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The beauty of this massive ecosystem lies within the wilderness, within the dark nights and the endless expanses. The 

raw feeling of wilderness lies within the secrets the land keeps to itself and only shows to those who are fortunate 

enough to be in the right place at the right time. These secrets may surface at any time and could be of any form. The 

discovery of a new species of bird, never before seen in a certain area, a species of tree or flower never before identified 

or discovering a new lookout point or section of river to enjoy a sunset drink. However, for many, the most exciting 

spectacle falls on the animals. 

 

Mother Nature is a beautiful thing that is to be cherished and protected.   However, in her beauty there is also sacrifice 

and in her wisdom there is purpose. There is a reason for each and every happening out here, an ecosystem that runs 

itself:  a true wilderness. 

 

Winter is a time that has much appeal; it is also a time that brings much hardship. It is a time that sparks our memory 

and plays with our senses. When we feel it we remember.  The bite of a cold morning wake up, the mysterious hanging 

mist, the richness and warmth that is brought by the sunrise and then the setting of the sun, a ball of fire that warms the 

earth then disappears below the skyline and with it brings the darkest, coldest night. Winter is a time where animals 

spend much of their time in search of vital resources like water and food. There is no rainfall and the grass is brittle and 

dry. 

 Mopane clothed in winter shades 

 

 

 

Winter for me is a time of colour and light.  The caramel grass 

and burnt orange leaves; the shades of rust, copper, gold and 

brass; the rich golden morning light and the pale blue skies. A 

withdrawn sunset that fills the sky with a palette of colours 

only the naked eye can behold and cherish. Once you have 

managed to deal with the icy cold mornings and open your 

mind to what can be achieved, winter is the most amazing 

space. 
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Elements in the bush that make life tough in the dry winter season are namely lack of water, food and heat. 

While you and your guests struggle to keep warm on a cold winters morning, wrapped up in blankets, hugging 

hot water bottles with hands wrapped around a steaming cup of coffee, warming in the winter sun like a 

bunch of lizards, the animals have a far harder time surviving in the harsh climate going to great lengths to 

stay warm, travelling long distances for water and making every food source count, often resourceful in their 

behaviour. When life gets tough just think about some of the animals out there that are battling to survive! 

 

On a very cold winters morning a lilac breasted roller puffs its feathers up to trap a layer of warm air between the 

feathers and body. (Photo courtesy of Manuel Lopes) 
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There are also beautifully kept secrets emerging at this time of year; the deepest reddish-brown of knob thorn 

buds bursting through; common star chestnut flowers bunched along the fat branches opening to form 

stunning star shapes; impala lilies in all their splendour covered in the darkest pink flowers imaginable; 

euphorbia’s exuding some sensual perfume that has bees, wasps and butterflies clambering over each other in 

a frenzy!   

 

Common star chestnut flowers 

 

 

 

 

 

Knobthorn flowers fully opened 

 

 

 

 

Winter and the bush is adorned with browns, greys and dust. The landscape is at its most barren and 

suddenly, out of nowhere you see a flash of crimson and white. In the middle of this sea of dullness an unlikely 

splash of colour meets the eye. As you draw closer, the perfect star-shaped, brilliantly coloured impala lily 

flowers beam up at you. 

 

Exquisite impala lily flowers 
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There are certain species that find it beneficial to flower in what seems to be the most unlikely time of year 

and the impala lily is one of them. Most of these plants are succulents such as aloes and euphorbias. 

Succulents are able to hold moisture during the drier parts of the year and are therefore able to flower 

without spring rains. By doing this they eliminate competition for pollination with other flowering species in 

the springtime and therefore ensure 

pollination.  We are lucky to have Impala 

lilies and euphorbias and right now they are 

in full flower, surprising us with their bright 

colours. The aloes are also now in full 

flower and are keeping the birds and bees 

ecstatic. 

 

Candelabra euphorbia 

This tree has sharp spines along the ridges of its 

cylindrical stems, and if the stems are broken, 

they exude a milky white latex, which is 

poisonous. It can severely irritate the skin, cause blindness if rubbed in the eye, and if swallowed it will cause severe 

illness. The sap is used in traditional medicine to treat ulcers, warts and as a fish poison. The Khoisan name for this tree 

is Gnap, which means powerful, and refers to the poisonous milky white sap which they used on their arrowheads and 

spear blades when they went hunting.  

On the 20
th

 July with great excitement Roy, (unit A8), came to tell us that his wife Debby had seen a Green 

Twinspot in the gardens near their unit the afternoon before.  As I didn’t know anything about this little bird I 

looked them up and found pictures of just how stunning these little birds are. 

 

`  

Male Green Twinspot     Female Green Twinspot 
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In Newman’s Birds of Southern Africa these birds are classified as uncommon residents.  Mature adults differ 

from other small green birds in having white-spotted underparts, but in immature plumage are plain green.  

They are an elusive, shy species that feed in areas of open ground, but dart into thick cover if disturbed. 

 

It is an extraordinary thing to have the ability to view the amazing creatures on our reserve; to get close, hear 

them breathe, to hear the sound of their tongues across their fur as they groom their magnificent coats; the 

soft tap of an elephant’s ear as it cools its body down from the heat. We live in this fantasy world, where such 

incredible creatures roam and for this reason, we are drawn to them, we want to learn about them and 

capture each step they take. 

It somehow has the ability to move you, deep down inside. The wilds of this place trigger some feelings that 

are stored deep within us, they are awakened, and they burst into light. This is Africa. It is where we come 

from. It is where our roots lie and where we will always have a bond.  To those of you who have experienced 

it, we have been drawn into this wild land and are so grateful each day for the chance. 

Heading towards the end of the month one can sense there is change in the air. All of a sudden there is the 

slightest sign in the bush that the seasons have begun to swing. It is a very subtle change, but to the trained 

eye, it’s there, all around us. The Knob thorn Acacias are flowering and some are even getting fresh, luminous 

green leaves. The Impala lilies are in full bloom bringing brilliant bursts of vibrant color to the stark, dry carpet 

of the bush. I’m not saying that the wet season is just around the corner, but I’m sure on its way. It will 

continue to be an incredibly harsh environment for the animals and birds for the next couple of months, but 

there is a sense of a turning point, to the times of plenty in the rolling hills of the reserve.  I have been very 

fortunate to watch the seasons change in this beautiful piece of land of ours. I really enjoy the last couple 

months of the year in the bush, you can literally watch the grass and leaves grow, as every species battles to 

get ahead of the next, and ready itself for the on-coming wet season; bringing the balance of life and survival 

of the fittest. 

 

The first heat has hit!  This occurred during the week of the 18
th

 – 22
nd

.  The knobthorns are in full bloom, 

Sausage trees are dripping with deep maroon flowers and the Sjambok Pods are bursting with highly scented 

bright yellow flowers!  Soon the first Wahlberg’s eagles will be sighted, a sure sign that winter is coming to an 

end. Although I am excited to once again see the verdant green hillsides and have all the migrant bird species 

back, I can’t say I won’t miss winter. The chill of the early mornings and the mist hanging low in the valleys are 

two of my favourite things about the bush. 

 
          Cassia abbreviata (Sjambok Pod) 
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Kigelia Africana (Sausage tree) flowers 

The anticipation of winter is now a distant memory that has faded and been replaced by the season itself. All 

that we had hoped for and so much more was experienced and captured by members and guests. Cold misty 

mornings and the colour filled sunsets, soft golden light and aloe flowers to name but a few.  It is not yet over 

and as the temperature slowly starts to rise we find ourselves a part of the change of season in the bush, 

something that not many get the chance to witness first hand. The seasons are more often than not only ever 

experienced over a short stay, where only a window of that season is seen. We are privileged to feel the 

changes as they take place and see the first of the summer birds return back after a long journey; these things 

now stir a new sense of anticipation, the anticipation of summer and the first rains. 

The green flush and the water are on their way, when exactly is hard to say but we will be waiting and we will 

share with you their arrival. Not to wish away the winter which has shown us much but to appreciate the end 

of what has been an incredible dry season.  The bush continues to impress, so while we await the first rains in 

a month or two, enjoy the last few weeks before the heat arrives! 

If you’ve been following the sightings on our website www.olifantsnorth.co.za you will have seen that they’ve 

been exceptional with regular sightings of the leopard and her two cubs at the causeway.  Imagine having both 

lion and leopard sightings in one night.  The night creatures have also made a welcome comeback; porcupine, 

civet and genet being seen regularly.  Elephant herds are all over the reserve as one can deduce from the 

number of trees pushed over and/or ring-barked. 

The photographs below are courtesy of Graham Benfield. 



 

7 

 

 

 



 

8 

 

 

 

 

Please remember to ensure that all barbeque fires are extinguished properly before retiring.  A gust of wind 

could carry sparks into the tinder-dry grass and cause incredible damage. 

 

BEHIND THE SCENES 

 

Firebreaks 

A firebreak between properties is a requirement of law and to comply we’ve burnt an 8 to 10 m firebreak 

along the Square boundary during July. It took a bit longer than anticipated because the wind and weather 

conditions were not always favourable. When conditions were favourable we’d only burn till about noon 

leaving the afternoon session to ensure all logs were properly extinguished and not able to flare up overnight. 

 

Spraying cockle burr. 

This year we managed to spray the whole northern bank from Moolman to Grietjie boundaries. While it is 

impossible to eradicate this scourge we do try to control this invader species from spread inland. 

 

New roads 

Bergsig to Parsons Plain via Ndlopfu dam with a link to the eastern side of the Sedumoni. 

The more western road to be called Tshukudu and the link road, Balanites. 
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We’ve also cut a detour on Sable loop that will bring the road out closer to Kudu Pan. It’ll be about 50m longer 

but should be an easier ride overall as it’ll be less steep. 

   

Maintenance 

We reinstalled the lathe screen in front of the Eskom transformer. 

 

As part of the insurance requirements we’ve gone around to all the houses and cut branches that were 

touching the roof. 

 

There has been a group of about 4 elephants that have been keeping us busy breaking into the clubhouse 

area. They can maneuver themselves into the smallest areas and could have caused a lot more damage so we 

are just a little bit grateful. Never- the-less the damage they caused while they were in to fences was enough 

to keep us busy for a number of days. 

 

STAFF 

Four of the staff went on a 2 day basic fire-fighting course. Well done on passing Michael, Lives, Jarot and 

Solomon. 

 

Pels Fishing Owl Survey 

Every year for the past five years Balule has undertaken a survey along the Olifants River. This is done over a 

four day period and covers approximately 45km starting at Struwig, the northern most point of Balule, and 

ending at Three Bridges near Mica. It requires two teams of three persons each on both banks on the lookout 

for these rare birds. Along the way data is also collected on vultures, water birds, crocodiles and hippos.  

Over the years the numbers of Pels seen has reduced from about 6 to where we now on 3. There are reports 

of at least 4 others that are being seeing regularly but were not seen during the survey. 

 The Kruger National Park also undertakes a similar 50km exercise that also only yielded 3 Pels this year. 

 

 

Please note the following details:  

 

Kari (web/photos/cleaning/maid/vehicle requests): 087-8062069 / 072-6217163 ongr@xsinet.co.za 

 

Dalene (Accounts) 087-8062069 / 072-6217163 olifantsnorth@xsinet.co.za 

   

Joe 083-6302515 ongr.management@xsinet.co.za 

 

Fax 2 Email number: 086-2950091 

 

Until next time, take special care 

Joe and Kari 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


