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Olifants North Game Reserve

NOVEMBER 2009

Temperatures continued to rise during the first week of the month – averaging 38ºC (in 
the shade!!), which tried our patience to the limit wondering when the pattern would 
break.  Even more depressing was going onto the websites www.1stweather.com and 
www.weatherphotos.co.za to see what our long term forecasts were – no rain in sight!!  

Suicide month carried on into November reaching a peak “shade” temperature 
of 43ºC on the 13th!  The utter desperation felt by all of us become apparent this 
day with frayed tempers flying, feeling nauseous and faint and dripping with 
perspiration.  We were all sapped of our energy – then at about 2a.m. the winds 
picked up and the words of Neil Diamond’s song “What a beautiful noise” 
immediately came to mind.  Thunder – deep rumblings in all directions –
lightning splitting the dark black sky and then it came, and boy oh boy did it 
come – 65mm was measured at the office, the pool almost overflowing!  What a 
magical scene had unfolded; the bark of the trees now having turned dark and 
the leaves that have burst through, emerald green with glittering drops of rain 
that looked like mercury.  The most amazing spectacle of nature also happened 
on the 13th – so much for it being Friday the 13th – our first baby impala were 
seen by the staff and some Woodland Kingfishers have also arrived!  Everything’s 
happening!!

Then again on  the 19th soft soaking rain began to fall which continued for a full 
three days – the soil becoming more and more saturated with large puddles 
lying everywhere!  Given a week, the bush will have taken to the catwalks, 
revealing its new outfit in all special hues of green.

Since the start of our latest rains, and not having driven around the reserve for 
two weeks, it was with absolute awe that I drank in the change in scenery –
green carpets had unfurled under the dead grass from last season, lilies had 
popped up under the canopies of shade that the now almost fully leafed trees 
provide, flowers lighting up pockets in the greenery.  What a sight!!

The month ended on such high note – the total for the month ending on 
189.0mm and season to date 215.5mm.  As I mentioned in my email on the 1st

December, the last time high rainfall was recorded in November, was in 
2005/2006 when 165.0mm fell!
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I read the following extract from an article in the Marula Gazette, 27 November 
2009, which explained the impala mortalities we experienced during and after 
the rains:

Whilst there was much joy and relief at the arrival of the rain that fell in our area last week, it 
would appear that this welcome downpour was a catalyst in the death of many animals.  The 
first case we know of was reported on Saturday morning when owners of a farm near Mica 
took a drive to have a look at the dams after the first rain.  The sight they happened on was 
certainly not what they were expecting.  All around the dam were carcasses of animals that 
appeared to have just keeled over.  They counted 16 dead animals that morning, including 
impala, wildebeeste and waterbuck.  Some of the animals were still alive but in a very bad 
condition and ultimately died as well.

A manager of another farm had a similar experience.  They lost buffalo, wildebeeste, kudu 
and impala.  What was causing this?  Dr Gerrit Scheepers, a veterinarian from Phalaborwa 
was called out to no less than 8 farms, from Mica to Phalaborwa.  Dr Scheepers has done 
autopsies on all the dead animals and in all cases the culprit was Pasteurella Pneumonia.  
This aggressive disease shows no symptoms and kills its victim quickly.

According to Dr Scheepers, the animals were susceptible to the disease due to their 
weakened condition brought on by the long drought and poor food supply which put them 
under a considerable amount of stress.  These factors, coupled with the fact that the 
animals were wet and cold for about 3 days, contributed to the loss of life.

Elephant are still making their presence known and despite the rain that’s fallen, 
where we thought they might move away, our staff being called out every day 
to clear the roads.  

Another summer visitor, the Diederik’s cuckoo 
began calling his plaintive and far carrying ‘dee-
dee-deederik’ song on the 25th of the month, his 
metallic green and snow white coloured body 
flitting in amongst the branches of the tall trees in 
the office area.

Just some of our indigenous flowers that have appeared recently:
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False marula, (Lannea stuhlmannii) Snuff-box tree or fried-egg 
flowers (Oncoba spinosa)

Looking distinctly like butternut soup, this is what 
the splash pool looked like a day after I took the 
photograph of the Lannea flowers.  Pilusa came 
up with a brilliant plan to stop the flowers from 
entering the main pool by putting a piece of 
shade netting across the overflow of the splash 
pool, managing to save the main pool from 
turning yellow as well!!

- LEAVE THAT LOG –

Have you ever considered what a dead log really represents?  What is it that you see as 
you watch the dancing flames of a campfire or feel the warm glow of red embers?  In the 
presence of sunlight the green leaves of a plant photosynthesise water and carbon dioxide 
into simple sugars and starches, which eventually become lignin and wood fibres, while 
giving the ecosystem the oxygen vital for survival.  When in turn the wood is burnt, the 
stored and accumulated warmth and light of a thousand sunny days is released.
When a tree dies and falls to the ground it in time becomes a little world of its own, 
forming numerous important niches in the web of life.  There is a close inter-relationship 
and inter-dependence between even the most seemingly insignificant of species, all linking 
up to form the master pattern.  If any niche or link in the food chain is destroyed, the 
equilibrium is upset.  Earlier and later links may thus fall away causing the whole web 
eventually to disintegrate.

A fallen log shelters the soil below it, helping to retain soil moisture.  Fallen leaves and the 
seeds of grasses, shrubs and trees are blown, washed or carried into this protective niche 
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where they accumulate as food for a variety of organisms or later generate a new plant 
growth.  The first living organisms to utilize the log are bacteria and fungi, which initiate
the process of decay by which nutrients are returned to the soil.  Here they will sustain 
the growth of new seedlings and established plants.  The fungi threads or pyphae form a 
fine network which grows around the wood and into the wood cells.  Enzymes are secreted, 
digesting the lignin and cellulose; the wood becomes soft and eventually disintegrates to 
form humus which enriches the soil.  A variety of insects such as woodborers and termites 
in the log feed on the dead wood or grass which they are able to digest with the aid of 
bacteria or unicellular protozoa living in their intestines, one of the countless examples of 
the direct mutually interdependence of two vastly different species.  As the bark 
separates from the dead log, it forms another cosy living space which is colonized by 
scorpions and centipedes and a multitude of insects, lizards and geckos which prey on one 
another. The next link in the food chain consist of toads and snakes, birds, shrews, 
hedgehogs, pangolins, mongooses, bush babies and a multitude of other small carnivores.  
At the end of this chain are the larger birds of prey, jackals and other large carnivores.

A second component of this web of life starts with grass and other plants germinating and 
growing in the shelter of the log.  These are grazed or browsed by antelope and domestic 
stock.  The fruits and seeds are eaten by insects, birds, rodents, monkeys and man, who 
with the other predators also prey upon the herbivores.  Throughout all these links in the 
food chains, beginning at the dead log, animal waste products are dispersed and returned 
to the soil for the eventual benefit of plants.  Next time you are in the veldt, take note of 
the wealth of plant and animal life associated with the dead logs left lying around – that’s 
if you can find any.  Also notice the bareness of a countryside where all the decaying plant 
material has been removed, depriving tiny denizens of microhabitats and microclimates, 
impoverishing the web of life so necessary for their and eventually our own survival.

Should you turn over a rock to see what is underneath, it is important to replace it gently 
exactly as it was.  If the log is removed from its original position it may take months or 
even years for a similar microclimate to be re-established underneath.

Sadly I missed taking photos of the flowers on the Toad tree’s 
(Tabernaemontana elegans) outside the office, but these are the 
pods that have now appeared and are so aptly named – looking 
just like enormous toads.

Ehretia rigida (Puzzle bush) berries

At long last the prunoides trees have lost their smelly flowers, and 
are now dripping with bright plum-red seed pods which seemingly 
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are a delicacy for the grey louries, who are seen gorging themselves on the swollen 
pods.

RECORDED SIGHTINGS

7 Nov B21 13h00 Serval seen on Hyena Drive

9 Nov B21 18h30 1 x female leopard on causeway

13 Nov B20 8-9am 3 x hyena bathing in Kudu Pan
3 x impala lambs – learning to drink Kudu Pan

17h00 Hyena swimming in Kudu Pan
Black rhino spoor at Roller Junction

16 Nov Joe 05h30 Hippo in splash pool at clubhouse

25 Nov B20 17h30 1 x lioness on old airstrip
19h00 Civet between camp and road to flood plain

27 Nov B20/B5 16h30 1 x lion & 2 x lioness – camp road – Marula drive –
Kudu pan (2 attempts at making kills – impala 
then giraffe)

30 Nov B20 11h00 Ground hornbill on left of causeway crossing 
North to South

At the start of summer, when our slithering creatures make their presence felt, I 
thought it interesting to copy you on an email that we received, which 
appeared in Birdlife SA, written by Geoff Lockwood:

“Have been catching up on the flurry of mails around the incident with the Boomslang in Talamati and, 
in response to several queries, thought it would be good to clear the air.

Boomslang do not normally bite people - most recorded bites are of snake-catchers or handlers, and 
according to herpetologist Bill Branch this incident could well be the first recorded 'wild' bite by this 
snake of a human being in South Africa. There is therefore no need therefore for paranoia about these 
snakes!

During the strike, these snakes can open their mouth to about 160 degrees (i.e. almost flat) and could 
therefore inflict a bite on almost any part of the human body. They usually hold on and 'chew' to ensure 
good venom delivery but this is not always essential for envenomation. In my case, the 1,5 plus metre
long snake bit me on the right shin about 13 cm above the ground. The bite was across the front of the 
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shin, with scratches from the teeth in the lower jaw on the outside of the shin, and the punctures from 
the fangs on the inside.

I was concentrating on taking pictures of a fledgling African Barred Owl sitting low in the bush next to 
one of the chalets, and moving slowly and quietly, must have stood on a large Boomslang which then bit 
me in
self-defence. Initially I mistakenly thought that the pricks I felt were from thorns and It was only when 
the sensation changed - it felt like I was being attacked by an enraged, large chameleon (with its claws 
digging into my skin and the feeling of a 'gummy', toothless bite) that I looked down....... and knew I was 
in trouble!

I brushed the snake off with my hand and immediately sat down on the step of the chalet to check if the 
snake had 'got' me. Three beads of blood showed where the fangs had penetrated - and I immediately 
tried squeezing the site to eject as much venom as possible. (I am not sure if this helped but I guarantee 
that almost all of you would have tried the same thing !!!!!!!!).

I knew that Boomslang bites required treatment with a mono-valent serum (which is produced solely for 
this snake), and that this serum is usually not held by doctors or hospitals (not sure of the full reasons 
for this but
am going to visit the Lab that produces the serum and will let you all know what I find out). In the event 
of a confirmed Boomslang bite, the Lab undertakes to courier the venom to where it is needed.

I also knew that we had between 8 - 12 hours before serious symptoms were likely to develop. A 
calculation of driving times, possible delays, and the time needed to get the serum to Nelspruit 
suggested that our best option would be to make for Johannesburg and Cynthia ran back to our chalet 
to fetch the car. The Owlet in the mean time had been watching all the excitement from only meters 
away, and I decided to use the opportunity to take a few more pictures - much to the horror of the 
growing crowd of people who had gathered! I can't explain why, but from the moment that I had seen 
the snake chewing away at my shin, my thinking and reactions were icy calm.  Cyn arrived and we set off 
for Orpen Gate.

By now (+/- 10 minutes after the bite) there was a burning sensation at the puncture sites. An hour after 
the bite, I was experiencing a dull, frontal sinus-type headache and after three hours I was feeling 
nauseous. I sat in the car trying to reassure Cynthia that I was OK (and keeping her from speeding) but I 
am sure that when I started vomiting (about 4 hours after the bite) she was worried about us making it 
in time. The weather along our route was terrible - with lots of heavy rain forcing us to travel slowly, and 
I am sure Cyn was stressing badly. While she was driving, I contacted my sister in Johannesburg and 
asked her to alert the Milpark Hospital that we were coming in with a Boomslang bite, and to arrange 
for the serum. After some initial misunderstanding, (they carry the polyvalent serum effective against 
cobras, mambas, adders etc.) delivery of the serum was initiated and, by the time we reached the 
hospital seven hours after the bite, it had arrived.

The doctor in casualty had had some experience with treating snake-bite and was initially sceptical of 
our ID of Boomslang as the culprit (they don't usually bite people, they certainly don't bite people on the 
shin, the bite site usually bleeds profusely (mine never bled), Boomslang bites usually  do not cause 
localised swelling at the site (my ankle was badly swollen) etc. etc. but a clotting test - (no clotting after 
20 minutes), and a bleeding time test soon confirmed that he was dealing with a Boomslang bite. I was 
admitted to the High Care unit and, after being hooked up to a drip and various monitors, was pre-
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medicated with adrenaline and Phenergan (to guard against anaphylactic shock) the serum was 
administered via my IV line. A follow-up Bleeding Time test was carried out at about 20:00 on Sunday 
evening and clotting time had come down from over twenty, to just over six minutes ......and I was 
making plans to go home. Dream on!

The battery of blood tests taken on arrival in casualty showed that my kidneys had almost totally shut 
down; that toxins (urea and creatinine) had reached dangerously high levels in my blood; and that rest 
of my bloodmarkers were either way too high, or too low. Bleeding times went back out beyond twenty 
minutes - only returning to normal the following Saturday. Dialysis was scheduled for Tuesday, and again 
on Wednesday, Thursday and Friday to try and reduce the toxin levels and to allow my own kidneys to 
recover. Blood taken each morning (through to Tuesday) showed a steady decline in toxin levels, a 
normalisation of the other blood markers, and a slow but steady improvement in kidney functioning and 
I was allowed to go home on Tuesday afternoon.

Before signing off I would just like to comment on the debate about the costs of the serum. As I found 
out, never (as in Boomslang never bite people) is a very long (or is that very short) time and, given the 
state of my blood on arrival at Milpark, only multiple exchange blood transfusions could have possibly 
pulled me through. I am extremely grateful to the Lab for the work they do - without them, I am certain I 
would not be sending this out on the net! How much is your life worth?” Cheers Geoff.

Whilst on the subject of our slithering creatures, we’ve had some very close encounters in the 
past, with Mozambique spitting cobra’s in particular, where we’ve found them in the warming 
drawer of our oven, the children’s toy box, at the bottom of our cupboards where shoes were 
kept!  And to top it all Joe has been bitten by one as well!  In light of hearing about how we 
seemingly “attract” these creatures, Eileen and John Fletcher (unit B35) gave me two ‘snake 
repellers’ to try out in our garden.  They’re buried in the soil to a depth of about 15cm, the top 
part having solar panels to charge them.  They apparently send out vibrations into the soil that 
deter snakes from entering the radius of 25m² around where they’re planted.  So far we’ve not 
seen a single snake in the garden, so can only presume that they are very effective! 

NEWS FROM THE BOARD – November 2009
Financial Position
We are having a great year financially and after the costs around management changes in our 
last financial year this is a huge relief. We are heading for a very good surplus, which hopefully 
remains intact through to the end of our financial year.

Rains and veldt conditions
We had very good rains in the 2008/2009 rainy season- 623mm- the best since the 900mm in 
1999/2000. This carried us very well through this last winter and we are hopeful that a reasonable 
amount of rain will bless us through the next. Unfortunately as of the 3rd of November no rains of 
any substance have fallen, it is hot and dry and the veldt conditions are now deteriorating 
rapidly.

Dams

A number of shareholders have requested that we open more dams at a time. This would mean 
deviating from our ecological plan. The item will be placed on the agenda for the Board 
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meeting scheduled for 19 November 2009. We must be guided by our experts on this subject, so 
it will be over to Joe and possibly some referral to Mike Peele who guides the greater Balule 
area. The answer is likely to depend on rains, veldt conditions and elephant numbers. We must 
also bear in mind that if the Sedumoni flows we automatically get another dam near rhino 
plains, which drains over approximately 70 days.

The Flood Plain Road 
Please note that the rules on the flood plain road with clockwise traversing and no spotlights or 
stopping other than for game viewing over the marked portion remain intact.

Now the only reason that is in bold is it is all about to change but we really need everyone to 
stick with the current ruling whilst we prepare for this.

The flood plain road has a long and thorny history. In December 2007 we received summons 
from a handful of ORGR shareholders to effectively close this road. At the time we were dealing 
with a number of sensitive issues between the North and South all of which have been 
successfully negotiated to the advantage of the greater Olifants Reserve. We chose to play this 
issue down as emotions around this road run high and the last thing we needed were a couple 
of shareholders to really up the ante and impact on all the other co-operative projects. Now it is 
easy to gloss over just where we were at the time. Lest we forget- the suspensive conditions on 
Lisbon traversing were only fulfilled in November 2007, we did not have extended river loops, we 
still had those mad dashes to cross the bridge one way or the other by certain times and 
amongst other things we were not supposed to use each other’s club houses. If you wanted to 
have dinner with friends or family residing over the river or have them over for dinner this was not 
possible. I will never forget, parking on the North, being picked up by friends, being driven 
around Lisbon (where we were not allowed to go), having dinner with them and then being 
delivered back to the bridge. Only humans could design such a bizarre set up. 

To cut a very long story short we let this item drift along whist the court date got ever closer. We 
were aware that win or lose defending this in the high court was going to cost us around R 500 
000. Subsequent to the AGM some of the directors engaged the plaintiffs and after hours of 
negotiation, farm visits and tongue biting, we eventually came to an agreement very recently, 
which is being implementing. The farm has been saved several hundred thousand rands and the 
agreement is in my view an improvement on the current arrangement.

So here it is, but again don’t follow this until you get formal notice which will go to A, B and C 
Class shareholders.

On approaching the floodplain one curve is adjusted very slightly to keep headlights off a 
certain unit – almost not worth a mention. You will soon be able to traverse the no spot light no 
stopping section in both directions but one bend in that area is also adjusted slightly. There is a 
section of the no spotlight no stopping area (but not all of it) that won’t be traversed at night 
and the night road is being cut by Joe.  All this will be clearly communicated and marked by 30 
November this year.

Black Rhino

There is no update on this subsequent to the AGM. For those of you who were not at the AGM, 
Balule are now the front runners for the next World Wild Life Fund Black rhino relocation project. 
There is an enormous amount of work going on around this which it seems likely will bear fruit in 
either 2010 or 2011. Jurgen Elbertse is leading this project both for ONGR and Balule for which we 
are most grateful. Since Jurgen and the person running this for WWF are Dutch they have quickly 
built a relationship which will help us through the hurdles that no doubt lie ahead.

Bridge Approach 

When Devco built the bridge between North and South in terms of their development 
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commitment it was overseen by Lyle Thole who is a South member. For some time now Lyle has 
been suggesting that a flood on the 1999/2000 scale could see the river divert to the North River 
bank and effectively strand the bridge. Those of you have seen the river under high flood 
conditions will be aware that as the North Bridge approach is lower than the bridge itself it 
effectively becomes the main river flow under these conditions. Should sufficient scouring take 
place, then when the flood passes the river will follow the new and lowest course. Recovering 
from this position would be extremely expensive.

Lyle and I met some time back and discussed extending the bridge. The estimated cost was 
prohibitive.

The next course of action was to make sure that the North bridge approach was level with the 
existing bridge rising towards the North bank to help protect the bank, get a uniform flood flow 
across bridge and north approach and prevent diversion. This river in full flood is extremely 
powerful so it is not about holding it back but getting it over in an even manner. Next time you 
drive past perhaps just take a look at the downstream side of what has been done and you will 
appreciate the enormity of the project.

So Lyle, thanks so much for your help on this, I know you and I have made it clear we have done 
our best on this but are not on the hook if it all goes wrong. If it does, we will get blamed, if 
doesn’t it will all be forgotten. Then to Devco who made a big portion of the funds available –
thank you. The two reserves then funded the balance at 50% each. Finally to the people who 
did all the work –Joe, Mario and the building teams- you were stars. They say in life that any task 
will take as long as the time made available to it. Somehow the thought of the river coming 
down in flood during the project was such a motivating factor that at no point in the project was 
it ever a day behind.

Land Claims 

Subsequent to The AGM the lands claim commissioner set up a meeting with the claimants and 
several of the farm owners of the farms on which the claims have been lodged. Unfortunately 
this was cancelled very close to the meeting date. I believe most of you will be aware that the 
Commission has run out of budget for the time being. We will continue to work on this and keep 
you posted.

Zebra Dam

The new dam aptly named by our staff as there are always zebra in that area is now open. 
Another project completed on time.

Joe and Kari

Our new management has settled in well and made a great start. We now have a tidy and 
efficient office, proper fuel controls and good efficient billing which are no doubt contributing to 
that surplus. Our vehicles are clean and maintained and our repair bills are well under budget. 
Joe has completed our biggest project to date within budget and on time (the bridge 
approach) and Zebra Dam had water in it on schedule. Joe also, in his very quiet way, helped 
sort out the flood plain saga. Thanks, not just from the Board - from all of us.

Directors

We thanked Peter Moses at the AGM for his enormous efforts over the years on the controlling of 
the house and rondavel building. Pete’s fellow shareholders in unit 14 sold the unit and he 
resigned as a director shortly before the AGM. Bev Fourie has been appointed as a director. She 
is an advocate, a skill which could prove priceless as we move forward. We have one vacancy 
which will be filled shortly.

Communication
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Nic Holzer is making great strides on driving our web site development. Many of you have been 
choosing between various options he has asked for input on. This has been a project that has 
been long outstanding and it is great to see it moving.

Helping over the busy season

I ask all of you to do what you can to help our team through the busy season. Just a few 
pointers; if you can do it yourself don’t call the office. If you can help a fellow shareholder –
North or South member and give management more time to concentrate on other tasks- please 
do. Try to stick to office hours unless you have a real emergency. If you are going to town please 
check if the office needs anything – this saves the management three hours.

When it finally arrives have a great break.

Peter Stroobach
Chairman

With the end of the year
galloping towards us, we
wish you all a peaceful,
restful and merry festive
season with safe travels

to and from your holiday
destination.

We’ll see you again the
New Year!!

Until next time, happy game viewing and don’t forget the rain dances!! 


