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Peter Mashaba, Jean Pierre Viljoen and Glenn Phillips 
attended the annual EarthRanger user conference in 
Kenya from 4 to 8 November 2022.

The conference was an opportunity to learn from 
the experience of global colleagues in conservation. 
EarthRanger was developed by Vulcan Inc. in the  
USA with funding from entrepreneur and 
philanthropist, Paul G. Allen. The system was 
developed with the express intention of providing 
conservation managers with a user friendly and 
efficient way of enhancing situational awareness  
and data collection. EarthRanger is currently used  
at 309 sites in 39 countries around the world.  
Its ongoing development and support are provided  
to conservation agencies at no cost.

The annual conference was very well attended by 
representatives of conservation organisations and 
conservation tech companies. Lapalala Wilderness 
was invited to present on two aspects, namely 
Operations rooms: integration and infrastructure-best 
practice in setting up operations rooms as well as 
The benefits of data driven decision making: utilising 
EarthRanger across all reserve functions. We also had 
a chance to hear the system developers talk about 
the ongoing development and enhancement to 
EarthRanger. The future looks very exciting indeed!

Our return flight was unexpectedly interrupted by  
an extra day in Kigali, the capital city of Rwanda.  
We were privileged to take a tour of the Kigali 
Genocide Memorial, which commemorates the  
1994 Rwandan genocide. The remains of over  
250,000 people are interred there. It was a very 
sobering experience indeed. Kigali is a beautiful city, 
and its people are incredibly hospitable… we can 
certainly recommend a visit!

LAPALALA REPRESENTED 
AT THE 2022 EARTHRANGER 
CONFERENCE IN KENYA
By Glenn Phillips
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EarthRanger users face diverse challenges, but the 
conference allowed us to connect and share solutions 
that are relevant and widely applicable.

An unexpected stopover in Kigali presented us with the 
chance to visit the Kigali Genocide Memorial.
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During November, Lapalala hosted a professional supervisor course for 10 staff members.The individuals all 
have a supervisory role on the reserve, as described in their contractual job description. The course equipped 
them with deeper knowledge and tools on how to lead single or multiple team members. Topics included 
team communication, task delegation, team building, quality control, management and control of resources 
and equipment, and reporting and data lodging. Each staff member received a certificate on completion of 
the course. The group had a great time and learned a lot. We trust that everyone will take their newly gained 
knowledge into their unique workplace.
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The 10 staff members were supplied with 
practical course material and valuable skills to 
empower them in their roles as supervisors.

EMPOWERING SUPERVISORS 
FOR LEADERSHIP 
By Jane Mafafo

Q4 2022

Lapalala provides diverse habitats for reptiles, however 
there is only one species of chameleon on the reserve.

The flap-necked chameleon (Chamaeleo dilepis) is a 
medium-sized lizard that is so named because of the 
skin flap that extends from the back of its head over its 
neck. In addition to its distinctive flap, this chameleon 
has large, bulbous eyes that are raised on cone-
shaped turrets. The eyes move independently of one 
another, giving the chameleon a full 360-degree vision! 
It can reach a length of up to 35 cm, running from its 
rather square head to a broad tail that is coiled at rest 
and raised when the chameleon is on the move. These 
chameleons are mostly arboreal. When seen in the 
open, their movement is conspicuous by its rocking 
back and forth motion.

Chameleons are known to change colour quickly and 
quite dramatically in response to the environment 
and perceived danger. Flap-necked chameleons are 
generally green with a patchwork of light markings 
down their side. Under threat, the chameleon will 
change from green to yellow, and can even turn almost 
completely black. In motion, dark spots or patches 
may appear on the body as a means of camouflage. 
These may also appear when the animal is stressed. 
The colour change is triggered by signals from the 
nervous system to several layers of cells in the 

FLAP-NECKED CHAMELEONS ON LAPALALA By Hannah Preiss
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chameleon’s skin. These cells, called chromatophores, 
contain various colour pigments that absorb and reflect 
different wavelengths of visible light.

The flap-necked chameleon is insectivorous. It uses its 
long, sticky tongue to capture smaller insects like flies, 
grasshoppers and various beetles. The chameleon is 
susceptible to predation by other arboreal animals 
such as baboons, birds and boomslang. It responds to 
threats by hissing, turning various shades of luminous 
green and black, and opening its mouth to display 
an orange lining. When threatened, the chameleon 
generally raises its neck flap to make itself appear 
larger and more intimidating.

Unfortunately, many chameleons are killed as they 
make their way across roads. Tar roads are particularly 
dangerous as people drive recklessly and too fast to 
avoid a chameleon crossing.



 | 05

Despite some ups and downs in 2022, we ended the 
year with positive news on our predators.

Our lion numbers are increasing with the arrival of 
four cubs to LF4. They have recently begun to move 
around with her. She has already raised two beautiful 
lionesses (LF7 and LF8) that are now independent 
and very relaxed around vehicles. They were recently 
collared and appear to favour the northern side of the 
reserve. Meanwhile, LF5 and her two cubs have joined 
LF3 and the five sub-adults. When LM2 joins them, this 
pride numbers 10 lions, treating our guests to some 
truly memorable sightings. We are also excited that 
the young lion brothers that were translocated from 
Selati have formed a coalition. They were brought in to 
simulate a natural dynamic, to introduce new genetics 
and to possibly provide a challenge to LM2 in the future.

POSITIVE NEWS ON OUR 
PREDATORS By Wihan Pretorius 

Our new female cheetah, CF5, is already a bit of a 
legend as she keeps the monitoring team on its toes. 
She favours the dense bush, has a habit of sneaking 
through fences and occasionally charges at us when 
we walk into her! However, she is hunting well and 
generally keeping clear of other trouble, so we are 
pleased with her progress. Our other cheetah, CF4, 
and her cub continue to do well and roam most of the 
reserve. When we collared the cub, we confirmed that 
she is female which is exciting news for our cheetah 
conservation efforts.

Cheetah males, CM1 and CM2, have secured their 
status as the dominant male cheetah on Lapalala. 
Their behaviour has changed for the better following 
their takeover, and they are much more regularly 
seen. In another positive development we were thrilled 
to discover that the offspring of CF3, who had been 
missing since the death of his mother, is still alive  
and doing well.

The wild dogs have denned successfully and are 
roaming more widely with their pups. Our camera 
traps have revealed that they are doing very well,  
so we hope to see more of them in 2023.

The cheetah coalition of CM1 and CM2 resting  
after a failed attempt to hunt.

Living up to its name: LF4 was spotted with  
her four cubs near Lion Camp.
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Our new cheetah female, CF5, on the 
Mooimeisiesfontein plains.



AFRICA’S ICONIC  
‘TREE OF LIFE’
By Reletile Mokomane

Q4 2022

The baobab tree is such an iconic feature of the 
Limpopo province that it appears on our vehicle 
number plates.

Single trees and multiple colonies are scattered 
throughout the Lapalala Wilderness. The areas in which 
baobabs grow are often called moeng – the Sepedi word 
by which the baobab tree is locally known. The former 
farm homesteads are well-known sites of these trees 
that tower over the surrounding vegetation.

The baobab tree is indigenous to the mainland of 
Africa (which hosts one species); Madagascar (which 
has six species) and Australia (which is home to one 
species). It is highly valued around the world and has 
protected status in South Africa. Traditionally, baobabs 
are a useful source of food, water, shelter, and 
medicinal remedies.

Our local baobab species, Adansonia digitata, grows 
larger and lives longer than the other species. Baobabs 
have faint growth rings, so scientists use radiocarbon 
to analyse samples from the trunk to determine the 
age of the tree. It appears that the ancient giants may 
be falling victim to climate change. Africa hosts 13 of 
the world’s oldest and largest baobab trees, but nine 
of these trees were lost in the decade from 2008 to 
2018. The trees ranged in age from 1,100 years, with 
the oldest plant found to have been 2,500 years old. The baobab tree is known for its large size and long lifespan.
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It is speculated that rising temperatures have either 
directly killed the trees or have made them weaker and 
more susceptible to droughts, diseases, fire and wind.



the Araneomorphae have fangs that operate side 
to side (like scissors). These distinct adaptations are 
estimated to have begun 240 million years ago when 
the two groups split. The fang arrangement evolved 
in response to the different way the two groups 
use silk. The primitive Mygalomorps use silk to line 
and construct burrows and trapdoors. Their fang 
arrangement enables them to pin prey down against 
a hard soil surface. In contrast, the Araneomorphs 
developed the ability to spin webs to capture prey,  
and their fangs evolved accordingly.

Relatively little is known about baboon spiders. If 
you do encounter one of these animals, please do 
not disturb or harm it. Rather, take a photograph 
and post it on sites such as iNaturalist.org or 
baboonspideratlas.co.za so that we may better 
understand these interesting creatures.

OUR ARACHNID 
NAMESAKE
By Cobus Greyling
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Baboon spiders have paraxial fangs  
(parallel to each other) that point downwards.

Q4 2022

Our reserve is home to all manner of organisms, 
not least of which is a shy, hairy arachnid that was 
named after the Lapalala Wilderness School.

The Waterberg baboon spider (Pterinochilus lapalala) 
was discovered in 2006, when it was described 
from specimens that were found at the site of the 
original Lapalala Wilderness School. The etymology 
of its Latin name honours the work of the school in 
promoting and preserving the wilderness habitat of 
the Waterberg.

Baboon spiders are nocturnal and elusive, so we are 
generally unaware that they live among us unless 
we actively look for them. There are 13 species of 
baboon spider found in the Waterberg. Our very 
own Pterinochilus lapalala is the third of its genus 
to be found in South Africa, and the most southerly 
occurring species.

The preferred habitat of this species is the “gentle to 
steep, very rocky slopes in the Waterberg mountain 
range. The plant community at the type locality 
is dominated by the trees Acacia nigrescens, Olea 
europea and Papea capensis, whilst the dominant 
grass is Heteropogon contortus (A. Roberts, pers. 
comm.). This vegetation community represents a 
sweetveld on a dolerite intrusion. This habitat type is 
relatively rare in the Waterberg.” The low body profile 
of the Waterberg baboon spider is well suited to this 
habitat, and allows individuals to make untidy, silk-
lined burrows underneath loose rocks.

South Africa has some 2,028 known species of 
spiders, and the majority are endemic. Spiders are 
divided into two main groups. The more primitive 
Mygalomorphae (to which baboon spiders belong) 
have paraxial fangs that point downwards, while 

Baboon spiders are a subfamily of tarantulas 
native to Africa, so named after the pads on the 
feet that resemble a baboon’s finger.
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The rainy season on Lapalala heralds a host of fungi. 
Join us as we discover more about these weird and 
wonderful components of our ecosystem.

The term ‘mushroom’ generally applies to the fleshy 
fruiting body of certain fungi. They typically consist 
of a wide, umbrella-like cap that bears gills on its 
underside. However, many macrofungal species, such 
as boletes, polypores, brackets, puffballs, earthstars 
and stinkhorns, do not share these features. In 
essence, a mushroom is the reproductive organ of a 
fungus. Its job is to produce and disperse spores, much 
like the way that fruit and seeds serve flowering plants. 
These microscopic spores vary in shape, texture and 
colour and are measured in microns (thousandths of a 
millimeter). Most spores are dispersed by the wind and 
air currents. Others, like the members of the stinkhorn 
family, produce a foul-smelling odour that attracts flies 
to distribute the spores.

There are three main types of fungi:

• Saprophytic: feed on dead or decaying plant 
matter or animal remains,

• Mycorrhizal: form a symbiotic relationship with 
other living hosts,

• Parasitic: attack their hosts, causing diseases like 
mildew in plants and ringworm in animals.

Mushrooms have been called the ‘meat’ of the 
vegetable world. However, it’s best to consult a local 
expert and make sure you have a good reference book 
before you rush out to forage for wild mushrooms. 
They can range from delicious to downright deadly. 
There are approximately 800 species of mushroom in 
South Africa (excluding sub-species), of which four are 
deadly poisonous. Others are deemed toxic, causing a 
variety of nasty symptoms. Then there are the prized 
ones like the members of the bolete family and the 
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THERE’S FUNGUS 
AMONG US 
By David Jacobs

Q4 2022

Taking spore prints is a fun and artistic way to identify a mushroom.

A wide diversity of mushrooms can be spotted  
throughout the various habitats on Lapalala.

giant omajowa mushrooms that grow on red termite 
mounds: they taste like chicken when fried with butter!

There are quite a few edible mushroom species on 
Lapalala, such as the shaggy ink cap and common 
puffballs, which are best eaten before they mature. 
During my studies, I have also identified a few 
poisonous mushrooms on Lapalala. While the 
poison pie won’t kill you, it will make you very sick. 
I have also come across the notorious death cap 
mushroom, which is responsible for the most deaths 
worldwide. Once the toxin of this mushroom is in your 
bloodstream, it becomes very difficult to treat.

On the other hand, we have a fungus to thank for 
one of the most life-saving discoveries of modern 
medicine. Penicillium mould naturally produces the 
antibiotic, penicillin, that is still widely used to treat 
infection. In a more recent discovery, the Turkey tail 
bracket mushroom (Trametes versicolor) is making 
headlines for its apparent ability to help fight cancer. 
Some species of mushroom also seem to be effective 
in treating depression and addiction.

The next time you spot a mushroom peeking through 
the leaf litter, take a moment to marvel at these 
amazing organisms.
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The Lapalala operations team has completed an 
upgrade to the section of perimeter fence where it 
crosses the Palala River in the south of the reserve.

The perimeter fence is especially prone to damage 
where it crosses a perennial river, due to high river 
flow during the rainfall season. Consequently, this 
section has been a weak point for animal breakouts, 
including instances where lion and buffalo managed 
to breach the fence.

The operations team installed a box-type fence that 
essentially encloses a ‘holding area’ between two 
points on the course of the Palala River. If an animal 
breaches the first fence at the river crossing, it gives 
the fence patrol team an opportunity to detect and 
return the animal before it manages to escape out of 
the second crossing.

As an extra precaution, a sacrificial Bonnox fence 
crosses the river in this perimeter section. The Bonnox 
faces downstream (towards the reserve) and is bolted 
onto heavy-duty straining posts on either side of the 
river. This allows it to fluctuate with the variable river 
flow. The debris from upstream passes just underneath 
the fence, so that it does not become trapped and 
ultimately break the fence. Water-based animals, such 
as hippopotamus and crocodile, can swim freely in the 
deeper pools where the fence crosses the river.

The Lapalala operations team faces the daily challenge 
of maintaining a perimeter fence to a standard that 
will contain wildlife, including the ‘big five’. This is no 
mean feat, given that Lapalala Wilderness includes 
mountainous areas and a hydrology network of 
two non-perennial rivers (Bloklands and Klein-
Mogalakwena), the perennial Palala River and 
numerous small order streams. The perimeter fence 

NEW PERIMETER  
FENCE TO SECURE THE  
PALALA RIVER CROSSING 
By Peter Mashaba

The downstream alignment of the Bonnox fence makes it 
difficult for wildlife to breach the river crossing from the 
reserve side into neighbouring properties, providing a ‘soft’ 
but sufficient buffer for terrestrial wildlife.
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is essential to contain and protect our wildlife, and 
serves as a buffer to mitigate human-wildlife conflict 
with our surrounding communities.

Unlike other countries where wildlife is owned by the 
state, certain countries in southern Africa (Namibia, 
South Africa and Zimbabwe) allow private landowners 
to use and manage the wildlife on their land. This 
serves to promote the commercial farming of wildlife 
for hunting, game product sales and ecotourism as a 
financially viable activity. However, full ownership of 
this wildlife requires that certain legal conditions are 
met, one of which is that the land shall be deemed to 
be sufficiently enclosed to confine species of wildlife 
mentioned in the certificate or permit issued by the 
relevant provincial administrator.

Lapalala Wilderness has ownership rights of all the 
wildlife within the 48,000-hectare property, enclosed 
by 114 km of perimeter fence that complies with the 
industry standards required to contain the ‘big five’. 
Our boundary is fenced by a 2.4 m high, 21-strand 
fence with a total of seven electric strands that are 
powered to a minimum of 6,000 KV. There is no ‘one 
size fits all’ when it comes to a suitable wildlife fence. 
The choice of an effective fence is determined by the 
type of animal kept, the nature of the terrain, the type 
and availability of material, and the available finances. 
The onus is on the landowner to confirm their choice 
of fence specification with the local government 
wildlife administration.

The work does not end with the installation of the fence 
across the Palala River. Our remote fence monitoring 
system and fence patrollers continuously monitor and 
evaluate the perimeter to ensure that this section is 
functional and sufficiently encloses the wildlife within 
Lapalala Wilderness to the best of our ability.



A pair of African paradise flycatchers (Terpsiphone viridis) made themselves at home at the entrance to 
Modumela House, a private lodge belonging to one of our Lapalala custodians.

These spectacular little birds built their nest in a tree at the front door of the lodge, indicating the quiet, natural 
serenity that is so typical of the location. African paradise flycatchers are monogamous and may even mate for life. 
Pairs cooperate in building their cup-shaped nests, as well as incubating the eggs and looking after the chicks.
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WELCOME TO PARADISE 
By Annemieke Müller
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This photograph by Jonty Bozas captured the male paradise 
flycatcher – with its characteristic tail feathers – feeding 
two young chicks.

The fungus feeds on decaying, woody plant material and 
is often found in leaf litter as seen here at Noka Camp.

SPECIAL FUNGI AT NOKA CAMP By Hendrie Cloete

We venture deeper into the magical world of 
mushrooms with a report on a unique fungus at 
Noka Camp.

One morning in late November, we noticed an 
orange object lying in the leaf litter next to the 
walkway. On closer inspection, we discovered that 
it was not discarded rubbish but a slimy – and 
rather stinky – fungus! After some consultation and 
research, the fungus was identified as the latticed 
stinkhorn (Clathus ruber) or red cage fungus.

This rather bizarre fungus makes a rare and fleeting 
appearance during the rainy season as it needs 
moisture to grow. The latticed stinkhorn first 
emerges from a whitish ball or ‘egg’ that is partially 
buried in the ground. Within a few minutes, the fruit 
body bursts out of the ‘egg’ as it expands. It grows 
into a hollow sphere, enclosed by an intricate lattice-
work structure. The fruit body can grow up to 20 cm 
in height, although the one at Noka Camp was about 
10 cm high. The latticed stinkhorn ranges in colour, 
from pink to orange to red. Its colour appears to be 
affected by the temperature and humidity of the 
surrounding environment. The inner surface of the 

lattice is lined with a sticky, foul smelling substance 
(gleba) that contains tiny, black spores. Flies are 
attracted to the putrid smell, pick up the spores and 
disperse them elsewhere. The lattice collapses a mere 
24 hours later.

It is our privilege to experience nature up close, in all 
its weird and wonderful ways. Here’s looking forward 
to the next exciting episode to share with our guests!


