
Living in luxury
Richard Asher puts his feet up at some top 

lodges in Mpumalanga’s Sabi Sand Reserve
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They say you should save the best 
for last, but it simply does not 
seem right to leave Leopard Hills 

to the end of this story. If ever there is 
a place where I do not belong, luscious 
Leopard Hills is it. But that is for all the 
right reasons. 

Like many of the game lodges within Sabi 
Sand, Leopard Hills is a place for the rich 
and famous to escape. Kevin Pietersen is 
the perfect example. The South African-
born England cricketer recently chose 
Leopard Hills as the place to lick his wounds 
after his side was hammered in the final 
Test against South Africa. 

Fellow cricketer Sir Ian Botham is also a 
regular at this über-secluded lodge, which 
happens to boast a well-stocked bar area. 

A place for scruffy journalists this is not, but 
I would never say no to another night at 
Leopard Hills. Sure, you are called a string of 
nasty things by jealous friends when they 
see the photograph, but there is a certain 
satisfaction in that. 

I was still wearing khaki shorts on a daily 
basis when I last did the private game 
lodge thing, and I completely had forgot-
ten how much of a different experience it 
is from visiting Kruger National Park in your 
own vehicle… doing it the Sabi Sand way 
doesn’t even compare. 

Yes, you will pay plentiful bucks for many 
of the Sabi lodges, but if you have only one 
chance to visit the wild animals of Africa, it 
is worth emptying the piggy bank. 

The major reason for coughing up is that 
your game-spotting potential is several 

times better in a reserve such as Sabi Sand. 
For a start, you have access to all the same 
animals as adjacent Kruger, because there 
is no fence between the reserves. 

But it is the fact that you are driven 
around by experienced rangers that really 
gives you an edge on the Kruger hordes.

These guys may have limited areas in 
which they are allowed to drive, but boy, 
do they cover them well. The rangers in a 
given area share information with each 
other via radio, so you effectively have 
a few vehicles combing the bush and 
spotting game on your behalf. 

Our sightings in three days included 
wild dog, caracal, lion, leopard (with two 
kills), elephant, rhino, giraffe, buffalo 
and a cheetah climbing a tree (which is  
rather rare).
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The other big thing is that they are allowed to 
go off-roading, and have the hefty vehicles 
to do so. So if there is a pack of wild dogs 
feasting on a bamba (that is ranger speak for 
“kill”) 200 metres off the gravel road, you will 
find yourself bumping and crashing through 
the bushes to a front-row position. Try doing 
that with your Citi Golf in Kruger and not only 
will you be locked up, but you will have four 
punctures and severe shock absorber dam-
age to fix upon your release. 

So how does a place like Leopard Hills fit 
in? Sabi Sand is divided into many smaller 
properties such as Leopard Hills Private 
Game Reserve and Djuma Private Game 
Reserve. Typically, the lodges themselves lie 
within these areas, and that lodge’s rangers 
will have the run of their “mini reserve” and 
probably some adjacent areas, too.

Sabi Sand’s reserves are geared entirely 
toward game-drive-with-ranger wildlife 
viewing, and most visitors do not bring their 
own cars at all. This is the ideal way to visit 
somewhere such as Leopard Hills or Djuma, 
with options including charter flights direct 
to the lodges or transfers from Kruger Mpu-
malanga International Airport in Nelspruit 
and Eastgate Airport in Hoedspruit. 

Such things were not in our budget, 
however, so we rocked up at the multi-star 
lodges in an embarrassingly mud-caked Fiat 
Palio. A word of warning if you are going to 
drive yourself in the summer rainy season – 
your car could take some serious abuse. 

Our maroon Fiat was particularly unhap-
py with the last stretch of sandy road lead-
ing up to Gowrie Gate, which is the entry 
point for our first port of call, Djuma. 

Once or twice we feared getting stuck, and 
one of the routes was flooded completely. 
So bring a 4x4 if you can.

Once inside Sabi Sand, the road is better 
maintained, and the stress of rally-style 
approach to driving is non-existent once 
you get to Djuma. 

Bush Lodge, one of the two main lodges 
at Djuma, was the ideal place to let all that 
stress melt away. Quiet and unpretentious, 
Bush Lodge was the most economical option 
in the reserve we sampled and the only place 
we ran into any South African guests. At R3 
300 per person per night for one of the eight 
huts, it is a little more affordable than Leopard 
Hills or Djuma’s other major lodge, Vuyatela.

Bush Lodge is good value as long as 
you are not attached to having an overly 
spacious hut. You get much of the same 
comforts, facilities and frills as you would 
get at Vuyatela and Leopard Hills, but you 
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Vuyatela’s suites give onto pristine bush and 
are isolated almost entirely from each other. 
With outdoor showers and private pools on 
the deck, this is true honeymoon territory. 

Room 1 is the prize location, with its view 
of the waterhole, although if you would 
rather not have bathing buffalo eyeing 
you, then pick another room! 

Our last stop, then, was the envy-
inducing Leopard Hills. At R7 550 per 
person per night, it is little wonder that this 
was the highlight. It takes privacy to a new 
level, and its hillside location means some 
rooms with panoramic views over the  
bushy landscape. 

Room 8 may be a popular choice because 
it overlooks the waterhole – as does the 
main restaurant building – but you could 
luck in at any of the eight suites. 

The villas at the far end of the camp may 
not have the towering views, but their 
topography allows for incidents such as 
elephants drinking out of swimming pools 
– as recently happened outside Room 5…

The level of opulence at Leopard Hills 
probably is best summed up by its lounge, 
which is used as a meeting point ahead of 
the evening game drive. It is an indulgent 
glimpse into a decadent world of draw-

are essentially living in a hotel room rather 
than a small house. 

The staff at Bush Lodge were the friendliest, 
most attentive and best-informed we came 
across, and the game drive as good as any. 

Our ranger had a stern examination from 
the pair of avid birders in our vehicle – 
he probably does not get much practice 
at that – but he reeled off the names of 
shrikes, starlings, bustards and rollers 
without breaking into a sweat.   

Vuyatela is just down the road, but it is a 
step up in terms of luxury. At R4 200 per per-
son per night, its eight rooms offer a great 
deal of space amid a modern design theme 
that is a little unusual for a lodge in this part 
of the world. I am talking about quirks such 
as the massive fish tank and coke-bottle 
chandelier in the restaurant, plus the colour-
ful works of art in the rooms themselves. 

The layout and furnishing of the suites 
may not be to everyone’s taste, however. 
The minibar and study is in a separate 
room across the (admittedly very inviting) 
veranda, for example, which means 
another door you have to latch against 
marauding monkeys, and that also could 
pose a problem when the rain tips down as 
only it can in this part of the world.

Forever Resorts Blue Mountain Lodge is set in 200 hectares of indigenous bush located in the most picturesque area of Mpumalanga near the 
Kruger National Park. Escape to the peace and quiet of this majestic, secret haven where you will discover absolute serenity and tranquility. 
The fi ve star Blue Mountain Lodge is famed for its individually themed rooms, award winning gourmet cuisine and exceptional service. Blue 

Mountain Lodge is a sought after retreat for many celebrities, offering them a chance to ultimate relaxation and absolute privacy. 

Tel: +27 13 737 8446 / Fax: +27 13 767 6917 / Email: bmlres@foreversa.co.za / Central Res Tel Nr: +27 12 426 5600

Boasting winner of the AA Most 
Fabulous Food Award, it promises to 

offer an extraordinary culinary experience 
complimented by service excellence and a 

setting of true elegance and style
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While driving up to Timamoon through 
a rain forest with a dense canopy of 
trees and over a wooden bridge across 

the flowing waters of the Sabie river, you while 
realise that a very special place awaits you.  

There is a mythical atmosphere of intimacy and 
tranquility about Timamoon that makes it arguably 
one of the most romantic destinations on the 
planet. 

Each individually styled lodge has been created 
to offer a perfect sensuous experience with private 
pools, divinely decadent luxurious four-poster 
Indian beds and candlelit bubble baths large 
enough to share. 

Spending a quiet day lounging on the day bed 
alongside your pool with gorgeous views that belong 

exclusively to you will make you feel that you are alone 
in this heavenly place. The day ends perfectly with an 
aromatherapy massage in the privacy of your own 
lodge. 

Dinner at night is an intimate affair with delectable 
candlelit meals alongside a small pond. If you can 
tear yourself away from this heavenly hideout, there 
are activities such as horse riding, hot air ballooning, 
river rafting and aerial cabling. Timamoon is also only 
a 40-minute drive from the Kruger National Park and 
Blyde River Canyon. 

It is not surprising that Timamoon is fast becoming 
popular with couples from all over the world who are 
looking for a more private and exotic destination. So 
if Timamoon sounds like your sort of hideaway to 
celebrate romance - pack your bags, grab your love, 
and allow Timamoon to seduce your senses.

ing rooms and butlers, crammed with vast  
sofas, curios, books and several telescopes. 

Drinking afternoon tea always has 
been a ritual for me, but doing so in the 
Leopard Hills lounge felt like a brand-new, 
thoroughly English and completely over-
the-top experience.

A final word of warning to anyone 
planning a stay at Leopard Hills: leaving 
this place is extremely difficult. You 
may experience a difficult period of re-
adjustment to the real world. And unless 
you move in exceedingly high places, 
do not show off your photos and still  
expect respect!
 
Contacts
Djuma Private Game Reserve
Vuyatela
Tel: +27 13 735 5555
E-mail: reservations@djuma.co.za

Bush Lodge
Tel: +27 13 735 5369 
E-mail: reservations@djuma.co.za

Leopard Hills Private Game Reserve
Tel: +27 13 735 5142
E-mail: reservations@leopardhills.com

Everyone should experience the 
magic of Timamoon at least once. 

Timamoon is a sexy 
hideaway between 

Sabie and the Kruger 
National Park. 

Luxurious and seductive 
Moroccan/Zanzibar-style 
lodges have mosquito net-
draped four-poster beds, 

fireplaces and 
baths to float away in. 

Dip into your own private 
pool with views of 
magical forests 

and mountains. Dine on 
exotic foods in a 

candle-lit restaurant built 
on stilts.

Tel: 013 767 1740
timamoonlodge@icon.co.za
 www.timamoonlodge.co.za

The most seductive lodge on the planet
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