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It was a fairly good sighting this month – at least for all of us here at Safari Plains. Although I 
don’t usually like commenting about the general state of the weather as that gets pretty cliched 
pretty quickly, I should mention that the mercury was up 35° (Celsius) a number of times this 
month, which meant that we, as well as the animals, were seeking shade like our lives depended 
on it. The heatwave didn’t slow things down however, and the highlights of the month included 
cheetahs female and her cubs, some incredible elephant’s sightings, and the warthog litters 
starting to emerge from their various dens about the reserve.
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Why do we take photographs? Each individual will have a different answer to this question 
but my preferred reason includes and has a similar outlook to the above quote. Photography 
captures a moment and a story that can be retold to the ones not fortunate to have witnessed 
it themselves. It encapsulates the beauty of this environment we few are so privileged to 
experience. It allows you to tell a story over and over again until hopefully one day others can 
experience such moments first hand. Safari plains is the perfect place to capture those moments 
and share them with your family and friends.

The safari environment is ever changing. One safari drive is never the same as the next and 
therefore we maximize every opportunity on getting out on safari. The thrill and exhilaration on 
what lies around the next corner keeps the feeling alive. This month has been no different. 
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The bounty of young antelope showing off their cute miniature adult versions engage us in awe, 
yet provide easy pickings for predators. The dawn chorus of birds peaks on the hot mornings 
we have been experiencing, as the bush continues to grow in greenery. Lions, warthog piglets, 
impala lambs and wildebeest calves are just a few of the highlights.

Childhood dreams consist of possessing magical superpowers. The lure of being able to don 
a cape and perform incredible feats became an obsession to me as a kid. The only power I 
wanted as a child was to be able to speak to animals. As I got older and sadly discovered that this 
dream was not a reality, my dream powers turned rather into a fascination, a tourist guide and a 
nature conservationist. It was at this time however, that I noticed how many animals have special 
powers of their own. 

Without further ado let me get onto it right away.
Cheetahs are the world’s fastest land mammals. Once a cheetah has scanned its surrounds for 
any prey like impala, using its spotted coat that blends into the tall grass it will burst into a speedy 
chase and is able to make rapid turns with the help of its long thick tail that provides balance.
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Cheetahs can hit speed of up to roughly 100km/h in just only three seconds, amazing; the world 
record for a 100m sprint by a cheetah was 5.95 seconds at speeds of 98 km per an hour. This 
speed is also used as a defence mechanism to get away quickly from any threats like a lion or 
leopard. Impressive is it?

Hyenas have the ability to smell a carcass from several kilometres away. They follow a trail of 
scent that is completely obvious to them but is imperceptible to us. Although on Safari Plains we 
don’t see Spotted hyena, however we prides ourselves with a number of brown hyenas we have 
on the reserve. In a safari vehicle I once followed a brown hyena for well over three kilometres 
and watched it as it smelt the ground and then the air as it ran.

This brown hyena tried very hard to hide away from me, he didn’t realize I could still take 
picture of him.
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It took us straight to a cheetah coalition that had recently killed an impala. Hyenas will actively 
follow the scent of cheetah or leopards for this exact reason; knowing the cheetah or leopard 
may have a kill stashed away somewhere.

Next animal that I want to share intersting things about them, which we find them here at 
Safari Plains, sometimes we look down at them and just proceed past them. Are the squirrels. 
Fascinating, Fidgety and Fun to Watch.

As a diurnal, woodland savannah species, tree squirrels are often seen feeding on the ground in a 
fidgety manner, passing from one tasty morsel to the next. Like most animals in the African bush, 
they have to be totally in tune with their surroundings lest they become a morsel themselves. At 
a mere two hundred grams, death can come from above or below at any moment. And yet they 
survive despite the fact that they have more predators than hairs on their long, bushy tails; a true 
testament to their wits and vigilance.

Tree squirrels have acute senses courtesy of their large ears, round eyes, a discerning nose and 
whiskers up to 50mm long. Pictures by guide Mk Thobejane.

Large, dark eyes with near GoPro-like vision coupled with an acute sense of hearing allow them 
to detect the slightest movement or rustle in their immediate vicinity. They are adorned with a 
discerning nose that has a peculiar nub on the end and is lined with long, conspicuous black 
whiskers up to 50mm long. They are highly dexterous, able to manipulate the tiniest of seeds 
with precision, and are recognized as meticulous groomers; a necessary trait that strengthens 
family ties and contributes to a common scent. Their feet are softly padded and armed with 
sharp, curved, needle-like claws that allow them to grip and climb making them perfectly 
adapted to an arboreal life.
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Food stealing is part and parcel of squirrel 
society so squirrels have to be cautious about 
when and where they stash their food.

At Safari Plains, it’s the tree squirrel that we 
regularly see out on Safari drives. Usually 
they’re sunning themselves on a silver cluster 
leaves tree, scurrying for cover as we drive 
by or alarm calling at a passing predator with 
their characteristic twittering call. They live 
in territorial family groups of two to twelve 
adhering to a social hierarchy and recognizing 
each other via a common scent which is 
shared through allo-grooming (the assiduous 
practice of licking, combing, nibbling and 
scratching), occupation of the same nest or 
by marking each other with an anal gland 
secretion. Strangers are kept at bay, usually by 
the dominant males, who actively demarcate 
the territory through urination, mouth-wiping 
and anal-dragging. 

Throughout their eight year lifespan they will 
breed repeatedly according to season, giving 
birth to a mean litter size of two. The babies 
open their eyes after seven to nine days;  
leave the nest for the first time after eighteen 
to twenty two days in order to follow the 
parents as they go about their daily foraging.  
If they are disturbed they can lie spread-
eagled and motionless until the danger is 
passed, or they will return to their holes with 
breath-taking speed and agility. What frustrates 
many a photographer is their habit of keeping 

the trunk of the tree between themselves and the lens. They can grunt and growl to show 
displeasure, or click and rattle to communicate or raise an alarm which is normally coupled with 
vigorous head bobbing and tail flicking.

The tree squirrel feeds mostly on flowers, fruit and seeds occasionally dangling from one foot 
on the most flimsy of branches in order to reach their food. Insects, such as ants and aphids, 
constitute a secondary component to their diet. 
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From my own observation, they seem to have a particular weakness for termites and broccoli. 
Armed with some serious incisors they can gain access to just about any kernel and from an 
elevated position they will sit and work a nut or seed while simultaneously keeping a lookout for 
danger.

They cache their food in times of plenty in preparation for the winter. Using their front feet they 
scrape a hole in the ground, place the food in it, nudge it deeper with the nose and cover it back 
up with the front feet. They preferably do this when out of sight of other group members as food 
stealing is part and parcel of tree squirrel society. They tend to choose sites that are protected, 
usually at the base of a tree, and scattered so as to avoid putting their nuts all in one proverbial 
basket. 
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As a result, this scatter-hoarding behaviour contributes to the dispersal of a multitude of trees, 
grasses and shrubs. Most would probably consider them an unremarkable and inconspicuous 
part of any safari drive but delve a little deeper and you will learn that these facultative, 
resourceful and jittery arborists of the bushveld are a joy to watch.

The fact that they have helped us find many predators over the years through their keen eyes 
and frantic alarm calls is also greatly appreciated by the many guides and many guests who have 
been out on safari at Safari Plains since its inception!

Wishing you all a wonderfully magic festive season and always remember a little magic can take 
you a long way…

Until next year again
From Isaiah Banda and Safari Plains family
Safari Greetings


