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It’s always a good 
time to be a South 
African. Not only do 
we have the most 

beautiful country and 
wildlife in the world, we 
are also blessed with 
a passionate, diverse 
nation filled with the 
spirit of ubuntu and, off 
course, the best rugby 
team in the world. 

Positive vibes have 
been echoing through 
the country as Siya 

Kolisi and his fellow team mates toured around South 
Africa to celebrate the 2019 Rugby World Cup victory. 
This feeling of unity hasn’t been in our country since 
the FIFA World Cup in 2010 and will forever be etched 
in our memories. It is a time of celebration for a nation 
that is on a transformational journey. Siya is a true South 
African inspiration: A humble, hardworking, soft-spoken 
gentleman that has risen above his circumstances 
through hard work. 

Listening to Siya’s speech after the match, I could not help 
but reflect on the work Eco Children is doing in our area 
and feel extremely privileged to be part of an organisation 
that is sowing positive seeds of change and giving young, 
talented South Africans a chance to rise above their 
respective sets of circumstances. 

In that historic moment I was also reminded that we are 
all part of a magic rainbow nation and that we can instil 
change in our beloved country by standing together. On 
that very positive note, we hope you enjoy this edition of 
the Klaserie Chronicle, that is once again jam packed with 
positive news, exciting wildlife sightings, conservation 
research and memorable moments in our beautiful 
Klaserie.

Editor’s note Meet the team
Sub-editor:  
Catharina Robbertze

Copywriter and research:  
Chloë Cooper

Design & layout: 
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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.

Readers’ Queries 
The Klaserie Chronicle is published quarterly by Eco Children and 

distributed to KPNR members, as well as Eco Children donors, 
partners, advertisers and the broader Hoedspruit community. 

For any contributions or queries please email  
publication@ecochildren.co.za or corne@ecochildren.co.za  

We look forward to hearing from you!

CEO Eco Children

facebook.com/ecochildrenSA

https://www.facebook.com/
KlaseriePrivateNatureReserve/

https://www.facebook.com/
klaseriechronicle/

ecochildren.co.za

klaseriereserve.co.za Thank You
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Our story began with my grandfather, 
William Edwin Crookes, who, through 
a meeting with a man by the name of 
“Pump Willis” was told of hunting farms 

for sale in the Klaserie. Upon returning home to the 
Natal coast, Edwin told his Crookes relatives about 
these properties, and as a result, seven farms were 
purchased.

The first camp was built on Northampton farm in 
1936 and another camp built on Dover, which was 
owned by George (G.J. Crookes) and used by various 
family members when they went on hunting trips. 
When George passed away, he left the farm to four 
Crookes family members, one of which was my 
grandfather, and that is how we came to own Portion 
1 of Northumberland.

The farm was called “The Bend” because 
of the distinctive horseshoe-shaped 
bend in the Klaserie River. In 1953, the 
first three rondavels were built. The 
first one was the kitchen/dining room 
complete with an old black wood stove, 
and the other two were bedrooms. 
Apparently, Grandad and his visitors 
(only men) used to sit in there to eat, 
dressed in suits and hats! On the death 
of Grandad, the farm passed on to 
my father, Aubrey (A.C. Crookes), and 
by then it was deemed acceptable for 
women to be included on trips to the 
bush. If I recall correctly, my first trip to 
Klaserie was around 1961 and it took 
us a full two days to make the trip from 
Highflats, Natal, with an overnight stop 
in Ermelo or Volksrust. Our trips were 
made during the July school holidays 
and lasted about three weeks.

The first job on arrival was to go down to the river and 
sink a well-point as there was no running water. There 
was a big drum over a fire in the yard and all our water 
was boiled before use. There was no bathroom then, 
so bathing was done in a tin bath in the bedroom and 
the toilet was a long drop enclosed by reed walls.

There was no permanent camp guard, so a trip was 
made to Acornhoek to pick up two workmen who 
would see to such duties as making fires, going out 
hunting with Dad and skinning the buck which was for 
eating and making biltong. Provisions were brought 
from home and from the trading store in Acornhoek, 
which belonged to Ernest Whittingstall.

Gradually, the camp was extended as and when my 
parents could afford it and get up there to do the work. 
Building was somewhat arduous, all materials had to 
come from Acornhoek and water was fetched from 
Dover camp in drums on the back of the truck. Around 
1963 the fourth rondavel was built, which became a 
lounge/dining room. We had no fridges then, only a 
cooler room. Butter came in tins and was kept on the 
top ledge of the rondavel where the cold night air kept 
it hard. My parents became acquainted with the Wiggill 
family who farmed near Klaserie and we would get 
fresh milk and vegetables from them, otherwise we had 
to use tinned food and condensed milk.

In 1966, the lookout point was built. Prior to this it 
was just a cleared area where we could sit. The build 
included a low wall of cement blocks around the 
front and a long concrete seat. The “floor” was the 
compacted soil of an ant/termite mound. It was a really 
big event and, once completed, a lot of time was spent 
down there watching game across the river. All daytime 
visitors were entertained there too.

In 1967, the new addition was built, which was the new 
kitchen, pantry, lounge/dining room. This was extended 
once again in 1972 to incorporate a veranda across the 
front. At a later stage, a wall was built which joined the 
lounge building to the original rondavel to create the 
veranda in front and a fridge-freezer room behind. All 
the fridges and freezers were run on paraffin and they 
could be quite temperamental at times. 

Other additions were made, including the ablution 
block, which had a bathroom with an old enamel 
bath and a flush toilet on a septic tank. A big upgrade 
indeed! A garage and workshop were built, and a water 
tank was installed on the roof. A slow combustion 
boiler heated the water, which was pumped from a 
borehole across the river to the camp. Finally, the fifth 
rondavel went up, completing the camp build. 

Into the archives
The story of The Bend, our place on Northumberland  

(1948 – 1997)
Words and photos Angela Clarke

Our 1945 Willies Jeep which my parents found in 
Natal and took up to The Bend.

My father Aubrey Crookes sitting on the workshop 
roof catching forty winks in the sun!

From right to left: Aubrey Crookes (my father), Horace Bennett, 
Dr Colin Sinclair, Charles Crookes, Charles Hudson, Eric White.

View of the camp once the lounge block had been 
added, but before the veranda extension.

The lookout, now with a low wall around 
the front.

The camp around 1996.

MEMORABLE MOMENTS MEMORABLE MOMENTS
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A family friend installed a very basic solar-powered 
electric fence, which was intended to deter elephants, as 
they had in our absence pulled the water tank from the 
roof. We also had quite a lot of trouble with local baboons 
pulling out thatch and later raiding the camp for food. 
One of my early memories is of the baboons being a 
menace around the camp, leading Dad to use his rifle and 
shoot a branch out from under the big male sentry whose 
job it was to warn the others of any impending predators. 
That sorted them out for a while!

In 1968, we erected a windmill tower at the site where 
the bridge now crosses the river. This was transported in 
pieces from Natal and reconstructed on site, complete 
with a platform on top enclosed with reeds. It became a 
great place where we spent a lot of time and saw plenty 
of game drinking at the big pool in the river. The view 
from the top looked straight up the “Big Creek” and many 
people spent a night up there in the hopes of seeing lions 
or leopard.

And so it was that the camp evolved and in later years, my 
parents, Aubrey and Mary, used to spend 5 to 6 months 
a year enjoying this beautiful place with friends and family 
as frequent visitors. The climate there was beneficial to 
my dad who suffered from emphysema. Mom enjoyed 
gardening and was responsible for planting aloes, trees 
and impala lilies in the garden. She celebrated her 80th 
birthday there in 1990 in the company of family and 
friends. Dad died in 1991 and Mom in 1995. Ownership 
of the farm passed on to me and my husband, Jack, and 
I continued to enjoy The Bend at every opportunity with 
many wonderful, happy visits from friends and family 
too. We continued for two years and after much soul-
searching and heartache I decided for various reasons to 
sell the farm. This was not an easy decision, as you can 
imagine. Some 60 years of family history was invested 
there! 

I sold the farm to George Huysamer (Camp George), 
who owned the neighbouring property. As part of the 
deal, I had 10-year usage of the camp and farm. This 
arrangement worked very well, and upon his death, the 
arrangement continued with his son, Deon, until 2007 
when we moved out. We had by that time built a house in 
Raptor’s View, Hoedspruit, where we retired very happily.

The camp has been upgraded beautifully, while keeping 
its original character, and it was commercialised under its 
new name, Angela’s Safari Camp. What an honour for me 
to be given that title. We continued to visit with groups of 
friends during the time I still was living in Hoedspruit and 
it was a place of many fantastic, happy times and great 
friendship. My husband passed away in 2012 and I sold 
my house and relocated to Hillcrest, Natal, where I still 
live.

I carry with me the most amazing memories from my 
years in Klaserie, it was a place of great happiness, 
pleasure and friendship. I hope that all who visit there can 
enjoy the beauty and serenity that we were blessed with 
for so many years. It was, and is, a very special place.

“ The view from the top looked straight 
up the 'Big Creek' and many people 

spent a night up there in the hopes of 
seeing lions or leopard.” 

The windmill tower at the crossing, where the 
bridge now stands.

River in full flow after good rains upstream.

MEMORABLE MOMENTS
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Filled with joy and excitement, the team was up early 
on the morning of our staff party in August, getting 
everything ready to celebrate the 50th anniversary 
of the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve (KPNR). 

Organised by management staff and under the leadership 
of warden, Colin Rowles, this special occasion was to 
celebrate and show appreciation for all Klaserie staff 
members and their families. 

Guided by Hennie and Retha Jacobs, teams set about 
decorating the workshop, setting tables, lighting fires 
for an amazing braai, spicing the meat, preparing the 
pap, and getting the music lined up for the day’s events. 
Enthusiasm and a sense of pride was the order of the day 
as every element fell into place and transformed the party 
venue.

Back at HQ, the kitchen was filled with cheerful chatter 
and busy bodies as Janice Rowles, myself, and a team of 
ladies were preparing scrumptious butternut, creamed 
spinach and salads to add to the feast. All the good eating 
was rounded off with a variety of delicious cakes, and the 
entertainment was vibrational with music and traditional 

dancing. A festive atmosphere filled the air, and everyone 
joined in the rhythmic song and dance. 

The special day dawned with joyful spirit and ended 
with the calls of hyena and other nocturnal animals that 
constantly fill the Klaserie nights with a special rhythm 
and song of its own. Warden Rowles made mention of 
those who had the foresight to establish the reserve 
but was clear that the reserve’s success was also greatly 
dependent on today’s staff. In his speech, he said: “We are 
grateful for the fact that their foresight has provided us 
with a place of employment and a paradise within which 
we can raise our children. It goes without saying, however, 
that this reserve as we see it today – a premier reserve, 
a leader in conservation, and the envy of others like it 
– would not have developed to its current status had it 
not been for all of you dedicated staff members. Some 
of you joined the reserve decades ago and have evolved 
alongside the reserve. Together, we’ve experienced floods 
and droughts, we’ve fought raging veld fires and faced 
many challenges, all of which we’ve jointly overcome. On 
behalf of the Executive Committee, I extend a sincere 

What a privilege to be waking up every morning to the sounds and smells of Mother Nature; 
experiencing her natural cycles and life in abundance and working with the special team that is 

keeping our little piece of heaven well looked after and following her natural rhythm. We recently 
celebrated the hard work of this team at a joyous occasion at Klaserie HQ.

word of thanks to you all for your commitment, as we 
celebrate this 50th anniversary of the Klaserie.”

We would like to thank all members, our warden, and 
reserve management who made such a memorable 
event possible and allowed us all the opportunity to 
be part of the team and the heartbeat of the KPNR.

Celebrating the 
heartbeat of the Klaserie

“We would like to take a moment to thank the warden, 
Colin Rowles, and the management team for the 
beautiful 50th anniversary party. This large-scale, 
festive event is something we and our families look 
forward to, year after year. This year, a delicious 
catered meal was prepared, drinks and refreshments 
were provided, and live, traditional music was brought 
in, which made singing and dancing together extra 
special. Thank you so much for continuing this 
beautiful party tradition in our reserve! We greatly 
appreciate your generosity and kindness. As long as 
we have to spend time with a boss like you, we don’t 
even mind if 9 to 5 become 9 to 9! We thank you for 
making our work enjoyable.”

 A STAFF PARTY TO MATCH THE GOLD STATUS OF THIS 50-YEAR-OLD RESERVE 
Words Marian Viljoen | Photos Rebecca Rowles

A word of thanks by Culture Maritsi 
on behalf of the KPNR rangers:

What a privilege to be waking up every morning to the sounds and smells of Mother Nature; 
experiencing her natural cycles and life in abundance and working with the special team that is 

keeping our little piece of heaven well looked after and following her natural rhythm. We recently 
celebrated the hard work of this team at a joyous occasion at Klaserie HQ.

MEMORABLE MOMENTS
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We assembled at the helipad 
in the early, crisp light of 
dawn, exchanged greetings 
and watched as the last 

traces of night faded and made way for the 
rising sun in the east. 

The team gathered closely to discuss the 
census and expectations of the next few 
days as the pilot climbed the side of the 
helicopter, opened the inspection hatches 
which surround the turbine and gearbox, 
and performed his pre-flight inspections 
and checks. Gloves were pulled onto cold 
hands and warm jackets and overalls were 
zipped up, seat belts and shoulder straps 
were clipped into place, communications 
headsets were donned, and microphones 
adjusted. 

The escalating, high-pitched whine from 
the turbine was terminated by a muffled 
boom as jet fuel ignited and the main 
rotor began to move in a wide arc above 
us. Gaining speed, the large rotors began 
to displace the cold, spring air with loud, 
slapping, thumping sounds. A voice 
crackled through the headsets as the 
pilot confirmed that we were ready and 
strapped in.

The late dry season provides ideal 
conditions with which to count free 
ranging, wild animals from the air. The 
deciduous trees have dropped their 
leaves earlier in the season and generally 
cover is sparse with little vegetation to 
obscure animals from view. Water points 
are abundant with game, particularly 
towards mid-morning when large herds 
routinely trek to and from these points of 
congregation. 

±
0 3 6 9 121,5

Kilometers

Klaserie Private Nature Reserve.
Aerial census 2019.
Mamal distribution.

This year, the annual audit was conducted in mid-September. During the 
four days of flying, in the region of 2,000 litres of paraffin was reduced 
to exhaust gas through the turbine engine of the Bell Jet Ranger 206B 
helicopter. In approximately 22 hours of flying time, 2,057 individual 
observations were logged on the onboard computer. The longest single 
east/west swathe flown across the reserve at its widest point is 27km-
long, and takes 30 minutes to complete, including turning time to count 
animals.

These observation records cover the full 
spectrum of animal species, from the 
smallest Sharpe’s grysbok to the largest 
elephant and everything in between. The 
records are not limited to the animals, 
and various important bird species are 
also recorded, such as Ground Hornbills 
and Saddle-billed Storks. Active raptor 
and vulture nests were also logged, and 
where endangered or vulnerable species 
nests were seen – such as the Lappet-
faced and White-headed Vulture – these 
were provided with an additional specific 
description. Alien plants also formed part 
of the recorded information; prickly pear 
infestations being very green in a generally 
dry landscape are easily observed from 
above.

Large predators, due to their daytime 
habits, are not easily seen from the 
helicopter as most of their day is spent 
lying in dense shade. However, during 
this year’s census, seven leopards were 
recorded, and three observations of lions 
were made. Other interesting observations 
were of honey badgers, usually in the 
early morning as they retreat to holes and 
crevices where they seek refuge from the 

AERIAL CENSUS
delivers expected results
Words and photos Colin Rowles

hot sun after a night of foraging. A large African rock python was seen 
basking in the reed bed along the Olifants River. 

After four long days of flying, the census was concluded. The results 
were in line with expectations and these will be added to the extremely 
valuable long-term data set of the reserve’s animal population trends. 
The methodology applied during the census is consistent with the past 
20 years. It is extremely important to ensure that the annual census 
technique that is applied is consistent with previous years, as this ensures 
that the results are comparable and accurate population trends are 
established. 

CONSERVATION CONSERVATIONKLASERIE CHRONICLE | ISSUE 49
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The 2019 predator census 
commenced on 30 July and 
concluded on the night of 9 August. 
Eleven consecutive nights were 

spent at 11 different locations to ensure 
an even representation of all habitat types 
throughout the Klaserie Private Nature 
Reserve and reduce the possibility of 
recounting the same animals – particularly 
hyena which are hard to identify individually. 
That being said, it’s impossible to cover the 
entire reserve, and during this census, there 
were known lion prides and coalitions which 
did not come to a call site that is known to be 
part of their territory. 

The approximate locations of the call sites 
are decided on by using a map of the 
reserve, while the actual location is decided 
only upon arrival in the target area. Elevation, 
wind direction, visibility, availability of 
nearby water, and a suitable tree in which 
to hang bait are all factors one takes into 
consideration. The first call site was in the 
southeast of the reserve and from there, we 
worked in an anti-clockwise direction, ending 
in the southwest. 

The focus of the census is on the larger 
predators due to the fact that the smaller 
ones are often kept away from the site by 
hyena and lion. As such, the records of jackal, 
wild dog, and leopard are incidental and not 
a true reflection of the actual populations. 

Weather conditions play a key role in the 
success or lack thereof on any given night. 
Strong winds disperse the call sound 
and bait scent in a very limited direction, 
thereby reducing the target area efficiency 
significantly. Once a site has been identified, 
a basic setup routine unfolds. An impala 
carcass is chained to a large tree and left on 
the ground. A second carcass is winched over 
a branch and hung from the tree. The ground 
bait allows the predators to eat in positions 
which make them easy to photograph, 
while the hanging carcass keeps them from 

COUNTING PREDATORS

devouring all bait within a few minutes. A mesh “gate” is planted on 
either side of the tree, with the bait placed on the vehicle’s side of the 
gates, ensuring the animals are all in plain view when feeding. Two 
vehicles are then positioned approximately 30 metres away from the 
tree. One with the winch cable attached to the bait with the other 
ready to act as the “getaway” vehicle. And no, we certainly weren’t 
planning a bank heist – elephant cows take huge exception to the 
intensely loud call of an animal in distress!

Next up is the audio system. Two large horn speakers and 
an amplifier ensure continuous playback of a recording 
of a buffalo calf in distress. After 11 nights you know each 
and every syllable of the repeat track. These speakers are 
turned every half hour in order to cover the 360-degree 
radius around the site. A quick gas braai and a cold one 
takes care of dinner and at sunset one settles in for 
five hours of audio torment and exhilarating action. All 
predators that respond to the broadcast are recorded. 
Species, age, and sex being the most vital information. 
Lion and leopard are photographed for record purposes. 

Some interesting observations for this year’s census 
include a hungry solo lioness and her sub-adult cub who 
kept at least 15 excited hyena at bay while they were 
making the most of their free meal. Their aggression and 
team work were a sight to behold. On the same night, two 
elephant bulls showed a lot of interest in the commotion, 
coming to within 20 metres of the site.

On Fife, we had two leopard feeding simultaneously. A 
male in the tree and a female feeding on the ground bait. 
A wary and aggressive lioness came in and chased off the 
leopard and onlooking hyena. She was not too enthused 
by the sight of the two of us watching her feed with many 
tail flicks and growls aimed in our direction. As we were 
packing up, three male lions wandered onto the scene to 
finish the scraps.

In the far west of the reserve, it was rewarding to observe 
a pride of lion that has obviously had very little contact 
with humans and vehicles. They were still “wild lions” and 
were pretty wary of us. After this particular pride had 
settled a bit, the largest male we recorded during the 
census came in and asserted himself immediately, and 

not without some violence! Once the pecking order had 
been established, he settled down to eat. He insisted 
on feeding off the tree bait and at one stage was almost 
hanging off the bait by pulling it down with both forelegs 
in order to feed comfortably. When he had eaten his fill 
and let go of the remains of the carcass, the Land Cruiser 
rocked back into a level position. We hadn’t realised that 
he had slowly created a significant lean in the Cruiser’s 
suspension via the winch cable. A good reminder of the 
brute strength these animals possess. The last night of 
the census saw a standoff between five hyena and a pack 
of 13 wild dogs. 

Always the most exciting and nerve-wracking event of any 
given night was clean-up and pack-away time. Typically, 
the lions that had eaten their fill were not too keen on 
leaving, which made disembarking from the vehicles an 
interesting prospect. We had numerous instances where 
one of us had to stand guard while the other tried to 
undo chains, collect gates, retrieve winch cables and load 
the vehicle from behind a car door or off the roof of a 
Cruiser. Our most popularly used phrase at this time of 
night was typically: “Klim in, hier kom die #$%^%%$#% 
ding!”

Words Sean Fairhead and Riaan Kruger

“ All predators that 
respond to the broadcast 
are recorded. Species, age, 

and sex being the most 
vital information.” 

© Gemma Thomas

© Sean Fairhead

© Sean Fairhead

CENSUS SUMMARY

Lion 49

Hyaena 96

Leopard 3

Wild dog 15

Black-backed jackal 3

Side-striped jackal 2

CONSERVATIONKLASERIE CHRONICLE | ISSUE 49
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“Africa is not a country, but it is a continent 
like none other. It has that which is 
elegantly vast or awfully little.” – Douglas 
Wilder

Training pilots to fly from various African countries and 
ferrying aircraft all over the continent to some really wild 
and remote destinations has given me the privilege and 
opportunity to see some of Africa’s most pristine and 
amazing wilderness landscapes from the air. 

Earlier this year, I completed a flight training programme 
for Dines Kabota, a senior ranger and law-enforcement 
officer from the Vwaza Marsh Wildlife Reserve in 
northern Malawi, which recently took ownership of a new 
Savannah light sports aircraft donated by Peace Parks 
Foundation. Having flown for conservation projects in 
Malawi previously, I had flown extensively in the southern 
and central areas but never the the northern regions, so 
when the opportunity came up to ferry the aircraft from 
Hoedspruit to Vwaza, I jumped at it. 

 Eyes over Malawi’s  
Secret Paradise

Bruce McDonald flies aircraft from Hoedspruit to Vwaza Marsh Wildlife  
Reserve to aid anti-poaching efforts

Words and photos Bruce McDonald

CONSERVATION CONSERVATION
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From Hoedspruit to Vwasa

I took off from Hoedspruit in the 
early hours with perfect weather 
conditions, routing to Polokwane 
International Airport to clear customs 
and immigration out of South Africa 
and then onwards to Buffalo Range 
Airport near Chiredzi, Zimbabwe, 
for a night-stop. The following day, 
the route would take me to Chileka 
Airport in Blantyre, overflying 
Cahora Bassa and Tete Province 
in Mozambique. This area is vast 
and wild and untouched with very 
little sign of human habitation from 
above. One can fly for hours on end 
without noticing any form of human 
settlement. After spending a night in 
Blantyre, I continued northbound to 
Lilongwe and then onwards to Vwaza 
Marsh Wildlife Reserve.

Prior to training Kabota, I had never 
heard of Vwaza, and presumed it 
to be another National Park similar 
to the rest of Malawi’s Parks which 
I have had the pleasure of flying in 

over recent years. How wrong I was. 
Vwaza has got to be one of Malawi’s 
best kept secrets, an untamed 
paradise, largely untouched by time 
and humanity. To me, this remains 
one of the last true wilderness areas 
in Malawi. 

By “wilderness”, I mean places 
untouched by modern society, 
capable of completely taking you 
away, bringing you to tears and 
making you feel spiritual. This delicate 
ecosystem needs to be preserved 
without losing its unique wilderness 
value. I firmly believe that in the next 
two decades we as humans will lose 
our last true wilderness areas if we 
do not focus on preserving them.

Aircraft for conservation

The newly acquired Savannah aircraft 
will play an essential role in Vwaza 
monitoring wildlife‚ identifying and 
responding to threats‚ and ensuring 
that the park’s anti-poaching 
unit is better equipped when it 

comes to combating increasingly 
sophisticated gangs of poachers. 
Aircraft have become irreplaceable 
assets‚ enabling quick response and 
support to poaching incidents. They 
are vital for combating poaching on 
many levels: improving monitoring‚ 
identifying high-risk areas‚ patrolling 
remote areas otherwise inaccessible‚ 
as well as enhancing rapid detection 
and response capabilities as 
poaching trends shift. Not only will 
the aircraft play an important role in 
counter-poaching operations but also 
other law-enforcement capabilities 
such as detecting illegal fishing/
netting on Lake Kazuni, harvesting 
of wood and illegal encroachment of 
agriculture in the reserve.

The threat to Vwaza’s wildlife 
is increasing every day. The 
introduction of cost effective aerial 
patrols will allow large areas to be 
covered for monitoring, routine 
patrols, information gathering, 
research, and possibly reaction. 

The aircraft will hopefully act as 
a deterrent and effective tool to 
combat future poaching activities 
in the reserve as well as detecting 
problem elephants before they break 
out into neighbouring communities.

The Savannah’s capability to fly safely 
at slow speeds makes it the perfect 
platform for counter-poaching 
operations. Aerial surveillance in 
Vwaza is needed now more than 
ever in an effort to curb ivory 
poaching, bush-meat poaching, 
identifying poacher hideouts and to 
mitigate human-wildlife conflict and 
tackle broader threats to wildlife 
and habitats as a whole. It’s a vital 
tool to support ground teams 
and field rangers in preventing 
illegal activities and apprehending 
offenders.

Vwaza: a crucial ecosystem at risk

The reserve lies on the watershed 
between Lake Malawi and the 
Luangwa valley. It’s located on 

the Central African Plateau and 
covers an area of almost 1,000 
square kilometres with a poor and 
inadequate road infrastructure. 
The sheer size of Vwaza poses a 
great difficulty in understanding the 
scale of the problem on the ground. 
Despite continuous anti-poaching 
foot patrols, which help gather vital 
data, the reserve is not covered in its 
entirety.

Aerial support and data collection 
have become critical to wildlife 
monitoring, ranger deployment, and 
to counter poaching operations. 
Based on the Southern African 
Wildlife College’s air-wing model 
– this concept has proved to be 
extremely effective in conservation 
management and counter-poaching 
techniques; policies and procedures 
will be adapted to suit Vwaza’s 
specific needs.

Along with the Nyika and North 
Luangwa National Parks and other 

game management areas in Zambia, 
Vwaza forms part of the Nyika−North 
Luangwa Transfrontier Conservation 
Area and is a site of high conservation 
value. It is bounded by subsistence 
farmers to the south and east. While 
the majority of the area is relatively 
flat, there are small rocky outcrops 
on the eastern side of the reserve. 
Water from the Nyika National Park 
flows into the north-eastern section 
to create the Vwaza Marsh, and the 
life-giving Luwewe River runs north−
south through the whole reserve.  
The southern border is marked by 
the South Rukuru River which flows 
into Lake Kazuni, an area that, in 
the dry season, transforms into a 
floodplain habitat. In the dry season, 
most wildlife congregate around 
these southern water sources. 

A hub of unique wildlife 
biodiversity

It is home to a number of rare and 
endangered mammal species such 
as puku, Lichtenstein’s hartebeest, 
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roan, sable, clawless otters and wild dogs. The reserve 
is important for about 19 bird species based on the 
Important Bird Areas (IBA) criteria for the Zambezian 
biome. The occurrence of Swainson’s Francolin and the 
White-winged Babbling Starling are unique in this region, 
and these two species have been recorded only in Vwaza.

The Transfrontier Conservation Area open to Zambia 
has increased the biodiversity within Vwaza, creating 
an open system with the Luangwa Valley. Zambia has 
seen a substantial increase in poaching of elephant and 
large mammals over recent years which unfortunately 
has filtered through into Vwaza, putting its elephant 
population at risk – the largest elephant population in 
northern Malawi, estimated to be in excess of 300. A 
number of elephant migrate to Zambian protected areas 
during the rainy season but can readily be seen on the 
floodplain of Lake Kazuni in the dry season.

Human-wildlife conflict

Historically, since Vwaza’s inception, the reserve has had 
to face a multitude of challenges with human-wildlife 
conflict. Conflicts which are the product of socio-
economic and political landscapes and are controversial 
because the resources concerned have economic value 
and the species involved are often high profile and 
legally protected. While humans and wildlife have co-
existed for millennia, the frequency of conflicts involving 
problem animals has grown in recent decades in the 
Vwaza area, mainly because of the exponential increase 
in human populations and consequential expansion of 
human activities. Combined with expansion of wildlife 

distributions and a frequent lack of conflict mediation, 
this has become an increasing threat to the reserve.

Elephants pose the greatest risk to the neighbouring 
communities, breaking out of the reserve regularly, 
mainly in the southern area of the park, raiding crops and 
causing destruction in the local villages.

Aiding research and conservation

Regular patrol flights in the Savannah aircraft will not only 
assist the wildlife management of the reserve, but provide 
valuable data to the reserve’s research team, which over 
time will assist managers in making critical decisions. 

Effective conservation management requires a good 
understanding of wildlife population dynamics and 
reliable estimates of population densities. This is 
especially true in many of Malawi’s national parks and 
reserves. To provide accurate estimates of population 
sizes of large animals ranging over extensive areas, aerial 
surveys are often the only practical way to monitor wildlife 
trends. 
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On 17 January 2017, on a very windy morning, I 
did my first reconnaissance flight over Klaserie 
Private Nature Reserve (KPNR) with warden 
Colin Rowles. Little did we know that a few 

years down the line the helicopter would be permanently 
based in the reserve, complete with a stylish hangar 
facility!

Since that time, I have witnessed the desolation and felt 
the desperate frustration and helplessness over the 
devastating crime scenes of numerous poached rhinos. 
Tragically, poaching syndicates have adapted to counter-
poaching methods over the years and sometimes it feels 
like we are attempting to conquer the unconquerable. 
We know that the only way forward is to continuously 
adapt in order to get ahead. 

After putting our heads together, a strategic plan 
was formulated and, as a result, the Hope for Wildlife 
helicopter found its new permanent home in the 
KPNR. With the help and generous contributions from 
landowners and the KPNR itself, the hangar facility was 
constructed, and the helicopter was relocated to the 
reserve mid-August this year. It was a phenomenal team 
effort! 

Dogs flying for 
wildlife

“Having the helicopter based 
in the reserve along with the 

ranger camp and K9 unit, 
we can work with a rapid 
response time in the field. ”

Words Jana Meyer – Hope for Wildlife Helicopter 
Services| Photos Sally Rinsma
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In conjunction with the K9 unit that was established 
at the end of 2017, the helicopter now forms part of 
the multi-faceted approach in support of the security 
team’s endeavours to combat poaching. Having the 
helicopter based in the reserve along with the ranger 
camp and K9 unit, we can work with a rapid response 
time in the field. The helicopter, rangers, handlers and 
their dogs are not only ready for swift deployment 
when needed, but they can be available for training 
on a regular basis. This vital training ensures all 
parties are familiar and comfortable with the standard 
operating procedures of helicopter operations, adding 
even more ease to this multi-faceted approach. It 
is also crucially important from a safety perspective 
and grows an effective team that operates as a tight 
unit. Deploying highly skilled K9 teams on fresh 
tracks as quickly as possible has proven to be one of 
the most effective ways to successfully follow up on 
suspect trails, which is why a quick response time is so 
necessary. Boots and paws on the ground, combined 
with an aerial capability is a winning recipe! 

Having a powerful re-active rapid response team is 
of immense value but having a pro-active capability 
as a deterrent in conjunction with rapid response is 
priceless. Given the generous monthly contributions 
from Maike and Chris Vandereydt of Mafunyane Camp, 
who are sponsoring monthly flying hours, we are able 
to conduct pro-active missions with the helicopter. 
This sponsored time is typically being utilised for patrol 
flights over high risk areas during high risk times with 
volunteer rangers and rangers on board. Ground 
teams are always in position and in communication 
with the helicopter during these flights. By breaching 
the financial limitation, we are able to perform these 
training runs on a regular basis for the first time. We 
are extremely appreciative and excited about the 
opportunities we now have to enhance our counter-
poaching capability.

It is a privilege working with the dedicated people and 
K9s in the KPNR. We have a long road ahead of us, but 
together we are making a difference! 

Thank you to the following people who 
made the construction of the hangar facility 
possible:

• Klaserie Private 
Nature Reserve

• Jamie Whitmore

• Beer Roux

• Gijs Rinsma

• Chris Hanekom

ANTI-POACHING
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After a decade in photography and two 
decades of knowing Africa, I’ve found there’s 
a fundamental stumbling block stopping 
photographers from getting the very best they 

can out of their subjects. Sure, knowing how to use your 
camera, having the best equipment and even going to the 
best wildlife hotspots in the world set you up for getting 
fantastic shots, but if you don’t know anything about your 
subject or your environment, you’re destined to fail.

Learning about your environment and your subjects is 
absolutely vital and quickly separates the professionals 
from the enthusiasts. Okay, so you’re going to Africa to 
photograph wildlife – fantastic! You’ve booked a trip to 
the Greater Kruger because you’ve heard of the Kruger 
before, and you can’t wait to snap those iconic sunsets 
over vast, open plains with tall giraffes and umbrella thorn 
trees; elephants marching under thunderous clouds; 
and thousands of wildebeest crossing crocodile-infested 
rivers… Sounds fantastic, except that’s in Kenya, and at a 
specific time of the year too! Research is fundamental to 
not only better prepare yourself in terms of gear, but also 

in setting your expectations. If you want to experience the 
heat and luscious colours of Africa, then you should avoid 
travelling in the winter season. Don’t fall for the fallacy 
that Africa is hot all year round!

Now, I’m not suggesting you should come to Africa 
knowing everything (part of the joy is learning while you’re 
here, after all) but knowing about migration patterns is 
going to be handy if you’re keen to photograph birds, 
and knowing that November and December are often 
referred to as “baby season” is important if you’re wanting 
to photograph young antelope. The best thing is to enlist 
the knowledge and expertise of a guide – preferably one 
with photographic experience – who can not only get 
you into the best positions for photography but will also 
teach you all the wonders of what you’re seeing. Knowing 
that hippos are more active around dusk will save your 
frustrations of sitting at the side of a river in the midday 
heat or understanding that certain animals are nocturnal 
will inspire you to go out for a game drive after the sun 
has set.

Published wildlife photographer, 
Samuel Cox, is the lead 
photographic guide and project 
manager for the photography 
programme at African Impact. He 
teaches volunteers the value of 
meaningful wildlife photography in 
addition to coaching participants 
through the technological 
capabilities of their cameras. 
Through a series of articles he 
is writing for our publication, 
Sam is sharing some of his top 
photography tips with Klaserie 

Chronicle readers. Our spring 
issue contained an introduction 
to wildlife photography, while this 
article is all about the importance 
of research. Sam’s experience has 
revealed just how much more you 
can achieve through your photos 
if you have realistic expectations 
and understand a little bit 
about where and what you’ll be 
photographing. Get ready to take 
notes and improve your wildlife 
photography game!

Words and photos Samuel Cox

A good guide will look for opportunities and will actively look for new and interesting perspectives and 
positions. In this instance, my guide slowly and carefully positioned us directly underneath a tawny eagle to 
get a different point of view than you’d normally get.

Wildlife photography: 
Research is key

“ Learning about your environment and your subjects is absolutely vital 
and quickly separates the professionals from the enthusiasts.”

PHOTOGRAPHY PHOTOGRAPHY 



KLASERIE CHRONICLE | ISSUE 49 KLASERIE CHRONICLE | ISSUE 49

Summer 2019 Summer 2019028 029

What we have to remember is that we allow nature to 
dictate how we photograph. We can’t enforce our wills 
and wants despite having a mile-long list of dream shots. 
It’s all down to circumstance. The longer you’re in the 
bush, the higher your chances are for great sightings 
and great photography. What we cannot do, under any 
circumstance, is to start affecting or manipulating nature 
for our own needs and wants. We have to remember that 
it’s an absolute privilege to be among these animals, and 
to respect and uphold that is paramount. I’ve personally 
seen photographers, and guides, unethically interact with 
wild animals to get them to look or move in a certain way, 
enabling the photographer to get their shot. In an ideal 
world the animals we see and photograph would never 
even know we were there, but given the noisy diesel Land 
Cruisers we drive, that’s nearly impossible. 

Trails, or walking safaris, offer a more organic and 
immersive experience – but photographically, they are 
not ideal. Personally, photography from a hide is the best 
in terms of experience and ethics. This is where we sit 
quietly in a generally uncomfortable, dark and humid box 
and allow nature to come to us! Through the experience, 
we’re taught patience and become more in-tune and 

aware of what’s around us. However, these hides aren’t as 
popular as the “on the chase” nature of a game drive. Not 
many photographers, nor tourists, have the patience to 
sit in a hide for hours on end in the hopes of something 
turning up.

One of the biggest recommendations I have is to utilise 
a lodge that caters to photographers. While self-driving 
is great, and most lodges offer fantastic experiences, 
nothing compares to being out on safari with a guide 
who knows how to tailor the experience to you based on 
your photographic needs. If a guide has photographic 
knowledge about how lighting works, or what positioning 
is best and what focal ranges you have on your lenses, 
they can make decisions that will only benefit you. There’s 
no point in getting too close to a lion if you have a large 
600mm lens, for example. A photographic guide will know 
to position you between the subject and the sun, so that 
you’ll get the best conditions possible for a great shot. 
This removes lot of the work for the photographer, and it’s 
incredibly reassuring to know that you’re in good hands 
and no matter what you see, you have an expert with you 
to help get you the best shots. 

Having worked with plenty of guides over 
many years, from interns and trainee guides 
to experts with decades of experience, 
the biggest appeal is if the guide knows 
photography and can communicate. Are 
you interested in birds? Are you after 
silhouettes? Do you want close-ups or wide 
angles? Even if you don’t know the answer 
to these questions, they can quickly fire out 
suggestions and ideas when you’re out in the 
field, guaranteeing diversity and the best you 
can get.  

Once again, everything comes back to 
doing your research. All of these options 
are out there and with the right insight and 
expectations, you can get an outstanding 
experience and a new library of beautiful 
photos. Many people rush into an African 
safari without knowing exactly what they’ve 
paid for – but if you want to take wildlife 
photography seriously, the work begins long 
before you step onto a game viewer.

And sometimes everything comes down to pure luck. Hyenas are extremely private when it comes to giving birth, 
but I was beyond lucky when this one female decided to do so right alongside our vehicle, out in the open and 
during the middle of the day. The trick is in being prepared at all times, so as to never miss a moment.

Learning interesting things about your subjects, especially common species such as impalas, will help you 
photograph them differently to stand out. Once I learnt impalas have three lips I wanted to get a detailed close-
up to show off this fact to others.

Hippos are more active when the sun is gone, so dawn and dusk is a great time to be around rivers and large 
dams.

PHOTOGRAPHY 
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WC: In 1979 during the school 
holidays, my father gave me a 
picture of a buffalo to draw to 
settle my boredom, and he drew 
a grid on the picture as guidance. 
I went home and plotted the 
buffalo on a piece of paper, took a 
set of graphite pencils and drew. 
My father got home that evening, 
asked to see my picture and told 
me I had better never say I was 
bored ever again! I then drew 
every day during the holidays, 
and didn’t stop there, choosing 
subjects from animals, to birds, to 
sports heroes and more.

Warren Cary, an indigenous Johannesburger, 
moved to Hoedspruit in 2011 to pursue a 
full-time career as a wildlife artist – something 
that had, until then, been a passion-fuelled, 

and self-taught hobby. Abandoning the rat race for a quieter 
life, closer to nature and surrounded by the wildlife he 
loves, Warren nurtured his exceptional talent, specialising in 
graphite and pastel, and is now a celebrated South African 
artist. 

We took the opportunity to chat to the man himself to find 
out what makes him tick, delving into his life as an artist, 
and discovering where he finds his inspiration. His works 
of art are nothing less than masterful. Each piece is a life-
like representation of favourite bushveld characters, and 
Warren’s interpretations show deep study and understanding 
of his subjects. With expertise that is rooted in passion, 
Warren can more than likely be found beating about the 
bush photographing and observing wildlife when he isn’t 
seated at his drawing board. In this Q&A, we got to know a bit 
about South Africa’s Faber-Castel ambassador. Take it away, 
Warren!

Q: DID YOU STUDY ART?

Q: WHEN DID YOU FIRST 
DISCOVER YOU HAD AN 
INTEREST IN ART?

Q: HAS ART ALWAYS BEEN 
YOUR CAREER OR DID IT START 
AS A HOBBY?

Q: DO YOU SPECIALISE IN A 
SPECIFIC FORM OR STYLE OF 
ART?

Q: HAVE YOU ALWAYS 
CREATED ART INSPIRED BY 
WILDLIFE? IF NOT, WHAT 
OTHER SUBJECTS HAVE YOU 
USED?

Q: DO YOU WORK FROM REAL 
LIFE OR DO YOU WORK FROM 
PHOTOGRAPHS?

Q: DO YOU DABBLE IN 
MEDIUMS OTHER THAN 
PENCIL AND PASTEL?

Q: HOW LONG DOES IT 
TAKE YOU TO PERFECT A 
MASTERPIECE FROM START TO 
FINISH?

WC: I  selected art as a subject 
at school, but I am a self-taught 
artist.

WC: Art started off as a hobby 
while I pursued a career in the 
litho printing industry.

WC: Yes. I specialise in realism, 
and more specifically, in wildlife, 
using graphite pencils and colour 
pastels.

WC: My art has always been 
inspired by my passion for wildlife.

WC: I work from photographs. 
Mainly from my own photographic 
work, but otherwise from some 
reference work by other wildlife 
photographers and field guides.

WC: Timing depends on subject 
and size. Some works can take 
over 100 hours to complete. I do 
prefer to work on a few pieces at 
the same time, which keeps the 
creativity going and allows me 
not to get stuck at any point.

Q:  WHAT ANIMAL DO YOU 
GET THE MOST JOY OUT OF 
DRAWING, IF YOU HAD TO 
CHOOSE, AND WHY?

WC: Three of my favourite 
subjects to draw are leopards, 
African wild dogs, and hyenas. I 
am fascinated by the predators of 
the bush! Capturing their unique 
colouring, textures, interesting 
expressions and poses is what I 
really enjoy. 

WC: I previously worked with 
oils, acrylics, water colours and 
air brushing; however, pastels 
and graphite became my 
preferred medium, because of 
the ability to achieve excellent 
detail, and the quality of the 
medium, which allows for a 
natural technique that works 
well with my subject choice.

Inspired by 
the wild
Warren Cary: When passion redefines a career
Words Chloë Cooper | Photos Warren Cary
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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.

Q: IS THERE AN 
AWARD, ACCOLADE, OR 
COLLABORATION THAT HAS 
BEEN A HIGHLIGHT IN YOUR 
CAREER?

Q: WHAT ARTISTS/CREATIVE 
PERSONALITIES INSPIRE OR 
INFLUENCE YOU?

Q: DOES THE CREATIVELY GIFTED 
GENE RUN IN YOUR FAMILY?

Q:  DO YOU TEACH ART CLASSES? 
IF SO, TELL US WHERE OR HOW 
WE CAN ATTEND?

WC: I was the category winner 
for Animal Behaviour in the 2016 
David Shepherd Wildlife Artist 
of the Year Awards. The artwork 
was a graphite pencil drawing of 
a lioness titled “Game Face On” 
and it was described as “having an 
individual style of precision, power 
and eloquence.”

WC: David Shepherd, Paul 
Bosman and Paul Augustinus are 
three of my main art inspirations. 
They capture wildlife in its most 
realistic form. Luther Vandross 
and George Benson are musical 
inspirations

WC: Most certainly. My father and 
uncles are all creative in their own 
ways, and my son is a budding 
wildlife photographer.

Q: IS THERE ANYWHERE IN 
AFRICA THAT YOU DREAM 
OF TRAVELLING TO, SOLELY 
TO DRAW ITS ANIMAL 
INHABITANTS?

WC: The great migration in 
Tanzania and Kenya is at the 
top of my bucket list. I would 
love to capture the movement, 
the colour and moments of 
predatory behaviour along the 
Mara River.

Q:  DO YOU SELL PRINTS OF 
YOUR WORKS?

WC:  I don’t sell prints because I 
believe that each piece is unique 
and there should only be one of 
a kind.

WC: I showcase some of my 
pieces at the Warren Cary 
Wildlife Gallery in Hoedspruit, 
but I also work on a commission 
basis. At any point in time I am 
working with between 10 and 
20 commissions on book. The 
gallery is ideally located for 
visitors to the Greater Kruger, 
who should be sure to pop in 
and see not only my artwork, 
but a selection of works by 
South African artists that I have 
personally chosen to showcase.

WC:  Yes, I teach drawing 
workshops at the Warren Cary 
Wildlife Gallery in Hoedspruit, 
which are great for small groups 
of six people who are looking to 
be coached and guided through 
pencil and pastel techniques. 
It’s wonderful to see how 
students progress each week 
as their projects get bigger and 
more challenging. Some of my 
past students’ artwork is also 
showcased in my gallery.  
I also offer workshops on safari, 
whereby I can accompany guests 
on game drives and provide 
guidance in observing the many 
elements of the bush through an 
artistic eye, and then we follow 
with a workshop back at the 
lodge.

Q: WHERE CAN WE GET A 
WARREN CARY ORIGINAL?

Q: ARE THERE ANY STAND-OUT 
WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES THAT 
HAVE STUCK WITH YOU?

WC: One of the most impactful 
encounters I had was in the 
Klaserie Private Nature Reserve 
in 2012 when I had an incredible 
sighting of 14 wild dog puppies 
coming out of their den. Today 
they are still one of my favourite 
subjects.

Q: WHERE DO YOU GO FOR 
INSPIRATION?

WC: My “muse” is the African 
bush. I visit the Kruger National 
Park and many private game 
reserves to get inspiration 
and my studio is at home 
on a wildlife estate, so I am 
surrounded by daily inspiration. 
I visit as many wildlife parks as 
possible including the Okavango 
Delta and Zimbabwe.

INCREDIBLE PEOPLE
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Peter Lawson is a long-time contributor of the 
Klaserie Chronicle and regularly supplies us with 
interesting, fact-based articles about some of the 
Lowveld’s smaller, less celebrated mammals and 

birds. Writing for our quarterly publication is just one of 
Peter’s literary outlets, yet his consistent contributions, 
keen interest, and kind words of support make him a 
prominent part of the magazine. This quarter’s issue is 
no different; we are thrilled to have two articles from this 
local wildlife specialist contained within these pages and 
hope to continue publishing his stories for years to come. 

Many of our readers may know Peter personally or know 
of his extensive interest, work, and achievements within 
the world of birds in southern Africa. He has spent over 
60 years keenly spotting, observing, and photographing 
birds in their natural habitat, which has led to a number of 
accolades and honorary gains within the field. 

We’ve read the articles, so it’s about time we met the man 
behind them! Read on for an insight into the career of our 
esteemed wildlife columnist.

In a nutshell

A founding member of Birdlife Lowveld, an author, and 
an enthusiastic participant in the second Southern 
African Bird Atlas Project (SABAP2), Peter Lawson is an 
avian authority. Thirty years ago, he founded Lawson’s 
Birding and Custom Safaris, which at the time was 
one of the first tour operations of its kind and today is 
still thriving in the capable hands of Peter’s daughter, 
Mavourneen. Since 2002, Peter has been the editor of 
Birdlife Lowveld’s newsletter, The Hornbill, and has been 
awarded BirdLife South Africa’s coveted Owl Award 
twice in acknowledgement of his contribution to bird 
conservation.

Bird awards

• BirdLife South Africa: Two-time Owl Award recipient

• Birding Big Day 1988: Highest number of species 
recorded on Birding Big Day of 1988

• BirdLife Lowveld: Honorary Life Membership, 
awarded in 1996

• Field Guides Association of Southern Africa (FGASA): 
Honorary SKS Birding (National)

• SABAP2: Atlasing Milestone Award for contributing 
over 1,000 cards to SABAP2

Tour guiding

“Most of my working life was dedicated to the corporate 
world, and all bird activities were part-time. I had long 

shown a passion 
and ability to 
share the bird 
and wildlife 
knowledge 
with others, and 
thus worked as a 
freelance bird and 
wildlife guide for a  
number of tour operators 
for about three years. 
Then, in early 1990 I left 
the corporate world and started Lawson’s Tours, 
specialising in bird-watching tours throughout 
southern Africa. We were based in Nelspruit, and still 
are to this day. During the Apartheid era, it was not easy 
convincing overseas tour groups to visit South Africa, but 
we persevered and saw out the hard times to become a 
thriving operator, used by many of the larger birding and 
natural history tour operators on a regular basis.  
I retired in late 2010 but Lawson’s is still thriving under 
the capable leadership of my daughter.”

Lectures and writing

“I have given talks on various bird topics in different areas 
of South Africa, England and the United States, and I have 
published write-ups on conservation studies to contribute 
towards Environmental Impact Assessments, to account 
of the Birds of Nelspruit, and as a contributor to a 
number of publications on birds.”

Highlights of birding career

“A big highlight in my birding career was being chosen to 
lead a project registered by SANParks Scientific Services 
in conjunction with Cape Town University. ‘Turning Kruger 
Green’ was a three-year project that ran from 2014 to the 
end of 2016, whereby we listed birds according to the 
SABAP2 protocol for the entire Greater Kruger National 
Park, plus an area outside of Kruger National Park. My 
greatest achievement was completing the project 100% in 
the registered time.”

Retirement

“Since my retirement in 2010 I have spent much of my 
time involved in birding activities, such as committee 
work for BirdLife Lowveld, editing The Hornbill newsletter, 
giving talks on birds, writing magazine articles on bird and 
wildlife topics, leading club bird walks, vetting records 
submitted to SABAP2 and conducting field work collecting 
bird data for SABAP2.”

GETTING TO KNOW  
PETER LAWSON

LOWVELD BIRDING AUTHORITY & RESIDENT WRITER FOR THE 
KLASERIE CHRONICLE

Words Chloë Cooper
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A nice mammal to add to your list 
for Klaserie Private Nature Reserve 
(KPNR), you can find the Cape 
clawless otter Aonyx capensis in the 

Klaserie River and in other water bodies, as 
they move around extensively to water that 
has plenty of available food, plus vegetation 
or rocks along the shoreline. They prefer 
running water to still water, but you will find 
them in dams on occasions. They are more 
at home in the water than on land, although 
they do at times come ashore. 

These otters require clean water. Pollution 
of rivers is a big threat to them and the main 
reason for their decline. Other conservation 
issues are the clearing of river vegetation 
outside protected areas. It is unusual for 
them to be preyed on by predators, but it 
does happen on occasions. Warden Colin 
Rowles has found an otter attacked and 
killed by lions at least once.

The best time to find otters is in the early 
morning or late afternoon. Watch for a small 
rounded head above the water as they move 
about in search of a meal. Sometimes the 
neck can also be seen, and you will note that 
they have a white throat. Sometimes they 
are alone but they usually move in pairs, or 
in small family parties. They can then be very 

playful and are fun to watch as they dive 
and roll about, sometimes holding a stick or 
stone in their clawless hands. Food is also 
held in the hands and not the mouth and 
often prey will be eaten whilst the otter is on 
its back in the water, holding the food in its 
clawless hands.

Food consists of fish, crabs, frogs, freshwater 
mussels, water snails and aquatic insects 
such as dragonfly larvae. When needs be 
they will also kill and eat terrapins, water 
monitors and aquatic birds and small 
rodents. They seldom catch prey out of the 
water, but this does happen on occasions. 
Large fish are generally eaten on the shore 
but most food is consumed in the water. 
The hind feet are webbed and the broad tail 
assists swimming and direction. They have 
long whiskers which are sensitive and assist 
in detecting vibrations from moving prey 
under the water. Crabs and mussels are 
crushed with strong jaws and well-developed 
crushing molars. They are swallowed shell 
and all. Their dung is deposited close to the 
shore and contains fragments of shell, fish 
bones and scales. Should you come across 
whole crab shells they belong to water 
mongoose and not otters.

Playful
swimmers

Young are born at the end of the dry season in burrows 
on river banks that have been dug by the otters. The 
entrance to the lair may be under the water. Litters of two 
or three are born and are weaned at about eight weeks. 
Dad has nothing to do with them or with mom during this 
time and does not assist in teaching them to find food 
once they are weaned. 

Cape Clawless Otter

“They can then be very playful 
and are fun to watch as they dive 
and roll about, sometimes holding 

a stick or stone in their clawless 
hands.”

Words Peter Lawson

© Leon Marais
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The Yellow-billed Stork Mycteria ibis is a large stork 
with long pink legs and a long, sharply pointed 
yellow bill. This is a diagnostic feature and is 
topped by a bare-skin red face. The body is mainly 

white, but it has a black tail and a black edge to the wings. 
In flight they can be distinguished from White Storks by 
the black tail. When soaring, the outer wings also do not 
spread but are bent backwards, while White Storks spread 
their wings when soaring. The black tail will not be seen if 
the birds are directly above you and thus the wing pattern 
is a better diagnostic feature.

You can see them in the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve 
(KPNR) on dams and at the Klaserie and Olifants Rivers, 
but they are nomadic and move about according to 
availability of water levels and food. They are not common 
and are classed as Endangered according to the Red Data 
list of birds. The total population size is only between 150 
and 350 mature individuals in South Africa and there is 
just one breeding colony in the country, with a maximum 

of 25 breeding pairs. This is at Nsumo Pan in Mkuze Game 
Reserve in KwaZulu-Natal. Previously they also bred at 
Pongolapoort Dam but the colony deserted when trees 
were felled. 

Food consists mainly of fish but also frogs, water insects 
and crabs. The down-curved bill is packed with tactile 
receptors to detect prey underwater. They forage for 
their food by wading in shallow water with the long 
bill submerged and partly open, ready to snap shut 
whenever prey is encountered. Watch them doing this 
and you will also see that they either raise a wing or stir a 
foot to disturb or attract potential prey. These birds are 
fascinating to see but they are mute, and the only sound 
made is beak clatter when breeding. Of particular interest 
is the so-called ‘anxiety stretch’, the attitude adopted 
when one bird in a group becomes mildly alarmed. The 
bird freezes in an upright, tight-feathered posture with 
the bill held straight down as it stares at the source of 
concern. Neighbouring birds immediately take note and 

freeze in sympathy, so that a wave of stillness quickly 
spreads through the otherwise garrulous throng.

You will encounter most Yellow-billed Storks during the 
summer as they are nomadic, but they are not migrants. 
Both male and female birds contribute towards nest-
building and complete their large stick platform nest 
within a week, at the top of a tall tree. They breed in mixed 
colonies with herons, cormorants and other stork species. 
A few birds remain behind without breeding, so you can 
still see them during winter in the KPNR. Breeding birds 
are tinged pink and some can be seen pinkish in our area 
shortly after the breeding season.

You will note that the scientific species name, ibis, states 
that these storks belong to the ibis family and that is 
what was originally believed due to the down-curved 
bill. It was discovered many years ago though that they 
are true storks. The genetic name, Mycteria, is from the 
Greek mucterisos to sneer. Goodness knows why but 
perhaps these birds do look snoopy. They were named by 
Linnaeus in 1766.

This is a good bird to add to your Klaserie list, so look out 
for them in the reserve wherever there is shallow water. 
You will enjoy them for sure.

A SILENT STORK 
Yellow-billed Stork

“ These birds are 
fascinating to 

see but they 
are mute, and 
the only sound 
made is beak 
clatter when 

breeding. ”

Words Peter Lawson | Photos Leon Marais

BIRDINGBIRDING
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The Associated Private Nature Reserve’s (APNR) 
Ground Hornbill Project’s Toyota Hilux has been 
a faithful, old vehicle for nearly 20 years, trudging 
along for roughly 300,000 km on the rough roads 

of the reserves. Researchers came and went, but the 
bakkie was always loyal to the project. The distinguishable 
loud rattles and clunks as it trundled kilometres and 
kilometres through the bush from nest to nest were 
recognised by many in the reserves, including the 
Hornbills! We were never able to sneak up on the birds for 

good photo opportunities and often just caught a glimpse 
of them as they flew off into the horizon.

After spending endless hours driving in the Klaserie, 
Timbavati, Umbabat, and Balule Private Nature Reserves, 
the bakkie’s demise feels significant to the project. Many 
memories were made whenever we had to dig it out of 
a riverbed after the rain and while tending to countless 
punctures. Perhaps previous researchers had their own 
nicknames for it, but we never named the bakkie. We 

Kyle Middleton and Carrie Hickman reminisce as they say goodbye to the Toyota Hilux that served 
the project in the APNR for 20 years.

GOOD BYE OLD FAITHFUL
End of an Era for APNR Ground Hornbill Project

patted it and communicated with it like a good friend 
though. 

In order to carry out our work with Hornbills, we rely on 
a hardy vehicle. The job just cannot be done without 
one. This bakkie was reliable and hardy and simply kept 
going through all the elements of drought and flood. 
Unfortunately, the cost to keep it running started to 
become a constant drain on the project’s funding and 
the time to say goodbye eventually came. We bid farewell 
to our workhorse on 8 October with real sadness in our 
hearts. 

Thankfully, due to the kindness and incredible generosity 
of donors, we are now able to purchase a new vehicle 
that will enable the project to continue. Hopefully, reserve 
members and visitors will soon see us gliding through the 

bush effortlessly in our new bakkie, likely looking less hot 
and bothered thanks to the addition of air conditioning. 
We cannot describe how much of a difference this will 
make to us! The new vehicle has large shoes to fill but we 
are sure it will get the job done without a hitch.

We are excited for what this breeding season will bring 
when we have our wheels back. We will be putting all-
new nests to the test this season, designed and built 
by the Mabula Ground Hornbill Project. We hope the 
birds like them and they withstand the powerful pecks 
that await them. Either way, we will continue our work 
on the species, dedicating our time to researching and 
conserving them as best we possibly can.

“ Researchers came and went, but the bakkie was always loyal to 
the project. ”

Words Carrie Hickman | Photos APNR Ground Hornbill Conservation Project

RESEARCH RESEARCH
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The PanGoPod is an attempt to prototype 
alternative housing that meets people’s basic 
needs, is healthy to live in, and has a relatively 
low impact on the environment. I can easily 

see myself living in one of these eco-homes. Having 
had some experience living in all sorts of field research 
accommodation, the PanGoPod feels like a 5-star hotel! 
We are very excited to roll-up and roll-out PanGoPods 
throughout South Africa (and the rest of Africa) as an 
eco-friendly and affordable housing alternative for field 
researchers, or anyone that could benefit from having an 
awesome off-grid home like this.

PanGo-what?

PanGoPods are off-grid eco-friendly mobile homes. They 
are bigger than a caravan but smaller than a park home. 
This sort of housing is common in the USA, Canada, 
Australia, and New Zealand, where they are called tiny 
homes. We drew inspiration from the African ground 
pangolin Smutsia temminckii, an animal that can roll up 
into a defensive ball, protected by keratin scales. Beyond 
this remarkable defensive ploy, pangolins are also mobile 
and can go just about anywhere. Hence, the go-anywhere 
pangolin pod, or the PanGoPod.

SA’s off-grid tiny home

 Just “roll up and go” in an eco-friendly mobile home designed by the Biodiversity and Development 
Institute in South Africa.

PanGoPod:
Words Megan Loftie-Eaton | Photos The Biodiversity & Development Institute

RESEARCH RESEARCHKLASERIE CHRONICLE | ISSUE 49 KLASERIE CHRONICLE | ISSUE 49
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A PanGoPod is a great solution for folks looking for 
additional accommodation on their property, but want 
to avoid the hassle of obtaining planning permission 
or having a building crew on site. If you are a business 
looking for a mobile site office, laboratory, or retail space, 
a PanGoPod can be designed to meet your needs.

Why are we building them?

The Biodiversity and Development Institute is a non-
profit company designed to foster scientific research 
and community action in biodiversity conservation and 
social development. We believe that to grow our nation 
in a sustainable way, while caring for our people and 
preserving our environment, we need to approach 
housing in new ways. We need to integrate modern 
living into the surrounding environment in ways that are 
sensitive to human well-being, long-term sustainability, 
and ecological resilience. Part of this approach is to 
develop eco-friendly off-grid mobile homes.

We also have a mission to get people out into remote 
places so that they can conduct field research on 
biodiversity, ecology, sociology, and anthropology in 
under-served areas. We see this mission as a perfect 
opportunity for field-testing off-grid housing that can be 
rolled out with confidence to the general public.

How to get one?

All you need to do is contact us at  
director@thebdi.org. We’ll start the process of engaging 
with you about what you need and want from a 
PanGoPod. We have a standard plug-and-play PanGoPod, 
which comes with all the bells and whistles in the box. 
Once you have it on site, it takes about a day to hook 
things up and then you’re off to the races. Alternatively, 
we can customise your order to better suit your needs. 
Just drop us an email to start that process.

How much do they cost?

If this mini mobile-living sounds like a solution for you, 
or if you’d like to know more information about the 
PanGoPod, you can email director@thebdi.org. Interested 
people can get in touch to get a customised quote, but as 
a rough guideline our basic shell, which is clad internally, 
externally, insulated, glazed, wired, and plumbed is  
R 340,000. Our fully loaded option that includes 
everything you would need for a starter home (down to 
the knives and forks) is R 565,000 including the trailer. 

Let’s roll up and go, pangolin-style!

LEOPARD ROCK NATURE RESERVE

Rose White +27 (0)83 305 4798
WEB ID: CHOD-0152

It is the perfect weekend getaway or ideal if you work in Phalaborwa 
or Hoedspruit. Perfect position to enter The Kruger Park. Nestled in 
the peaceful and prestigious Leopard Rock, this beautiful 4 
bedroom home has been meticulously designed to offer the best for 
outdoor bush living.

Olievenfontein Private Game Reserve is a stunning self-catering resort, 
lying 1500 metres above sea level in the breath-taking, malaria-free 
Waterberg Mountains. The 333ha reserve is set in the heart of the 
Waterberg Biosphere, protected by UNESCO, and offers unprecedented 
and spectacular views over the Waterberg District.

VAALWATER

Rose White +27 (0)83 305 4798
WEB ID: CHOD-0083

www.chaseveritt.co.za |  hoedspruit@everitt.co.za |  015 793 1686 |  Hoedspruit

EXCLUSIVE BUSH PROPERTIES FOR SALE

R4,300,000 R11,500,000

PanGoPods can be kept on the trailer or detached and 
‘planted’ on site and removed again. They run off solar 
power, use water from rainwater harvesting tanks, and 
have a water-free composting loo. They have a ground 
floor of roughly 16 square metres and two mezzanine 
lofts, each of just over 4 square metres, for a total area 
of nearly 25 square metres. The lofts can each take two 
single mattresses or one king-size mattress. A separate 
bathroom provides privacy for a shower, the composting 
toilet, a hand basin, wardrobe, and a washing machine. 
The open-plan ground floor contains a fully functional 
kitchen, a sleeper couch, and a dining nook. 

Why go tiny?

For some South Africans, going tiny might be a step down, 
but for millions of people in our country, a PanGoPod 
might be a step up. From any perspective, a PanGoPod 
can offer the following benefits: 

• Reduced environmental footprint

• Freedom of movement

• A safe, secure, and weatherproof shelter

• A healthy, beautiful, and nurturing space

RESEARCH
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A black-and 
white future

Zebra stripes to potentially 
reduce pesticide pollution

The question: “Why does a zebra 
have stripes?” has taunted 
humanity since the dawn of our 
time here on Earth. Amongst the 

fawns, browns and greys of the bush, 
these starkly patterned black-and-white 
equines appear to stand out like a sore 
thumb. Even the San people of the 
Kalahari have their own ancient stories of 
how this anomaly came to pass. Science, it 
seems, might just finally have an answer. 

The theories

There are many theories to answer 
this question. One of the most widely 
accepted of these concerns a special 
type of camouflage better known as the 

‘dazzle’ effect. When surprised, unlike 
other prey species, zebra huddle tightly 
and stampede as a single unit. It is thought 
that this behaviour, coupled with the 
striped pattern on their coats makes it 
almost impossible for a lion to single out 
an individual because a type of ‘motion 
blur’ is created.

Another somewhat debunked theory 
suggests the alternating stripes of black 
and white absorb heat at different rates 
and thus set up micro-currents of air, 
causing a cooling effect across the animal’s 
body. This was tested by scientists using 
variously patterned oil drums filled 
with water, with no statistical benefit 
demonstrated in the results. 

© Em Gatland

© Emily Whiting

Words  Emily Whiting

RESEARCH RESEARCH
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The new science

First put to the scientific world 
in 2012 and reinforced with an 
additional study at the University 
of Bristol this year, the latest 
findings appear to have the final 
word on the matter. The stripes 
are actually there to reduce the 
number of biting flies. Using 
slow-motion cameras, scientists 
filmed the flies as they approached 
zebras and horses respectively. 
It showed that the flies failed to 
slow down on approach to the 
zebra, resulting in a type of ‘crash-
landing’ that prevented them 
from a successful bite, which was 
something not seen on the horses. 

What next?

So, with the conundrum at least partially 
solved (I’m personally inclined to believe 
the ‘dazzle effect’ also has a part to play, 
although that’s yet to be proven), what do 
we do with this newfound knowledge? Japan 
has come up with an interesting answer. 
Japanese scientists recently conducted tests 
on domestic cows and found that those 
painted with harmless black-and-white stripes 
experienced a dramatic reduction in biting 
flies, just as we would now expect. 

“So what?” I hear you cry. Well, the current 
favoured solution to the fly problem is to 
dip cattle in pesticides – toxic chemicals 
that indiscriminately pollute and decimate 
biodiversity. This has health implications for 
both the animal being dipped and us humans 
who end up eating them. Not to mention the 
problem of pesticide resistance currently 
manifesting in our environment. 

Is it possible that by studying our much-loved 
‘disco-donkeys’ we have actually stumbled 
upon a clean, green and potentially cheaper 
method of raising cattle that could have huge 
implications for our us and our environment? 
The future is looking very black-and-white!

“ Japanese scientists 
recently conducted 
tests on domestic 
cows and found 

that those painted 
with harmless 

black-and-white 
stripes experienced a 
dramatic reduction 

in biting flies…”

© Gemma Thomas

© Gemma Thomas

© Gemma Thomas

© Rogan Kerr

RESEARCH RESEARCH

To test their findings, they even 
dressed horses in various plain 
and striped coats and found 
the same results – the horses 
in striped coats experienced 25 
percent less successful ‘landings’ 
by flies, compared to the rest in 
regular coats. It is thought that the 
pattern polarises light in a way that 
confuses the fly. Less landings, 
and less subsequent bites, 
means the animal is less likely to 
contract a deadly disease such as 
Trypanosomiasis carried by the 
Tsetse fly. A definite advantage. 
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When a successful hunt takes place in nature, 
the entire ecosystem benefits. From the 
hunters and scavengers, to the birds and 
even beetles; a vast array of life is drawn in 

by death and each species take what they need from the 
fallen.

Recently at Africa On Foot, three unknown lions managed 
to take down a large giraffe bull close to the camp, 
resulting in many days of sightings at this feeding frenzy. 
Circling vultures are usually a tell-tale sign of a carcass, 
but the guides found it long before the beady-eyed birds 
because of its proximity to the road. It is thought that the 

giraffe may have already been injured, since it would have 
been a difficult task for three lions (two males and one 
female) to take down a bull in his prime. When the carcass 
was found, only a small portion of the stomach had been 
consumed, yet the lions had already clearly over-indulged. 
They were later joined by another three males who also 
gorged themselves on their unearned bounty.

The lions had all they needed: their gargantuan kill, plenty 
of shade and a water source just a stone’s throw away at 
Buffel Dam, yet there was no rest for the pride. As each 
day passed, the clean-up crew came creeping in, growing 
in numbers day by day – from various vultures, ingenious 

jackals and of course the crafty hyena clans gathering to 
claim the scraps. 

The lions would take turns on guard duty, watching over 
the kill at all times, with not even a lone hyena able to 
skulk in unnoticed. By the second day, the vultures had 
caught wind of the carcass and began to congregate in 
the surrounding trees. Thus, began their patient wait. 
Slowly but surely, each part of the colossal carcass was 
consumed by the lions. The surrounding scavengers 
became increasingly restless, spending days on end 
testing the limits of the lions, growing in hunger and in 
numbers. But the pride held them at bay, restricting 
them to the fringes of the feast. 

By the fifth day, all but one of the pride members had 
decided that the now fly-ridden rotten meat was no 
longer worth their time. 

The moment the last lion eventually gave up the 
scrapheap of skin and bones was actually caught on 
camera trap, a rare few seconds in the wild captured as 
the change in power shifted.

It was the hyenas that rushed in first, burying their heads 
into the remains and pulling the carcass into several 
pieces. The vultures, now brazen and bold took little 
notice of the hyenas and swooped in at any opportune 
moment, squawking and squabbling amongst each 
other for what scraps they could find. In the weeks 
following the frenzy, the carcass was spread out into 
the surrounding area with a myriad of species, including 
Starlings, Hornbills and carrion beetles, each taking their 
turn feeding on what they could find.

This transference of energy throughout the natural world 
is an essential part of nature. The death of this giraffe fed 
and fuelled the intricate ecosystem of the Klaserie and 
brought this part of the wilderness to life. 

Feeding Frenzy
 The fall of a giraffe bull 

Words Gemma Thomas | Photos Em Gatland
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On a cool, winter’s evening on the way back to camp, we 
had the enormous privilege of seeing an aardvark in the 
darkness. We had been seeing tracks and signs of this 

aardvark for about a week, but until now had not had any luck in 
sighting the elusive animal. Using a spotlight, we looked around 
for the reflection of nocturnal animals’ eyes, and then, about a 
kilometre from home base at Senalala, I saw movement next to 
the road underneath a guarri bush, and realised it was a female 
aardvark! What made this sighting extraordinary was that when 
we stopped next to it, it kept on foraging. We got to spend some 
quality time with her before she changed her mind about us and 
ran for cover. 

The aardvark’s primary predators are humans, leopards, lions, 
hyenas, and pythons.

They are mostly solitary mammals and only come together to 
mate. Even though they are nocturnal, they sometimes emerge 
during the day to sun themselves. Since their eyesight is limit-
ed, the aardvark is always cautious when leaving its burrow to 
forage for termites. As they prepare to leave, they will stand at the 
entrance, motionless, for several minutes and continue forward 
with numerous powerful leaps until they are certain there are 
no threats nearby. They will then move at a slow trot looking for 
food. 

When aardvarks sleep, they block out the entrance to their 
burrow, leaving only a very small opening at the top, and curl into 
a tight ball. They frequently dig new burrows, and many other 
animals – like warthogs, porcupines, and hyenas – use their old 
burrows as shelters. Females tend to stay in the same area, 
whereas males wander further afield.

They belong to the same group of mammals as the African 
elephant and have no relation to anteaters, despite their similar 
appearance. They have a short neck joined to a strong, large, 
almost-hairless body with an arched back. Their legs are not 
proportional to each other; the hind legs are longer than the 
front ones. They have an elongated head, with a long, protruding, 
narrow snout and nostrils that can be sealed. Their ears are long 
and tubular and are normally held upright but can be folded and 
closed. Their tapered, cone-shaped tail is short and muscular, 
and they have thick claws on the forefeet that are well adapted 
for digging.

Females and males can be told apart by some colour variations – 
the females have lighter tails, sometimes almost white in colour, 
while males are darker. They live up to 23 years out in the wild 
and females have a gestation period of about seven months. 

Seeing this particularly relaxed female just a kilometre from camp 
was a reminder of how special our surroundings are, and that 
one just never knows what to expect in the wild and wonderful 
Klaserie. It was an unforgettable experience and we will forever 
be grateful for it. 

is for AardvarkA “We had been seeing 
tracks and signs 
of this aardvark 
for about a week, 

but until now had 
not had any luck 
in sighting the 

elusive animal.”

Words HJ Esterhuizen | Photos Leon Marais Photography, Lawsons Safaris
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tufts and characteristic charcoal black eyes that were just 
visible in the fading light. The whole vehicle fell silent as 
each person took a moment to appreciate the specta-
cle, admiring the impressive bird while simultaneously 
reminiscing on the portfolio of unique wildlife we had 
witnessed that afternoon. 

SIGHTINGS

“Sticking to the plan” on game drive has about 
as much chance of happening as finding 
a cheetah in the Klaserie Private Nature 
Reserve (KPNR). In other words, it’s a rarity! 

More often than not, some unexpected fresh tracks will 
appear on the ground, or a radio call will come in that will 
reroute your entire drive and the game plan you had in 
mind quickly goes out the window.

I had just bid goodbye to a wonderful American couple at 
the airport who were off to enjoy the remainder of their 
honeymoon in Cape Town. Lucky for me, the return drive 
to the lodge provides as much opportunity to spot wildlife 
as the average game drive, given that a large part of it 
involves traversing through the reserve itself. Shortly after 
entering the Klaserie gate, I noticed a cluster of parked 
cars in the distance and a feline figure slinking across the 
road. “Oh cool, a lion,” I thought to myself, with somewhat 
understated enthusiasm. I began slowing down, the black 
freckle-covered body of the animal becoming more appar-
ent as I edged closer and closer. “Even cooler, a leopard!” 

My excitement grew as the opportunity to see this elusive 
predator quickly turned an otherwise mundane airport 
transfer into the average safari-goer’s dream drive. But 
there was something peculiar about the shape of this 

leopard – its body was slender with questionably pale 
colouration and the longest legs I’ve seen on any big cat. 
With eyes widening, I quickly realised the mistake I’d made 
in my premature assumptions: this wasn’t a leopard, it 
was a cheetah! And there were three of them.

“Change of plan: A very special animal has been spotted!” 
I told my guests eagerly as I hustled them into the back of 
my game vehicle once I arrived back at the lodge. “I saw 
three cheetahs crossing into the Klaserie on my way back 
from the airport – this is an incredibly rare opportunity 
for us!” The looks on my guests’ faces were somewhere 
on the spectrum between excitement and confusion as 
I sped off down the access road towards the last known 
location of the world’s fastest land mammals. 

We waited patiently for our opportunity to join the 
high-profile sighting and admired an inquisitive family of 
dwarf mongoose while we did so. One by one, little fury 
heads popped up from the small holes in a nearby termite 
mound into which they had scattered at the sound of our 
approaching vehicle. As the group giggled at their erratic 
reappearances, we received the go-ahead to approach 
the cheetah and positioned ourselves on the outskirts 
of a nice, open area in which the three cats lay. It was a 
female and two males, assumed to be her two older cubs 

that were yet to disperse from her care. I attempted to ex-
plain to my guests just how truly remarkable this encounter 
was, given that cheetah typically prefer more open savanna 
grassland habitats over the dense shrubs and woodland that 
characterise the KPNR.

The trio were full-bellied from a recent impala kill that had 
unfortunately been commandeered by a large group of 
vultures that ambushed the carcass, forcing the cheetah 
to sacrifice the remains. We watched in awe as the female 
licked and groomed the bloodied face of one male while the 
other sat attentive for danger, a frenzy of camera shutters 
clicking like paparazzi at the wildlife celebrities. Vehicles had 
travelled far and wide for the opportunity to witness these 
uncommon predators, so after ten minutes we retreated 
from the sighting and began making our way back towards 
the access road. I had another sighting in mind.

The Klaserie and Timbavati were blessed this year with a 
pack of African wild dogs that chose to relocate their den 
site to a property bordering the tarred access road. What 
this meant for August and September safari-goers was a 
greater-than-average likelihood of seeing the latest litter 
of big-eared, unbearably cute new arrivals as they rested 
close to the road during their family’s hunting bouts. Two of 
my guests, a retired Parisian couple, had been on safari a 
number of times in the past but were yet to see wild dogs, 
let alone their adorably playful offspring, so I decided to try 
my luck on our way back to the lodge.

With swift affirmation of the pups’ whereabouts, I turned 
onto the access road and didn’t have to drive far to spot the 
15 pairs of Mickey Mouse-like ears bundled at the edge of 
the road, overlooked by a patient babysitter. The bulk of the 
adults had gone hunting to provide for the mass of hungry 
mouths that were now preoccupied, nipping at each other’s 
faces and tails. I turned to my guests with a big smile on my 
face, impressed by the calibre of unusual sightings I had 
been able to showcase to them within only two hours. The 
afternoon couldn’t get much better: seeing both cheetah 
and wild dog puppies in the same game drive coupled with 
the satisfaction of being the first guide to introduce this 
French couple to the endangered canines.

We stayed with the puppies until they disappeared into the 
bush in hot pursuit of their family members, who had swiftly 
and expertly brought down an impala nearby. At this point 
in the evening, the sun had just dipped below the horizon 
and a thick belt of cloud dissipated its last rays, igniting 
the sky with a soft, rosy glow. As we made our way back 
to the lodge, tracker Caswell pointed out an oddly shaped 
silhouette, highlighted by the backdrop of the setting sun. 
There, perched on the arching branches of a dead tree was 
a Verreaux’s Eagle-owl proudly surveying the darkening 
landscape. Its identity was given away by two vertical ear 

When the 
Safari Gods 
Deliver
Words and photos Elly Gearing
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On a misty winter’s morning in the Klaserie 
Private Nature Reserve, while on our daily 
morning game drive, we were tipped off about 
a male leopard’s activities on a neighbouring 

property. We heard he was feasting on an impala that 
he had stolen from a female leopard the previous night. 
Leopards are relentless predators whose beauty and 
powerful presence elicit awe and amazement in all who 
are lucky enough to see them in the wild. 

This particular male is a resident in the area. He has a 
wide territory and has been spotted over the past few 
years warding off other potentially dominant males from 
taking up residence – he has been seen mating with a 
variety of females in his territory. Both male and female 
leopards are solitary and highly territorial, and they de-
fend their territories fiercely from other individuals.

Males are much larger than their female counterparts, 
and they are strong enough to overpower and intimidate, 
chasing a female off her hard-earned meal. Commonly, 
leopards will kill prey as small as a mouse or a scrub hare, 
to species as large as an impala or young zebra. In the 
Kruger, impala forms their most important food source.

If an unprotected carcass is found, a prying leopard will 
undoubtedly stake their claim and steal another leopard’s 
kill. Typically, the rightful owner of the carcass will put up 
a fight, but naturally the stronger, more dominant of the 
two will take the winnings. 

This is exactly what happened on safari at Xanatseni. A 
stashed impala ewe was found dangling from a mopane 
tree one afternoon, with no leopard in sight. After leaving 
the area and coming back a bit later, we were lucky 
enough to see a beautiful female eating her quarry in the 
fading sunlight in the African bush.

Resident tom  
puts on a performance with 

stolen kill
Words and photos Melanie Groenewald

The very next morning, we headed out on game drive, 
eager to find out what had come of the leopardess and 
her kill. What awaited us was something very special and 
unexpected. A beautiful resident male leopard was spot-
ted in a marula tree about 100m away from the original 
sight with what was left of the female’s impala kill, and she 
was nowhere in sight.

 We can only speculate about what transpired that night: 
the male must have come across the female in her tree 
and confidently took what he knew she couldn’t fight 
him for. Whether he heard her munching on cartilage, or 
caught a whiff of the rotting flesh, or just crossed her path 
by chance while on his territorial patrol, we can’t be sure. 
But we can safely assume that once he knew about the 
free meal he made his way over and swiftly took over. She 
is likely to have made a break for it without risking injury 
to herself, knowing there was no way she would win that 
fight. 

By the time we found him the next morning, his belly was 
full and only skin and bones were left of the impala. He 
had moved his prize from one tree to another, and during 
the night, the tell-tale smell had wafted over to a clan of 
hyena who were now gathered at the base of the marula 
tree, eagerly awaiting dropped scraps. We watched in 
amazement as the male ate what was left, knowing how 
fortunate we were to be able to have seen both leopards 
on this kill. Leopards in the Klaserie – or anywhere else – 
can be hard to come by if they don’t want to be seen, but 
this male has featured on the camera screens of guides 
and guests alike in the last few years at Xanatseni and is 
making quite a name for himself!

“By the time we found 
him the next morning, 

his belly was full 
and only skin and 

bones were left of the 
impala.”

SIGHTINGS
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I have had the great privilege of growing up in the lodge 
industry through my father, Wolfgang Burre, who 
ultimately gave me the amazing opportunity to run my 
own lodge after he bought land in the Klaserie Private 

Nature Reserve (KPNR). He first bought Southern Ross 
and then Baobab Ridge, which I’ve run alongside Jason 
since 2011.  

My father first started exploring the Okavango Delta of 
Botswana in the 1960s and he is now considered one of 
Botswana’s founding fathers of photographic safaris. He 
started the first luxury photographic safari lodge, Tsaro, 
situated in the Khwai area of the Delta, and one of his 
favourite camping spots was at Xakanaxa Camp in Moremi 
Game Reserve. Xakanaxa was used as far back as the 
1960s as Bobby Wilmot’s crocodile hunting camp as it had 
the best access to the great lagoons and channels of the 
Delta and was in close proximity to Maun. Later, in 1982, 
he bought Xakanaxa, which had been converted to a basic 
fishing camp and he slowly made it into what it is today. 

Through his position in the safari industry, my father gave 
many people the opportunity to train and work in tourism, 
and it was one of these people whom I met at Tsaro who 
inspired me to do the same. Lettie, a single mom of only 
18 years old when I met her, was working in the scullery 
at Tsaro; and her infant son was taken care of by the kind 
San people in the, then, small and basic Khwai village. My 
father noticed that Lettie had a flair for cooking, and in 
1990, he offered her the chance to go to Johannesburg, 
on a culinary course with top chef, Shirley Guy. When 
my father eventually bought into Xakanaxa Camp, she 
moved with him and went on to become head chef, 
before working her way to the position of lodge manager. 
It is something to progress from the scullery to lodge 
manager, especially as a Motswana woman! Lettie is like 
family to me and she comes to visit us at Baobab Ridge, 
where she shares her advice on training and uplifting our 
own staff in her calm and humble way. There is no doubt 
that she is an example to others that you can dream big 
and accomplish great things in life.

When Jason and I started leasing Baobab Ridge from 
my father, we started out small as a self-catered lodge 
with only four staff who had worked for the previous 

landowner. That was all we could afford at the time, and 
times were not easy. Two of our staff worked hard and 
stood by us throughout the long journey. It took a lot of 
saving and sacrifices to finally add facilities like the pool 
and the boma and build additional staff accommodation. 
We both wanted to help our staff and members of their 
community to find jobs even when many didn’t have 
training or skills in the industry.

We currently employ 22 people and try to equip those 
eager to learn so that they can move up the ranks 
within the lodge and the industry as a whole. Canaan, 
who has been with us from the beginning, started as 
a groundsman and maintenance man, but he showed 
interest in guiding and tracking, so Jason took him along 
on walking safaris to gain experience, and gave him a 
FGASA manual to learn from. Now, he is an excellent 
tracker and achieved 89% on the tracking course 
he participated in in April this year. He is not only 
hardworking, but always has a smile on his face. 

Marcia, who was a housekeeper back in 2011, is now head 
of housekeeping and ensures the new staff are trained 
accordingly so that housekeeping is kept organised. 
Cynthia, who started with us in 2013 and was trained 
by Marcia in housekeeping, showed a keen interest in 
cooking when we started offering catering at the lodge 
and had employed our first chef Thelma. Thelma kindly 
helped train Cynthia in the kitchen, and she is now also 
a chef at Baobab Ridge. If you are ever at our lodge and 
hear infectious laughter coming from the kitchen, it’s most 
probably our very cheerful Cynthia! 

Lebo joined Baobab Ridge in 2015 as a waitress. Our 
managers trained her in waitressing and soon realised 
she had a knack with people. Now, Lebo not only helps 
with waitressing, but also hosts and checks our guests in 
on arrival. Guests love her! Then, there is Pertunia, who 
we are training to cook. At the moment, she works in the 
scullery and is very keen on learning. She shows much 
promise and we look forward to seeing her achieve her 
goals!

We have such a great opportunity in our industry to 
not only support nature conservation, but to uplift the 

community around our reserves. We have the ability to 
employ people who might not possess the skills to be a 
chef or a guide or a receptionist, but with the willingness 
to learn and our commitment to teach, we can help give 
people the chance to grow and support their families 
with pride in our tourism industry! We count ourselves 
as incredibly lucky to have the fantastic staff we do at 
Baobab Ridge. Without them, the lodge wouldn’t be 
where it is today, and Jason and I thank them from the 
bottom of our hearts! 

Training in Tourism
BUILDING CAREERS AT BAOBAB RIDGE

Words and photos  Nini Gouveris

Papa at Xakanaxa 1968

Nini and Wolfgang at Xakanaxa

Lettie and Nini 2009

Nini and Wolfgang early 80s
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The idea for the Rhino Run came about on our 
annual family visit to Camp George in the Klaserie 
Private Nature Reserve during the winter school 
holidays this year. Our trip started in the Kruger 

National Park where we met Bonné de Bod and Susan 
Scott who showed us the globally acclaimed documentary 
they produced called Stroop. This hard-hitting South 
African film about the rhino poaching crisis, has won 16 
international awards at film festivals all over the world. We 
watched this documentary as a family and it touched our 
hearts, sparking an emotional response. 

That same day during our afternoon game drive, we were 
lucky enough to come across a rhino; the first dehorned 
rhino I have seen in my 23 years of visiting the Klaserie 
Private Nature Reserve (KPNR). It was a magical moment 
and, in that moment, my siblings, George, Munnik, Yvonne, 
and I decided we had to do something to help these 
majestic animals. It would be impossible for us to return 
home to Stellenbosch (where most people are aware 
of the poaching problem, but not of the intensity of the 
problem) and not do something to help. So, we thought of 
a way to bring it home.

The aim of the Rhino Run was to create awareness of the 
poaching problem in South Africa, to educate people, and 
to raise funds in aid of the KPNR’s anti-poaching efforts. 
The whole family jumped in to help organise the event 
and everyone had their own responsibilities. Within a few 
weeks of advertising we had over 700 people interested 
in the event on Facebook and our educational video had 
been viewed 5,300 times!

The Rhino Run event took place on 12 October. It turned 
out to be an incredible day at Zorgvliet Wine Estate in 
Stellenbosch with 450 participants walking and running 
the 5km or 10km distances. A sold-out event!

After running for the rhinos, participants and supporters 
stayed to enjoy breakfasts, picnics, wines and live music. 
My dad, Deon Huysamer, shared some information on 
the KPNR, and Manie Esterhuizen, the manager of Camp 
George, followed with a spine-chilling speech on what it 
takes to be a field ranger in the current poaching climate, 
touching on how being at the forefront of this “war” 
impacts the people on the ground. 

Wilderness 
Have we forgotten 
That wilderness is not a place, 
But a pattern of soul. 
Where every tree, every bird and beast 
Is a soul maker?

Have we forgotten 
That wilderness is not a place 
But a moving feast of stars, 
Footprints, scales and beginnings?

Since when 
Did we become afraid of the night? 
And that only the bright stars count? 
Or that our moon is not a moon 
Unless it is full

By whose command 
Were the Animals 
Through groping fingers 
One for each hand, 
Reduced to the big and little five?

Have we forgotten 
That every creature is within us 
Carried by tides 
Of earthly blood 
And that we named them?

Have we forgotten that? 
Wilderness is not a place, 
But a season 
And that we are in its 
Final hour?

A local artist, Christo Francois du 
Toit, was kind enough to donate a 
very special piece of art, which we 
sold on auction at the event. Christo 
was born and raised in Mpumalanga 
where he grew up surrounded by 
bushveld. His love of wildlife is what 
inspires his unique artwork and 
drives his passion for conservation. 
The piece on show on the day was 
inspired by the rhino, which acts as 
the catalyst for its environmental 
story, but Christo emphasised that 
it is more about how humanity’s 
actions have led to an irreversible 

situation with regards to wildlife. 
Numerous symbols and stories 
are encrypted within the drawing 
of a rhino, such as a candle, which 
symbolises hope, and an hourglass 
to represent the element of time 
running out. 

Thanks to the overwhelming support 
of our community and the kind 
donation by Christo, we were able to 
raise approximately R30,000 in aid of 
the Klaserie’s Rhino Fund. The money 
raised will go towards assisting the 
KPNR’s anti-poaching efforts. 

The Rhino Run helped us achieve 
our goal of raising both awareness 
in our community and much needed 
funds to support the fight to save 
South Africa’s rhinos. The time to act 
is now, before these majestic animals 
become extinct. 

Manie ended his speech with a 
powerful poem titled Wilderness, 
written by Ian McCallum. It is 
definitely something to think about:

 Run, Rhino, Run!
TRAIL RUN RAISES FUNDS FOR RHINOS

Words and photos Jana Huysamer

Jana, Munnik, George, and Yvonne HuysamerRunners and walkers enjoying the Rhino Run on Zorgvliet Wine Estate

Artwork by Christo  Francois du Toit 
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A powerful image of a rhino dehorning, 
taken by Wild Shots Outreach student, 
Kgaugelo Neville Ngomane won the Young 
Environmental Photographer of the Year 

Award in the international Chartered Institute of Water 
and Environmental Management (CIWEM) photography 
competition.

The prize was announced at the World Youth Wildlife 
Summit in September and his image titled “Desperate 
Measures” was picked from more than 4,000 international 
entries. The judges commended on its storytelling and 
photographic merit and said: “When his photo flashed up 
on screen, there was a sharp intake of breath around the 
judging room; it’s such a powerful image.”

Neville, aged 19, is a graduate of Hoedspruit-based 
NPO, Wild Shots Outreach, which aims to engage young 
people from disadvantaged communities bordering the 
Greater Kruger Park in wildlife and wild places through 
photography. 

“Photography is my world, it’s my everything. Being 
behind the camera gives me so much joy, peace and 
tranquillity. It’s my happy place. Photography is there 
to tell underlying stories without even saying a word, it 
is there to explain unexplainable situations and that’s 
why we need it. My mentor, Mr Mike, says that a good 
photograph should tell a story. I think this one tells a very 
important story about the importance of conservation 
and how close we are to losing all wild rhinos,” said Neville 
in a press interview.

Despite living right next door to the Kruger National 
Park, 99 percent of the young people in communities 
like Neville’s have never had access to their natural 
heritage and have never seen Africa’s iconic wildlife. 
Wild Shots Outreach teaches new skills, providing a 
focus and introduction to the natural world and helps 
inspire and raise the aspirations of these learners, the 
conservationists of tomorrow. 

Wild Shots founder and director, Mike Kendrick 
expressed the significance of the award: “This is a 
fantastic accolade for Neville, for Wild Shots Outreach, 
for the communities, and all the young people I work 
with. Can we hope that images like Neville’s will capture 

the imaginations of communities like his, which border 
the Greater Kruger Park? And can photos like this bring 
people a better understanding of the drastic measures 
being used to conserve the iconic wildlife which we 
hold so precious? The young people I work with have 
developed pride in their images, pride in their stories, 
pride in themselves and a pride in their natural heritage 
– a natural heritage which has previously been hard for 
them to access.”

Looking ahead, Neville, who is currently unemployed after 
taking a gap year to focus on photography, has a dream 
to develop his photography and videography skills and 
would like to study multimedia at college. 

Mike would like to express his gratitude to Rhino 
Revolution, a rhino conservation charity who had the 
foresight and vision to invite Wild Shots Outreach 
students to attend and document the dehorning 
of their wild rhino on a private reserve outside 
Hoedspruit. 

International award  
for Wild Shots Outreach student

Words and photos Wild Shots Outreach

Photographer, Kguagelo Neville Ngomane in 
action capturing a rhino dehorning operation.

The winning photograph by Neville Ngomane, titled Desperate Measures.
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At Eco Children’s most recent holiday 
workshop, 471 children descended on 
the headquarters of the Klaserie Private 
Nature Reserve (KPNR) to join a week of 

fun and learning about South Africa’s heritage.

The workshop coincided with Heritage Day in 
South Africa and the theme for the week was 
“Our beautiful South Africa”. The children loved 
learning about the country and a strong focus was 
placed on the importance of tourism and how it 
positively affects us. They also learnt about some of 
the attractions that South Africa offers to tourists 
as well as residents. From there, the workshop 
shifted focus to conservation and on what we, 
as humans, can do to protect and celebrate our 
natural heritage. Time was also spent on the KPNR 
and some of its special residents like elephant, Fish 
Eagles and termites.

All in all, it was an extremely interesting and 
valuable week and we are confident that the 
lessons of heritage and conservation were 
delivered successfully.

SA’s heritage  
and pride
Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens

A special word of thanks must go to the volunteers who give 
their time every holiday to teach the children at the workshops. 
Without their willingness to share their time, knowledge and 
expertise, these workshops would not be possible. Thank you!

COMMUNITY
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This quarter, Eco Children hosted more capacity building 
workshops for math teachers with some encouraging 
progress and feedback coming from the teachers. In 
September, a workshop was presented to foundation 

phase (grade R to grade 3) teachers and an intermediate phase 
(grade 4 to grade 6) workshop followed in October. 

At the foundation phase workshop, facilitator Hannah Barnes 
from BushMaths, presented intermediate phase maths 
problems in order to stretch teachers’ minds and enable them 
to think out of the box. Interestingly, a few of the errors made 
in calculations to solve these problems were similar to learners’ 
errors but some creative problem solving was also seen, which is 
positive. 

The intermediate phase workshop focused 
on place value and it was concerning to see 
that this essential part of understanding 
maths wasn’t in place. Place value cards 
were handed out to help teachers grasp 
this concept and solve problems. Each 
teacher could take their own set home with 
them and was very excited that they could 
continue using them to really understand 
the concept of place value.

Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children is 
overjoyed with the progress that has been 
made at the workshops and says the 
greatest shift has been teachers’ attitudes 
at the workshops. “These workshops have 
become a safe place for them, where they 
can ask questions without feeling judged. 
The workshops are creating a positive 
learning environment where teachers are 
not scared to share their problems or even 
their achievements,” she said.

Adding and subtracting  
to a better future

Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens
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This year’s Kit-a-Kid campaign, driven by Eco 
Children, is underway and heading to another 
success with 520 school uniforms collected. That 
is 280 away from the organisation’s target of 800 

school uniforms in 2019.

Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children said they have once 
again been encouraged by the number of donations 
received to drive this campaign but one more push is 
needed to make this year’s drive successful. “Our aim 
for this year is to provide 800 children with full school 

Be a life-changer: 
Buy a school uniform

uniforms as they prepare for a new school year. All of the 
Kit-a-Kid vouchers go to children who can’t afford this 
basic necessity and we have seen the positive impact 
something as simple as a school uniform has on a child’s 
psyche, work ethic and performance,” she said.

By supporting the Kit-a-Kid campaign, you are not only 
giving a child a school uniform, you are providing them 
with the support to help them focus on their schoolwork 
and work on creating a better future for themselves.

Havenga concluded: “We need one last push to reach 
our target for 2019 and we are appealing to all our loyal 
supporters to donate at least one uniform and forward 
this message to their friends. With some momentum, I am 
sure we can achieve our target and make a real difference 
in our community.” 

Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens
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Eco Children’ capacity building 
workshops for grade R teachers 
have proved very successful this 
year, with 16 teachers regularly 

attending the workshops and learning 
new skills to improve education in 
this critical part of their learners’ 
development.

According to Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco 
Children, early childhood development 
has been proven to be critically 
important in a child’s development 
and it is essential that children 
receive quality education during this 
phase. “We identified early childhood 
development as an area of education 
in our community that will have a really 
big impact if we could improve it. Many 
of the teachers who teach these classes 
do not have any formal training and 
they have been incredibly receptive to 
the workshops, taking the lessons on 
board and implementing them in their 
classrooms,” she said.

Most recently, the focus at the grade R 
workshops has been the importance of 
themes when teaching these youngsters. 
The Department of Education changed 
the way they worked this year and 
teachers have been struggling to 
implement the new curriculum and 
follow the new guidebook. At the 
workshops, teachers learn practical skills 
on how to create their own theme for 
each week and work with it.

Sabrina Chielens runs the grade 
R workshops for Eco Children and 
was encouraged with the support 
and investment of teachers in the 
workshops. “We now have 16 teachers 
from seven schools who attend, and they 
are so happy with the support. Feedback 
has been positive with teachers saying 
these workshops have been helpful and 
supportive. What has been even more 
encouraging is that the teachers who 
attend our workshops are sharing their 
new skills with others,” she concluded.

Teaching our teachers  
to nourish young minds

Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens
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This spring saw a wonderful group of 
volunteers from the Simunye Project 
in Australia toil in the Lowveld sun to 
build eight more keyhole gardens in 

the Eco Village of Kgwaditiba Primary School.

Kwgaditiba took ownership of their Eco Village 
in July this year after it was completed by 
volunteers, the community and Eco Children 
staff during the winter holidays but more 
gardens were needed to provide enough 
fresh vegetables for the school’s feeding 
scheme.

The Eco Children team was overwhelmed by 
the positivity, motivation and dedication of 
the Simunye Project volunteers. Eco Children 
CEO, Corné Havenga said they were incredibly 
hard working and arrived with an awesome, 
energetic performance. “We only hosted 
this group for two days, but they really came 
to the party and managed to complete the 
gardens, plant the first round of seedlings, 
and pack 50 Santa Shoeboxes in this short 
amount of time. We would like to thank each 
and every volunteer for their hard work and 
fantastic spirit – we wish all volunteers could 
have the same spirit,” she said.

AT LOCAL SCHOOL
 new gardens8 Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens
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Two Eco Children bursary learners will be 
graduating from high school this year, completing 
this phase of their lives as well-rounded, 
motivated and successful young adults. 

Katlego Mamiane and Nhlalala Tivane are both leaving 
deep tracks at Southern Cross School. Their leadership 
skills, academic achievements, and inspirational 
personalities will be felt for a long time yet at the school.

Katlego was the top academic achiever at the school in 
2019, with Nhlalala not far behind. They collected several 
awards at the school’s recent prize giving ceremony, 
including the Girardin Family Culture Award (Katlego), and 
the Dold Family Leadership Award and Van Dyk Learners’ 
Grade 12 Learner Award (Nhlalala). Nhlalala was also 
announced as the top achiever in Afrikaans, English, Life 
Orientation and Life Sciences.

Katlego and Nhlalala were both able to attend Southern 
Cross Schools thanks to the support and generosity of 
the Make a Difference Leadership Foundation bursary 
programme and Southern Cross. They will now move on 
to tertiary education where they are sure to continue on 
their respective paths to success.

Before starting her final exams, Nhlalala – who was 
also head of school this year – gave one last speech, 
encouraging her fellow learners to be themselves, work 
hard, and allow themselves to reach their potential. 

She concluded the speech with the following words: 
“Southern Cross was the match stick that set the candle, 
me, alight. When I first took on the role of being head of 
school I was anxious because I was aware of all the great 
leaders who had come before me and the huge shoes 
I would have to fill, but Southern Cross being the great 
school it is, allowed me and encouraged me to fill my own 
size 4 shoes… Always remember that authenticity is the 
currency of life so just be yourself and trust that Southern 
Cross will encourage and accept you, just the way you 
are.”

Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children said both 
Katlego and Nhlalala are perfect examples of what 
the organisation looks for in bursary learners. “Both 
these young ladies have enormous potential and we 
are privileged to have been involved in their road to 
success during their school years. It is an honour to give 
youngsters like these the opportunities they need to not 
only reach their own potential, but to give back to their 
communities one day. I am confident that Katlego and 
Nhlalala will reach great heights and make a massive 
difference to many people’s lives in the future. We look 
forward to tracking their progress and support them 
where we can going forward,” she said. 

COMMUNITY
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Top awards for
bursary learners

Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens

children

Nhlalala Tivane

Katlego Mamiane
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Every year, Eco Children has the privilege 
of collecting and distributing Santa 
Shoeboxes in the Hoedspruit area, and 
every year, this exercise gets more and 

more rewarding. From seeing pledges come in, 
to collecting the boxes from friendly locals and 
supporters, to handing them out to excited 
children – the Santa Shoebox Project is an 
annual highlight for everyone involved.

This year’s target was a whopping 1,800 Santa 
Shoeboxes in order to add the children at 
Ekurhuleni drop-in centre in Acornhoek to the 
gift list. Thanks to pledges from far and wide, 
including Limpopo, Mpumalanga, Gauteng and 
even the Western Cape, we were able to reach 
our target.

Drop-off day was another scorcher, but 
this didn’t dampen the spirits as volunteers 
worked all day to receive, sort and pack 
these little boxes of joy. Shortly after, the Eco 
Children team started driving around the 
Lowveld, handing out a box to children at the 
organisation’s adopted schools and creches, 
at holiday workshops at the Klaserie Private 

Nature Reserve, local farm schools and, of 
course, and the Ekurhuleni drop-in centre.

As always, the joy, excitement and gratitude 
were palpable at each and every drop-off. “We 
are overwhelmed every year by the sheer wave 
of gratitude that envelopes us when we drop 
off Santa Shoeboxes all over the province,” 
said Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children. 
“We are so privileged and thankful to have the 
opportunity to do this every year and bring 
a little joy to these deserving children’s lives. 
The Eco Children team would like to send 
a massive thank you to the Santa Shoebox 
Project for making this initiative possible, but 
also to each and every person who took the 
time to pack a box. Anyone who has donated a 
box can testify how much joy it brings but I can 
assure them that the joy on a child’s face when 
he/she opens a box that has been packed 
specifically for him/her still surpasses that,” she 
concluded.

COMMUNITY COMMUNITY

Joy in a box 
Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens
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In 2020 will see four new Eco Children bursary learners 
starting their journey at Southern Cross School thanks 
to the support and generosity of the Make a Difference 
(MAD) Leadership Foundation and Southern Cross. 

This brings the total number of Eco Children bursary 
learners to 14. 
 
Deepali Fernandez, Ralph Sekgobela, Prescilla Matubatse 
and Mfundo Mkhonto have all been accepted onto the 
MAD bursary programme and are completing their final 
exams at their respective primary schools before joining 
Southern Cross next year. 

Especially encouraging is that three of the four new 
intakes come from schools adopted by Eco Children. 
Ralph is currently at Hloaia Primary, while Prescilla is 
completing grade 7 at Mapalane and Mfundo at Mphaku.

Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children said she is overjoyed 
that another four children from the area are getting this 
opportunity. “The MAD bursary programme have given 
many kids from our community the opportunity to reach 
great heights and they’ve never disappointed, grabbing 
their opportunities with both hands. I have no doubt 
that these four learners will do the same and be top 
performers during their high school years.” 

She continued and said: “We are privileged to be able 
to work with both MAD and Southern Cross. While MAD 
focuses on the development of our leaders, the school 
offers a unique education angle inside a conservation 
area and actively promotes sustainable living and 
environmental education. These partnerships have 
proved immensely successful and we hope to give many 
more children this opportunity.”

Local learners
grab bursary opportunity
Words Catharina Robbertze| Photos Sabrina Chielens

From left to right: Deepali Fernandez, Ralph Sekgobela (back), Mfundo Mkhonto and Prescilla Matubatse
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James Steyn is a FGASA director, assessor, and professional field guide with 25 years’ experience. 
South Africans might recognise him from his days as a presenter on the country’s favourite 
environmental TV show, 50/50, but who would have guessed this bushveld legend knows his way 
around an easel? One of the nation’s most respected safari guides and an authority on walking 
trails, James has his roots in the Klaserie at Senalala Luxury Safari Camp. He recently indulged our 
curiosity and answered some questions about his life in the bush and his aspirations for the future. 

Q: WHERE DID YOU GROW UP?

Q:  IS THERE A DESTINATION 
IN AFRICA OR A NATURAL 
PHENOMENON YOU HAVE 
NOT WITNESSED THAT IS ON 
YOUR BUCKET LIST?

Q:  WHAT STANDS OUT AS A 
HIGHLIGHT OF YOUR GUIDING 
CAREER?

A: There are a couple of things 
that are highlights in my career. 

Q: AS A LAAITIE, WERE YOU 
ALWAYS PASSIONATE ABOUT 
THE BUSH AND SPENDING TIME 
OUTDOORS?

Q: WHEN DID YOUR 
PROFESSIONAL GUIDING CAREER 
BEGIN?

The Kruger National Park – 
there is just nothing like the 
Kruger. There is no other 
reserve in South Africa with such 
diversity and size. I loved doing 
wilderness trails in the Kruger 
Park and when I got appointed 
as a trails ranger in the Kruger 
it felt like I hit the jackpot as it 
was the job I dreamt of for years 
while growing up. And it was 
all worth it, because I learnt so 
much and saw amazing things, 
and it shaped me into the 
person, and the guide, that I am 
today. 

Klaserie Private Nature Reserve – 
I have been in the Klaserie since 
2005 and it’s been my home 
for the last 14 years. It’s a very 
special reserve for me as it’s still 
“wild” compared to other areas. 
It’s also where I met my wife and 
12 years later we still love living 
here.

A: I was lucky to see parts of 
Kenya last year, which was 
always on my bucket list. I’m sad 
to say that I have never been in 
the Delta in Botswana. It’s the 
next one on my list for Africa. 

A: I always found myself spending 
time outdoors on the farm, but my 
passion for the bush happened 
naturally, without me really 
knowing it at the time.

A:  I grew up on a farm in Lows 
Creek in Barberton, Mpumalanga. 

A:  I started my guiding career in 
1994 at Shamwari in the Eastern 
Cape. It’s been 25 amazing years.

A:  Yes, before I studied nature 
conservation, I studied fine arts, 
majoring in painting and drawing. 
If I weren’t in the guiding industry, 
I would have loved to be a wildlife 
vet.

A:  Hluhluwe Umfolozi Game 
Reserve in Natal – This reserve is 
very special to me, as this is where 
I started my career as a wilderness 
trails officer. The area is naturally 
beautiful, and countless 
encounters with black rhino on 
foot made it very exciting.  

INTERVIEW WITH  
JAMES STEYN

PRO GUIDE AND TRAILS DOYEN
Words Chloë Cooper
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Q: DID YOU EVER STUDY OR 
WORK IN ANOTHER FIELD? IF 
NOT, WHAT DO YOU IMAGINE 
YOU’D BE IF YOU WEREN’T IN 
THE GUIDING INDUSTRY?

Q: WHAT ARE THE TOP THREE 
AREAS YOU’VE GUIDED IN, 
ACCORDING TO YOU? WHAT 
MAKES EACH ONE SPECIAL?

• I am one of very few people 
that had the privilege to be 
a wilderness trails ranger 
in both the Kruger National 
Park and the Hluhluwe 
Umfolozi Reserve. 

• The day I achieved the 
highest guiding and tracking 
qualification in the industry 
(I’m one of only nine in the 
country). It took many years 
to finally achieve this, but it 
was all worth it.  

• I have been fortunate to be 
part of FGASA (Field Guides 
Association of Southern 
Africa) for the past 12 years, 
as a director, but more 
importantly as a trainer 
and an assessor for guides. 
I have had the pleasure 
of giving input into many 
guides’ careers and I’m glad 
that I am in the position 
where I can give something 
back to the industry.

•  A couple of years ago, I was 
asked to be a presenter 
for 50/50 – the oldest 
environmental television 
programme in the world.  
I was thrown into the deep 
end, being in a studio, 
getting make-up on my 
face and suddenly needing 
to talk into a camera, but 
I loved every moment of 
it! As a child I watched the 
programme and promised 
my parents that one day I 
will be a presenter on the 
show. Dreams do come 
true. 

KLASERIE CHRONICLE | ISSUE 49
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Q:  IN YOUR EXPERIENCE, 
WHAT DO PEOPLE APPRECIATE 
MOST ABOUT A WALKING/
TRAILS SAFARI ONCE THEY 
HAVE DONE IT?

Q:  WHAT DO YOU CONSIDER 
YOUR LUCKIEST SIGHTING 
YET?

Q:  AS AN ASSESSOR, WHAT 
ARE THE THREE MOST 
IMPORTANT QUALITIES OF A 
FIELD GUIDE?

Q: HOW HAS THE GUIDING 
INDUSTRY CHANGED FROM 
WHEN YOU WERE TRAINED TO 
HOW GUIDES ARE TRAINED 
TODAY?

Q: FINALLY, IS THERE A CAREER 
OR PERSONAL MILESTONE 
YOU’D STILL LIKE TO REACH? 
A RETURN TO THE SMALL 
SCREEN PERHAPS?

have good people skills. This is 
the one area of being a guide 
that many people don’t realise 
when wanting to become a 
guide, until you do. Even though 
we are guides because we have 
a passion for nature and wildlife, 
inevitably, we end up working a 
lot more with people than with 
animals. It’s a lot of giving of 
yourself, daily. 

A good quality to have is a neat 
personal appearance, and to 
always be punctual. It comes 
down to taking pride in your 
work as a guide.

A: When I started my guiding 
career in 1994, we did not have 
a lot of support and guidance, 
and what I learned at the early 
stages of guiding, I did by 
stealing with my eyes and ears, 
countless hours of reading 
books, and being out in the bush 
by myself, learning and slowly 
gaining experience. Nowadays, 
aspirant field guides are 
fortunate that they have a huge 
supportive system in field guide 
associations, manuals, books, 
the internet, training providers 
and mentors that are willing to 
part with their knowledge and 
teach. So essentially, what took 
someone from my era ten years 
to learn, may take guides today 
only about five years.

A: I’m very happy and thankful 
for what I have reached in my 
career. I have done many things, 
worked in amazing wildlife 
areas, and I have achieved the 
qualifications I set out for myself 

A: When you take people on a 
trail in a vast wilderness area, it 
makes them vulnerable. Being on 
foot in a Big 5 area creates the 
platform where everyone is on 
the same playing field. For that 
very moment it does not matter 
how important you are, where 
you come from, your position at 
work, or the money in your bank 
account, everyone is the same and 
experience the same emotions, 
nervousness and excitement. 
Being vulnerable makes people 
realise how small, and sometimes 
how unimportant, we are in 
the bigger scheme of life. It’s 
the simplicity of being one with 
nature, and simplicity is beautiful.

A:  Oh wow, I have had so many in 
my guiding career, it will be hard 
to choose one or two specific 
ones. But I can say that perhaps 
my luckiest sightings have been 
on wilderness trails. I have seen 
many kills happen on foot, I have 
seen the Big 5 in one morning or 
afternoon walk (a couple of times 
in my career), I have seen animals 
give birth, and when leading a 
trail in the Kruger Park, we often 
encountered the famous Sweni 
pride of Lions, which at the time 
was 36 lions strong. 

A:   A good guide is a humble 
guide. One can never know 
enough or be experienced 
enough. The bush teaches us new 
things each day and you need to 
be willing to learn at any point in 
your guiding career. You need to 

to achieve. I do enjoy teaching and 
mentoring younger guides, so I 
will always try to give input where 
I can as it is fulfilling to see people 
grow in this industry. 

My next milestone is not directly 
linked to guiding, but I have just 
started my helicopter licence. It’s 
a new adventure and I’m enjoying 
every moment of it. I still have a 
long way to go, but for a change 
I’m the learner and someone 
else is the teacher, which is quite 
refreshing.

GUIDING
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