
    Blesbok (Damaliscus pygargus phillipsi) 
 

   

  

 

Photo: Deon Furstenburg 

Afrikaans:  Blesbok  



German:  Blessbock  

French:  Blesbok  

 
 
In the past, hundreds of thousands of blesbok roamed the South African highveld 
covering the plains from horizon to horizon. However, there was confusion over their 
identification and a century passed before they were separated from their cousin the 
bontebok. The Bontebokvlakte recorded near Cathcart in the Eastern Cape, for 
example, refers to blesbok and not to bontebok as the latter were never found there. 
The difference between the two sub-species was first recorded in the journals of the 
Cape colonists during their expeditions into the interior of the country. 
The division of the of the two species took place in historical times when a group of 
blesbok was separated from the rest by a sudden, unfavourable climate change and 
became isolated in an area south of the Cape folded mountains. Here they specialised 
to survive in the conditions of a single habitat in the area, and became the bontebok. 

Description 

A medium sized plains antelope with shoulders that is higher than the hind quarters, 
resulting in a sloping back. This is the typical body profile of the Alcelaphinae, the 
hartebeest family. The popular name blesbok refers to the distinct white blaze on the 
forehead and muzzle. The remainder of the coat usually varies from a light to dark 
brown but lacks the dark plum like shading that distinguishes the bontebok. The 
saddle and the rear of the buttocks are a dull yellow-brown. The underside of the 
body and parts of the lower legs are a dirty white. 

Comparison To Man 

 

Trophy 

Both genders bear well-developed lyre-shaped horns that bend backwards from the 
skull and then turn outwards away from the body until the tips point upwards or 



slightly forward. The horns are heavily grooved for 85-90% of their length and have 
smooth tips. The horns of adult rams are thicker at the base and lighter in colour than 
those of the ewes. In rams the horn base thickens with age until they almost meet, 
but remain separated by a gap of 2-3 cm with ewes. The adult horn length varies from 
38-50 cm, the maximum documented trophy record being 52.39 cm. 

Habitat requirement 

Preferred habitat is higher altitude grassland plains found in the central and eastern 
regions of South Africa at an annual rainfall of 400-1 200 mm. Blesbok are dependent 
on surface water and must drink daily or at least every second day. Arid environments 
lacking surface water, karroid veld without a grass stratum, thickets, forests, dense 
bushveld, closed woodland and tall grass stands are unsuitable. Open woodland and 
savannah are marginal. 

 


