
The best place to go....

So what is the best place to go and “see the 
animals?” 

Listen to the chatter around the campfire at a boma 
in any of a multitude of camps and lodges in Africa’s 
safari country and you get the picture. Someone 
saw“everything” at Camp A and “very little” at Camp 
B. The next person  saw “it all” at Camp B and had a 
“disappointing experience” at Camp A.

 In safari country you have animals roaming freely 
over thousands of square miles, sometimes in barely 
penetrable terrain. While expert field guides can 
anticipate with reasonable accuracy the movements 
of some of these animals and, in private concessions, 
go off-road in sturdy open vehicles to take guests 
close to the animals, there are no guarantees. It is, in 
the words of a field guide, a matter of “seeing what 
nature brings.”

As a safari consultant it is my role to advise clients 
on what they might encounter in different areas. 
There are some places where the so-called Big Five 
can be seen and others with special appeals of their 
own. But whether the animals will oblige during any 
specific visit is beyond my (or any other consultant’s)
capabilities. 

Lions at Kalahari waterhole

Safari promoters pounced on the idea of “offering” 
the Big Five, making it difficult for me to convince 
clients that there is a vast fascinating world beyond 
these creatures. In fact, some of the very best safari 
destinations miss one or even two or more of these 
aggrandized “killers”.

For those who don’t know what “the Big Five” is, 
let me explain: It is supposed to be the five most 
dangerous animals to hunt: Elephant, lion, leopard, 
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buffalo and rhinoceros.  As early as 1910 former 
President Teddy Roosevelt cautioned in his African 
Game Trails that a hunter who follows any of these 
animals “does so at a certain risk to life and limb.” 
(Absent from the list is the hippo that accounts for 
more human deaths every year than all of the Five).

Having completed a fourteen day safari trip last 
month that included overnights and afternoon and 
morning activities at ten safari camps, I can once again 
attest to the fact that viewing animals in the wild is 
a hit and miss affair. Even more so during the African 
summer period when the grass grows tall and water is 
plentiful across the landscape making it unnecessary 
for animals to crowd around a few remaining shrinking 
holes. 

My travels took me from South Africa’s Madikwe 
Safari Lodge to Zambia’s River Club and Toka Leya on 
the Zambezi river and onwards to Botswana where I 
visited Chobe under Canvas, Savute Elephant Camp, 
Little Kwara, Eagle Island, Xigera, Abu and Tubu Tree. 
Having been to tens of camps in this region over the 
years I still feel the need to explore further to stay true 
to my principle of never sending a client to a place  that 
I did not personally experience and approved.  

In the course of my recent travels I did encounter the 
Big Five—not at any one place but spread over several—

but these were hardly the sights that made the trip 
worthwhile. Don’t get me wrong: Encountering any 
of these celebs of the wild is always special. Actually, 
one sight that I will treasure was a lion male proudly 
showing off his cub like a doting Dad at a toddler event 
back home.

But this male lion pales in comparison with a zebra 
mother who guarded her still-born offspring against 
several blackback jackals for 
the two days that I spent at 
Madike Safari Lodge. Only 
once during this vigil did a 
jackal manage to slip away 
with the placenta. 

Witnessing for the first 
time the rousing mating 
game between a couple of 
Green Wood (Red-Billed) 
Hoopoe birds was certainly 
more interesting than the 
rather perfunctory routine-
like breeding of most other 
creatures. The sight of a 
cheetah trying to wade 
through the waters in 
pursuit of a lechwe was as 
unusual as an encounter I 
had some years ago with 
another one climbing a tree. On a nature walk on 
Hamerkop Island, adjacent to Eagle Island, I saw for the 
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first time in broad daylight the Pel’s Fishing Owl. Quite 
a bit of luck considering that birders from around the 
world travel thousands of miles in search of this elusive 
creature. 

And how can one can not feel the rush of adrenalin 
when inquisitive elephants interrupt your cocktail hour 
in the wild. By the way, there was no real danger as we 
were downwind and posed no threat to this breeding 
herd. (Full marks for our guide who managed to calm 
down those apprehensive guests who had never before 
viewed these mammoths close-up from ground level).

Game viewing in the Okavango Delta region can be 
from open land-based vehicle, on foot, from flatbottom 
powerboats, in the traditional makoro, from elephant 
back or a helicopter. (For obvious reasons there is no 
ballooning in the waterlogged Delta region). On my 
recent trip I did them all and discovered something 
special in every mode.

Okavango Delta from our helicopter

With pilot Mitch at Eagle Island

With Mahout Frank at Abu

   
 



Helicopter sightings

Observing wildlife from elephant back one finds the 
wildlife around you more relaxed. But it is the interaction 
between elephants that made the experience at Abu 
unique. Riding on the back of a “tame” elephant 
rumbling and trumpeting in urgent conversation with 
their wild cousins in the bush is highly recommended. 
(Abu is famous for rescuing elephants from zoos 
and confinement elsewhere and allowing them the 
freedom of mixing and interbreeding with the wild 
population in the area).

Observing the Okavango Delta from a helicopter 
allows you to zoom in from wide angle views to close-
ups of the animals below without adjusting your 
camera lens. The able New Zealand pilot Mitch did 
that by adjusting the flight path of his helicopter. In the 
span of one hour we encountered hippos, elephants, 
Kudu, reedbuck, lechwe and an array of birds. But it 
was the magnificent vista of the Okavango Delta that 
impressed most.

Nothing beats a makoro ride for pure tranquility as 
you glide silently along the hippo waterways between 
reeds swarming with interesting creatures ranging 
from the painted reed frog to dragon flies of all hues 
and a variety of colorful birds.

In the past these boats were chiselled from the logs 
of indigenous trees and lasted only a few years before 
they had to be replaced. Mindful of the importance of 
preserving vegetation the safari concession holders in 
the Okavango Delta are now using makoros made of 
fiberglass. Although artificial these craft still maintain 
the shape and coloring of the original ones and do 
the job just as well, manned by experienced makoro 
handlers.

Back to the original question: “What is the best 
place to see the animals?” 

If it is your very first safari and you simply must “bag” 
the Big Five your best bet is one of South Africa’s private 
game reserves along the western border of Kruger 
National Park. Even though the national park shares its 
animals with the private concessions and sports all five 
you have the disadvantage of not being able to go off-
road with a guide and have to hope that the animals 
will come close to the established road and tracks. If 
you have already done the Big Five or are receptive at 
the very outset to experiencing the fascinating world 
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beyond there are a multitude of possibilities in a half 
a dozen countries—each with its own allure. Riverine 
terrain, swamps, desert, savannah, forest and bushveld 
provide habitat for a wide variety of fascinating 
creatures across East and Southern Africa. 

The safari experience is the sum of both fauna and 
flora and, of course, the quality and ambience of the 
lodge or camp from where you venture into the animal 
kingdom.  

I have yet to encounter an establishment where the 
management and staff do not try their level best to 
spoil you. However, the most important person that 
you will get to know during your stay at any camp or 
lodge is the field guide or game ranger. He or she should 
not only know animals and their behavior but be able 
to  track them, keep their guests out of harm’s way 
and communicate well. Equally important is a broad 
knowledge of birds, plants and even astronomy. Add to 
this the capability to negotiate rocks, trees and rivers 
in pursuit of animals with four wheel drive vehicles. 
Failure on the part of the guide in any of these areas 
could be a disqualifier for any destination.

Towards the end of my trip I sat down one late 
afternoon at the bar sipping wine with my host and 
looking at the setting sun. The painted reed frogs were 
beginning to tune up for their nightly marimba-like 
concert. 

“I can’t aptly describe to anyone back home this sight 
and sound, “ I said. “ Let me take a picture instead 
and hope that it vaguely conveys the colors if not the 
atmosphere.”

We lifted our glasses and drank a toast to Africa and 
all that it offers. Like a famous American author I was 
dreading my departure.  

Yes, it was Ernest Hemingway who said it best: “All I 
wanted to do now was get back to Africa. We had not 
left it yet, but when I would wake in the night, I would 
lie, listening, homesick for it already.”

Of all the bugs that you may encounter on your 
African journey the safari bug has the worst bite. 

Let me know when you are ready to venture over 
there and I will gladly assist.

Dr. Les de Villiers
les@theultimatesafari.com


