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“Joe was the man behind our most important mistake,” says Jacques Smit, Sabi 
Sabi’s marketing director, nodding to one of Earth Lodge’s most experienced 

Shangaan guides. “In the building process some wet concrete fell off a wall and mixed 
with the gravel and sand on the ground below. Joe picked it up and smoothed it back on. 
That was that. We’d found the lodge’s key ingredient – the earth itself.”

Earth Lodge is the newest of four lodges on the Sabi Sabi private game reserve. The most 
southerly private reserve within the Sabi Sand Wildtuin, this ecosystem is a vital buffer 
between Kruger National Park to the east and agricultural lands to the west. Since 1993, 
when fences between Kruger and the surrounding private reserves came down, Sabi 
Sabi has been part of South Africa’s largest protected wild area. Committed to returning 
the land in a better state than they found it, Sabi Sabi’s owners, Hilton and Jacqui Loon, 
have used tourism to protect their chunk of it for the past 35 years. Each Sabi Sabi lodge 
is designed for a different type of safari-goer. I’m here to experience Earth Lodge, which 
is meant to reflect the future by carving a way forward, not only in its bold design, but 
also in its commitment to sustainability. 

On arrival I follow a winding underground path to the entrance. If not for the lizards 
and beady-eyed geckos darting out of my way, it might feel a little sombre, and not unlike 
a supervillain’s secret hideaway. The lodge blends so seamlessly with the landscape that 
elephants and lions have been known to stray on to its grassy roof. Heavy doors open 
on to an open-air atrium, and an overwhelming sense of space and light quickly washes 
away any initial sense of foreboding about the bunker-like entrance. Neutral hues draw 
my eyes to the bushveld beyond. In every direction the greens of trees and blues of the 
sky are framed by the lodge’s contemporary curves. ""
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Out in the bush and under the expert guidance of the Shangaan tracker and ranger team, 
Louis and Lazurus, the safari drives are mind-expanding. Up-close sightings of the Big 
Five are a daily occurrence, not to mention smaller joys like watching weaver birds make 
their nests or woodland kingfishers dart between fever trees (only two of the staggering 
300 species of birds recorded in the reserve). After reading up on the depressing fate of 
rhinos in South Africa, it’s enlightening to hear first-hand about how effective Sabi Sabi’s 
around-the-clock anti-poaching unit is – in recent years rhino losses have dropped by 
85 per cent. Lazurus’s face lights up when we stumble upon three critically endangered 
black rhinos and manage to track down rarely seen wild dogs on the hunt. 

On my last morning I happily ditch the jeep for a walking safari. Having been ensconced 
in the luxury of Earth Lodge for a few days this sense of adventure is the missing piece 
of the puzzle. Prepped for danger and following Lazurus’s every footstep we venture 
silently into the bush. Once trepidation subsides I let the sounds and warmth of the land 
saturate my senses. Weaving between termite mounds, Lazurus explains their complex 
nature – working as a team the termites’ collective power of many far outstrips that of an 
individual. Over four or five years a colony might build a structure that is 30 metres wide 
and remains standing for decades. Once fossilised, the mounds may become pillows for 
slumbering elephants or home to wild dogs and anteaters. Sculpted from the earth and 
scattered throughout the bush, they symbolise how nature depends on efficiency for 
survival – nothing goes to waste.  

Earth Lodge soon comes into view. From the back it resembles a series of giant termite 
mounds looming above an untamed landscape. To me, it is beautiful. If this is a vision for 
the future then there must be hope for this fragile ecosystem after all. 

THE LOWDOWN

Return flights from London to Skukuza (via Johannesburg) with South African 
Airways start from £930. The Skukuza leg is operated by Airlink.
flysaa.com

Rooms at Sabi Sabi Earth Lodge from £660 per person per night
sabisabi.com 
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The use of natural light, ventilation and insulation saves energy and the lodge’s interiors 
recycle nature’s beauty. The hides of Nguni cattle add warmth to the smooth concrete 
floors. Specks of gold, bronze and copper reflect South Africa’s mineral wealth, and 
Geoffrey Armstrong’s huge wooden sculptures dominate the communal spaces. A 
dramatic six-metre length of twisted and warped zebra wood, salvaged from the banks 
of the Sabie River in the floods of 2000, dominates the bar, where the stools and benches 
have been carved from trees felled by elephants. Everywhere I look the natural world is 
invited in – glass-fronted showers and huge stone tubs lead out on to unfenced patios, 
plunge pools and open-air showers. During the heat of the day a curious warthog 
wanders towards me, before the distant sound of a hippo makes him scuttle undercover.  

Sabi Sabi Earth Lodge breaks away from the historical baggage of the colonial era that 
permeates so many African safari lodges to create something more forward-looking. 
However, the Loon family were quick to recognise that this couldn’t be achieved through 
design alone. Sabi Sabi thrives on the support of local Shangaan communities just as 
much as those communities benefit from the economic stability of the lodges. Since 
the 1980s the group has employed staff from the surrounding villages of Huntington, 
Lillydale and Justicia, while using profits to create or bolster healthcare and education 
projects. The contagious laughter that echoes around its lodges today is a testament to 
years of mutual respect. 


