is about. Like Eco Children, it follows a whole school
development approach, starting with the basics of an
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environment that is conducive to learning (from safe,
clean classrooms to learners with full bellies), and moving
to improving education and the identification of talent.
According to Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children,
the first, and most important, step in the Eco Village
programme is receiving buy-in from the school and
the community into the project. Without this, there is
little chance of success. “When Eco Children first gets
involved with a school, we build a vegetable garden in
order to supplement the school’s feeding scheme with
fresh vegetables, and we revamp a classroom to serve as
the eco classroom – a place where learners will receive
weekly lessons about conservation, ecology and the
environment,” she says.
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over the years and multiple hands are
responsible for the establishment of Eco
Villages in the area.
The need for a project such as the
Eco Village programme is clear when
looking at schools in the Bushbuckridge,
Acornhoek area. Most schools here
are non-fee-paying and struggle with
maintaining infrastructure, attendance
and motivation of learners and teachers,
and more. Havenga concludes: “We live in
such a rich and fertile environment and
the lack of resources when it comes to

“At Eco Children, we
are passionate about
helping the schools in
the area”

COMMUNITY

education in the area is appalling. At Eco
Children, we are passionate about helping
the schools in the area improve the level
of education they provide by starting with
the basics – making sure kids are well fed
and in a clean and safe classroom when
they go to school. We have experienced
first-hand the talent that comes from
these schools and will continue to build
on this programme, empowering teachers
and learners in the process, to allow them
to thrive.”

7 schools adopted
11 eco gardens built at schools
and crèches
4 libraries built
33 classrooms built and
renovated

Havenga continues: “Once this phase is complete, we
move on to addressing infrastructure issues at the
school. This usually involves replacing unhygienic and
dangerous pit toilets with hygienic, waterless eco toilets,
and building or upgrading the existing kitchen – usually
a shelter where the kitchen ladies have to cook for
hundreds of children with fire – to a safe structure with
gas cooking and washing-up facilities. Once these basics
have been addressed, we move on to fixing classrooms
where necessary, sometimes building more classrooms
or administration buildings, and ultimately, establishing a
library at the school.”
Other supporting projects include a capacity building
programme for math teachers and grade R teachers,
establishing a literacy programme at the newly built
library, and identifying talented learners who could qualify
for bursaries.

Community buy-in
Throughout this, it is essential to have the support of
the school and the community. Grade 6 and 7 learners
take responsibility for the garden and are in charge of
maintenance, planting, and harvesting. “Without the
support and buy-in of teachers and learners at the school
itself, as well as community members, the Eco Village
programme will have no chance of succeeding,” says
Havenga, “we make sure this is in place before we become
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involved with a school and we continuously work on this
partnership.”

3,662 children impacted

Principal Kgaugelo Monareng from the Makwetse
Primary School explains that the school has benefitted
immensely thanks to the Eco Village programme. Except
for the physical improvements such as the vegetable
garden, a new classroom, the revamp of old classrooms,
upgrading the kitchen and establishing a library,
teachers at the school have also been taking part in Eco
Children’s capacity building programme for educators to
improve their teaching skills in math and early childhood
development. Notably, he says staff morale and work
ethics have improved, while learners have also taken
responsibility for the gardens and shown an improvement
academically as well as a spike in attendance.

Moving forward
For the past eight years, the Eco Village programme has
been supported by the Make a Difference Leadership
Foundation (MAD). This support has been invaluable in
the programme’s success.
Eco Children has also created partnerships with other
organisations to allow the programme to continue, such
as the Classic Wallabies Indigenous Exchange Programme,
Australian Volunteers International, and Westcoast
Connection. They have welcomed hundreds of volunteers
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Building the future
one brick at a time
Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens
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T

he upgrading of
infrastructure forms
a major part of the
Support-a-School
programme and over the
years, Eco Children has
upgraded, or built from
scratch, almost 50 buildings
at their adopted schools.
Says Corné Havenga, CEO of
Eco Children: “All the schools
that form part of the Eco
Village programme are nonfee-paying schools and have
to operate completely on
government subsidies. These
subsidies are not sufficient
to help them maintain
essential infrastructure or
build anything new. When
Eco Children adopts a
school, the first thing we
do while we’re establishing
the Eco Garden and Eco
Classroom, is ensure there
are safe and hygienic
facilities where learners’
food can be prepared and
where learners can relieve
themselves at the school.
Once this is done, we also
look at other infrastructure
needs and address these
according to priority.”

When first adopting schools
in the area, all “kitchens”
basically consist of a shelter
and a space where the
kitchen ladies could make
a fire to cook lunch for the
entire school’s learners. The
kitchens that Eco Children
build are basic but provide
the ladies with a clean,
indoor area where they can
cook on gas cookers, as
well as washing up facilities.
These facilities do not only
improve the lives of the
kitchen ladies but also
greatly improve the hygiene
of learners’ lunches.
Further to this, most of the
schools where Eco Children
are involved operated with
pit toilets – some of these
were extremely dirty and not
fit for human use. “We have
erected four eco-friendly
and hygienic waterless
toilet blocks at our schools,
giving these learners access
to basic, hygienic sanitary
facilities, and we have seen
a great improvement in
learners’ health since doing
so,” says Havenga.
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Principal Kgaugelo Monareng of Makwetse Primary School
confirms this and says his school has benefited immensely
from being part of the programme, not least thanks to
the construction and equipping of their own library, the
construction of a super-sized classroom to accommodate
larger groups of learners, the painting of the interiors of
all classrooms and the renovation of their kitchen. “Daily
school attendance by learners has improved sharply since
being part of the programme and the most valuable part

Before

COMMUNITY

of the programme for our school has been the acquisition
of a fully equipped library, which is affording all learners in
the school the opportunity to improve their literacy skills.
The rate of visits to the library by learners to either read
a book or borrow books to read at home is encouraging
and we have noted that learners are developing a love
for reading. The library could not have been acquired at a
better time,” he concludes.
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Since the Support-a-School programme has come into
existence, Eco Children have completed the following
infrastructure upgrades at their adopted schools:
•

Established 11 Eco Gardens

•

Built 6 new classrooms

•

Revamped 7 kitchens

•

Built 5 new libraries

•

Built 4 waterless eco toilet blocks

•

Renovated 27 classrooms

•

Built 2 new playgrounds

•

Built 1 assembly hall

•

Completed construction of 2 admin offices

“We will continue to work with
our schools to improve and
maintain their infrastructure.”

Before

After

After

Before
After
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Havenga says that while it is essential to have
the basics such as hygienic sanitary and kitchen
facilities in place, children also need a space that
is conducive to learning in order to help them take
on board any lessons being taught. “Research has
shown that learning improves when children are
in a bright and happy space and we try to provide
this to all learners at our adopted schools. We
believe all children should look forward to going to
school and enter their classrooms to learn. We will
continue to work with our schools to improve and
maintain their infrastructure in order to provide
learners at the school with a space that allows
them to learn and to thrive,” she concludes.
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Books for everyone!
Words Catharina Robbertze

© Sabrina Chielens

“I didn’t want
to simply
collect money
because I
wanted
to donate
something
much more
tangible.”

A

lmost 8,000 books arrived
at Mphaku Primary’s brand
new library in April this year,
thanks to one inspirational
young American.
Zach Hoexter volunteered in South
Africa in 2017, when he took a
community service teen trip with
one of Eco Children’s longstanding
volunteering companies, Westcoast
Connection. It was during this trip
that he was introduced to Mphaku
Primary when his volunteering group
helped build the school’s Eco Village.
However, Mphaku Primary stayed in
his thoughts upon his return to the
USA. He knew the school needed a
library and contacted Eco Children
CEO, Corné Havenga to find out how
he could get involved with future
projects at the school. As luck would
have it, Corné told him that they
212 50 Years of Conservation

are, in fact, planning on building a
library at the school in the future and
they would be needing books for
the facility. That’s when Zach sprang
into action. “I decided that collecting
children’s books to build a library for
Mphaku would be my goal. I didn’t
want to simply collect money because
I wanted to donate something much
more tangible,” he recalls.
Zach’s biggest challenge was
organising transport for the books
to Hoedspruit and before he could
even begin collecting books, he had
to secure this. He contacted various
transport companies and received
quotes starting at R12,000 to
transport one box of books but this
didn’t put him off. He kept calling and
contacting different companies and
eventually ended up at Safmarine.
After submitting a written application,

© Elizabeth Hoexter

© Elizabeth Hoexter

© Elizabeth Hoexter

© Elizabeth Hoexter

they agreed to provide a 20-foot
container for the project, including
shipping from New Jersey in the USA
to Durban in South Africa and onward
to Mphaku. Furthermore, their freight
forwarder, DAMCO Logistics also
took care of all the customs logistics,
paperwork and warehousing.
Zach was invited to talk at a
Safmarine company event in August
of 2018, where he also met the CEO,
David Williams, and that’s where the
book collection drive officially kicked
off with the first donation coming
from Safmarine. “I started advertising
the drive to my classmates, track
teammates, online to my parents’
friends, neighbours and the
community. The book donations
started coming in quickly, and I
collected the books over a 6-month
period,” he says.
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of this year, sending them on their journey to Limpopo.
It was a joyous day and Zach and his family decided to
also travel to Mphaku to be there for the handover in
April. Zach’s mom, Liz Hoexter was overwhelmed by the
welcome the family received when they arrived at the
school. She says: “The music and dancing performances
were incredibly special, and we really enjoyed meeting
the Mphaku children and parents. Eco Children organised
a fabulous afternoon with the performances, an official
handover of the books from Zach to Principal Louis, a
tour of the school and the new library being built, and
a delicious lunch. The principal’s speech and welcome
greetings and gratitude of the parent-teacher association
president really showed us how much Zachary’s project
means to the children and the community: this was a day
we will never forget for our entire lives!”
Havenga added that Zach’s donation not only means
the children at Mphaku Primary have access to quality
children’s literature, it has also created a job in the form
of a librarian at the school and, with the help of Eco
Children, the school will implement a structured literacy
programme. “Zach’s hard work has left an indelible and
lasting impression on the school and the community and
it has been an honour to be able to work with him to
make this happen,” she said.

© Sabrina Chielens
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When asking Zach if he ever felt like giving up, his answer
is clear: “Never. Making change in this world doesn’t
happen easily. But I had some amazing, philanthropic
people join my cause, and help me make this a reality.
This was such a special project near and dear to me, that
nothing was going to stop me from achieving this.”
A special project and a special young man, indeed.

Zach would like to thank the following
people and companies for making this project
possible:
•

David Williams & Amy Poimboeuf from Safmarine

•

Samantha Johnson from DAMCO Logistics

•

The entire Safmarine & Maersk teams

•

DAMCO & Vanguard teams

•

John Vieni of Fox Storage

•

The Eco Children team

•

Everyone who donated books

•

Ken & Liz Hoexter for their parental support

© Sabrina Chielens
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Zach continues: “The project really gained momentum
once I figured out the shipping. I am very grateful to
Maersk and Safmarine – I couldn’t have achieved my goal
without their generosity. The local neighbourhood was
so quick to donate books. Parents cleaned out their kids’
bookshelves and dropped off bags of children’s books
nearly every day to our house. I also contacted other
companies, and despite rejection from companies such as
Amazon and Barnes & Noble, I contacted publishers, and
was happy when Penguin Random House donated a few
hundred books to my project.”
“I had heard of another similar project that years ago was
able to collect a few thousand books, so I set a goal of
10,000 books. I am very excited that I was able to collect

214 50 Years of Conservation

© Sabrina Chielens

8,037 children’s books. When I heard that the value
topped R1 million for those books, it hit me how special a
big number like that truly means,” he concludes.
Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children, was overwhelmed
by Zach’s determination and drive and said where most
people would be intimated by the thought of sending
8,000 books across the Atlantic Ocean, Zach didn’t let
that scare him off for one minute. “This young man
has impressed me immensely. His compassion and
determination will stand him in good stead in future and I
am certain this isn’t the last we’ve heard of Zach,” she said.
After months of collecting and overcoming challenges,
Zach could finally load all the books onto a truck in March
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Working with
teachers
to improve education
Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens
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I

n its 14-year existence, Eco Children has had
to adapt with the times and establish new
programmes as new needs in the community
have been identified. When it was originally
established, the organisation hosted holiday
workshops in the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve
(KPNR) for children whose parents live on the
reserve and needed some entertainment during
school holidays. From these humble beginnings,
Eco Children has since adopted seven schools,
built seven Eco Villages, provided bursaries for 17
children, and impacted countless lives.
One of the key reasons why the organisation
has been successful is this ability to identify
needs in the community and come up with new
programmes to address these needs. This is how
the educator capacity building programmes came
to be.
In 2015, the first capacity building sessions were
hosted for math and grade R teachers in the area
after it became apparent that most of them had
not received sufficient training in these essential
areas of learning. Says Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco
Children: “It was found that most math teachers in
the area were simply teaching learners the rules of
mathematics, while not understanding these rules
themselves; while most grade R teachers had not
received any training at all. The early childhood
development (ECD) phase of a child’s life has a
significant impact on their later development and
we wanted to address both these areas to give
children in the area the best chance of success
later in life.”
Dr Hannah Barnes from BushMaths was brought
in to facilitate the maths capacity building
programme and the first ECD workshops were
facilitated by the READ Education Trust.
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This programme was always
going to be a long-term effort
and now, almost five years
later, the positive effects are
starting to show. “The first
challenge we had to overcome
was building trust with the
teachers themselves. Because
most of the math teachers
were simply teaching rules

because that was all they knew,
we had to start with the basics
and help them understand why
they were following these rules,
instead of just following them
blindly. This took time but we’re
now starting to see a change
in the way our teachers are
teaching,” says Havenga.
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More than 80 workshops have since been
hosted, as well as two weekend BushMaths
camps, and classroom observations have
also been introduced. All of these steps
have contributed to the ongoing growth and
success of the programme. Dr Barnes has
been involved with this programme from
its start and is positive about the teachers’
progress and the programme’s future. “The
relationships of trust and mutual respect
that have been built up over the last few
years have contributed to the success of the
programme. The teachers are honest and
open about their challenges and shortcomings
and have grown in assisting the facilitator
and each other to reflect on their respective
teaching and learning practices. The teachers
remain an integral part of the consultative and
developmental process of the programme,”
she said.
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The ECD capacity building workshops also kicked off in
2015 and in 2018 the Kapama Private Game Reserve
partnered with Eco Children to host these sessions
regularly for teachers who work with learners younger
than eight years old. “Supporting optimal early childhood
development greatly increases children’s chances of
a successful transition to school, better literacy and
improved education, and employment prospects. This is
why we are so passionate about this programme,” says
Havenga.

COMMUNITY

Sabrina Chielens is a Belgian volunteer who has been
working with the ECD programme closely and says the
relationship that has been built with these teachers is
what will ultimately make the programme a success.
“When you walk into a Grade R classroom and you
see that teachers are willing to make changes in their
classroom, in their way of working, because they believe
and have trust in you. You see that you have built a
relationship so strong that they don’t see you as a threat,
that they accept you and want your help,” she said.

“Supporting optimal early childhood
development greatly increases
children’s chances of a successful
transition to school, better literacy
and improved education, and
employment prospects.”
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Sowing seeds of
changein real life

COMMUNITY
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Queen Manyike

Mersin Ngobeni

T

wo youngsters have come through the proverbial
ranks at Eco Children and are currently living their
respective dreams, building themselves careers in
nature conservation. Queen Manyike and Mersin
Ngobeni epitomise the mission of Eco Children of sowing
seeds of change by empowering the children of rural
Mpumalanga and Limpopo.
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Queen was first introduced to Eco Children in 2005 when
she started attending holiday workshops at the Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve (KPNR) HQ. She was a regular face
and soon moved on to become a volunteer facilitator
at these same workshops. She successfully applied for
a bursary from the Southern African Wildlife College
and completed a six-month course in Conservation

and Environmental Education in
June 2016, before being nominated
by Eco Children to take on a oneyear bursary at Bushwise to study
towards becoming a field guide. She
completed this bursary in 2018 and
started working at Baobab Ridge
as a field guide at the end of last
year. Throughout her time with Eco
Children, her studies, and now as a
field guide, Queen’s sunny disposition
and willingness to work hard has
impressed and her future is bright.
Mersin came onto Eco Children’s
radar in 2014 when Matikinya
Primary School was adopted. He
was a learner at the school and it
soon became apparent that he was
an exceptionally talented young
man with incredible potential but no

opportunities. At the age of 14, he
had already endured hardships that
most adults would struggle to cope
with, but he remained positive and
motivated. He was accepted to the
Eco Children and Make a Difference
Leadership Foundation’s (MAD)
bursary programme and transferred
to Southern Cross School in 2015.
In 2018, he graduated as one of the
school’s top achievers and is currently
completing a Field Guides Association
of Southern Africa (FGASA) Field
Guide Course at Bushwise before
starting his tertiary studies. His
passion for conservation, dedication
to improving his life as well as those
around him, his positive attitude, and
sense of responsibility will serve him
well and the path to success is wide
open for this young man.

Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children,
is extremely proud of both of these
youngsters: “Both Queen and
Mersin have served as inspiration
to all of us at Eco Children for many
years. They have overcome difficult
circumstances and are following their
passion of conservation and giving
back to their communities. They are
living examples of the Eco Children
mission and we are proud to have
met them and worked with them.
More than that, we are excited about
what the future holds for them and
for all our bursary students who are
on a path to their own respective
successes.”
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Empowering change
ONE CHILD AT A TIME
Words Catharina Robbertze
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impress everyone there. All of them have since graduated
from high school and continue to successfully navigate
their way through tertiary studies.

advice, education, inspiration, or skills) to each person you
meet and to know that each person has the capacity and
potential to make an impact.”

This first intake of bursary learners set the bar high
and subsequently the Eco Children bursary kids have
continued to impress. At the end of 2018, Mersin Ngobeni
completed matric as one of the school’s top achievers and
received the leadership and “earth ethics” environmental
award, while Nhlalala Tivane and Katlego Mamiane
ended their grade 11 academic years as number 1 and 2
respectively.

Another Eco Children success story is Kwetsi Mathebula
who is currently studying toward a BCom Law degree
at Monash South Africa in Johannesburg. She concurs
that she is passionate about helping others and making
a change through volunteering her time. “I do not have
the personal financial aid to donate to organisations
or sponsor pupils that I want to help out, but I do have
time to volunteer to make a difference. Eco Children
has opened educational opportunities for me and has
provided me with leadership skills which I use to network
and start community engagement programmes for people
less privileged than I am. Most importantly, it has provided
me with the great honour of being an example to children
back home, to show them that through hard work and
determination you can make a change in your life and the
lives of others. I always remind myself that the hours I put
into volunteering, may not change the world, but it will
change the world for that specific child I am helping out,”
she concludes.

At the moment, Eco Children is supporting 10 learners at
Southern Cross Schools in partnership with MAD, as well
as one more tertiary student. Two further learners are
being supported by only Eco Children and Southern Cross
School, while five Eco Children alumni are pursuing tertiary
studies with the support of MAD.
Cassie Mnisi is one of these Eco Children alumni. She is
currently in her final year of a BA Strategic Communication
degree at the University of Johannesburg. Looking back
at when she was first accepted onto the programme,
she says the greatest feeling she can remember is that
of hope. “When I was told the good news, I was given
hope. And that hope was all I needed to keep pushing
and making sure I don’t disappoint myself,” she says.
She continues and says it wasn’t always easy because
everything was so different to what she was used to, but
she stuck to her values and morals and remained focused
on her goals. Furthermore, she says the support from Eco
Children was vital for her to achieve success: “Eco Children
played a vital role while I was still in high school and, even
now, they continue to support me. I could always ask for
advice on anything. In fact, even though I was always away
from home since I was in boarding school, I had a good
support system and a good mentor in Corné, who was
always available.”

Cassandra Mnisi speaking at the 2018 Make a Difference leadership summit.

T

he pinnacle of all Eco Children programmes is
the bursary programme. While working in the
community, at holiday workshops and at the
organisation’s adopted schools, a number of
youngsters have been identified who have immense talent
and the potential to have a positive impact on the world
but with little to no opportunities.
Says Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children: “We have seen
many talented youngsters come through the ranks at
Eco Children – sometimes we see them once a quarter at
holiday workshops, sometimes we see them once a week
at our Eco Lessons at our adopted schools. Except for
talent, our bursary kids all have a couple more things in

222 50 Years of Conservation

common – the motivation to lift themselves above their
sometimes dire circumstances to achieve success and the
wish to give back to and empower their communities.”
It is these inspirational children that sparked the bursary
programme, and in 2010 Eco Children partnered with
the Make a Difference Leadership Foundation (MAD) and
Southern Cross Schools in Hoedspruit and accepted their
first bursary learners onto the programme.
The very first learners on the programme was Mashudu
Mutshaeni, Dikgetho Mametha, Zandi Mathebula and
Samkelo Mahlalela. These four youngsters arrived at
Southern Cross School in 2010 and didn’t take long to

COMMUNITY

One of the deciding factors when identifying possible
bursary learners is their desire to give back to their
communities, something that is very clear when you speak
to Cassie: “Home is home and that is where my heart is.
I will definitely come back to change lives. My goal is to
one day venture into the humanitarian industry and social
enterprises, where a lot of work will focus on creating
sustainable, strategic and responsive empowerment to
different stakeholders living in the Bushbuckridge region.
There is an urgent need for each person to be responsible
to fill in the gap in their community by solving African
problems in an African way.”

Havenga says that each and every bursary learner has
crept deep into the entire Eco Children team’s hearts: “It
is such a pleasure and an immense privilege to work with
the children who form part of our bursary programme.
They have never failed to impress with their motivation to
work hard and their drive to inspire change. They make us
proud every day and I know each and every one of them
will go on to achieve great things.”

“Eco Children has taught
me to value talent in each
African child. To give
back, to sow different seeds
of change to each person
you meet and to know
that each person has the
capacity and potential to
make an impact.”

She continues: “Eco Children has taught me to value talent
in each African child. To give back, to sow different seeds
of change (whether it is knowledge, encouragement,
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The value of

volunteering
Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens

O

ver the years, Eco Children has
established valuable relationships
with various volunteer organisations
all over the world. Working with
motivated volunteers who are willing to work
hard has become a major part of Eco Children’s
success, not only to increase resources but also
to bring in new perspectives for the organisation
and the community.
Australian Volunteers International, the Classic
Wallabies Indigenous Exchange, and Edu Africa
have formed part and parcel of the successful
establishment of five Eco Villages over the
past four years. Each winter since 2014, a new
group of volunteers has arrived in Hoedspruit
to help build an Eco Garden and revamp an Eco
Classroom at a newly adopted school; while a
few long-term volunteers have also worked at
Eco Children, bringing specialised skills to the
party.
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In 2015, Brad Timms started a one-year
placement at Eco Children. With his marketing
background, he successfully drove the
organisation’s name change and rebranding.
Carlene Frank arrived in 2016 and brought a
wealth of engineering and project management
experience with her. She helped establish Eco
Children’s first library and laid the foundation for
this project to thrive, with another three libraries
built and literacy programmes successfully
established after her departure. Sabrina
Chielens has been in Hoedspruit since 2017
and not only has her beautiful photography
helped to improve Eco Children’s brand, she
has also played a massive part in the successful
implementation of the capacity building
programme for grade R teachers.
Hosting volunteers isn’t just a matter of
welcoming a new group of people and setting
them to work, however. According to Corné
Havenga, CEO of Eco Children, it is a great
responsibility to not only get the most value out
of the volunteers for the organisation, but also
to give the volunteers a valuable experience.
This is something she has taken seriously from
the get-go and one of the reasons why Eco
Children’s volunteer programme is so successful.
“It is important to utilise the skills that each
volunteer brings. Hosting a volunteer can be
labour intensive and you need to make sure
it is a match, for us and for the volunteer. We
have been very lucky so far that most of our
volunteers have arrived with the right attitude,
willing to give their all to make the organisation
better and positively impact our communities,”
she says.

mighty team that make a little go a long way
and have a big impact on their community. The
multitude of beaming smiles at the opening of
an Eco Village is the truest testament to their
impact and will make your heart feel full!”

When talking to some past volunteers, it quickly
becomes apparent that their time at Eco Children
was as valuable for them as it was for the
organisation. Said Timms: “I think the most unique
thing about Eco Children is that they tackle the
challenges of poverty and the education system in an
imaginative and holistic way: improving the learning
environment, supplementing learners’ nutrition
through the Eco Villages, sparking the desire to learn
through conservation lessons, improving literacy,
increasing awareness of the special environment
of the area, upskilling teachers, and more tangible
things such as providing new school uniforms as an
incentive to learn. The essence of all of this is that
they provide the opportunity of a better education
and hope for a better life. They are a small but

226 50 Years of Conservation

Frank confirms this and says her 18 months at
Eco Children showed her first-hand how their
partnerships with schools make a tangible
difference to the local communities. “Staff and
learners are happier to go to school, they are
prouder of themselves and it opens more
possibilities in their lives. I would definitely
encourage others to volunteer with Eco
Children. You will get to see the great work they
do at their adopted schools, you get to work with
amazing passionate staff and you will also make
a difference to the learners’ lives,” she says.
Havenga concluded: “I am privileged to have
been able to work with quality people from all
over the world.They have become more than
volunteers but lifelong friends and honorary
members of the community. I would like to
thank each and every volunteer who has helped
us sow a seed of difference in our communities,
no matter how big or small your contribution
was. Without our volunteers, we will struggle to
do what we do year in and year out.”
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e recently had the honour to host another
one of these excursions for 20 excited and
deserving children at the Blyde Adventure Camp
and, once again, we had the time of our lives.

Day two kicked off in the river as everyone went tubing.
Again, some of the kids were apprehensive but with some
support and encouragement everyone got in the water
and tried their hands at tubing.

We departed on a Friday morning from Acornhoek Plaza
and arrived at our destination just before lunch. There
wasn’t much time to settle in before we started our first
activity of the day: the obstacle course. All the children
had to climb, crawl, run through tires and work with their
teams to get through the entire course.

The Moholoho Wildlife Rehabilitation Centre was next on
the agenda. This was an insightful part of the weekend
as we learnt how injured animals are rehabilitated and
even got the opportunity to go into the cage of a male
bateleur. We ended the day with another first for many:
a night game drive. The viewings were exciting, including
wildebeest, a 28-year-old giraffe, impala and a hippo out
of the water.

After this, it was time to move to the paintball field
where we got to take aim at each other with slingshots
and paintballs. While some of the children were a little
apprehensive about the paintball war when it started, it
wasn’t long before everyone was out on the battlefield,
giving it their all and having an amazing time.
From here it was time to relax and play in the river before
enjoying a tasty dinner. There was one more game
before we went to bed as the children were blindfolded
and followed a rope through the forest while holding
on to a friend in front of them. For some of the children
this activity was challenging as they were completely
dependent on their friends in front of them and the
darkness became a little scary, but everyone stuck
together and it wasn’t long before it was time to relax next
to the fire with marshmallows before bedtime.

Sunday arrived and it was time to attempt to cross the
river with ropes. This was a fitting end to a fun weekend
as everyone had a ball of fun during this activity and there
was time to relax and play in the water once everything
was done.
Nobody was happy when it was time to pack up but
that was just testament to the immense fun that was
had by all and the pride the Eco Children team felt after
being treated to exemplary behaviour from all the kids
at the excursion. We’re already excited about next year’s
excursion and the holiday workshops before that!

Weekend fun
FOR TOP PERFORMERS
Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens

To celebrate the exemplary behaviour of the kids at our holiday workshops, each year we host a
winners’ excursion for the 20 top performers at the workshops. We select these top performers
based on the children’s attendance, behaviour and attitude during the past year’s holiday
workshops.
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Dressed
for
success
T

Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens

he Kit-a-Kid initiative is a simple initiative that has made a massive
difference to thousands of children’s lives. Run entirely on donations from
the public, this project provides children at Eco Children’s adopted schools
with a complete school uniform for only R300.

“This is the 10th year of the Kit-a-Kid initiative and we hope to surpass 4,000 school
uniforms this year,” says Corné Havenga, Eco Children CEO. She continues: “A
school uniform may not seem like much to us, but for the children who receive
them it is often their first brand new set of clothing. It is incredible to see how
something as simple as a new school uniform can positively influence a child’s
confidence and allow them to take pride in themselves and their work. When you
donate R300 to this initiative, you are giving a child much more than a school
uniform. You are giving them an opportunity to change their way of thinking, to
embrace motivation and rise above their circumstances.”
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Donations for this year’s Kit-a-Kid
initiative will kick off in spring.
Keep an eye on Eco Children
social media to contribute to this
project. In partnership with PEP
Stores, your R300 will give a child
a uniform consisting of shoes,
shorts or a skirt, shirt, and jersey.

“When you donate
R300 to this
initiative, you are
giving a child much
more than a school
uniform.”
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Delivering joy
for 8 years running
Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens

F

or the past eight years, Eco Children has been
managing the Santa Shoebox project in the
Acornhoek, Bushbuckridge area and in the
Klaserie Private Nature Reserve. More than
10,000 shoeboxes have been handed over in this
time and the joy these boxes bring never gets old.
Santa Shoebox forms part of the Kidz2Kidz Trust
and has grown to an immense operation that now
even crosses South Africa’s borders into Namibia.
Hundreds of thousands of underprivileged children
have received a Santa Shoebox in the past 13 years,
making their Christmas just that little bit more
joyous.
“We are privileged to be able to run this programme
in our area and being able to spread a little joy each
year to those who have very little and deserve it
so much. We are extremely grateful to the Santa
Shoebox project for this initiative and hope to be
involved for many more years,” said Corné Havenga,
CEO of Eco Children.

For more information on
the Santa Shoebox project, visit their website at
santashoebox.org.za. Eco
Children will once again
manage the project in
2019 and pledging opens
on 1 September. Make
sure you pledge yours
first.
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Bushveld

Moments

Words Chloë Cooper

© Samuel Cox

I

“Nature and wildlife photography celebrates the organic canvas of Earth and uses
sunlight, shadows, reflections, and movement to turn the outdoors into art.”

f there is indeed a way to aptly translate the
indescribable magic of the bushveld, it has to be
through photography. Freezing a moment in time,
preserving it as it once was, if only for a second, and
letting it live on forever. Photography gives us the chance
to share the visual majesty of the wilderness and her
creatures with people who have never set foot on the soil
themselves. In doing so, we overcome physical distances
between continents and speak a common language we
find in an appreciation for Africa’s wild allure.
The invention of the camera brought about a new era
of artistry and communication, and over time it evolved
to produce not only “stills” but freeze frames of colour,
depth, focus, patterns of light and dark. For many of
us, the camera works to preserve evidence, to steal a
fleeting moment, to teach, and to learn. For others, the
camera allows us to illustrate what we see in our mind’s
eye, beyond what might seemingly be the subject of the
photograph.

Nature and wildlife photography celebrates the organic
canvas of Earth and uses sunlight, shadows, reflections,
and movement to turn the outdoors into art.
Over 50 years, photography in the Klaserie has recorded
everything from early camps and classic cars; to first
sightings of lions and elephants; droughts and floods
wreaking havoc on the landscape; bizarre acts of nature;
important scientific findings; and memories of childhoods
spent in the bush. As time and technology evolved,
photography began to capture in more detail, with more
speed, and with greater impact, the magnificence of the
scenery and wild creatures that inhabit the reserve.
It’s never easy to choose favourites, especially when there
are so many talented photographers working and living
in the reserve, but here are a few top shots of Klaserie
creatures, great and small.
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The golden hour glow

© Kevin MacLaughlin | KPNR | Nikon D610 | 600mm lens | 1/2 500 @ f/ 6.3

The hippo effect

© Rogan Kerr | KPNR | Sony ILCE-7M3 | 1/ 1000
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Ruffling feathers

© Samuel Cox | KPNR | Canon EOS 7D Mark II | 400 mm lens | 1/800 @ f/ 5.6

Roosting in the moon

© Gemma Thomas | KPNR | Nikon D7100 | 500mm lens | 1/320 @ f/ 6.3
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Descending upon the chaos
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Profile of a painted wolf

© Kevin MacLaughlin | KPNR | Nikon D7100 | 500mm lens | 1/320 @ f/ 6.3

© Markus Isler | KPNR | Nikon D750 | 110 mm lens | 1/1 000 @ f/ 11

Cormorant amid the moody blues
© Fayez Shaybah | KPNR | Cannon EOS 5D Mark IV | 435 mm lens | 1/800 @ f/ 6.3
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Amber eyes in autumn

© Sophie Brown | KPNR | Canon EOS 60D | 170 mm lens | 1/800 @ f/ 5.0

© Patrick Suverein | KPNR | Canon EOS-1D X Mark II | 100mm lens | 1/1000 @ f/ 3.2
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“Look deep into nature, and then you will
understand everything better.”
~ Albert Einstein
© Alexandra Skopal | KPNR | Nikon D7000 | 100mm lens | 1/160 @ f/ 5

TRAVEL INGENUITY

+27 82 603 0777/8
bookings@dawnsafaris.com
www.dawnsafaris.com
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Private Transfers & Guided Tours Across The Greater Kruger Region

THE NEW ALL-ELECTRIC I-PACE

SEE A JAGUAR
CHARGE

The new I-PACE. Jaguar’s first all-electric performance SUV.
Up to 470 km range. Ground-breaking cab-forward design.
Intelligent interior space. And underneath, 294kW that
delivers 0-100 km/h in 4.8 seconds with zero tailpipe
emissions. Not all cars follow the same pattern.
Jaguar Sandton
161 Rivonia Road, Sandton
011 548 0500
sandton.jaguar.co.za

