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LAPALALA HOSTS COVID-19 VACCINATION
DAYS ON THE RESERVE
By Jane Mafafo

The Lapalala Wilderness Foundation is working
with the Department of Health to offer a COVID-19
vaccination programme on the reserve.
The programme is delivered by medical staff from the
George Masebe Hospital, who have already hosted
the first two in a series of vaccination days. Vaccines
are offered free of charge for our reserve and lodge
staff, as well as people living in our surrounding
communities and reserves (including Keta Private
Game Reserve). They can register to receive their
vaccination at our Touchstone Lodge, which is
conveniently located on the R518 between Marken
and Mokopane.
On the first vaccination day, 32 people received
the one-dose Johnson & Johnson jab. The second
vaccination day took place on 27 August. About 50
people, including reserve management, SES security,
Lapalala Wilderness School and lodge staff were
vaccinated with their first Pfizer jab. This group will
receive their second jab on 8 October.

The programme is an initiative by Jane Mafofo, with
the support of chief executive, Glenn Phillips. Thanks
to the Touchstone kitchen team, the hospital staff
were treated to a delicious meal.
“I am glad to see the enthusiasm for the programme.
Although some staff members were a little
apprehensive to take the vaccine, the day ended in
laughter and everyone was very happy and grateful to
have received the vaccine. For many people it is difficult
to travel to clinics and hospitals and, this way, we made
it easier for a lot of people to be vaccinated,” said Jane.

“This is a reminder to everyone who gets
the jab that they still need to take care of
themselves by wearing masks, social distancing,
sanitising and washing their hands regularly
with soap.
“May God Almighty bless us all and
heal our land.”
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SECURITY DOGS

Belgian shepherds are often trained as
dual-purpose dogs as they are able to track/
detect, as well as apprehend and protect.

By JP Viljoen

An indispensable part of Lapalala’s
anti-poaching operations
The Lapalala Wilderness anti-poaching unit (APU) includes a number of four-legged members that play
a vital role in securing the reserve.
Lapalala employs two types of working dogs for anti-poaching operations on the reserve. Single-purpose
canines are trained for a specific task, such as tracking or detection of substances. Dual-purpose canines
are trained for tracking and/or detection, as well as apprehension or protection. Working dogs, such as
Belgian shepherds, bloodhounds and German shorthaired pointers, are located in various key points on
the reserve to allow for fast deployment when needed.
The dogs thoroughly enjoy their daily walking patrols, and are able to indicate on human activity.
They participate in multiple, weekly training exercises that simulate real life scenarios. This ensures that
the dogs are always at their peak operational capability and in great physical condition.

Our bloodhounds (pictured) and German shorthaired
pointers are typically single-purpose dogs. They lack
the attributes for apprehension or protection work,
but are very effective at tracking and detection.

The dogs are regularly treated to fun exercises, such as
swimming in safe dams and games of ‘fetch’.
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BEWARE, YOU MUSTH…
By Hermann Müller

Aggressive; rampage; frenzy: these words are often
used to describe the behaviour of bull elephants when
in musth.
Musth is a heightened state of sexual activity
and aggression as a result of increased levels of
testosterone. The word, musth, is derived from the
Urdu word masti, which means intoxicated. There are
some telltale signs that a bull elephant is in musth:
fluid oozing from temporal glands; a constant dribble
of urine from the penis that wets the back legs; a
strong, musky smell and a general air of irritation and
arrogance. The behavioural expression of musth can
vary between individual elephant bulls – from fairly
docile to highly aggressive – so it is always advisable to
give any bull in musth a wide berth.
We recently had cause to follow that advice during a
few encounters with one of our mature elephant bulls.

The telltale fluid oozing from the temporal glands of the
Marakele bull elephant indicates that he is in musth.

The Marakele bull (he was relocated from Marakele
National Park in 2019) went through a musth cycle
and, although we did not experience any overtly
aggressive behaviour, it was clear that he was not to
be messed with!

ELUSIVE BLACK STORKS
ACTIVELY NESTING
ON LAPALALA By Hermann Müller
Lapalala has the rare privilege of hosting two active
nesting sites of the shy and reclusive black stork
(Ciconia nigra).
Although they are encountered quite regularly in the
Waterberg, black storks are often overlooked as they
remain fairly elusive in southern Africa. Most of the
known nesting sites – usually found in inaccessible
terrain – have been abandoned (for unknown reasons).
This worrying trend, coupled with the birds’ shy habit,
makes it difficult to study them. Lapalala, therefore,
holds a little known but extremely valuable treasure as
two active nesting sites can be found on the cliff faces
along the Palala River.
There is some fascinating biology behind these birds.
Black storks are almost exclusively piscivores (they eat
fish) and can usually be found foraging above rivers,
streams or other permanent water bodies. The global
population of black storks occurs predominantly in
Europe and Asia, from where they migrate to East Africa
and the Sahelian regions during the boreal winter.
Black storks generally breed in large trees in isolated
forests, except for a small sub-population in Spain that

Black storks are shy and elusive, with very few active
breeding sites currently recorded in southern Africa.

breeds on cliffs. The southern African population, which
also breeds on cliffs, is believed to have originated
from individuals from the Spanish sub-population.
Instead of migrating back north from their wintering
grounds, they ventured south and stayed! The southern
African population does not migrate seasonally (other
than locally) and seems to have become completely
separated from the main population.
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ALIEN PLANT SPECIES REQUIRE
ONGOING CONTROL
By Reletile Mokomane

Our conservation field team employs various methods
to control the spread of alien and invasive plants
on the reserve. An alien plant species is a species
introduced outside of its natural, past or present
distribution. If such a species becomes problematic,
it is named an invasive alien species.
Over the past year, the team has steadily been
removing clusters of alien plants that are relatively
accessible. These include: lantana (Lantana camara),
gum tree (Eucalyptus spp), poplar (Populus spp), thorn
apple (Datura spp), castor-oil plant (Ricinus communis),
prickly pear (Opuntia spp), potato creeper (Solanum
seaforthianum) and queen of the night (Cereus spp).
During the wet season, the lantana, poplar and young
gum trees are sprayed with environmentally friendly,
short-acting herbicides that are easily absorbed
because the plants are actively growing. The potato
creeper is controlled by uprooting the plant and picking
out the fruit to prevent birds from dispersing the seeds.
The thorn apple and castor-oil plant can be uprooted
when they are dry (in winter) and slashed or sprayed
when they are still young and growing (in summer).

Lantana flowers in the wet season, making it easy to identify and
treat. Although lantana is one of the most invasive plants in the world,
our teams are successfully containing its spread on the reserve.

The two cactuses – prickly pear and queen of the night
– can be tackled throughout the year. The prickly pear
is sprayed with herbicides or uprooted and burned.
The queen of the night is also sprayed with herbicides;
the larger plants are first cut and then sprayed with the
herbicides. The team has made enormous progress in
removing this cactus from the reserve.
The team follows up on all treated areas to ensure
that they are permanently cleared of any alien plants.
Occasionally a plant will need multiple treatments
before it is destroyed.

This large queen of the night was removed at Touchstone
North. The pile of branches will be sprayed with herbicide
to prevent new roots from growing into the ground.

NORTHERN PERIMETER FENCE
NOW COMPLETE By Peter Mashaba
The project to fence a 20 km stretch of our northern perimeter has
finally been completed. The installation of a new perimeter fence at
Kirstenbos, Nkwe and Leah began in November 2020, with a projected
timeline of six months. The progress was hampered by varying COVID-19
lockdowns, followed by above-average summer rainfall which forced a
total shutdown of the reserve. Despite the obstacles and delays, we are
pleased to have completed the project within eight months. One of the
most rugged, remote and mountainous areas of Lapalala Wilderness is
now enclosed by a perimeter fence that is complete and functional.

The installation of our northern
perimeter fence has been completed
to a new ‘Big Five’ fence standard.
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THE PERKS OF WINTER
By Annemieke Müller

The reserve enjoyed an uncommonly cold winter
this year, which is good for our vegetation and soil in
many ways. Thanks to the good rainfall we had prior
to winter, the animals entered the season in good
condition, making it easier for them to deal with the
low temperatures.
The cold winter period also treated us to unusually
frequent sightings of the reserve’s more elusive
inhabitants. We suspect that the colder temperatures
shifted the hours these species forage to earlier
in the day.

Lapalala has recorded an unusual number of sightings of
the secretive aardvark (Orycteropus afer) this winter. Most
sightings have taken place during the late afternoon hours
on Thakadu Plains. Coincidentally, thakadu is the Sepedi
word for aardvark. It is difficult to estimate how many
aardvark we have on Lapalala and how their numbers
fluctuate. However, they often appear on our camera traps
and aardvark tracks are commonly observed throughout
the reserve, which indicates a healthy population.
Photo: Nicky Dreyer

The insectivorous aardwolf (Proteles cristatus) – a member
of the hyaenidae family – is another of Lapalala’s elusive
species. Sightings are rare and photographs even rarer. This
beautiful individual was spotted near Roan Plains in the late
afternoon. Photo: Wihan Pretorius

The bushpig (Potamochoerus larvatus) is a strong pig with
powerful front legs and sharp teeth. Lapalala is a safe
haven for this nocturnal species which is considered a pest
in many parts of Africa. Bushpig play an important role in
our ecosystem: they are masters in digging up soil, thereby
exposing nutrients for other species. A family group usually
consists of a dominant male, a dominant female and their
offspring. Photo: Hendrie Cloete

The brown hyena (Parahyaena brunnea) is a regular feature
of night drives on Lapalala, but daytime sightings are
uncommon. Wihan was treated to a mid-morning encounter
with this curious, relaxed brown hyena on the hill past the
school turnoff. Photo: Wihan Pretorius

Sightings of the small bat-eared fox (Otocyon megalotis) have
increased in the past few years. One may be lucky enough to
spot a few of them trotting ahead of you while driving on the
reserve. Most sightings occur in the southern section of the
reserve during the late afternoon. Photo: Carlo Cossu
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THE PERKS OF WINTER
By Annemieke Müller

Wihan captured this stunning photograph of a civet
(Civettictis civetta) during a late afternoon monitoring session.
It was spotted near Equus Valley in the western section of
the reserve. Photo: Wihan Pretorius

Q3 2021

A daytime sighting of an African wildcat (Felis lybica) is highly
unusual! David Modise spotted this well-camouflaged cat in
the Burkea area. One of the major threats to this species is
crossbreeding with domestic cats, which is why Lapalala has
a strict policy of keeping domestic cats out of the reserve.
Photo: David Modise

The mountainous terrain of Lapalala is an ideal home for the
beautiful, reddish-gold caracal (Caracal caracal). However, the
numbers of these non-spotted cats are negatively affected by
the presence of larger predators such as leopard, hyena and lion.
Photo: Wihan Pretorius

SPOTTED HYENA
RE-COLLARED By Wihan Pretorius
It was third time lucky for the Lapalala biodiversity
team as we re-collared a female spotted hyena in the
Rietspruit area near east gate. The existing collar had
ceased to clock in any GPS information. Fortunately,
the VHF component still functioned so we could track
the hyena using the antenna and receiver. Finding her
was the easy part.
Initially, we attempted to dart the hyena from the air.
The game capture team had been at Lapalala, which
presented an ideal chance to use the helicopter. With
a ground team on standby, Hermann and Annemieke
took to the sky but the hyena gave them the slip down
a warthog hole! She was so deep underground that
not even the VHF could locate her.
A week later, the team tried a baited call-up to lure
the hyena in. A carcass was tied to a tree during
the night and an audio recording of hyena calls was
played to attract her to the call-up site. This would give
Annemieke a chance to dart the animal as she fed.
We were successful in calling her in but the wind was
picking up which made her nervous, and we had to
postpone our plan.

Patience finally paid off as the biodiversity team
managed to track and re-collar this spotted hyena
female. We suspect that her clan is denning in the area
as we noticed hyena tracks of varying sizes.

A perfectly still evening with a bright moon presented
ideal conditions for our third attempt. The baited callup was successful in luring her in, but we had to wait
patiently as she nervously walked around vocalising.
After hours of patience, Annemieke managed to dart
her as she lay about 20 metres from the bait. We
gave the drugs some time to take effect, and then
used the antenna and receiver to track her through
the darkness. We re-collared her and took blood
samples before Annemieke woke her up again. She is
a very big hyena and is in good health and condition.
The GPS data from the collar will enable us to track
her movements and access occasional visuals to
determine her health, condition and denning success.
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PREDATOR
RESEARCH UPDATE
By Wihan Pretorius

There is never a dull moment in predator monitoring.
In July, Hermann Müller and Emma Rowand were
astounded to discover a young male lion during
an aerial patrol. He is the offspring of one of the
two lionesses that were killed by our main pride in
February. At the time, he was just a 15-month-old cub
and we held out little hope that we would ever find
him alive. We presumed that he had either been killed
in the fight, or was too young to survive on his own.
At first he must have lived off scavenging and small
prey, but he has recently been seen on a fresh zebra
carcass. He has grown significantly in strength and
size, and clearly has a keen will to survive.
The past few months have witnessed much more
interaction between our two adult male lion. They
alternate between snoozing side-by-side in the shade
and inflicting minor injuries on each other! The
younger male, LM2, is growing in confidence and has
recently been seen mating with a female. Time will tell
how these dynamics will change…

Q3 2021

The predator research team had long given up hope of finding
this young male lion alive after his mother was killed earlier this
year. He has been given the official code LM3.

cheetah generally struggle to raise cubs, primarily
due to other predators. Raising a female cub is even
more exciting as the young offspring could soon
be playing an important role in Lapalala’s cheetah
breeding programme.

Despite the apparent loss of two cubs, we are very proud
that our adult cheetah, CF3 has managed to keep this last
cub alive. We cannot wait to see more of it.

One of our two female cheetah, CF3, has had another
litter. She started denning at the end of July and has
chosen to stay east of the Tholo area. We decided
to give her space as the area is quite safe, with little
pressure from other predators. An early visual showed
three cubs, however, she has recently been spotted on
the move with just one offspring.
Our other female cheetah, CF4, and her cub are doing
well. The cub has been joining her mother on hunts,
where she is clearly honing her hunting skills. We have
noticed her biting the neck area of the prey as she
feeds – a promising simulation of her emerging ability
to kill her own prey. She is a year old now and will
soon leave her mother. This is extremely promising as

Occasional fighting between our two adult male lion has
resulted in minor injuries at this stage.
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LELE PROJECT SECURES
STUDENT FUNDING
By Annemieke Müller

The LELE research project is designed to measure the longterm ecological impact of elephant on the landscape.

The Lapalala Elephant Landscape Experiment (LELE) project has secured a grant of R180 000 from the German
Academic Exchange Service to fund the next LELE data collection fieldtrip.
Dr Jesse Kalwij, vegetation ecology specialist and principal investigator of the LELE project, will visit Lapalala’s
elephant exclosures with three MSc students and two BSc students. The students will arrive in November and
spend three months in the blocks, collecting more baseline data, building on our knowledge of the plot dynamics
and evaluating visitation by animals. They will perform tree mapping, tree disc sampling, animal tracking, drone
flying and vegetation sampling. We look forward to evaluating the data from this important fieldtrip.

MORE EYES ON
OUR ELEPHANT
By Annemieke Müller
Our elephant are also the subject of a research
project by PhD student, Laura LaComme, from
Nelson Mandela University.
Laura visited Lapalala in August to collect
behavioural data, condition scores and faecal
samples from our elephant population. She is
studying the factors that affect the success of
elephant conservation models in South Africa.
Laura is particularly interested in how the collapse
of international tourism (due to COVID-19) has
impacted conservation areas, and the possible
effect on animal welfare. For this, she incorporates
endocrine analyses to assess stress levels in the
sample of elephant.
Thank you to everybody on the reserve for reporting
fresh elephant signs during Laura’s visit. This
helped her tremendously to collect the samples
she needed. Laura will be returning to Lapalala in
August 2022 for the second session of her fieldwork.

Lapalala hosted PhD student, Laura LaComme, for the
fieldwork component of her elephant conservation research.
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LAST OVERHEAD
POWER LINES REMOVED
FROM LAPALALA
By Cobus Greyling
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Power lines encroach on the landscape and pose a fire
risk. The removal of the overhead power lines is just one
aspect of the large-scale development project that Lapalala
Wilderness has embarked on.

Lapalala Wilderness is now free of overhead power lines as the last trace of the Eskom era was removed from the
reserve in June.
Power lines are a highly visible, man-made intrusion on the landscape. They also pose a fire risk and need to be
protected during managed burning of the veld.
A 6,2 km stretch of power lines was the first to be removed when the Touchstone property was incorporated into
Lapalala Wilderness. Another 9,8 km was then removed from the area around Kolobe and reserve headquarters
as we made encouraging progress to move the reserve off the grid. The last 8,4 km was removed from Kirstenbos,
Mooimeisiesfontein and Nkwe in June, marking the end of an era in the history of Lapalala Wilderness.

RESIDENT KLIPSPRINGER AT NOKA CAMP By Tania Weitsz
As the bushveld orchestra heralds each new day, guests of Noka
Camp may be lucky enough to find our resident klipspringer
enjoying a breakfast of succulent plants.
The pair of klipspringer was first seen grazing between the
third and fourth villas when construction of Noka Camp neared
completion in 2019. At first, they would quickly disappear into
the bush when they encountered anyone on the walkway. As the
months went on, they became habituated to life around the lodge,
so much so that in November 2019 the female gave birth right at
the walkway to villa 1! It was an unforgettable moment. Now this
family of three wander freely around the lodge at all times of the
day, and we are delighted to have them as part of our Noka family.
Klipspringer are monogamous and mate for life. A single calf is
born following six months’ gestation. The mother usually hides
the calf for three months, returning several times a day to feed
it. Klipspringer are agile and well adapted to rocky terrain. Their
long hooves point downwards on blunt, rounded tips, so that they
appear to tiptoe daintily as they walk. They have been known to
jump over a distance of up to 25 metres although we have yet to
see this for ourselves! They issue a shrill, piercing whistle through
their nose when alarmed. We look forward to seeing what else the
bush has in store for us this summer.

A klipspringer calf will usually remain with
its family group for up to a year, although our
youngster is still enjoying the bank of mum
and dad… and the good life of Noka Camp!
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THE ART OF
TRAIL GUIDING
By Daniel Bott

The Palala River cuts a 27 km stretch through
Lapalala Wilderness, offering a magnificent
opportunity to explore its length on foot.

Guided trails are a bit like the stripes of a zebra:
no two are ever the same! That is the beauty of
the humble bush walk. It is probably the most
unpredictable, yet enticing, activity for many guests
who visit Tintswalo Lapalala.
For a trail guide, it is exciting to leave the confines of
a vehicle and explore the bush with a group of guests.
I often marvel at the fact that there must be gorges
and crevices that have yet to be explored, and we
have the chance to do that on foot. But it is not for the
faint of heart. At first, it can be daunting. There is no
option to retreat to the safety of a vehicle and start
the ignition. The prospect of coming across the ‘Big
Five’ leaves no room for complacency and your senses
have to be keenly tuned to the signs and signals of
the bush. There is the added challenge of managing a
group of guests (usually up to eight people) who could
each react very differently in any given situation. The
control and confidence that comes with experience
can greatly enhance the repertoire of a guide. Trail
guides are required to complete 150 hours on foot

with 60 encounters. They are also required to pass
an advanced rifle handling course. Only once all
these boxes are ticked can you officially call yourself
a trail guide. This opens up a world of possibilities.
Grab a rifle, pick a destination and let your feet do
the walking!
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