
...On safari at two South African private game resorts
where luxury meets the wild.

WHERE THE ANIMALS RULE

BY MARGIE GOLDSMITH
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Somewhere in the Thornybush
Reserve near South Africa’s Kruger National Park,
I hear what sounds like a tree slamming onto the

ground followed by a loud trumpeting roar...

I press down on the Land Rover seat so hard my knuckles turn white.
“What’s that?” I whisper to Juan, who sits in the driver’s seat. Juan Pino,
Royal Malewane’s head ranger and guide, glances at Jonas the tracker,
who is perched on a seat over the car’s hood. As Jonas points, Juan
floors the vehicle and we veer off the path and head right into the dense
foliage. Suddenly Juan slams his foot on the brake and turns off the
engine. Almost directly in front of us are two baby elephants and next to
them, their huge mother who eats the bark off a big tree as another baby
suckles beneath her. I feel like an ant next to Earth’s largest land animal.

“She just took that tree down,” Juan says. My heart is in my throat.
“Aren’t we awfully close?” I whisper. “No, we only have to worry if she
pins her ears back and charges us. Look!” He points to an elephant in
the distance. “That’s a male. He eats 550 pounds of plant matter a day.
Elephants are vegetarians.”

I’ve been at the 30,000-acre Royal Malewane Private Game Reserve
only a few days, but already I’ve seen four of the Big Five: lion, African
elephant, Cape Buffalo and black rhinoceros. I’d love to see the fifth, the
leopard, but not many people have that opportunity. Besides, there are so
many unexpected surprises that seeing a leopard isn’t that important to me.

Yesterday, I was lying next to the infinity pool of The Waters of Royal
Malewane Bush Spa, hypnotized by water cascading over giant glazed
pottery jugs, when a yellow-billed hornbill (like Zazu in The Lion King)
flew right over my head. And then, during my Tula Massage (a Xhosa
word for “calmness”), I was dozing off, breathing in the heady aromas
of lavender, sandalwood and tangerine essential oils when Natale (my
masseuse) said, “Look!”

Outside the window was a male nyala, a relative of the bushbuck. He
walked slowly towards the glass window, his hair standing straight up and

“AFRICA HOUSE” (sleeps 12 people):

Inclusive of: accommodation, all meals, local beverages & house wines, full mini-bar, private butler, private chef, private game
drives, per suite per day and laundry. Prices start at Rand (South African currency) 101 750 ($13,743 USD) per day.

Getting There: From Johannesburg: fly to Hoedspruit Airport. From Cape Town: fly to Kruger Mpumalanga International Airport,
Nelspruit. Guests can charter their own flights directly onto the Royal Malewane private airstrip.

ROYAL MALEWANE
PRIVATE GAME RESERVE[



his tail raised. I sat up. “What’s he doing?” I thought he would try and
crash right though the window and charge us. “Does he see us?”

“He sees his own reflection, but he thinks it’s another male. That’s
why he’s walking so slowly.”

After a long while, the nyala backed away.
Later, I was sipping a lovely South African

white wine during lunch on the terrace above a
large water hole. I’d just finished a salad appetizer
of fennel cake, smoked salmon and grilled
Mozambican prawns, and was savoring a
delicious local fish fillet of Kingklip poached in
tomato and onion. Just then, three nyalas arrived
at the water hole to drink. I jumped up to snap
a photo, but they saw me and took off. Not a
problem, because right after, an entire family of
warthogs appeared (including babies), and they
didn’t budge throughout my decadent dessert of
poached pears with berry coulis and ice cream.

The meals are outstanding here — and beautifully served, with dinner
by candlelight either at the lodge or a buffet dinner in the bush (where staff
with shotguns keep guard in case a large animal wanders by), or at my
indoor dining room or terrace at my over-the-top accommodation, Africa
House, where I have a private Range Rover, expert guide and tracker, butler,
chef and 24-hour service.

Africa House, the owner’s former home, is
now a palatial 6-bedroom getaway of Colonial
splendor, so private that only the wildlife sees you.

A thick wooden Moroccan door leads to a
central courtyard with plush daybeds and a fountain,
and inside to an oversized living room, dining room
and kitchen. Each suite has its own pool, but I spend
my free time on the wraparound deck featuring an
infinity pool and shaded lounge chairs.

Every morning, after I am served coffee and breakfast, Juan and Jonas
arrive for a game drive. So far, I’ve seen two lions eating a fresh kill (in this
case, a baby giraffe), five white rhino, the rare black rhino with a baby at her

side, countless impala pronking across the plain,
giraffes stretching their long graceful necks into the
foliage and truly prehistoric-looking wildebeests.
We often stop at a water hole where it’s absolutely
silent, then suddenly a mama hippo and her baby
surface, gulping for air.

After lunch, a swim and a nap, Juan and
Jonas return to take me for an afternoon game
drive. There’s also a nearby 18-hole par-72 golf
course, horseback riding (and horseback safari)
and a scenic helicopter tour available. At dusk,
we stop in the bushveld for “sundowners.” Juan
sets up a bar and h’or d’ouvres on the car’s
hood as I watch the sun turn from orange to pink
to lavender. After sunset, it’s chilly, so Jonas

hands me a hot water bottle and a fleece blanket. As we return to Africa
House, he shines a spotlight so we can see the animals watching us with
their luminescent eyes. Last night, we stopped at a hyena den where five
little adorable baby hyenas boldly ventured to our vehicle.

It is my last game drive at Royal Malewane. We start out heading in
one direction, then Juan turns the Land Rover around because he has a

hunch. We drive along slowly until Juan spots a footprint in the sand —
not a full footprint — just one toe, but Juan knows it’s a leopard. Can I be
this lucky? We drive further and Juan points out a clearing where he says
the leopard has spent the night. Juan looks around and holds up one
miniscule leopard hair. “He rubbed his face against this rock, marking his
territory,” Juan grins. “Shall we go find him?”

For over an hour, we bounce and bump up and down the trails and
in and out of the bush. It’s hot and dusty. I’ve given up. We’ll never find
the leopard — this is a waste of time. All I can think of is a massage and
a swim. Suddenly Juan slams on the brakes and points. I see nothing.
He points again. A male leopard is walking silently in the bush, so close I
can count his spots. The leopard has long white whiskers and large amber-
colored eyes. He sees us
but ignores us. “This is rare,”
Juan whispers. “You are
very lucky.”

Yes, I am.
My luck continues at Samara Private Game Reserve in the Karoo,

where guide Michael Jones meets my plane at the dirt landing strip of the
Reserve’s private airport. On the way, Michael points out a leopard tortoise,
a red hartebeest, three kudu, vervet monkeys and two oryx.

”Welcome to my office,” he grins.
I have come to Samara primarily to get up close and personal with

a cheetah. Thirteen years ago, South African Sarah Tompkins and her
husband bought 70,000 acres of land in the malaria-free Karoo, and four
years ago opened the three-suited Lodge and three additional freestanding
luxury units nearby. Last year they built a private four-bedroom Manor House,

a few miles away from the other accommodations, and completely private.
Spacious rooms are understated in soothing pale colors. Outside, large
verandahs and a 69-foot infinity pool flow into a waterhole where game
come to drink.

Unlike most game lodges surrounded by thick bush, at Samara, I can
see hundreds of miles of unspoiled, pristine bushveld from the pool, the
verandahs, and even from my suite. They say that if you’re quiet enough,
Africa heals your soul, and there’s no better place to sit and do nothing
but stare out at the view than from Samara. The Manor House includes a
private chef and butler, private safari guide and Land Rover, and two game
drives per day, so as much I could sit here in the silence without budging,
I want to see a cheetah. Michael arrives, and I climb into the vehicle.

Hoping to help preserve the dwindling South African cheetah
population (of which there are only under 1,000 left), Sarah Tompkins
brought back this endangered animal to the Karoo, not seen here in 125
years. She’s also reintroduced steenbok, black wildebeest, Cape Mountain
zebra, oryx and giraffes to Samara, but no lions or elephants because
of her eleven cheetahs, four of which are collared with GPS transmitters.
“When I see a cheetah,” she says, “it’s heart-stopping, especially to see
one on foot in the wild, when they’re so incredibly rare and timid. You can
watch them roll on their backs and play with their cubs, and go after prey.
It’s poetry in motion.”
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The Royal and Malewane Suites — featuring their own
private rim flow pools, decks and gazebos — are among
the biggest and most luxurious in Africa.

...at Samara, I can see hundreds of miles of unspoiled, pristine
bushveld from the pool, the verandahs, and even from my suite.“

“

Heart-stoppingly beautiful, is how award-winning Samara
Private Game Reserve is ultimately described. Elegant lodges
nestled between an amphitheatre of mountains on 70,000
acres set the stage for an amazing life-changing experience.



Sarah’s first three rehabilitated cheetahs arrived at Samara in 2003:
two males named Mozart and Beethoven and a female they called Sibella
who’d been so badly mauled by man and dogs that her leg was cut through
to the bone. Sibella had been sent to a Cheetah Rehabilitation Center, and
was then transported to Samara via plane by the Bateleurs, a non profit
group who help conservation organizations. “It was amazing,” says Sarah,
“when I opened the crate to let her out and my heart was pounding so
quickly — I thought, what on earth am I doing? She could turn around and
attack me! What I didn’t realize then is that Sibella was way more afraid of
me than I was of her.”

Michael and I drive down a dirt road, looking for Sibella. I learn that
in spite of having been so badly treated, she now fends for herself and
has given birth to 18 cubs, contributing two percent to the wild cheetah
population in South Africa. (Sarah has given the cubs to other game
reserves so they won’t mate with each other). After a while, he stops the
car and holds up a radio antenna.

“Sibella’s close,” he says. “We’d
better walk from here.”

We make our way through a rocky
gulley and keep going until we
finally see the cheetah thirty feet in front
of us, walking nonchalantly on the dirt trail. She turns and spots us but
doesn’t care. We follow behind her. She is large and graceful and I look at
her black spots, so different than those of the leopard. Sibella crouches

and then suddenly springs into the thicket towards a small kudu, but the
kudu sees Sibella and manages to get away. Sibella returns to the dirt
trail and keeps walking. We follow a distance behind until Michael finally
says, “Come. We need to go. We’ve already ruined her dinner once.”

Maybe her dinner has been ruined but not mine — I dine outside in a
boma (an African word meaning livestock pen). At a luxury resort, boma
dinner means a candlelit feast al fresco under the Milky Way, with the chef
grilling up savory lamb, chicken, fish and an endless array of vegetables
and salads — all served with fine South African wines.

The following morning, shortly after sunrise, Michael drives me to the
top of a mountain and we look out at views of the Plains of Camdeboo,
where on a clear day, you can see as far as 175 miles away. In the distance
is a herd of wildebeests and a dazzle of zebra, but we’re here to find the two
male cheetahs, Mozart and Beethoven. Michael holds up the transmitter
and says, “They’re close! Follow me.”

We walk to a small clearing where, less than thirty feet away, are the
two cheetahs, just waking up. My heart is in my chest. “Walk sideways,”
Michael whispers.

“Will they attack us?”
“No. They won’t move until they’re warmed by the sun. Still, you never

want to show them your back.”
The two cheetahs look at us disinterestedly, yawn and go back to

sleep. I cannot look away. I am transfixed.
I am still thinking about those cheetahs when I arrive at the Samara

Spa. I am on the massage table, enjoying a relaxing Africology Massage,
breathing in the scents of peppermint, neroli and patchouli. My eyes are
closed, but I still see those two cheetahs looking at me, neither frightened
nor threatened — just watching me with their large amber eyes. Sarah is
right — the cheetahs are pure poetry, and they aren’t even in motion.

“MANOR HOUSE” (sleeps 8 people):

Inclusive of: all meals, tea and coffee, two open Land Rover safaris per day, sundown beverages, transfers from Samara airstrip
to lodge, local beverages and house wines. Prices start at Rand (South African currency) 3 600 ($405 USD) sharing.

Getting There: A three-hour drive from Port Elizabeth or a 35-minute short charter flight directly to Samara.

SAMARA PRIVATE
GAME RESERVE[
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We walk to a small clearing where, less than thirty
feet away, are the two cheetahs, just waking up. My heart

is in my chest. “Walk sideways,” Michael whispers.“ “

THE “MOUNTAIN RETREAT” AT SAMARA
Secluded, wild and very remote with limited

electricity — the exact ingredients needed for the
perfect romantic getaway! Leisurely walks to explore
the ancient landscape overlooking the Valley of the
Bushman, where rare Khoisan paintings of cheetah
preside provides the ideal getaway for couples and
families looking for a wilderness experience of note.


