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September marks the beginning of spring, and the end of the country’s short-lived winter. While 
the dry, winter months may have the reputation of being the best time to go on safari, spring is 
also a wonderful time to be out in the wild. Many of us like to start their day with a cup of coffee 
in hand while watching the morning news on television.  I, on the other hand, like to start my 
morning with a beautiful sunrise, not just any sunrise, but a Bushveld Sunrise.
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Imagine yourself sitting on a safari vehicle parked in the middle of a big open area staring at the 
horizon, waiting for the sun to make its appearance.  At this stage there will be a chill in the air 
and all your senses are alive.  Your heart is filled with excitement as the sun starts peaking over 
the horizon, this is when you know it’s going to be a spectacular day.

As the sun continues to rise, you will start to notice a whole variety of birds chirping; impala 
running and jumping in a see-saw motion; a blue wildebeest bull uttering his territorial call; and 
a variety of other animals starting their day on a cheerful note. After a while you will notice the 
golden rays of the sun shining through the blades of grass in the open field; silhouettes of trees 
leaving us in awe; and fresh dew drops on spider webs reflecting the sun’s light. By now the sun 
will be too bright to look at, but as you turn around and drive away into the reserve, your back 
and shoulders will embrace the comforting warmth of the sun’s rays.
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Isn’t that just perfect, you just started your day in the best possible way imaginable.  I truly can’t 
think of a better way to start my day.  Can you?

     

But how do the animals out there handle the heat? Africa is known for reaching alarmingly high 
temperatures across the continent, temperatures which would leave us gasping with dehydration 
and sunstroke yet for the creatures out in the savanna, it’s just par for the course.
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Firstly, you must know that when you visit us at Safari Plains Mabula, particularly in the summer, 
we structure our safari drives to be around dusk and dawn. This is partly for our own comfort 
as we wouldn’t enjoy being exposed to the midday sun ourselves, but it also happens to be the 
time of day that the animals are significantly more active.    

Being out in the heat is energy sapping stuff and the animals avoid the heat of the day by lying 
up in the shade, retreating to an underground burrow (as with many nocturnal species) or – 
depending on the species and availability of water and/or mud – settle up in a wallow. This not 
only conserves valuable energy but also keeps the animals cooler. For some of the larger species 
like rhino and elephant which occasionally have to continue feeding through the day to sustain 
their large body weights, a healthy layer of mud over the skin can also protect their bodies 
while wandering about grazing in the midday heat. Warthogs spend their nights tucked away in 
burrows, unable to graze after dark, and as a result they have to capitalize on the daylight hours 
and feed well into the heat of the day. 
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Some suggest that the mane of hair along their backs also acts as a barrier towards the sun 
but in addition to that, warthogs make use of mud wallows. The water itself directly cools the 
warthog while the layer of mud left on the skins surface also serves to protect the animal from 
the sun’s rays and parasites

Most animals are unable to perspire like we can (in fact, only primates and horses can sweat 
like we do). However, a similar process occurs by the action of panting. The moist membranes 
of the inner nasal cavities and mouths of several animal’s act as cooling surfaces for them. This 
behavior is particularly noticeable with the predators and even our domestic dogs do it home. 
By drawing in large breaths repeatedly, the animals pull a breeze over the inner membranes of 
the nose and mouth which, because of the saliva and mucus covering them, cools the blood 
beneath. Interestingly, birds are also known to ‘pant’ in a behavior known as gular fluttering and 
can be often seen when a bird simply stands still, bill open with their throat gently fluttering.



WWW.SAFARIPLAINS.CO.ZA

Elephants have a magnificent cooling system. Their large ears are covered by a thin layer of 
skin and hold a dense network of blood capillaries beneath them. When the ears are wet after 
a wallow, each flap creates a small breeze over the skins surface which in turn cools the blood 
in the area, regulating the core temperature of the colossal creature. A similar tactic is used by 
other large-eared mammals such as hares and rabbits

Some animals take on a slightly less conventional method to cool themselves. Birds are an 
example of one of the animals that cannot sweat and so, in order to cool off in a similar fashion, 
they instead defecate on their legs and feet. The moisture of their faeces cools over their skin 
and acts the same way as sweat does for us humans, bringing our body temperature down 
through evaporative cooling. A great example of this is seen in the stork family which given the 
fact that they have exceptionally long, exposed legs – works rather well for them.
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Ostriches are known to inhabit some of the hottest and most arid regions of Africa and have 
therefore also adapted a unique method to keep cool. While their wings are far too small to lift 
their heavy bodies off the ground, they do however have a bare patch of skin beneath them. 
When exposed, particularly to a combination of shade (provided by the raised wings) and a 
slight breeze (provided by the elements or even the wings themselves), the ostrich’s body is 
immediately cooled. This explains why ostrich will often walk about feeding in the heat of the 
day with their wings stretched wide open, occasionally flapping to fan themselves.

These are just a few of the simple ways that some of the animals of the African savanna have 
adapted or behave to survive the scorching temperatures of the region. As effective as some of 
these methods are, we can’t help but be grateful for the air-conditioning system and ice cold 
drinks that we enjoy by the plunge pool on the hot summer days!
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Next time when you lay in bed early in the morning, struggling to get up, just think to yourself, 
maybe, just maybe, it’s worth waking up early for a sunrise. Come join me on a Safari Plains 
Mabula safari to experience this breath-taking scene for yourself.

That is all for this month
From Isaiah and Safari Plains family
Bushveld Greetings


