
  

Singita Sabi Sand 
Ebony & Boulders Lodges 
Castleton House 
South Africa 

 
 
 

 
 

Wildlife Journal 
For the month of May, Two Thousand and Fourteen 

 

 Temperature       Rainfall Recorded 
 Average minimum:  10.4˚C  (50,7˚F)                For the period:  0 mm 
 Average maximum: 25.8˚C (78,4˚F)                           For the year to date:  851 mm 
 Minimum recorded: 06.0˚C (42,8˚F)                 
 Maximum recorded: 30.0˚C  (86,0˚F)              
 
 

Morning visit to a hyena den                      Article by Crystal Perry                                        
 
As the morning sun started to break the chill of the air, we arrived at a hyena den-site to see a large female 
spotted hyena.  

 
Hyenas often use termite mounds that are no longer active as their den-sites. They will usually use an already 
existing burrow (possibly made by an aardvark), and excavate more earth out of the burrow to make it large 
enough for the cubs and the females that stay with them. In this den-site there is a second entry on the other 
side which may help them escape danger. 
 



Luckily for us while we were there, a small bundle of black fur popped up from the entrance to inspect what was 
happening. The cub was very playful and it was magical to see the care provide by the female. Those little eyes 
watched us with interest, but stayed within the safety of the carer and the den.  
 
Young hyena cubs have a dark (almost black) coat for the first few weeks of life, with the longer hair and spots 
only appearing later. Judging by the colour and size, this cub was not much more than three weeks old. 
  
After taking a few photographs and enjoying witnessing the 'tender' side of hyena life, we left them to rest, and 
hope to have many more high quality sightings at or near this den. 
 

 
 
           

The delights of the winter safari experience                   Article by Leon van Wyk                    
 
My alarm goes off at 04h45 in winter, and I know that I still have plenty of time. I hate ever having to rush, so will 
always wake up way earlier than I really need to. This means that I can stay under the duvet a little longer, get 
up at leisure, have a hot shower, make myself a good cup of coffee, and still have plenty of time. It is still 
properly dark outside, with no sign yet of dawn. The clear starry sky at this time of the year is always well worth 
seeing before dawn – unless, of course, there is a thick blanket of fog, which does greet us quite often in winter. 
A T-shirt beneath my thin khaki shirt is generally a good idea, and a sleeveless fleece helps keep the torso 
warm.  A heavy bush jacket will be taken with me, to don just as we get on the Land Rover. Generally I prefer to 
wear shorts rather than long trousers – it might be cold in the beginning, but by mid-morning I am usually very 
happy to have made this decision! 
 
When I meet the guests for a warm beverage on the deck, it is usually just getting light, and sometimes there is a 
really spectacular sunrise over the river. A thin layer of mist often rises silently from the surface, where the water 
temperature is higher than the temperature of the air. The 'wheeze-honk' call of a hippo further upstream urges 
us to finish our hot chocolate and get moving. 
 
By the time we’re climbing onto the Land Rover, I have been awake for almost two hours, so am fully alert. Not 
for me the habit of leaving things until the last moment, leaping out of bed, splashing water on my face and 
rushing down to the lodge just in time to be on the deck 10 minutes before the guests arrive.  I need to be 
properly alert from the very beginning! 



At the vehicle, the tracker cheerily greets the guests and me, and shows the guests the hot water bottles in their 
cosy covers – these are invariably gratefully received. 
 

If we are out before the sunrise, 
it is always worth pausing to 
watch the sun as it breaks the 
horizon and peeps through the 
trees. This special moment 
should only be viewed briefly, as 
very soon the sun becomes too 
bright for one’s eyes to stay 
focused on it. This is usually the 
coldest time of the day, and a 
scarf, 'beanie' and gloves will 
add to one’s level of comfort and 
enjoyment. Vervet monkeys and 
green pigeons roost high on the 
eastern branches of the 
knobthorn trees, sitting really still 
to try and absorb as much of the 
benevolent energy as possible 
from the sun’s still weak rays.  
At this hour, the impalas’ coats 
have a dull, matt appearance as 

they stand in the sunlight in the open grassy areas, trying to keep warm. The erectile muscles of the hairs on 
their bodies cause each hair to stand up, thus creating a brush-like effect. The sun’s rays, which give both heat 
and light, penetrate this brush of raised hair, rather than being reflected away from the body, which will happen 
later in the day as it warms up, and the flat-lying hairs reflect the rays and give the coat a glossier appearance. 
 
If a male lion is found in the early morning, it is well worth spending time with him, as he walks through the 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



tawny-coloured grass, still wet with dew, and exhales steam on his breath – all the more noticeable if he obliges 
with a few sessions of roaring! 
 
By around 09h30 it is usually very pleasantly warm, and as we stop for a coffee break and some snacks, a 
couple of layers of outer clothing are shed. But the morning is still young!  Whereas in summer many creatures 
would already be seeking shade at 09h30, in the winter months there is still a great deal of activity.  All of the big 
cat species are frequently actively on the move at this time, and if they are hunting, the beauty of daytime 
viewing is that we can see what is happening! It is so easy to get completely engrossed in watching a leopard, 
cheetah or pride of lions when they are active during the mid-morning, that one often loses track of time – “Gosh, 
is it already eleven o’clock?” 
 
The warmer part of the day is often a good time to drive the roads that run along the Sand River, or past any of 
the permanent waterholes, as these frequently deliver great elephant sightings. There is less green grass 
around in winter, so the elephants also spend a great deal of their time feeding on the green reeds (Phragmites 
australis) in the riverbed.  Another winter favourite in their diet is the round-leafed teak (Pterocarpus rotundifolia) 
– they are particularly fond of chewing the young stems of these scrubby trees.  
 
Winter is also a great time to do some walks in the bush, without getting badly sunburnt or dehydrated. The 
grass is short and dry, so one is less likely to pick up ticks, and by walking quietly along some of the 
watercourses and game trails, it is sometimes possible to get fairly close to giraffes, elephants and rhinos 
without disturbing them.  
 
What I really love about dusk, in winter is how, with the sudden drop in temperature, all the smells of the bush 
become so much more noticeable. Even if many of the smells are mainly of dry grass, chewed stems and old 
herbivore dung, they still really evoke the senses, and I often feel filled with that familiar feeling of nostalgia – I 
believe that sense of smell, more than any other sense, brings childhood memories flooding back!  Much of my 
childhood was spent in the bush, and often walking in the bush on cool winter evenings, so it is no surprise that 
these experiences today are still as pleasurable as they were several decades ago. 
 
While every season is special in its own way, and indeed unique, I have always been greatly drawn to the bush 
in the dry season, which, in this part of South Africa, is the winter.  As long as one is adequately prepared with 
appropriate clothing the enjoyment of being 'out there' in winter is huge. Come and enjoy it with us! 
         

           
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Baby baboon and a missing mother           Article by Andy Gibor 

                                                          
The kiss of the early morning sun was spreading over the leaves of the large fig tree. Within the branches of this 
beautiful tree a family of baboons were preparing for their day. They had spent the night roosting in the branches 
of this tree as it provided them shelter and protection against predators. Now it was time to come down to find 
water and to forage. We could hear them chattering to each other as they scampered down the tree into the 
grass below. Fortunately this particular fig tree was beside a fairly large body of water that had accumulated 
during the last rainy season. After a bit of rough and tumble, especially amongst the younger baboons, they 
made their way to the edge of the water and began to drink. Baboons are fascinating, a little too human-like for 
me, but you could watch them for hours. Having finished drinking they set about to forage for food; baboons will 
eat anything except for carrion. 
 

The social structure of a baboon troop is fairly 
complex. The big males dominate the entire troop 
by a hierarchy that has been established by 
fighting and is maintained through glares and 
displaying their enormous canines. A baboon’s 
canines may be longer and larger than those of a 
leopard and therefore can inflict enormous 
damage. While watching this particular family we 
noticed that a young baboon, estimated at less 
than five weeks old, was seen being cared for by 
a fairly large male baboon. While at times male 
baboons will spend time playing with young 
baboons, protecting them from the more 
boisterous older siblings, and grooming them, this 
young baboon seemed very at home in the 
presence of this male. The male baboon seemed 
to have been in a fight at some stage as his lower 
jaw had been ripped to show his teeth and gums.  
We also did not see a female baboon close to this 
baby. For the most part the adult male cradled the 
youngster in his arms while he was sitting down; 
when he got up to move, the youngster 
immediately moved to the carrying position on his 
belly. This indicated how young the baboon was, 
as had he been older than five weeks he would 
have been able to ride along on the back of the 
adult. This was a concern for us as a baboon this 
young without a mother to tend to it and feed it 
will more than likely not survive. In the meantime 
his surrogate carer was making sure this 
youngster was in no danger. 
 
Occasionally a mother baboon may be killed by a 
predator like a lion or a leopard and the young 

baboon is cared for by other females or young males. In cases where the young baboon is older than six months 
the chance of survival is higher. We will just have to watch this troop and see what happens to this youngster out 
in the wild and natural environment into which he has been born. 
            
 

My love of elephants            Article by Andy Gibor 

 
I love elephants; they seem to be the epitome of family life. The matriarch caring for the entire family unit, the 
mothers caring for their individual offspring and the herd as a whole, the youngsters needing the nearness and 
security of their mothers and ‘aunties’ but feeling secure enough to feed in close proximity to the herd, wallow in 
the mud, splash water over themselves and push the other young around. 



We had come across a beautiful herd of about 30 - 40 elephants in and amongst a marula grove. It was a fairly 
warm afternoon and the herd was doing what each member wanted to be doing. Some were feeding on the 
marula trees around, some were feeding on the lush grass that was available, wrapping the tip of their trunks 
around the grass, round and round to collect it together and then pulling it out in a fluid motion. Before popping it 
into their mouths, the grass was first brushed off under the trunk a few times to remove the excess soil, as sand 
is the worst thing for an elephant’s teeth. Having only six sets of teeth in its lifetime and with the absence of 
elephant dentists in the bush, they have to take care of their teeth. Sand wears the teeth down, literally like 
sandpaper. By brushing the sand off and even dropping the very ends off with the roots and encrusted sand an 
elephant will prolong the life of its teeth. 
 
There were groups of elephants doing different things, the young were being boisterous to each other with the 
younger and the older calves lifting their heads, pushing their trunks against each other in a show of strength in 
trying to get the opponent to go backwards. The mothers watched as the youngsters played and even when 
things got a little too rough for a human outsider looking in, when tusks pushed into skin or it seemed that one 
youngster was being more bullied than any other, there was no intervention and, on closer inspection, no blood 
either. They were just teaching each other about survival of the fittest. There was a mud wallow in amongst all of 
this and the elephants were pushing the mud into their trunks and then spraying themselves with it and often 
filling their trunks with muddy water too and spraying that over their bodies - going from pale grey to dark slatey  
grey as the mud covering got more extensive. Looking around at the trees you could see where the elephants 
had previously used the bark of the trees as rubbing posts once the mud and sand had got in to the cracks and 
wrinkles of their skin and they were then able to rub against the trees, ridding themselves of parasites such as 
ticks. This is a very important part of an elephant’s daily hygiene ritual, especially as they don’t have a symbiotic 
relationship with the ox-pecker birds who remove the ticks from many other mammals. 
 
We also noticed, in the shade of the marula grove, a group of about ten female elephants with some more 
elephants in the middle. It was a very peaceful scene: the elephants were all dozing and seemed to be waiting 
for something. They waited very patiently. We, as humans, could learn so much from the animal kingdom, one of 
which is patience. After about half an hour the elephants in the middle of this gathering had started to stir and 
the elephants on the outer circle made space for them to move out until finally we could see what they had been 
so patiently waiting for. Their young calves had been sleeping and the mothers were standing over them while 
they slept. There was even a helping trunk to lift a struggling calf. Once all the calves were on their feet they 
moved out into the open savannah and they too joined in the melee of feeding and cavorting with each other. 
 
 

Winter mornings  Article by Francois Fourie 
 
You can ask any 
guide what time of 
the year is their 
favourite, and 90 
percent of the time 
they will say 
winter! For me this 
time of the year 
out in the bush is 
probably the most 
special time, 
especially the early 
morning.  When 
you get out into 
the bush in winter, 
everything feels 
rejuvenated and 
fresh, the cool air 
as you drive, the 
dew droplets on 
the webs of the 
tropical tent web 



spiders, the low lying mist over the Sand River as you have your cup of coffee and every so often the sound of 
lions or hyenas calling in the distance. When you are out there in those cool mornings and you find the firsts 
fresh tracks of a pride of lion or a leopard, you immediately get that excited feeling going through you, because 
you know the animal might still be on the move, as it utilises the longer cool mornings to its advantage by 
covering more ground.  
 
The winter, I think, gives most guides a reminder of growing up and coming to the bush on holidays; every 
morning nostalgia sets in that is difficult to explain. Whether it is the very crisp cool air as you drive out in the 
morning or the sound of a crested francolin in the distance, winter mornings truly are special out here. 
  
 

Afternoon delights  Article by Ross Couper 
 
I am often asked when I think the best time of the day is and often I find it difficult to decide. The mornings start 
out like a painter with a blank canvas. We never know what to expect and it’s always exciting to see new tracks 
and hear the hyenas calling in distance over the evening’s excitement. The afternoons are blissful, as they start 
out warm and cool off towards the evenings with a sultry sunset to end off a great day.  
 
My guests had just checked in about an hour before the afternoon game drive and we were eager to get out in 
the bush and explore what was out there as this was their first African safari experience, and Johnson (my 
tracker) and I had just returned from our leave cycle. As a first-timer guest the experience can often be a lot to 
take in on the first afternoon, from the sounds to be heard to the sights of everything that moves through the 
bush plus an array of birds, landscape and the initial excitement of seeing your very first impala herd.   

 
To create the foundation of what happens in the 
bush and how everything interconnects through 
some way or form, from fauna and flora to the 
seasonal changes that are instrumental to the 
changes, there is a lot of interpretation that 
takes place during the initial afternoon safari. 
While this is going on, I am listening carefully to 
radio via my earpiece to the other guides that 
have just dispersed from the lodge in search of 
various affections to the wilderness. A report 
comes across the radio that a pack of wild dog 
are en route to the east in very close proximity 
to where we are parked, viewing nyala in the 
riverbed. My grin widens and I could envisage 
that my guests could see that something was 
about to happen. As wild dogs can often be 
unpredictable in their movements it can often 
be a sighting of hit or miss dependent on their 
movements. They are quick and when they are 
hunting it can be very difficult to keep up with 
their movements as the pack can look quite 
disorganised from our perspective as we move 
in a backward and forward motion on the road 
and cross river lines and drainage points to 
keep up with them. However, they have an 
intricate plan that would only be understood if 
we had a drone hovering above them. I quickly 
explain what we are about to do and my plan 
was straightforward – follow Johnson’s 
commands as we follow the pack.  
 
Johnson has an intricate knowledge of the 
landscape and an in-depth knowledge of 
interpreting behaviour which means that we 



need to work as a team to keep up with this pack on the move.  The guests could not believe their luck, frankly 
neither could Johnson and I!. Diff lock engaged, everything is secured and a pre-briefing about what is about to 
happen is explained to the guests. We trundled down the road in the direction of the pack and Johnson is 
stretching his head around corners and over thickets looking for the pack and before we know it a wild dog runs 
across the road ahead of us and stops briefly a short distance away. Oscillating their ears individually to each 
other, listening for the other members of the pack along with any of the unsuspecting wildlife that they may have 
seen in the thickets that they just emerged out of. Within a few seconds the entire pack of eleven wild dogs are 
lying up on the road in front of our Land Rover. The pack settles down and a few of the members even start 
closing their eyes.  
 

 
 
We manage to capture a few photographs and before I could even say how lucky we are to watch them resting, 
a nyala bull runs past the back of our land rover and aims straight for the thickets as a single wild dog is in 
pursuit. Instinct kicks in and the pack continues behind the nyala whilst a few pack members branch off to the 
right and left. We eventually get down to the river and as we get back onto a road with leaves piled on top of us 
after our off-roading experience to keep up, we could hear the distant calls of a nyala barking. Johnson points 
out onto the river that they have chased the nyala into the water. We proceed to the inclined riverbank and move 
towards the water’s edge to watch this spectacle unfold.  
 
This was a National Geographical moment that any wildlife documentary filmmaker would have wanted to film.  
The nyala twisted and turned in the water and slowly succumbed to the pack as they descended, one after 
another, biting pieces of flesh from the animal. Within a few minutes it was disembowelled in the water as the 
dogs went into a feeding frenzy. A few of the younger pack members showed great restraint from going into the 
water to feed with obvious good reason, as this was an area that was known for large crocodiles lurking in the 
shallow inlets. By this time three Land Rovers had parked on the southern bank of the Sand River watching the 
pack completely devour the nyala bull within seconds of being killed. Several of the dogs had eaten their fill and 
were already running across the river towards the north with no sign of slowing down. 
 



 
 

 



  



This was our first afternoon out in the bush and we were all speechless, during the entire scene we all sat quietly 
taking it in and becoming absorbed to the surroundings we were in and the wildlife imagery that we had just 
witnessed. We left as the dogs moved off, and conversed among ourselves at what a treat that was and how 
incredible the specie was to see in full action. As we verged right onto the road to head towards our sunset stop 
to discuss the sighting further and reflect on our photographs and videos, a large herd of approximately 200 
buffalo appeared from the thickets and were making their way down to the river. No sooner had we left one 
sighting than we were in the midst of another. These moments will always be remembered as an afternoon 
delight to my first-time safari enthusiasts.   
 
                        

The lucky scrub hare  Article by Daniella Kueck 

 
This is a scrub hare, often though to be a rabbit, and although they do occur in the same family as rabbits, there 
are a few differences between the two. Scrub hares are usually seen during the evening part of game drives as 
they are predominantly nocturnal, whereas rabbits are diurnal, typically seen running into the road in front of the 
vehicle in a zigzagging fashion. The zigzagging is believed to be how they attempt to escape a predator that 
they are running away from by confusing it. It is also believed that the lights of the car casts a shadow over the 
hare which makes them confused as to where they should go and the dark abyss that the shadow casts, creates 
a 'fear of the unknown' situation causing them to be reluctant to run off of the road. It is therefore always a good 
idea to switch your headlights off so that the hare can hopefully move off the road. They are also solitary and 
only on occasion, usually when females are looking to mate, will you see more than one together. When female 
scrub hares give birth to their young, they are born precocial, which means that they have fur, are not blind and 
can hop around with mom. This is probably because of the fact that they do not sleep in underground, dug-out 
burrows, instead they spend the duration of their day sleeping under thick bushes. Rabbits give birth to altricial 
young, which are blind and mostly naked, in burrows. Even though scrub hares sleep above the ground, you do 
not often see them during the day, and in Shangaan culture, it is believed that if you do see a scrub hare during 
the day that it is considered 'Good Luck'.  We were out on drive a couple of mornings ago, when my tracker 
spotted a scrub hare lying in the grass next to the road, and whether it was the fact that we had seen this little 
scrub hare during the day or not, the rest of our drive included an amazing sighting of a pride of lions on a zebra 
kill as well as a rare serval sighting fairly close to the lodges. 
  



A giraffe in water  By Daniella Kueck 
 
One of the most beautiful drives to do out here is one that takes 
you along the Sand River. The area along the river is always lush 
with vegetation, teaming with an array of different bird species, as 
well different mammals. It was an overcast day in summer, the 
river was filled to the brim with water, and it was my guests’ last 
drive. Having had an amazing few drives over their stay, we just 
went out to enjoy the beautiful scenery along the river's banks.   
 
When we turned a corner and came into an area where it 
completely opens up to the river, we saw two giraffes, an adult bull 
and a young cow, on the southern bank of the river, which is the 
side of the river that we were on. They looked a little anxious and 
we wondered why?  

 
I then realized that there were five other giraffes on the opposite 
side of the river. They were all pacing back and forth, the two on 
our side trying to find a way to get across to the others on the 
other side.  
 
The bull seemed to lead their quest, continuously finding a spot on 
the edge of the bank, attempting to walk across, realizing that 
every place that he attempted to cross at was too deep, or he 
would get half way and simply sink into the sand under his sheer 
body weight. The female would just patiently wait on the side, 
following him up and down.  
 
The others on the other side were also pacing up and down with them.  After about half an hour, the giraffe on 
the opposite bank started to lose interest and began to slowly move away from the river. Noticing this, the female 
began to get even more anxious and pushed ahead of the bull, and effortlessly crossed the river. However, as 
she crossed, the bull thought that he could do the same, but he soon realized that where the female had 
crossed, was not the spot for him.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



He started to become a 
little stressed, pacing 
even quicker up and 
down the riverbank as 
he saw that the others 
were still walking away. 
It was not long before 
he found a spot where 
he decided that he 
wasn't turning back, he 
couldn't. He had 
climbed through a part 
where there was 
extremely thick bush 
with a steep drop down 
to the water. As he got 
into the water, the 
splash was heard by 
the other giraffe, they 
quickly made their way 
back to the water's 
edge, and they 
 

all waded in! It was as if they were 
motivating the bull to just keep 
walking across. When he saw them 
run into the river, he immediately 
picked up his walking pace in the 
middle of the water, even though it 
was just under his belly and he was 
still sinking.   
 
Finally, the whole ordeal came to an 
end about 40 minutes later, he had 
finally made it across and had his very 
own welcoming committee. We then 
watched as they carried on walking up 
the bank and away from the river. 

                                                                                                                                                    
  



In review 
 
With the recent renovations of Boulders Lodge even the leopards have been interested in seeing the new layout. 
The Kashane male leopard is often viewed frequenting through the lodge area in the evening and on occasion 
during the day in winter as well, as the lodge forms part of his natural territorial pathway. 
 

 
 
The two sub-adult cheetahs are doing well. They are still together and form a formidable team when hunting.  
 

  



Game Viewing Summary for April 2014 
 
 

Lion Leopard Cheetah Elephant Buffalo Wild dog Hyena 

No. of Sightings 40 64 19 90 30 10 10 

            
                   

Statistical analysis: 
 

 Lion sightings: The figures reflect a substantial increase in the number of lion sightings. Up from 32 last 
month to 54 sightings this month. 

 Leopard sightings: Leopard sightings have increased with the cooler winter months.   

 Elephant sightings: Elephant sightings have decreased however are keeping relatively constant 
particularly around the river in front of the lodge in search of water during the warmer periods of the day.  

 Buffalo sightings: The buffalo herds are starting to roam further as conditions dry out, but only a slight 
drop in figures. 

 Cheetah sightings: Cheetah viewing has remained relatively consistent again with the two sub-adult 
cheetahs frequently moving over vast areas looking for open stretches of grassland and thus are 
becoming extremely adapt to the winter conditions with much success. 

 Wild dog sightings: The alpha female is still showing strong signs of being pregnant and on a few 
occasions displayed signs of digging at deserted termite mounds for a potential den-site.  

 Hyena: An old hyena den has shown signs of activity with one cub at present. We are looking forward to 
welcoming many more over the next few weeks.  

 
 
Predation Analysis:  
 

 Leopard (10) Lion (8) Cheetah (4) Wild Dog (2) 

Buffalo  1   

Bush Buck    1 

Giraffe  1   

Impala 8 2 1 1 

Kudu  1   

Nyala 1    

Monitor Lizard 1    

Warthog  1   

Wildebeest  1   

Zebra  1   
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