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MANYELETI: A HIDDEN
SAFARI GEM

by
Simon Espley
Friday, 6 April 2018

M

anyeleti is a bit of an open secret amongst those in
the know. But the secret details depend on who
you speak to. Jaundiced, local Kruger National
Park die-hards have either never heard of it, or
write the reserve off as not worthy of their holiday

time (most never having been there). Others with more experience,
whisper that this gem is poised for stardom.
And so, when a good friend of many years, Michel Girardin, landed
the job of managing a rustic bush camp in the remote south of the
reserve, I grabbed the opportunity and headed out to see for myself.

Lions are frequently encountered in Manyeleti © Tintswalo Safari Lodge

I trundled into Pungwe Safari Camp late one afternoon, and fell in
love with the place. There is something about off-the-grid bush
camps that stirs the primal bushman in me. Soon, I had met the six
European guests who had already been there for a few days and were
enjoying tea and delicious pastries before heading out for another
game drive adventure.
Two things hit home immediately. Firstly, their stories of lion,
leopard, elephant, rhino, buffalo, wild dog and cheetah sightings
suggested a productive game-viewing area. And secondly, the laidback charm of this rustic off-the-grid bush camp had seeped into
their bones, and they clearly felt like part of the family.

Clockwise from bottom left: 1) Delectable scones and a selection
of preserves © Pungwe Safari Camp; 2) Pungwe Safari Camp’s
entrance sign, complimented by Simon’s Africa Geographic cap ©
Simon Espley; 3) Teapot being brought to the boil over an open
flame © Pungwe Safari Camp; 4) Lanterns light your way during
the night © Simon Espley; 5) Africa Geographic’s 2017 Yearbook is
proudly displayed at the camp © Simon Espley

And so, that afternoon Michel and I jumped into a game drive vehicle
and headed out. An hour of slow meandering found us near the
unfenced Kruger border, watching two cheetah brothers patrolling
the open savannah that makes this part of the Greater Kruger so good
for wildlife sightings. One of the brothers jumped onto a concrete
road sign a few metres from our vehicle to get a better view of the
surrounding area.

Plan your Manyeleti safari.
Click here to email one of our
safari experts.
We sat with these boys for a while before they sauntered casually off
into a thick grove of bushwillow shrubs some distance away. Thrilled
with my first cheetah sighting in years, the pride of lions slinking
across the road in the fading light was an added bonus. That night, a
leopard rasping his challenge next to my tent and four species of owls
hooting kept me awake for a few hours – my urban senses absorbing
this beautiful African soundtrack like a sponge.

A male cheetah uses a road sign as a lookout post © Simon Espley

Two days of bliss later, Michel dropped me off at Tintswalo Safari
Lodge; my home for the next two nights. Along the way, we stopped
for an hour to watch a baby leopard hiding halfway up a massive
weeping boer-bean tree. He had been left there by his mom and was
obviously given strict instructions not to move under any
circumstances. Michel and I parked in the shade a distance away to
see if mom would return. She did not.
Michel and I did not say much during that hour, but he did ask me an
important question.
“What does exclusive mean to you, with reference to lodges?” he
probed.
After some pondering, I ventured that exclusive means expensive, for
rich people, not available to ordinary people.
He proffered: “Sadly, that is more a reflection of how marketers have
hijacked the word. In fact, exclusive has no association with cost.
Exclusive means that the experience is limited to a few people at a
time. Remember that when you write about Manyeleti.”

Manyeleti bush breakfast © Simon Espley

I was greeted at my new home for the next few days by my guide,
Christof Schoeman, who led me across a wooden bridge, past a tree
hosting a family of bushbabies and through a seriously grand and
intriguing lodge entrance. Tintswalo Safari Lodge, in the northern
sector of Manyeleti, is inspired by a fusion of the great rock
structures of the Monomotapa kingdom (think Great Zimbabwe) and
colonial-era explorers, such as Speke, Livingstone and Burton.
The levels of luxury and superb service are simply outstanding, and
my two days there were remarkable in many ways. I live in Cape
Town, where excellent restaurants grow on trees, and well, the meals
at Tintswalo were to die for.

Clockwise from top left: 1) Make use of the exclusive spa facility
to unwind at the end of the day © Tintswalo Safari Lodge; 2) An
assortment of savoury snacks, complimented by a glass of wine ©
Tintswalo Safari Lodge; 3) Entrance sign to the luxurious lodge ©

Simon Espley; 4) Delicious cupcakes and incredible wildlife – what
more could you want? © Tintswalo Safari Lodge

Michel had told my guide Christof of my fondness of wild dogs, and
despite my assurance that I am not phased about which encounters
we enjoy, Christof and his tracker, Ntsako, set out to find wild dogs.
Not only did we find wild dogs, but we spent a few happy hours with
them as they patrolled the area before finding some shade and
parking off. Happy me.
Christof, Ntsako and I spent many happy hours driving the
concession, to give me a good idea of the Manyeleti landscape. We
watched grumpy, smelly dagga boys (old buffalo males) wallow in

mud, a demure female leopard silently and patiently hunt impala in
the moonlight, rotund lions sleeping off a meal, and celebrated a rain
squall that caught us as we sipped G&Ts and tucked into sundowner
snacks.

A leopard rests while guests look on © Tintswalo Safari Lodge

And that, ladies and gentlemen, is the essence of Africa – you can
choose your lodging based on your budget, but the real experience is
out there where money means nothing, where exclusivity means
enjoying wonderful moments away from the hustle of modern day
life.
I am not a fan of chasing the Big 5, or of ranking a game reserve by
the species count. I did see the Big 5 in Manyeleti, and cheetahs, wild
dogs and many other species, but those sightings do not govern my
personal ranking system. What excites me about Manyeleti is that the
land is owned by the local community, who benefit financially, and is

managed by Mpumalanga Tourism and Parks Authority as an
integral part of the Greater Kruger.

Buffalo skull in Manyeleti Game Reserve © Simon Espley

ABOUT MANYELETI
Manyeleti, meaning ‘the place of stars’ in Shangaan, is a 23,000 ha
community-owned private game reserve forming part of the Greater
Kruger National Park. Sharing unfenced borders with the private

reserves, Timbavati to the north, Sabi Sand to the south and the
massive Kruger National Park to the east; Manyeleti is in prime Big 5
safari country.
For those familiar with the Kruger National Park, Manyeleti is close
to the Orpen area, and shares the same habitat of open grasslands
and marula/acacia woodland. Aside from the Big 5, sightings of
cheetah and wild dogs are a regular occurrence. The reserve has no
perennial rivers or natural wetland areas, and so animals congregate
at the waterholes and man-made dams in the reserve – ensuring
excellent sightings.

Views over Manyeleti from Dixie Koppie © Simon Espley

Manyleti is owned by the local Mnisi tribe, who have lived in the area
for many generations and who successfully claimed and won the land
in terms of South Africa’s Restitution of Land Rights Act. Lodges in
the reserve operate on a concession basis, and pay concession fees to
the tribe.
At the time of writing, an additional land claim has been lodged
against the same land, causing anger and frustration amongst all
parties concerned. Prior to the end of Apartheid in South Africa,
Manyeleti was viewed as the game reserve for non-whites, located as
it was in the then Gazankulu, a former homeland set aside for black
inhabitants.

Declared

in

1967,

the

reserve

received scant

governmental support and few visitors, and even today is relatively
undeveloped.
But the wildlife does not care about politics or commerce, and you
will find that Manyeleti delivers wildlife sightings to rival its famous
neighbours – but with far fewer people to enjoy them. The lack of
investment into the reserve compared to the neighbouring private
reserves of Timbavati and Sabi Sand has resulted in a far lower lodge
and vehicle density – adding to the sense of solitude and exclusivity.
I am certain that more lodges will be constructed once the land
tenure situation is resolved, and am hopeful that this will be done in
a way that is of most benefit to the people of the area, for the
foreseeable future.

WHERE TO STAY IN MANYELETI
PUNGWE SAFARI CAMP
Pungwe Safari Camp is an intimate, comfortable and authentic
bush camp which brings back the essence of a true safari experience

– the enjoyment of the wildlife, sounds and smells of wild Africa.
This off-the-grid rustic camp utilises solar and generator power for
refrigeration (including ice), lights and charging your devices and
‘donkey boilers’ (water boiled over wood fire) for bathroom water.
The camp is in Manyeleti Game Reserve, part of the Greater Kruger
National Park.

Clockwise from top left: 1) Inside one of the large, luxurious ensuite tents © Pungwe Safari Camp; 2) Guest unit with thatched roof
© Simon Espley; 3) Entrance to the main lounge area © Pungwe

Safari Camp; 4) A view from inside the comfy lounge © Pungwe
Safari Camp
TINTSWALO SAFARI LODGE
Tintswalo Safari Lodge shelters under the shade of massive
ancient sycamore fig trees on a seasonal riverbank in the northern
reaches of the Manyeleti Game Reserve, Greater Kruger National
Park. The rather eccentric design offers a fusion of the great rock
structures of the Monomotapa kingdom (think Great Zimbabwe) and
colonial-era explorers, such as Speke, Livingstone and Burton. The
nearby Manor House overlooks a waterhole often frequented by
elephants and other large animals.

Clockwise from top left: 1) A tastefully decorated, lavish suite ©
Tintswalo Safari Lodge; 2) Entrance to Tintswalo Safari Lodge ©
Simon Espley; 3) Luxurious main lounge, complimented with
elegant decor © Tintswalo Safari Lodge; 4) Private pool built into a
wooden deck outside the suite © Simon Espley

GETTING THERE
Airlink offers a direct flight to Kruger National Park as
well as multi-destination flight options across southern
Africa and a convenient Lodge Link program, direct to
popular lodges in the greater Kruger National Park and
beyond.

TRAVEL TO KRUGER WITH AFRICA GEOGRAPHIC
Have a look at our bucket-list safaris below:
• Sabi Sands photographic safari
• Kruger wilderness walking safari

• Art safari with professional artist
Travel in Africa is about knowing when and where to go,
and with whom. A few weeks too early or late and a few
kilometres off course and you could miss the greatest
show on Earth. And wouldn’t that be a pity? Contact
an Africa Geographic safari consultant to plan your
dream vacation.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Simon Espley is an African of the digital tribe, a chartered
accountant and CEO of Africa Geographic. His travels in Africa are in
search of wilderness, real people with interesting stories and elusive
birds. He lives in Cape Town with his wife Lizz and two Jack
Russells, and when not travelling or working he will be on his
mountain bike somewhere out there. His motto is ‘Live for now, have
fun, be good, tread lightly and respect others. And embrace change’.
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The Africa Geographic Photographer of the Year 2018
competition, brought to you by Land Rover South Africa, with
stunning prizes from Canon South Africa and Tanda Tula, has only
one month left until it closes, and so far we have received some
incredible photos.

The overall winner of the competition will receive a Canon EOS 7D
Mark II with a 18-135mm IS USM lens. In addition, the overall
winner, first runner-up, and second runner-up (along with their
partners), will experience the ultimate photographic safari at
Tanda Tula Field Camp, located in the heart of the Timbavati
Private Nature Reserve.
The most popular entries on Facebook, Instagram, and our
Website will receive a copy of our 2018 Yearbook – a stunning
selection of the past year’s greatest photography from around
Africa. In addition, five commendable finalists will also receive a
2018 Yearbook.
The following gallery showcases this week’s Weekly Selection. To
see the second gallery for this week's selection click
here: Weekly Selection Gallery 2
Get your entries in now and join us in celebrating Africa! Click here
for more details.
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A terrapin in the Mankwe dam in Pilanesberg, South Africa © Stefaan Bouwer
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A solitary elephant bull in Amboseli National Park, Kenya © Martin Fromer
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A gull with its large catch in Chobe National Park, Botswana © Willem Kruger
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"After burner" – a portrait of a Rondeletiola capensis (bobtail squid), one of the smallest sepiolid
squids, at full speed in the Atlantic Ocean off Cape Town, South Africa © Geo Cloete
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A young lion cub rests on a rock in Kruger National Park, South Africa © Quintin van der
Merwe
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Portrait of a placid silverback gorilla in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, Uganda © Prelena
Soma Owen
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The Hoggar Mountains in central Sahara, southern Algeria © Sepp Friedhuber
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Two elephant bulls fight under a stormy sky in Amboseli National Park, Kenya © Andrew
Campbell (Instagram/acsafaris)
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An old nomad in Ennedi, northern Chad © Sepp Friedhuber
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Surma warriors in Kibish, Ethiopia © Sepp Friedhuber
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An oryx stands at the top of a dune in Namibia © Hermann Brehm

Publisher & safari company

Wildlife . People . Travel

Issue 197
06 Apr 2018

In This Issue ▼

Photographer of the Year 2018 Weekly Selection: Week 18: Gallery 1
Picture 11 of 18

A glossy starling bathes in Zimanga Private Game Reserve, South Africa © Johan J. Botha
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Close up of baby gorilla feet in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, Uganda © Prelena Soma
Owen
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A flamingo takes off from a lake in Welkom, South Africa © Willem Kruger
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A beautiful atmospheric sunset with elephants in Hwange National Park, Zimbabwe © Greg
Metro

Publisher & safari company

Wildlife . People . Travel

Issue 197
06 Apr 2018

In This Issue ▼

Photographer of the Year 2018 Weekly Selection: Week 18: Gallery 2
Picture 18 of 19

The White Desert in Al Farafrah, Egypt © Sepp Friedhuber
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A young gorilla contemplates his next move in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, Uganda ©
Prelena Soma Owen
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An eland and giraffe drink together in Etosha National Park, Namibia © Johan J. Botha
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"Glorious mud" – a Cape buffalo in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya © David Harrison
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Tubu nomad with livestock in Ennedi, northern Chad © Sepp Friedhuber
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The Ubari Desert, or Ubari Erg, in Fezzan region, southwestern Libya © Sepp Friedhuber

Publisher & safari company

Wildlife . People . Travel

Issue 197
06 Apr 2018

In This Issue ▼

Photographer of the Year 2018 Weekly Selection: Week 18: Gallery 2
Picture 14 of 19

A lion protects its quarry from petty intruders in Sabi Sands Game Reserve, South Africa ©
Prelena Soma Owen
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A Surma girl in Kibish, Ethiopia © Sepp Friedhuber
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"Curiosity" – juvenile blue monkeys inspect a camera lens near Luanda, Angola © Henrique
Vieira
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A close up of a crocodile in Gambia © Goran Erfani
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A black rhino is photographed through the legs of an elephant while drinking in Etosha National
Park, Namibia © Johan J. Botha
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A Mozambique spitting cobra in South Luangwa National Park, Zambia © Peter Geraerdts
(Instagram/petergeraerdts)

