
Twittering with wolves

We came upon them shortly after sunrise. 
They were strewn across the lush summer carpet of 
Botswana’s Okavango Delta in clusters, hardly picking 
up their heads as we approached in our open Land 
Cruiser.

“I count twenty-two dogs,” said Gee, my ranger at 
AndBeyond’s Sandibe Camp. “Or if you prefer you can 
call them painted wolves.”

“Yes, I do prefer painted wolves,” I said, “because it 
better describes these magnificent tricolor creatures.”

Lycaon pictus is a canid found only in Africa, 
especially in savannas and lightly wooded areas. It is 
variously called the African wild dog, African hunting 
dog, Cape hunting dog, painted dog, painted wolf, 
painted hunting dog, spotted dog, or ornate wolf.

The Latin name actually does mean “painted wolf,” 
which aptly describes the colorful coat of dark brown, 
black and yellow patches. Wild dogs have bushy tails 
with white tips that may serve as a flag to keep the 
pack in contact while hunting in tall grass. Long-legged, 
with massive jaws and very large, erect bat-like ears, 
they do resemble some domestic dogs, even though 
they have four toes on each foot instead of five.

A wild dog by any name is worth watching and 
following as they go about their daily routine and this 
particular morning was no exception. 

At first leisurely strolling about and snapping playfully 
at each other, they suddenly rallied the troops, 
twittering as they fall into formation. 

“Twitter” has long been used as a mode of 
communication—eons before Jack Dorsey launched 
his popular social networking site in 2006. Wild dogs 
or painted wolves do indeed twitter like excited birds— 
during pep rallies, when competing for food or while 
mobbing their arch-enemies, hyenas.
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Unfortunately hyenas and lions all too often 
win the battle for territory and further diminish the 
wild dog population already seriously threatened by 
nature’s most lethal species —homo sapiens. Heavily 
persecuted by irate stock farmers, these colorful 
creatures are also highly susceptible to infectious 
diseases such as canine distemper and rabies—usually 
introduced by free-roaming domestic dogs.

There are an estimated six thousand wild dogs in all 
of Africa, comprising between 600 and 1,000 breeding 
pairs. Only seven countries have viable populations, 
with Botswana and Zimbabwe  (800 each) in the lead, 
followed by Namibia and South Africa with 400 each.

 On a previous journey I witnessed a wild dog hunt 
at Wilderness Safaris’ Chitabe and now I found myself 
at neighboring Sandibe joining the chase again. Similar 
visits followed to Kwando’s Lagoon and Lebala Camps 
and Great Plains’ Selinda and Zarafa in the Linyanti 
region to the north. 

Keeping up with wild dogs on the hunt in a 
cumbersome Land Cruiser as they needle effortlessly 
through tall grass at speeds of up to 40 miles per hour 
is no easy task. While their kill rate is well over 80 per-
cent (as opposed to only 30 percent for lions) ours in 
catching up with them, is considerably lower.  On this 
particular day we lost the pack as they disappeared in 
the mopani woodland. 

Fifteen minutes later 
we were led to the left-
over carcass of an im-
pala by tell-tale circling 
vultures. The dogs had 
moved on, probably for 
another kill.

These painted wolves 
are serial killers by ne-
cessity. Their metabo-
lism requires frequent 
feeding. They are fast 
eaters, in part spurred 

on by the fear that hyenas might pounce and steal 
away their hard-earned meal. Nine dogs have been 
observed finishing off more than 200 pounds of kudu 
meat in less than fifteen minutes. It is customary for 
some of them to stand guard while the others feed.

So what accounts for the wild dog’s great hunting 
prowess? Mostly strategy and endurance. To see these 
tricolor troops in action is nothing short of a lesson in 
the art of war. Aided by their natural camouflage colors 
and spurred on by able leadership these creatures 
hardly miss their target. Even though a gazelle can 
outrun them in the short haul, they eventually catch 
up with the exhausted antelope after a mile or two.

Witnessing the actual kill is not for the faint-hearted. 
I have been on kills where a few fellow guests—not 
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all of them women—turned their eyes away in horror 
as the dogs dismembered still struggling prey, pulling 
out their heart and lungs. We are told by experts that 
these unfortunate victims “seem to feel no pain” as 
they are in a “state of shock” when the dogs proceed 
to pull out their internal organs . That, in my view, is 
pure speculation based on anthropomorphism.

But there is a gentler side to it all.
In contrast to lions where the food chain is determined 

by rank and gender, starting with the dominant males, 
trickling down to the adult females and eventually the 
cubs, wild dogs are sharing creatures. Not only their 
pups, but also adults that did not participate in the 
hunt, are fed by others through regurgitation. 

In Botswana, it is claimed, more than half the 
wild dog deaths are due to lions. Not surprisingly the 
presence of a pride of lions at Lebala during my visit 
was blamed for the absence of wild dogs.

“They went south to stay clear,” explained Ranger 
Sugar, who did a magnificent  job during my brief stay 
to conjure up everything else there was to see.

Down south at Selinda we did spot a wild dog but 
despite skilful driving and outstanding scouting on the 
part of Ranger Mots we lost him in the tall grass as he 
scurried away to join the pack. 

Summer in safari country certainly poses severe 
challenges to even the most expert among rangers. 
Once the tracks disappear in thick grass up to five feet 
high, it is anybody’s guess where the animals went.
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But there is a plus side to it all. Photographing animals 
against the lush green and encountering numerous 
newborns are definite bonuses. And then there is the 
magnificent bird-life that depletes somewhat during 
the colder winter months as some migrate north. 

 Do not expect to chalk up all of the  so-called 
Big Five in Botswana. They do have lions, elephants, 
leopards and buffalo but there are no rhinos. 

“We are quite hesitant to reintroduce these animals 
into our area,” the manager at one of the camps 



confessed as we chatted over a sumptuous dinner. “It 
will no doubt attract poachers.”

He might have a point.
In the first month of 2013, 86 rhinos were already 

slaughtered in South Africa’s parks by poachers for 
their horns, currently trading at higher prices than 
gold. There is no sign that the massacre for profit 
will stop despite serious efforts on the part of  the 
authorities to curtail the killing. The demand in the Far 
East, where rhino horn is offered as a cure for anything 
from hangovers and cancer to lack of libido, is unlikely 
to subside. Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) has 
been around for more than two thousand years and 
it will take quite a few generations to debunk and re-
educate.

There was a crackling noise on the radio as we 
followed the dogs in their hunt.

“The other vehicle has spotted a pride of lions, “ our 
ranger reported. “Shall we go there instead?”

“Let’s stay on the hunt,” I blurted. “The lions can 
wait. This is too exciting.”

The other three guests in the vehicle concurred.
Going to Botswana to twitter with the wolves is worth 

the time, effort and money. Following the pack as they 
slide through the grass, weave through the woodlands 
and challenge the crocodile-infested waters in pursuit 
of prey, certainly awakens the senses. It beats driving 
on the I95 back home, any day.

www.theultimatesafari.com

  Whenever you are ready to twitter with the 
painted wolves (aka African wild dogs) in Africa I will 
be happy to make the necessary arrangements. Let me 
assure you, it is an experience that will stay with you 
forever. 

Dr. Les de Villiers
les@theultimatesafari.com

Please feel free to visit us at www.theultimatesafari.com or 
contact me directly for further information,.


