TRAVEL

TSWALU'S
WILD ALCHEMY

Where Savannah Meets Discovery

In the heart of South Africa’s Kalahari, where the land stretches in hues of rust and
gold, Tswalu is more than a wilderness retreat - it’s a crucible of life, science, and soul.
Beneath a sky so expansive it seems to embrace the stars, Tswalu fuses raw natural
beauty with cutting-edge ecological research. Here, the roar of a lion and the scribble
of a scientist’s notes carry equal weight in the story of survival.

y stay at Loapi, a
collection  of  six

private homes
designed with
environmental sensitivity, offered both

solitude and insight. These steel, canvas,
and glass structures rest lightly on the
land, evading the permanence of concrete.
From my verandah, the Kalahari rolled out
endlessly. My homathi, Mo, anticipated my
needs with intuitive grace, while chef Tshepo
plated local flavour into art: springbok tartare
kissed with wild rosemary; pavlova crowned
with desert figs.

Between dawn game drives and
fireside conversations with researchers,
Loapi became more than a place to rest
- it became my tether to Tswalu’'s dual
nature: a sanctuary and a laboratory.
One morning, we followed a pack of
wild dogs through swirling dust as they
orchestrated a hunt - first on a gemsbok,
then a wildebeest calf. Each failed attempt
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revealed more than instinct; it was theatre
and parable in motion, survival written in
sinew and sand.

The Kalahari’s cast of characters is
diverse and memorable. A black-maned
lion, regal against the dusk; a jackal, eyes
sharp as it slipped into the scrub; a lioness,
her gaze tender yet alert, watching over
playful cubs in a world that demands
are moments that

resilience. These

transcend spectacle - fleeting truths
about life’s tenacity.

Yet, Tswalu's most profound wonders
lie beneath the surface. At its shaded
research stations, scientists piece together
the biome’s hidden mechanics - from the
thermal strategies of puff adders to the
foraging secrets of pangolins. Each study
adds to a growing tapestry, echoing far
beyond the Kalahari.

THE PULSE OF DISCOVERY
Covering nearly 120,000 hectares of
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dune and thornveld, Tswalu embodies the
ethos that to protect a landscape, one must
first understand it. Researchers, trackers, and
conservationists collaborate to understand
the lives of often-overlooked species,
mapping a rich biodiversity and deepening

our connection to the natural world.

PUFF ADDERS: A THERMAL
BALLET

Azraa Ebrahim, a PhD student from
the University of the Witwatersrand
(Wits), is redefining perceptions of puff
adders - long maligned as cold-blooded
threats. Her work tracks their movements
using VHF transmitters, studying how
snakes

these thermoregulate in  a

fluctuating environment. Her findings
reveal behavioural sophistication: basking,
retreating, adapting.

Far from passive, puff adders display
complex decision-making in response

to climate shifts. Understanding these
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responses is key to anticipating how
reptiles may cope with an increasingly
unpredictable climate, which is crucial not
just for conservationists, but for any future

where biodiversity remains intact.

PANGOLINS: SHADOWS OF THE
NIGHT
Benjamin Melamdowitz, also from Wits,
has spent over a year at Tswalu studying
Temminck’s pangolin. Using GPS and direct
he’'s mapping the elusive
preferred habitats, seeking
patterns in vegetation, soil type, and food

observation,
creature’s

sources - chiefly ants and termites.

His research addresses more than
biology. As pangolins face widespread
poaching, understanding their ecological
needs has become a cornerstone of their
protection. Benjamin’s work aims to blend
ecological data with cultural engagement,
forging conservation models that integrate
local communities as stewards. To save
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the pangolin, he says, is to reframe it not
just as a species at risk, but as a symbol of
shared responsibility.

BLACK-BACKED JACKALS: QUIET
ARCHITECTS

Often dismissed as pests, black-
backed jackals are vital players in this
semi-arid ecosystem. Geke Woudstra, a
PhD candidate at the University of South
Africa (Unisa), is using scat analysis and
camera traps to reveal the jackals’ proper
role within Tswalu’s food web.

Her research focuses on how jackals
impact prey populations, particularly
springbok, and their interactions with
other predators. She’s also investigating
how jackals respond to the presence of
lions and hyenas, revealing deeper layers
of fear, adaptation, and coexistence.

These insights help reserve managers
make informed decisions about predator
dynamics. Geke’s work is groundbreaking,
particularly in the context of fenced
conservation areas, where predator-
prey interactions can be skewed and
misunderstood.

SPARROW-WEAVERS: LESSONS IN
COMMUNITY

Among the most unassuming residents
of Tswalu are the white-browed sparrow-
weavers. These small, dun-plumaged birds
build intricate nests and raise their young
communally, showcasing extraordinary
cooperation. Researchers studying their
social systems are uncovering links
between avian collaboration and broader
patterns of behaviour across species, even
our own. Their subtle, communal lives
serve as reminders that strength often lies
in unity.

THE TRAVELLER’S ROLE

Tswalu’'s research is not funded
by grants alone. Tourism - respectful,
immersive, low-impact - is its engine. Each
guest sipping rooibos at dawn or marvelling
at a pangolin’s slow shuffle contributes
directly to conservation efforts.
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For more information on Loapi,

visit www.tswalu.com.

To book your stay with your
Diners Club card, visit
www.travelstart.co.za.

This is no idle safari. Game drives are
field lectures; evening meals are symposia
under the stars. Travellers become
participants, their presence enabling the
work that reshapes what we know - and
how we protect. By visiting, they cast a
vote for the wilderness to remain wild.

A LEGACY IN THE SAND

Tswalu is more than a luxury retreat.
It is a frontier - scientific, spiritual, and
ecological. From puff adder trails to
pangolin hideaways, from jackal tracks
to sparrow-weaver nests, this reserve
is alive with questions and answers,
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constantly unfolding.

Its legacy will not be etched in stone,
but in knowledge - in the databases,
journals, and policies that have been
shaped by its work. And in the quiet
conviction shared by those who walk its
red sands: that every species saved, every
insight gleaned, brings us one step closer
to harmony with a planet we too often
forget we share.

To stand at Tswalu is to encounter a
world both ancient and emergent - where
every footprint matters, and every whisper
of wind carries the weight of discovery. ®




