
HIDE 
AND 
SEEK

FOR A WILD 
EXPERIENCE OF A 
DIFFERENT KIND, 
DIANNE TIPPING-
WOODS HUNKERS 
DOWN IN AN 
UNDERGROUND 
HIDE AND IS 
CHARMED BY THE 
SMALLER THINGS 
SHE SPOTS.
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The giraffe pauses frequently 
making its way towards the 
waterhole with peculiar 

grace. From the vantage point of the 
underground hide, it seems unduly 
cautious given its size, but wariness and 
curiosity are two hallmarks of this large 
mammal. It gets closer. At some stage, 
all you see are knobbly legs covered in 
coarse hair and scar tissue. Then it splays 
one foot at a time, bending to drink. 

“If you only start taking pictures now, 
the sound of the shutter might spook it,” 
says photographic guide Villiers Steyn. 
“You should start getting them used to 
the sound when they’re still quite far 
away.”

The giraffe puckers its lips and draws 
water down its long neck. You can see the 
pulsing motion of its throat and hear the 
gurgles the water makes. As its head arcs 
up, a shower of droplets catch the light. 
It’s a moment photographers wait for, 
and there’s no better way to see it, never 
mind photograph it, than eye-to-eye.

“Once, the giraffe was so close to us, 
that the droplets sprayed my client and 
his lens,” says Villiers, who regularly leads 
photographic safaris in private game 
reserves around southern Africa and 
India with photographic safari specialists, 
At Close Quarters. He has also spent 
hours perfecting his hide photography. 

“I love it because photographers 
seldom get the chance for eye-level 
shots. In an underground hide, you have 
a photographic experience in its purest 
form,” he says. “And when you’re shooting 
from underground, there is this constant 
sense of anticipation. Anything can 
wander by ...”

As I hunker down in the hide at 
Tumbeta House, I know what he means. 
It’s the first eye-level hide in South 
Africa’s Sabi Sands Game Reserve. “When 
we were considering adding to the 
Djuma portfolio (Vuyatela and Galago 
are well-known by visitors to the Sabi 
Sands as great value-for-money lodges), 
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we thought about what we could offer 
that was different. We decided to add an 
underground hide to Tumbeta House,” 
says General Manager Michel Girardin. 
The six-bed, exclusive-use property 
opened in February 2020. It has a yoga 
deck and sky bed, its own pool and game 
drive vehicle, and a hospitality team that 
make you feel like it’s your house, but 
without the hassle. 

The name Tumbeta means hidden or 
secret place in Shangaan, so it’s fitting 
that the hide is nested deep in the earth 
overlooking a favorite haunt of some 
of the reserve’s famous leopards. “Last 
year, just before the renovations we had 
a leopard called Hosana, drinking from 
the pool,” says Michel. There is now an 
electric fence to keep the wildlife out, but 
hopefully Hosana and her kin will still be 
regular visitors. “We’re very excited about 
its potential, given the kinds of amazing 
sighting we regularly have on Djuma,” says 
Michel, who’s already had wild dogs come 
past, as well as a variety of general game. 

Different kinds of hides are good for 
different things and at different times of 
the year. Some specialise in birds, and 
others have a good chance of attracting 
bigger species. Hides really come into 
their own though with the small things. 

“Even the smallest thing is amazing 
at eye-level, especially the more 
common things, because it’s such a cool 

perspective. You feel very much part of 
nature,” says Villiers. He’s seen spotted 
bush snakes drinking, spiders hunting, and 
had frogs hop onto his lens. If a hide has 
water (and the less water there is close 
by), you’re likely to see more animals.

While the underground hide at Tumbeta 
House isn’t designed exclusively for 
photography like some of South Africa’s 
other south facing, eye-level hides (where 
the light is good all day), it still affords 
the same spectacular perspective, and a 
chance to wonder at the varied life of the 
Sabi Sands. 

I did see a leopard from Tumbeta’s hide, 
only it wasn’t the kind that has made the 
Sabi Sands famous. Mine was a vibrant 
orange and black butterfly known as the 
common leopard (Phalanta phalantha). 
It danced like a fairy flirting with the 
sun and feasting on one of myriad 
wildflowers. Swooping turquoise missiles, 
woodland kingfishers, bombed the water 
as a herd of impala drank. An armoured 
cricket marched toward me, like a hybrid 
transformer straight out of Hollywood and 
a drop of water caught on a blue waxbill’s 
beak in a perfect pearl. 

SHOOT LIKE AN EXPERT
Villiers Steyn, The Safari Expert, shares these 
tips for underground hide photography

 Visit at the right time of the year. 
Properties with hides fill up quickly 
between August to October, when wildlife 
sightings tend to be best

 Sit in a hide for more than one session. 
You have to give yourself and nature that 
chance. Time equals luck

 Get a photographic guide to help you. 
It’s a different kind of photography with 
its own challenges and guides can help 
with settings, and animal behaviour

 Take all your lenses. If an elephant 
wanders past, you need a wide-angle lens. 
Then you need something mid-range 
to capture scenes, and a zoom lens is a 
must. Prime lenses can work well in a hide 
setting, but I prefer a range

 Check if there are tripods, GimPros, and 
beanbags. Take a stand for your cellphone 
to record video while you shoot the action 
on your DSLR

 Don’t forget sunglasses, and a book for 
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THERE IS THIS 
CONSTANT 
SENSE OF 

ANTICIPATION. 
ANYTHING 

CAN WANDER 
BY ...
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those quiet periods you will need to fill
 Don’t talk in whispers. It’s much better 

to just use a low conversational tone. 
Suddenly whispering can spook an animal 
more than normal chit chat; and

 If you want to have the option of all-day 
photography, south-facing hides are best. 
Otherwise, check which direction the 
hide is in so that you can make deliberate 
choices about the light. 
For more tips from Villiers search The Safari 
Expert on Youtube.

HIDES IN SOUTH AFRICA
Villier’s favorite hide in South Africa is 
Indlovu River Lodge in Karongwe Game 
Reserve. He guides frequently at Djuma, 
where Tumbeta’s (bottom image) hide 
is located. Other famous hides in South 
Africa are Zimanga’s nine hides, and 
hides at Madikwe, Mhondoro and at Kwa 
Maritane in Pilanesberg.   

IN AN UNDERGROUND HIDE, YOU HAVE A PHOTOGRAPHIC  
EXPERIENCE IN ITS PUREST FORM.

 


