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A Day in an . 
Mrican Reserve 

Text and Photographs: A.J.T. John singh 



Southem African Aloe Aloe marlothiiwhich grows in rocky and 
open places with orange flowers 

Strelitzia nicolai , a banana-like plant with a woody stem 

T
he large male \Vhit e Rhino 

was re s tin g, with his legs 

fo lded , on his bc ll )' and 

ste rnum . Th e Awrifl [ree 

und er which he rested provided scanty 

sh ad e and re t h e app eare d ro be 

comfort abl e with his wo rld. His rail 

seemed vcry small when compar ed to his 

immense size. His large rigln car flapp ed 

occasionally, indicating that he was eidler 

tro ubled by some flies or rhat he was 

trying to keep himself ( oorb y nappin g 

his ears. \X'e sropp ed our vehicle at the 

edge o f the road and watched . Th e mid­

Jul y weath er on that noon in the Reserve 

was pleasantl y warm . as parches o f light 

rain clouds blocked the view of the sea­

blu e sky. The rerrain around Ihe Amrill 

m:c was undulatin g with low hills, with 

patches o f ACtIna woodland and knec­

high golde n grass in unburnt areas, and 

with shallow valleys. To me, it loo ked 

mo re like the land scape of eastern G ir. 

Several vehicles go ing along the game 

roa d , hardl y 60 m from rhe Rhin o, 

sto pp ed a nd peo pl e eith e r peep ed 

th rough the window or opened the top 

o f the vehicle and looked around to have 

a clear view o f th e anim al and the 

landscape. The notewo.rthy aspect o f this 

tou rism wa s th a t th e peo p le we re 
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exceedingly silent and only whisper s wem 

around when rhey wanted ro conve y a 

message to their colleagues. The Rhino 

co ntinu ed (Q res t and nap th e ear 

unbotht:red by the attenti on showered on 
him_ 

\'Vhile a tt endin g Ih e fo urrh 

Internat ional \X/ild li fe Managemenr 

Co ngress (20 12), held in Durban , South 

Africa, from Jul ), 9- 12, 2012, I had an 

opportunir y to make a day visit to the 

960 " I. km I lIuhluwc-Umfoloz i (H-U) 

Reserve, 280 km from Durban . I was 

dri ven to rhe Reserve by Shomen and 

Ja yanthi Mukh erjee. fo rmer student s o f 

\X/ildlife ln sritut e o f Indi a who were 

d o in g rh eir pos t -d octo ra l wo rk in 

Durban. \X'e were also accompanied by 

Sarish Kum ar, a facult y from Aliga rh 

Univer sity, who had mad e a 

in the o n the 

denning behaviour of the Indian \X'o lf. 

\'(Ie left from Durb an for the Reser ve at 

aro un d 4:00 a.m., at which time th e 

darkness o f the early mornin g and the 

in cessa nt d ow np o ur res tri c ted o ur 

visibility fo r lhe fi rst 100 km, preventing 

us from loo king ar the landscape. Onl y 

while returnin g in lhe afternoon could 

we see the picturesque undul ating lush 

gree n landscape domin ated by sugarcane 

fields, neatly planted row s of hybrids of 

E IICtJ!JPIJlS gralldis and B. tllropl!Jllo on 

e ither side of the ro ad, and small 

serrlements with clump s of trees. The 

two species of plant s mat artf"acted my 

attenti on were Slrelilzia Nicolai (ban ana­

like plant with wood}' stem), which grew 

profu sely in moist areas, and Aloe !llflr!olhii 

(single-s temmed Southern African Aloe, 

which grows in rocky and open place s). 

with very arrractive orange flower s. 

Hluhluwe -U mfoloz i Reserve is th e 

largest protect ed area in the KwaZ ulu-

1 alai Province in South Africa . It is an 

amal ga mati o n o f th e rwo rese rve s, 

Hluhluwe and Umfo lo zi. Borh the se 

reserves were established in 1895 in th e 

decad e when th e Z ulu kingdo m was 

conqu ered by the British . The habitat in 

Hluhlu we is mo rc hill y with a 

predominance of savannah woodland . 

Umfo loz i is carved out of t"\vo large 

vallc)'s o f the Black and Whit e Umfolozi 

river and it is a thinl y forested grassland 

land scape. Amalga matio n of (he t"\vo 

re ser vcs took pla ce in 1989, nearl y 

100 years afte r their fi rst notification, by 

a co rr ido r (30 sq. km), which is less 

rugged and mo re open. Aro und the 

per iod when the rese r ves we re 

esta bli shed , Euro pean farm ers were 
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An adult Nyala male (left) and female Nyala (right) found in Hluhluwe·Umfolozi Reserve 

settling in Zululand. They acquire d land 

cheaply arou nd Hluhluwe and Umfoloz i? 

and when they raised livestock there was 

heavy mortaliry as a result of the disease 

called nagllna, which is tran smitted by the 

Tsetse ny. Th is resuhed in a programme 

to eradicate all game animals as it was 

perceived that once the game animals arc 

killed the Tsetse fly would be devoid of 
nou ri s hment and wou ld di e. 

Conservationists cou ld nOI fighl against 

,hi s ma ssacre (repoflcd ly 100,000 

animals were killed), and eventually with 

the introduction and app licatio n of 

DDT, which killed off the offending fly, 

this unscientifi c and dep lorab le method 

o f disease control came to an end. 

Forrunatci y, even durin g this period, 

the White o r Square-Iippcd Rhino 

(primarily a grazer) survived and now 

the Reserve has a populati on of nearly 

1,000 rhin os (\'(Ihite Rhino s in northe rn 

Africa are critically endangered). 

Periodically, when the po pu lation of 

rhin os goes beyond a certain limit, a 

prescribed number are translocated to 

ot he r re se rve s. Dep e ndin g upon 

req ues ts, some are donat ed to zoos. 

There is also a population of the much 

more elusive and endangered Black o r 

Hoo ked-li pp ed Rhin o (largely a 
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b rowse r) in the Reser ve. By the 

beginning of the 20th century, it was 

thoug ht that because o f over·hunting, 

the lions were extinct in the Reserve. 

G rad ua ll y, howeve r, lio ns fro m 

nearby areas immig rated to the Reserve 

and now there is a population o f nearly 

[jft y that help s in cont rolling pre y 

number s. The ge neric vigour of the 

li ons is m ain ta ined b y period ic 

reintroduction. Leopard s and cheetahs 

also help in controlling prey number s. 

Reintroducti on of the African \'(Iild Dog 

- which has drastically declined all over 

Africa as a result of co nflict wirh 

expanding human population, habitat 

fragmentation, and disease contracted 

from dome stic dogs - has not met with 

much succes s. Presentl y, this Reserve, 

although a malarial area, is the mos t 

popu lar co nservatio n an d tourism 

showp iece in K waZulu- atal province. 

The reserve is to tally fenced , devoid 

of human sett lement s, and ha s a 

250 sq. km wilderness area where no 

development is allowed and 10 which the 

onl)' access is on foot. The wilderness 

area was set aside in the 1950s on the 

initiative of former Game Ranger and 

well·known conservationist, Ian Player. 

On Apri l 30, 1995, the thcn 

President elso n Mandcla visited the 

Reserve to celebrate its cemenar y. 

Ou r visit was brief . yet we saw a 

remarkab le num ber and diver sity of 

large mammal species. Even near the 

N}'ala?i gate, we saw two \'Vhite Rhino s. 

There are five specie s of rhino s in rhe 

world - \'Vhire and Black rh inos in 

A frica, Indian , Javan, and Sum atr an 

rhinos in Asia. Rhi nos are primiti ve 

looking mammal s survi ving from the 

Mioce ne era (23-5 million years ago). 

All the rhi no spec ies are cu rren tl y 

threate ned by poac hing for rheir horn, 

which is used in traditiona l medicin e in 

Asia. Interestingly, the horn is made of 

thickl}' matte d hair that grows from the 

skull without a skeletal suppOrt. 

On e noteworth y aspect of rh e 

management in the Reserve is the wise 

use of the coo l season burning to create 

conditions of sp rin g (as o ne Range 

Officer remarked ) for the ungulates. 

Burning is done on a rotatio nal basis; an 

area burnt this year may not be burnt for 

the next two fO three years.. The mOSt 

common animal we saw in Ihe burnt 

area s where rhe tend er grass was 

sproutin g was the Imp ala, one of the 

g raceful antelopes of Africa that 

forrunatdy occu rs in thousands in many 
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Warthog - the name comes from four large wart-like protrusions 
on the head that serve as fat reserves 

A herd of elephanls spaned near Nyalaz; gate 

countries. I t is the preferred prey of all 

the large mammalian predatOrs: Lion, 

Leopard, Cheetah, H)'ena, and African 

Wild Dog. In an unburnl patch, with an 

abundance of taU and soft grass turning 

golde n yellow, there was a large herd of 

buffaloes feeding dispersed in th e 

g rassland. Along the road, in several 

places, lhe strong smell of rhino, buffalo, 

and elephant perm eated the air. 

Around midday, we reached Mpila 

camp (there are six lodges and three 
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camps in Lhe Reserve) atop a hillock and 

wandered around the camp. The view 

from the camp was magnificent. As we 

parked our car, we noticed a group of 

Vervct l\Jonkcys stcaling food from me 

open windows of a car. \Vhile we were 

following a group of Crested Guinea 

Fowls and trying to take their picture , a 

lio n roared in the vaUey below and my 

thoughts went to Gir protected area 

whe re I have walkcd on numerous 

occas ions and have listened to lions in 

A view of Umfolozi river within the Reserve 

rapt silence. t\ group of baboons was 

walking along the ridge be)'ond the valle)' 

where the lion was roaring. It appeared 

that they were nOt bothered by thc roar 

of the lion. 

The tpila camp is prot ected by an 

electric fence to keep away elephant s. The 

sra ff in the camp said that all other 

animals including Lion and Hyena walk 

through the camp at night There were 

many \X'arthogs, which belong to d,e pig 

family, fceding on the grass around the 
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Impala, the most elegant and abundant antelope of Africa Plains Zebra is one of the most attractive wild herbivores of Africa 

nea rly m ai n taine d chalets. T he name 

co mes fro m the fo ur large wa n -like 

prot rusio ns on the head of [he \X/arthog 

thar serve as fat rese rves, and are used 

for de fence when males fight. 1 lucky 

to see some Nyalas, the South African 

Spiral-ho rned Antelope. The females had 

rusry brown coa ts. O nly the males have 

the ho rns, but bo th males and females 

have a whi te chevro n betwee n their eyes, 

which is much morc co nspicuous in the 

ma les. Adult males look eve n mo re 

magnificent a pro minent creSt of 

hair runnin g fro m the back o f the head 

to the end o f the rail. Anothe r line of 

hair run s along the midlin e of rhe chest 

and belly. As we came out o f the camp, 

we d rove into a gro up o f Common or 

Plains Zebra, one of me most attractive 

mammal s o f Africa, which was nOt shy 

of our vehicle. Altho ugh threatened by 

habitat loss and huntin g, the Commo n 

Zebra is more abund ant than the othe r 

twO - G rery's and to'fountain zebras -

which are critically endangered. 

As the afte rnoon advanced, we drove 

back to the entrance. O n the way, a herd 

of Blue Wildeb eest was seen coming to 

the Umfol07i river to drink. A pair of male 

zebras was observed at a distance in burn t 

driving inside the Reserve in our small 

vehicle, we were keen to see elephant s, bur 

were rather afraid to meet a large bull on 

the road face to face. \X'e did no t realise 

that we were o rdained to get a magnificent 

view o f the elephan ts. In the past, they 

had been killed o ff from the Reserve, but 

lhere is now a popu1arion of four hundn :d , 

which has g rown from lhe reintroduced 

stock. As we drove past the Nplazi gate 

:md came on the road (R 6 t 8), we saw a 

g roup of fou r elephants. with a bull, 

peace fuU)' feeding on the left side o f [he 

road unmindful of me traffic. \X'e stopped, 

quickly loo k some pictu res, and drove off 

to Durban . 

As I trave lled , I re flec ted o n the 

ncows that riU mid-July 20 12 that yc",r ncarly 

300 rhinos were poached in South Africa, 

which has about 20,000 rhin os. t t was 

fcared that at this ratc the number of 

rhinos poached would exceed the nwnbe r 

poac hed in 20 1 I , which was 448 (the 

numbe r of rhinos poac hed in 2010 was 

333). Thi s rise in the poac hing incidents 

of aU species was anribute d to the recent 

arrival of a large Chinese population in 

Africa. Related to rh ino poac hing, the 

dedicated Sout h African Government had 

made 176 arrests till July 2012, and they 

this heinous I hoped against hope 

that th e determin atio n of rhe So urh 

A frican Gove rnm ent wou ld eventual ly 

win ove r this evil. • 

POStscript : Poachi ng is on the rise in 

Africa. In Januar y 201 3, in Kenya, an 

entir e family o f cleven elephants wcre 

machine gunned from air. Poachers cam e 

in a helicopter and lOok away the ivor y. 

The black market trade in ivor), and rhino 

horn is reported to be eight billion do llars 

a year and th is grow th in poac hing is 

attribut ed [Q the spike in the economic 

growth in Asia. The Vietnamese believe 

mat rhin o horn can cure cancer. O ne 

kilog ram o f rhin o hor n powder is now 

worth 65,000 US dollars. O ne pound of 

ivory is worth a dlOusand US dollars. It 

is fea red tha t th is un eth ical wa r on 

wildlife ma), severcl), affcCl lhc eco nomy 

of many African nations as !.hey di,rcctly 

de pend on wildlife tourism and troph)' 

hun ting fo r their revenu e. 

AJ.T. Johnsingh is the first 
Indian to do a study on a 
free-ranging large mammal, 
the Dhole. He represents the 

National Wildlife Board and 
National Tiger Conservation 
Aulhorily. He works for 

brrassland fighting - chasing. kicking, and were making effo rts at the national and Nature Conservation Foundation, Mysore and 
biring - which raiscd lots of dust. \Vhile intcrnariona llevcl to significandy contro l WWF-India. 
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