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 Temperature       Rainfall Recorded 
 Average minimum:  6.2˚C  (43.1˚F)          For the period:  0 mm 
 Average maximum: 22.6˚C (72.6˚F)               For the year to date:  851 mm 
 Minimum recorded: 0.0˚C (32.0˚F)          
 Maximum recorded: 30.0˚C  (86.0˚F)        
 
 

Early morning bliss  Article by Ross Couper 

 
Every morning starts with hot coffee whilst feeling the cool air on your face as you stand on the deck awaiting 
the glow across the horizon. The winter light illuminates the tops of the trees and slowly makes its way down to 
the ground. We depart after ensuring everyone is snuggled up warmly with a hot water bottle on his or her lap, 
the extra touch that makes the early morning even better. The dust swirls behind our Land Rover and the early 
morning light glistens across the grass seedpods stretched at the end of the stalks.  
  



Within a few minutes after the start of the drive, I 
turned the engine off. “Johnson has heard 
something," I whispered to my guests. We sat 
patiently straining our ears to the various sounds as 
the bush awoke and tried to interpret what the sound 
was that caused Johnson to stop the vehicle. A deep 
hooting sound bellowed from the treetops - it was a 
nocturnal owl. We sat still to hear the call again and 
decipher where it was coming from and pinpoint its 
location. Not a moment later the deep hooting sound 
echoed through the marula forest. Seconds later we 
had a clear view of a Verreaux's eagle owl emitting 
the sound, and to our amazement he continued to 
call as the sun rose above the treetops. It was 
another blissful start to a morning. 
 
 

Airport mayhem Article by Ross Couper 

 
If you are a fan of the film ‘Love Actually’ you will 
know what I am referring to when I say airports can 
be a great place of sadness and happiness within 
the same area. Either arriving or departing 
passengers emit emotions that you can see and it’s 
often no different at the Singita airport even though 
it’s one of the smallest in the world. On this occasion 
it was over great happiness. 
 
At the start to our early morning we paused, listening 
to birds singing the dawn chorus, and we could hear 
the distant sounds of a lion pride feeding. We quickly 
moved in their direction. 

 
  



As we approached the area, there was a huddle of cats crammed together in a feeding frenzy on the airstrip. A 
lone blue wildebeest had met his demise. The Mhangeni pride was not in a mood to share the feast as they 
clawed their way through the carcass. Blood-smeared faces peered back to glance at their ecstatic audience. 
 
 

Cheetah, impala, vultures and hyena!  Article by Coleman Mnisi 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One winter's morning a young male cheetah was found on the move, in the western parts of the property. A few 
other vehicles had already been to the sighting, and had moved on, and we were making our way towards the 
area. Lazarus, the guide who was still with the cheetah, suddenly advised us that the cheetah had chased some 
impala, but that he had lost sight of the cheetah, going through some fairly thick bush. 
 
Three vehicles worked the area quite carefully, hoping to find the cheetah again, but when we were 
unsuccessful, it was decided that the trackers would go on foot to try to find the animal. After about half an hour, 
we got a call from James, one of the trackers, to say that he had found the cheetah again, and that it had made 
a kill. James led us through a dry riverbed to the position where the cheetah was, and it was just starting to feed 
on the impala carcass, at the edge of a small clearing among some guarri bushes. 
 
It was now already mid-morning, and starting to get quite hot. After watching the cheetah feeding for about an 
hour, we left him there, and went to have a coffee break. After our break, we returned to the cheetah, to see if 
there were perhaps any vultures. Looking up into the sky, we could see only two vultures, circling high. But 
about 40 minutes later, more vultures began to gather in the sky, and start circling and coming down to where 
they had spotted the carcass, even though the cheetah had dragged it into the shade. It was amazing to see 
how quickly so many vultures appeared from nowhere! Before the vultures had much of a chance to come and 
feed on the carcass, a hyena suddenly ran into the area from the south, and stole the carcass. The cheetah did 
not try to fight for its meal, as it would not want to be injured by the hyena. So the cheetah moved off, leaving the 
hyena to feed, while a hundred or more vultures gathered and waited their turn, but for no reward, this time. 
  



History of the Shangaan people Article by Dylan Brandt  
 
Many of the people living and working at Singita, and indeed much of the Lowveld, belong to a tribe called the 
Shangaan. The Shangaan huntsmen are some of the finest in the world and are incredibly skilled trackers. 
These skills are now kept alive and put to first-hand use by tracking animals on safari, reading signs and sharing 
knowledge about fauna and flora that has been with these people for many centuries. 
 
King Shaka of the Zulus, sent Soshangana (Manukosi) to conquer the Tsonga people who resided to the north 
of Zulu-land in the area of present-day Mozambique. Soshangana found a fertile land inhabited by scattered 
communities of peace-loving people, and he decided to make this his home rather than return to Shaka.  
 
He imposed Shaka's military system of dominion, and during battle adopted the same technique the Zulus used 
called Mpondo - this was the attack formation that resembled the horns of a buffalo. (It was the same technique 
Hannibal and his horde used, yet they were on other ends of the world and had never met.) He taught the 
people the Zulu ways of fighting, and weapon building, like the assegai, a short arm and long blade that one 
could hold with one hand and thrust quickly and with accuracy, and made them wear skins and ostrich feathers 
on their heads. However, he did not change their style of architecture, the round huts with their patterned thatch 
roofs, because he thought them to be very beautiful.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Soshangana gave his name to the Shangaan people. During the Evening Festival, the song 'Ndwandwe' refers 
to his colloquial name and pays homage to him. One can imagine a thousand Shangaan warriors in a great 
cattle kraal in present day Bushbuck Ridge singing the song and dancing the traditional dance 'Nchongolo', kudu 
horn in hand.  
 
Life was not all peaceful for the new nation. Shaka was angry and sent troops to attack Soshangana, but they 
too did not return. Internal quarrels led to Shangaan people dispersing as far north as the Congo. Soshangana 
fought the Portuguese in 1833 and 1834. When he died in 1858 nobody was told about his death for a year, and 
when word got out there was a great struggle for power between his two sons. This became a long quarrel, and 
eventually Muzila defeated his brother on the banks of the Sabi River in 1862. The Sabi River lies less than 
20km south of the Sand River where the lodges are now built, and their confluence lies a short distance east of 
Skukuza, in the Kruger National Park. 
 
Muzila's son, Nghunghunyana, took over when he died in 1884, and is remembered by present-day Shangaans 
as their best-loved leader and their last true chief. He fought against the Portuguese colonialists, and was taken 
capture. He arranged for his family to be freed, but he remained hostage and died.  
 
Today, the Shangaans live in areas mainly between the Kruger National Park and the Drakensberg mountains. 
Their sister tribe, the Tsongas, inhabit most of southern Mozambique. The villages surrounding the Sabi Sand 
Game Reserve are predominantly Shangaan and one can still see remnants of the traditional thatched huts that 
Ndwanadwe was so fond of when he first set eyes on these people.  
 
 

  



Staff children visit Singita    Article by Crystal Perry & Darren Muller  

 
Singita Sabi Sand hosted a day for some of the staff children to learn about the lodge and have a chance to 
experience a game drive. Most had come from Justicia and Lilydale, two of the villages just outside the Sabi 
Sand. Mandla Mathonsi, who is the community liaison officer for Singita Sabi Sand, was the coordinator of the 
trip, and with his upbeat attitude, organisation and translation skills, was able to make the day a great success. 
 
The game drive was a fun way to learn something about tracks and signs, trees, birds and, of course, animals. 
The children were so excited to see elephants, lions, zebras and a variety of other antelope. When the children 
arrived at the lodge after the game drive, they were shown around and got a chance to visit their parents to see 
where they work and what they do. 
 
We gave the children an educational talk about a day in the shoes of the guides and trackers. We showed them 
some of the 'tools' that are used on game drives, and we spoke about the importance of water conservation. We 
also spoke about what Singita is all about, which is eco-tourism, conservation and community development 
working in harmony to preserve these special places where Singita lodges are located. We helped the children 
understand that the guests visiting our lodges come to see our animals in this beautiful pristine environment, and 
we try to give them the best experience possible, so that they come back with friends and family. We stressed 
that this creates work opportunities for many people, not only from their families but also for people from around 
the country and even further afield. We explained to them that if they were ever interested in becoming trackers 
or guides, they could strive for their goal, and it would mean not having to travel far to get to work. They were 
made aware that there is also a school for would-be chefs, at Singita Lebombo. 
 
After the educational talk, we took the children out to the playground, set out a small netball field with a net at 
each end, and two teams were picked – the Lions and the Elephants! There were some great players among the 
children, perhaps even some future national stars, I would think. The children certainly all enjoyed themselves 
and played well together. After about 35 minutes of playtime, we had some of the kitchen staff join us with ready-
baked cookies, with colourful icing and sweets for the children to use as decorations. 
 
The children had a big day of learning and seeing new places, and on the drive back to the gate, we were still 
spotting animals. They now have a better understanding of what their families do when they come to work, and 
the bigger picture of the role of the lodge in conservation. 
 
We would like to thank Mandla for the role he played in making this day such a success, and also Coleman 
Mnisi, a very experienced guide who also drove one of the Land Rovers and helped the children learn about life 
in Singita. Thanks also to all other staff who were involved in this great day.  
 
 

Yellow-billed oxpecker Baphagus africanus Article by Jon Morgan  
 
It was towards the end of a morning 
safari drive, on the way back to the 
lodge for a breakfast, when we came 
across a herd of about 100 Cape 
buffalo. As a guide I always scan the 
backs of buffalo in large herds looking 
for a rare sighting of a yellow-billed 
oxpecker. These birds look very 
similar to the ever-present red-billed 
oxpeckers, just slightly larger, with a 
thicker yellow bill with a prominent red 
tip. Its red eye lacks the yellow eye 
ring of the red-billed oxpecker. 
 
As I scanned all the red-billed 
oxpeckers perched on the buffalo I 
spotted a splash of yellow. With  



growing excitement I directed the attention of the guests and Peter, my tracker, to the spot where I had glimpsed 
the yellow beak hiding amongst the red-billed oxpeckers. With six pairs of binoculars scanning the area we 
quickly spotted and identified two yellow-billed oxpeckers on the back of one of the buffalo cows. This was my 
first sighting of a yellow-billed oxpecker at Singita Sabi Sand in my 15 months of guiding here. In my 15 years of 
guiding in the greater Kruger National Park it was only about the sixth time I had seen these very scarce birds. 
 
The reason the yellow-billed oxpeckers are so scarce is that they were considered extinct as a breeding species 
in South Africa by 1920. A number of factors contributed to the disappearance of these birds. The widespread 
over-hunting of buffalo and rhino in the late 1800’s, combined with Rinderpest epidemic of 1896-1897 that 
decimated cattle numbers and the subsequent use of arsenic dips for cattle, all played a role. 
 
It was only in the late 1970's that sightings of the yellow-billed oxpeckers in the northern reaches of the Kruger 
National Park were recorded. These birds were the first evidence of a natural recolonisation from the 
neighbouring Zimbabwe. In 1985 the first confirmed breeding pair was recorded much further south in the Kruger 
suggesting that the birds were also colonising from Mozambique in the east. Presently there are between 150 - 
300 breeding pairs in South Africa, with the bulk of the birds found in the Greater Kruger National Park.  
 
 

Young baboon story            Article by Andy Gibor                        
 
The kiss of the early morning sun was spreading over the leaves of a 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 and seemed to have stayed. 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 and you can 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 the 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 to us 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. 
 
 

The dark side of the bush  Article by Ross Couper 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With a heavy heart after finding the remains of a leopard cub in close vicinity of the lodges, we soon realized that 
the last of Hla’bunkunzi’s remaining cubs had been killed. The female leopard was seen patrolling through the 



lodges but with a different mind-set other than territorial movements. Her raspy call could be heard along with a 
few low grunts and soft cries that she would normally use to call her cubs. It was evident that she too had not 
understood what had happened and thought there may be a glimmer of hope that her remaining cub was still 
alive. For about three days she continued to stay within the area where the carcass was found, calling 
repeatedly.  
 
The bush exposes its darker side when infanticide is the cause of many leopard cub deaths and it was 
suspected that this was the case with her last cub, however the exact cause remains unknown. A male leopard 
was seen early in the day in close vicinity of where the carcass was found. Without any strict evidence to say it 
was this male leopard being the culprit, the signs of how the carcass was found was a clear indication that it may 
have been a leopard. The hair on the carcass was plucked out and this is a genuine leopard trait that is seen 
when feeding. The below image was captured a few days ago. Hla’bunkunzi is doing well and will most likely fall 
into oestrus soon again after the loss of her last litter.  
 
A pack of wild dogs devoured an impala and left the remains of a few pieces of skin, which soon became a meal 
for the female leopard. After the wild dogs moved to a waterhole, she scoured the area for any remains and 
finding this skin was a sheer prize. After several minutes of plucking the hair from the skin, the meal was 
swallowed with very little chewing to break down the prized possession.  
 
On a positive note, the Mobeni female’s cubs are in good health and we are seeing them a little more frequently.  
 
 
 
 
 

  



Game viewing summary for April 2014 
 
 Lion Leopard Cheetah Elephant Buffalo Wild Dog Hyena 

No. of Sightings 46 65 30 86 22 2 19 

 
 

Predation Analysis:  
 Warthog Waterbuck Impala Buffalo Wildebeest Porcupine 

Lion (5) 1 1  2 1  

Leopard (9)   7    

Cheetah (1)   1   1 

Wild Dog (1)   1    

Hyena (2)   2    

     

         

Statistical analysis 
 

 Lion sightings: Lion sightings remain much the same as June, nice to see the Ximungwe pride back and 
the Mangene pride spending more time in our area.  

 Leopard sightings: Very consistent for the last three months, statistically up by two sightings from last 
month.  

 Elephant sightings: The river is the place to see elephants; it has been almost a daily occurrence from 
the lodges’ decks.  

 Buffalo sightings: Statistically up by two.  

 Cheetah sightings: There are numerous individuals that are being seen regularly, sightings are constant 
from June but significantly up from previous months.  

 Wild dog sightings: Sightings have been few and far between which makes them even more special!  

 Hyena: The den-site has been active almost daily and thus providing great viewing.  
  
 

July highlights 
 
The highlight for the month would have to be all the cheetah viewing. It is always a pleasure to see them in the 
wild but their interaction has been the highlight, including mating cheetahs! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photographs on location by Ross Couper, Andy Gibor, Jon Morgan 
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