Mala/M\ala

| he world’s best?

Is it an overpriced playground where the seriously rich pay big

money to see the Big Five—or 1s it the best private game reserve
in the world? Both accolade and accusation have been levelled at
MalaMala, so Jackie Nel went along to investigate.

David Steele took the photos.
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nother Land-Rover pulled up

next to us on the banks of

the Sand River and its oc-

cupants, a party of Americans, feast-

ed their eves and camcorders on the

gory scene: captured in the spotight

was a magnificently maned lion tear-
ing at a buffalo carcass.

Behind him a second lion, gorged
with meat, vawned, stretched and
rolled onto his back, waving lazy
forepaws in the air.

Other lions, unseen, roared in the
darkness. Baboons barked and
screeched in alarm, a hyena whoop-
ed and a scops owl called repeatedly,
a soft ‘prrrp, prrrp’.

The feeding lion raised his great
head, with bloodied muzzle, to issue
a crescendo of roars.

“Ye-aah, he knows he’s on cam-
era,” exulted one of the Americans,
camcorder whirring.

“And there’s a huge crocodile to
your right; he must have smelt the
rotting buffalo,” pointed the ranger.

‘Nothing wtong with that,” an-
swered another foreign guest, whip-
ping out a checklist and starting to
tick off animals.

“Got enough there?” drawled his
companion with a grin.

“We ain’t seen honey badger yet,”
came the reply.

WELL, IT SEEMS YOU CAN’T
please all of the people all of the
time, but at MalaMala they certainly
give it a pretty good try.

Not for nothing is this known as the
best private game reserve in the
world. Even those who would be hard
pressed to pinpoint MalaMala on a
map (it’s in the Sabi Sand Game Re-
serve in Mpumalanga, just west of
South Africa’s Kruger National Park)
will have heard the stories: that it’s the
best place in Africa to see the Big
Five, that it’s been judged the top sa-
fari lodge in the world—and that it’s
nothing more than a glorified zoo,
priced way out of reach of ordinary
Southern Africans.

They’ll have seen photos in Sun-
day papers of visiting celebrities,
from sports stars and super-models
to actors and politicians, who always
seem able to break into hectic itiner-
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aries to spend a couple of days there.

Indeed, to the causal onlooker,
MalaMala might well seem like a
place where you're as likely to spot a
leopard as an incognito dignitary.

I's undoubtedly part of South
Africa’s tourism circuit: as indispens-
able a stop for well-heeled (or well-

connected) foreigners as a visit to
Table Mountain or a photo opportu-
nity with Nelson Mandela.

THE FIRST THING THAT IN-
evitably crops up in any discussion
about MalaMala is the price. Tariffs
are steep, but differ between the vari-






















