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Top End safari
guide Sab Lord.

SAFARI
LEGEND
Sab Lord has spent a lifetime
educating people about
the wonders of the Top End.
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ain falls in sheets across the Mary River floodplains
and the rumble of thunder floats on the breeze as
Sab Lord steps from a LandCruiser and plucks
a woven mess of leaves from a young gum tree.
Within seconds he’s covered in biting green ants
and grinning widely, grabbing one of his vitamin-rich attackers
by the head and offering it tail-first to a guest. “Taste that,” says
the legendary Top End guide. “Delicious.”
Later, the 56 year old leans forward on the steering wheel, cups
his hands to his mouth and lets out a deep, bovine moan. One
hundred metres away, a small group of buffalo rear their heads and
a cow turns towards the LandCruiser, then charges towards the
sound, which Sab explains mimics the call of a calf.
That evening, sitting on the deck of Bamurru Plains lodge,
on the western edge of Kakadu National Park, Sab recalls how
growing up with the Bininj people of northern Arnhem Land
taught him about bush tucker and how to communicate with
buffalo, and gave him a deep love of wildlife.
In 1958, Sab’s father John Lord – a former horsebreaker, ringer
and drover originally from the Macquarie Marshes region of
New South Wales – made his way to the edge of Arnhem Land
and bought Munmalary station on the South Alligator River. He
had plans for a buffalo and crocodile hunting enterprise. John
returned east to pick up his bride-to-be, Sab’s mother Pauline,
from her home in Warren, NSW. “Mum was pregnant with me,
and when they finally arrived she asked Dad where the house
was, and he said, ‘Well, think of it here, love’, pointing to an
old gum tree,” Sab laughs. “I’ve got a photo of Mum and Dad’s
bed and my cot under this ghost gum, where mum used to burn
buffalo shit to try to keep the mosquitoes away.”
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Eventually, the Lords established a homestead and
built an abattoir and chiller so buffalo meat could be
trucked to Darwin, 250 kilometres away, and sold for
human consumption. Although his mother tried to
homeschool he and his brother, Sab says daily work
often got in the way of lessons. His father taught him
to bleed and bone buffalo, while the Bininj people –
who made up most of the station’s workforce – taught
him how to understand the bush. “An old fella said
to me once, ‘Boy, why are you wearing shoes?’ and I
said, ‘I don’t know’, and he said, ‘How do you feel the
earth?” From then on, says Sab, the only time he wore
shoes was for the twice yearly trips to Darwin.
From age 13 to 17, Sab boarded at Sydney’s
prestigious Scots College. For a boy who’d spent
his life barefoot in the bush, it was a daunting
proposition. “When I got there, I’d never made a
bed, I didn’t know how to do up my shoelaces, or
how to do a tie,” Sab says. “I can still remember
the bloke next to me saying, ‘You don’t know how
to do too much, do ya?’” Eventually, he embraced
boarding school, throwing himself into rugby, rowing
and athletics, and making lifelong mates. “For me it
opened up a realisation of what else there is in life,
and that’s why I travel so much today, because it gives
me a good understanding of how everyone else is
living around the world,” Sab says.
In the mid-1970s, while Sab was still away at school,
the government announced plans to acquire land for
Kakadu National Park and, after 17 years of hard work,
the Lords’ life at Munmalary was over. “Dad was warned
by friends, ‘John you want to get out, because you won’t
win the battle’,” Sab says. “Mum didn’t want to go, and
I can still remember the day the old man said, ‘We’ve
Sab Lord points out bush tucker to clients on a tour.
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gotta leave’, and I remember saying, ‘No, Dad. This is my
life,’ but he said, ‘No, we’ve gotta go’.”
After school, Sab returned briefly to the family’s new
property in Dubbo before heading to the Kimberley. A
stint ringing and bull-catching around Kununurra was
followed by a trip to South Africa to play rugby and
travel. The country reminded him of the Top End, and
gave him a deep love of Africa and its wildlife. He’s
been back more than a dozen times.
When he returned to Australia, Sab made his way
north again, and when his father established the
pioneering safari company Lord of Kakadu at Jabiru,
his life as a tour guide began. In 1999, Sab and partner
Ann-Maree Grant took over the business, renaming
it Lords Kakadu & Arnhemland Safaris and focusing
on a different clientele. “Because of my relationship
with Africa, I could see there was an opportunity for
someone to go into that specialised market of high-end
private charters, and so that’s what we did,” he says.
Fast forward two decades and the company
is renowned as one of the best in the business,
specialising in private tours across the Top End and
Kimberley. Sab’s strong childhood friendships have
developed into lasting business partnerships with
Indigenous people, who regularly guide his guests and
ensure access to areas most tourists never see.
Sab’s passion for wildlife remains unshakable.
Although he’s a big supporter of Greenpeace, Sab
says his real focus is on anti-poaching groups and
organisations like Sea Shepherd, which provide physical
resistance to those threatening the world’s wildlife. “I’m
an activist, so I’d rather be confrontational about what
I want to protect,” Sab explains. “And that’s why Paul
Watson, from Sea Shepherd, is making a difference in
Sab sits behind the wheel of a customised safari vehicle on Bamurru Plains, NT.
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Sab conducts an airboat tour on the Mary River floodplain at Bamurru Plains.

what he does around the world, because he’s not going to
listen to some politician, he’s going to get off his backside
and do something.”
Closer to home, Sab and Ann-Maree have played a
leading role in establishing Australian Wildlife Journeys
(AWJ), a collection of independent tour operators with a
passion for educating people about the country’s unique
wildlife. “I saw this in Africa, by working together as a
group it helped in the preservation of wildlife, created
work for the local people and created a seamless client
experience,” Sab says. “Also, the standards of their camps
and guides give their clients not just a better holiday,
but a better understanding of the whole experience and
how important the preservation of wildlife is to all of us
around the world.”
Fellow AWJ founding board member Craig
Wickham, the owner of Exceptional Kangaroo Island
Tours, has known Sab for 15 years and says his
connection to the Top End makes him an exceptional
ambassador for the region. “He’s got a very laconic
approach, which belies a deep intelligence, and a
wonderful sense of humour, so I think he makes people
feel very welcome and very relaxed in an environment
that is probably very, very foreign to a lot of urban
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people,” Craig says. “He’s a great observer of nature,
and you can feel that passion.”
Charlie Carlow, owner of Bamurru Plains, has known
Sab for more than a decade and says his unique history
and personality sets him apart. “Just the fact that he
grew up amongst it all, he’s just so much part of the
scenery and utterly himself,” Charlie says. “Sab just goes
out there and is who he is, and presents life to people
who join him on his trips as it is, and as a result you get
so much more insight into life there than you would
with anyone else. He’s in a league of his own.”
By educating people, especially those living in cities
and towns, about the threats to Australia’s wildlife, Sab
says he’s doing his bit to protect what he loves. “In my
lifetime I’ve noticed a great decline in most species in
my touring area,” he says, as water buffalo wander past
the lodge heading for dry ground for the night. “As a
guide, I try to explain to our clients how important it
is to protect what we have and how important it is to
understand what impact factors like bushfires, feral cats
and cane toads are having on our wildlife. I do think I’ve
educated a lot of people to think differently about our
wildlife, and life in general, and that’s probably the most
important thing for me.” 

