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Golden Landscape of Pilanesberg National Park
In the first article on safaris in South Africa, I provided you with Tips for Small Group Photo
Travels - how to pull a private small group tour together so all can enjoy the photo
adventures. In this segment, I’ll share information about the places we stayed, the camera
equipment used, tips while you're on those game runs, and give you a look at the animals that
can be found and photographed during your safari.
Pilanesberg National Park is a 3-4 hour drive northwest of Johannesburg. There were several
reasons we selected this park. First, our time was limited, so we wanted to make every day
count. Second, there were three areas of the park within relative closeness to one another.
And last, it is the 4th largest national park in South Africa and has all of the major animals
that we hoped to photograph.

Elephant
Our arrival in the park we head to the Pilanesberg Private Lodge near the north-western edge
of the park. The terrain is hilly and the brush fairly substantial, but this was great territory for
rhinoceros, elephants and some hoofed stock, and we were fortunate in our sightings.
We had a leopard fairly close although we never saw it. But the leopard’s dinner was cached
in a tree not far from our compound. Our guide was knowledgeable about the animals and
location as well as an excellent tracker. She knew what photographers wanted and gave us the
time we needed to get some really nice images.

Lion - Standing Tall and Alert

Rhino Baby Kicks Up the Dust

After three days we moved to the Ivory
Tree Lodge on the north-eastern side of
the park – approximately 2 miles from
north-west Moruleng. The game runs from
this lodge ran primarily through the
central part of the park although there was
some overlap with each of the lodges.
Zebra and other hoofed critters were in
abundance. The elephants and rhinoceros
were also present but tended to stay
further away from the vehicles. For the
most part, the animals seemed fairly calm
when the vehicles were near-by.
All Cameras Up...

Spending time near the reservoirs to
photograph the water creatures (hippos,
birds, ducks) from blinds (hides) was
great fun.

Laughing Dove
Hippo
Our final leg of the trip was spent at Tshukudu Lodge (pronounced shu-ku-du). It is situated
in a huge private valley that is closed to all except the lodge guests, but we would still travel
back into the park. Their own waterhole was visible from the rooms and main lounge area. It
was exciting to see the herds of animals wander in for a drink.
The game runs here were outstanding and the difference (as with the first lodge) was in the
experience of our guide. We saw many lions, had special moments with elephants and were
fortunate enough to watch approximately 25 giraffes wander along a hillside.

The giraffes camouflage nicely in the terrain.

At all of the lodges, the vehicles had lights that would sweep the road,
giving us the opportunity to try some night photography of animals - a
real challenge.

Photo Equipment Carried
Take the minimum amount of equipment possible, but enough to take advantage of the
opportunities you will have. Carrying too much is far worse than carrying too little!
Tripod
Because we were in a vehicle most of the time, no tripods were used. Either we increased the
ISO and/or braced the camera in some way.

Lion Yawn

Zebra Pair

Cameras: Main camera and a back-up camera
A back-up camera is essential as there will be a lot of dust. And, one never knows when a
camera may just decide to stop working. Don’t take the chance of missing any photographs.

A Little Boost from Mom

Giraffe Talk

Lenses: 17-40mm, 28-300, 100-400mm, 1.4 Tele-converter.
I always want 2 lenses for the same reason I want two cameras and I overlap the focal
lengths. While you are very close to some animals, others are some distance away. It was
difficult to change lenses and very dusty so I mounted one lens on each camera and alternated
cameras as needed.

Generations
Camera Accessories
Be sure to carry extra batteries, charger, and flash cards. You’ll want recording media
available and download capabilities (I carried a small computer and 2 portable hard drives).
In the Field
A camera vest and backpack or small camera bag are helpful. Pad the backpack with a
sweater or towel to keep equipment from bouncing around. The fewer things you have to
worry about, the better!

Sunset over Pilanesberg
Tips While on Game Runs






Ask for a driver who understands the photographer’s needs. You want them to wait
patiently when you are anticipating action and to stop where and when you say (of
course safety comes first). But also remember to respect their experience.
Sit quietly and don’t talk when you or others are photographing. Animals are wild and
will frighten and run if they get nervous.
Take turns with the good seating locations in the vehicle. Everyone wants the “good
spots”.
Offer to take a photograph for someone else if their vantage point is blocked or on the
opposite side of the vehicle.
Wait for the action and learn to anticipate possibilities. This is done through careful
observation and knowledge of animal behaviour.

Zebras


Before you leave home, learn as much as you can about the animals - their habits,
behaviours and the possible actions that might be encountered.

Note: Pilanesberg is a sanctuary for both black and white rhinoceros, so doing some advance studies
about their appearances and habitual differences will help.



It is really nice to be able to identify and learn more about the animals and birds you
are photographing. Having a guide book with you and looking for other books and
resources at the airport or lodges can be very helpful. There are many animals that
tend to be specific to an area you are visiting.

Pied Kingfisher


Think about what you are doing photographically but don’t hesitate creating more
images than you ever think you could. It is much nicer to wonder why you took so
many than to have regrets about missing the shot! Sometimes just an expression or a
bit of behaviour makes a good image into a stunning moment.

Note: There were several of us that were doing between 1000-1500 images a day!
Was it a just a good trip? No, it wasn’t just a good trip - it was a wonderful trip with so many
photographic opportunities. Pilanesberg National Park is definitely for the photographer who
wants a quality experience with wildlife, but may not have extended time to travel to more
remote locations in South Africa. The privilege of being able to go into the animal’s
environment with a total immersion in wildlife photography was unbelievable.
Would we do it again? Absolutely! Would we change anything about our trip? Perhaps the
only real change would be to stay in the smaller lodges. They are more personal and present
the “African Experience” in a wonderful way.
Special note of thanks to Jenny & Mario Fazekas: Because of your excellent guide books,
articles and incredible assistance, you made this trip an unforgettable experience.

All text & photos: © 2013 Noella Ballenger. All rights reserved.

Would you like to learn more and become an even better photographer? Be sure to join
Noella in one of her online classes. Visit her website at www.noellaballenger.com or send
her an e-mail at Noella1B@aol.com
If Africa is on your bucket list, these articles could inspire you to pack your bags:
African Photo Safaris: 10 Tips for Finding Wildlife
Photographing Lions on an African Safari
Photographing Cheetahs on an African Safari
Photographing Leopards on an African Safari
Photographing African Wild Dogs on an African Safari

