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Foreword


Wilderness cannot be conquered by individuals. When we walk in wild places, nature becomes part of us and enriches our souls. The wilderness is not something you can explain; it is something you experience, and once you have, you will be enriched beyond words. Sadly, true wild nature is becoming a scarce resource.

Kruger National Park is one of Africa’s most protected and revered wildernesses, with significant endangered fauna and flora. Travelling on foot through this vast, diverse and rich landscape is the purest way to immerse yourself in this experience. The hike is challenging and, at times, it reminds you of how small and vulnerable you are.

Along the way, you cultivate a deep appreciation of our remarkable planet by sharing this space with every living, crawling, flying, sprouting thing. Living among its inhabitants teaches you to respect nature and the other species with which you share this planet, our home. The dream of The Kruger Trail started with a wish to protect this special place for our children, their children and all who follow.

The Kruger Trail is dedicated to generating public support and resources to ensure the Kruger National Park remains a part of our heritage for generations to come. All profits are ploughed back into conservation.

This is a journey not travelled alone. You learn we need the support of others and you build lasting friendships. You also gain an intimate insight into animals, insects, birds and their habits. You learn of trees that warn each other when danger approaches, and how everything every creature does has an impact on the biology of our ancient Earth. You may find evidence of Stone Age or Iron Age people who traversed the same paths you tread and gain a deeper understanding of how our carelessness places ecosystems in jeopardy. The Kruger Trail is made possible by the support of a dedicated team of guides, South African National Parks staff, and SANParks Honorary Rangers. To each travel companion, whether human or not, we tip our hat.

I read José’s account of his journey through the Kruger National Park with great pleasure. In his meticulous and humorous way, José shares his experiences and those of his travel companions. His extensive research allows you to learn more about the flora and fauna of South Africa’s precious national heritage. Together, he and those with whom he walked for over hundreds of kilometres, will lead you into this wilderness where you too can share in the wonder of nature.

Enjoy the journey!

Louis Lemmer

Chairperson of the Magalies Region of SANParks Honorary Rangers

Coordinator of The Kruger Trail
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The Kruger Trail


We are closer to life when in the wild; the vulnerability of birth, defence of the young, the place of the aged, and where death coldly diffuses life back into the ecosystem. A part of the magic of the wilderness is the silence, coupled with the dusty dirt, the smells, and the feeling of being part of the circle of life. And, of course, we become hyper-alert to avoid becoming an inadvertent part of the food chain.

Many live surrounded by walls and hemmed in by roads. They may interact with domestic animals and landscaped lawns, but rarely meet nature on its terms. I get two responses when people learn I hiked more than 600 kilometres through the Kruger National Park; a place with large herds of elephant and buffalo, prides of lion, leaps of leopard and chuckling hyenas. They either admire what they regard as a courageous adventure, or they don’t get why I wouldn’t rather view wildlife from the comfort and safety of a motor vehicle. Both responses are valid, yet these words by Spanish author Javier Marias also resonate: “There’s… something that prompts us not to act and not to take that step, not to leave the house and not to move, not to speak to anyone and to avoid others speaking to us.” But he assures, “Only the first step is difficult.”

The first steps on the first day of The Kruger Trail– every time of the six occasions I walked it– were the most difficult as I worked to shake off city thinking. It was also the day newcomers were most likely to fall, distracted by the unusual task of remaining silent and walking with eyes on the ground to avoid roots, sticks and stones that could cause a mishap. It takes time to consider the profound lessons silence and mindfulness teach us.

The Kruger National Park is one of the world’s oldest and most significant wildlife reserves and is located on the northeastern border of South Africa. Traversing its vast expanse creates an immersion in nature allowing for a deeper understanding of the distribution and life of mammals. The vigilant observer learns about predator-prey relationships and the multi-layered connections between animals, terrain and the seasons. You begin to appreciate the trade-offs in nature around economy and survival. The magnificent giraffe, for example, has an economically efficient and extravagantly long neck to access the tenderest leaves high in trees. Function and beauty in nature are never arbitrary.

My life, possibly like yours, has had challenges, mishaps, extraordinary encounters and considerable luck. I have travelled to 54 countries and met with six presidents. Yet the African bush still seduces this Portuguese-born immigrant to Africa. My eternal infatuation with nature means I am always open to enticement. My desire for adventure has sometimes threatened my survival and seen me stopped by fate. Before my 40th birthday, a cycling accident left me with life-threatening injuries. Five years later, determined to prove my recovery, I ran a 100 kilometre race in Japan, and after that I completed 10 Ironman events.

But fate continued to caution me. A speedboat ran over me in the sea and, not long after, my body erupted in searing blisters when I was stung by a swarm of bees on a training run. Both events required emergency medical treatment.

Later, there were events I revelled in. I went on patrol in the Bronx with the New York Police Department and fired weapons with the Federal Bureau of Investigation at a SWAT training facility in New York, as part of Young President’s Organisation events. In the Philippines, I danced with Imelda Marcos, the wife of the disgraced Filipino despot, in her kitchen, at the invitation of Jean Saburit, a past-Miss Philippines beauty competition winner.

As a former, long-time Coca-Cola system executive, I am always busy and travel often. After hours, my passions are sport and wildlife, and this is how this tale begins.

I was returning to my car parked outside an isolated bird hide near the Letaba Rest Camp in the Kruger National Park in the winter of 2018. A poster pinned to the wooden slats at the exit caught my eye. A simple green map of Kruger Park, with a dotted path winding through six reserve sections, contained the words that stopped me:

Follow in the footsteps of giants.

Backpack the length of Kruger.

There wasn’t a number to call, just an email address. I wrote and soon received a reply. I was told that The Kruger Trail is a backpacking hike through the Park, comprising six separate hiking journeys of approximately 105 kilometres each. Two Legs are undertaken each year, making it a three-year 620 kilometre journey.

The Kruger Trail is an initiative of the Magalies Region of the South African National Parks Honorary Rangers, and is the brainchild of Louis Lemmer, a dominee of the Dutch Reformed Church and chairperson of the Magalies Region of the Honorary Rangers. The concept of a hike the length of the Kruger National Park was initiated in 2016, after successful discussions with Park management led to the planning and investigation of potential routes. South African National Parks approved the project in 2017, and the first exploratory hike occurred that year.

The email noted the first two guest groups began in 2018. Groups are auctioned to raise funds for the Honorary Rangers who do voluntary conservation work in South Africa’s 21 national parks, covering three million hectares or three percent of the nation’s land mass. More than 2,000 Honorary Rangers help at entry gates; raising funds for anti-poaching activities. They run youth activities, and donate specialist advice on infrastructure and science. These amazing individuals have raised close to R 250 million for the country’s reserves over the last decade. Their commitment to the environment caught my attention. The email noted five hiking groups were sold during a recent auction, and they would do Legs One and Two of the hike in 2019.

I asked whether any group had an opening and was put in touch with Lourens van Aardt, who successfully bid R 95,000 at the 2018 auction and secured the trip for an eight-person group. Chatting to Lourens was easy as we had a similar interest in sports. He has completed five Comrades ultra-marathons and is a golf and fishing enthusiast. I hiked the Indian Ocean Tsitsikamma Trail, while Lourens has on five occasions hiked that same coast on the punishing five-day, 41 kilometre Otter Trail. On one of the Otter Trail hikes, he took his daughters and some of their friends, and two years later, they did the Fish River Canyon hike together. He joked the hike ‘cured’ his daughter, Michelle, of hiking, but his other daughter, Jennifer, was hooked and joined Lourens for The Kruger Trail.

Lourens loves the Kruger and its surrounds. Years before, he worked at a mine bordering the Kruger Park and says, “…the bush got into my blood”. When he learnt of the trail, he sent the news to Jennifer, asking if she was interested. “She emailed me back with, ‘I am in.’ I told a few friends, but did not find much interest. I was set on doing it. It ticked all the boxes– endurance, challenge and hiking through the bush.

“Although I had no members for the group besides Jennifer, I registered for the auction at the SANParks office in Pretoria. My wife and I attended the auction. Five slots were on the block. Seven or eight serious bidders were in the room, and others were bidding by phone. I bid on every slot, but stopped before the hammer. I had made up my mind I was buying the fifth slot. When the bid was awarded to me, I felt a rush of blood to my head. Excitement! Later that evening, I messaged Jennifer to tell her I had bought a group, and we were doing this. She later told me when she received my message, her words to her husband were, ‘Oh shit.’ She thought I would attend the auction, but not that I would buy a group,” he laughed.

He dubbed the group Panthera, because his wife, Christine, was born under the star sign of Leo, and the lion is the king of the bush. “Also, the Lions have always been my favourite rugby team,” he chuckled.

Panthera is a Sanskrit word meaning ‘pale’, but in Latin and Greek it means, ‘predator of all animals’. Lorenz Oken first described the genus in 1816 and included all the spotted cats within the family Felidae. Reginald Innes Pocock revised the classification a hundred years later to define big cats with similar cranial features: lions, tigers, jaguars and leopards.

I wasted no time paying Lourens my share of the first Leg. I know risk is involved in hiking through a reserve filled with wild animals, but exceptional guides accompany each hiking group. Short walking trails were first established in Kruger Park in 1978, and all have good safety records.

The wild, which becomes our home for the duration of the week-long hike, is the terrain of large, dangerous game such as lion, elephant and buffalo, as well as an abundance of smaller, sometimes lethal creatures such as snakes and scorpions. Almost every life form in the Kruger has a place in something else’s food chain. Although humans, for the most part, do not have to worry about ending up as dinner. We respect all that is natural when we venture into the wilderness.

The guides are qualified in Special Knowledge and Skills in Dangerous Game through the demanding Field Guides Association of Southern Africa certification process. They have advanced navigation and orientation skills, are proficient in rifle handling, enjoy camping under the stars, and have expert knowledge of flora, fauna and ecosystems.

The lead guide, I would learn, always walks in front, and behind him is a colleague. The eight hikers walk in a straight line behind the two guides– for optimal safety. Having one guide in front and one at the back, is a formation not used when walking in the wild. With animals, the danger is most often in front. So the guides walk to ensure optimal visibility and protection.

Guides are armed with SANParks-issued .458 rifles or their own weapons, provided they can fire a bullet at around 2,000 feet per second, to be effective against heavy, thick-skinned animals. While it is rare for the guides to fire their rifles, the protection of the group is paramount. Bullets must be flat-nosed, owing to the honeycomb nature of an elephant skull and to avoid deflection, which can happen with round or pointed tips. The rifles the guides carry, weigh around 4.5 kilograms. They are carried by hand; requiring an inordinate amount of strength given the distances involved. The chambers are left empty; with bullets in the magazine and 10 bullets carried in a leather pouch on a belt. While most hikers carry at least one walking pole, the guides are unable to because of their rifles. They also have a satellite phone in case of emergency.

Long distances must be covered with a heavy backpack, often over rugged terrain. Daily hikes range from 15 to 20 kilometres or more, and the weather can be harsh, with sweltering and often dusty days, even though walks are scheduled during the coolest weather.

Elephants in breeding or a lone buffalo are the biggest danger to hikers. Elephants have always been hunted for their ivory and because of this, especially in southern Africa, they have evolved to be aggressive to humans. Less than a century ago, five million elephants roamed Africa. Today, according to Animal Survival International, there are just 415,000. Anti-poaching efforts are succeeding in South Africa, with just 12 elephants lost to poachers in 2020; compared to 50 in 2017. On our hikes, we often witnessed the fear and rage of elephants up close, but we were taught simple, non-aggressive ways to deflect the magnificent beasts’ anger.

Some say buffalo are the most dangerous animals in Africa. Buffalo attacked by lions are sometimes not brought down for hours or even a whole day; they will attack anything that comes close. Buffalo can never be taken for granted, and hunter lore is filled with tales of wounded buffalo circling back and attacking hunters from behind.

A bigger threat faces the Kruger National Park and other reserves. The footprints of man in pursuit of malevolent gains blot a landscape that should be protected and virgin, marked only by the tracks of animals, other than for controlled access to authorised groups. There has been no occurrence of hikers threatened by poachers, but there was evidence of their presence. Save the Rhino International, as an example, notes South Africa has most of the world’s rhinos and is the country hardest hit by poachers, with more than 1,000 rhinos killed each year between 2013 and 2017.

The Covid-19 pandemic and determined efforts to combat the illicit trade in wildlife trophies, brought a glimmer of hope, and contributed to a declining trend in rhino poaching. Yet, in 2023, 499 rhinos were poached in South Africa against 448 in 2022. The Kruger National Park fared better and recorded a 37 percent decrease from 2022, with a total of 78 poached in 2023.

The serenity of this animal kingdom is also under threat from river pollution and climate change. Poverty fringes the park and when humans are in crisis, the natural environment is challenged.

The hike can be intense and is done in silence, with every member of the group alert. To walk wild in the Kruger is to hike with respect for every living thing. The Kruger has no signposted trails, so we hiked to landmarks or were guided by the GPS carried by the lead guide. Guides download satellite imagery to detect paths used by elephants and other animals. Game paths often lead to and from water, and most useful when headed in the direction we were going.

The Kruger Park is home to a diversity of animals and ecosystems. Each Leg of the hike offers a different experience, and no day is the same. On a hike, it is not just the large animals of tourist brochures, but also the small and near invisible ones, which are entrancing. Several researchers believe the biomass of insects in the park, equals that of mammals per square kilometre. This biodiversity is evident on a hike.

Tourists in vehicles tend to focus on the Big Five, a concept harking back to the 19th century, when hunters concentrated on the five most dangerous animals. Some visitors are more interested in the Rare Five. These are the aardvark, pangolin, black rhino, roan antelope and suni antelope. And then there is the Little Five. The leopard tortoise, elephant shrew, red-billed buffalo-weaver, rhino beetle and antlion. Ornithologists train their binoculars and cameras on the Big Six Birds of the Kruger: the martial eagle, lappet-faced vulture, ground hornbill, kori bustard, saddle-billed stork and Pel’s fishing owl.

Many South Africans view the Kruger National Park with affection and even reverence. My first memory of the Park was on a family trip from Johannesburg in my dad’s stately, green Valiant. I remember him getting out of the car to photograph a chameleon crossing the road. Perhaps the rules were not as clear in those days. Of course it may have been because, as recent immigrants from Portugal, neither my father nor mother could read English and were oblivious to the warning signs not to leave the vehicle.

When I was older, I visited the Kruger on a few occasions as a tourist. Although I never knew much about it or its history. Now, in addition to acquiring the technical equipment needed and preparing physically in terms of fitness for the hike with Lourens and the Panthera, I read articles, magazines and books about the Kruger. I learnt the park was named after Paul Kruger, the first president of the South African Republic. That territory was renamed the Transvaal six years after his death, when four colonies unified in 1910 under British imperial rule. The country became a Republic in 1961 and withdrew from the Commonwealth after increasing pressure due its apartheid policies. Democratic elections in 1994, saw the Transvaal in the north of the country divided into four. There is Limpopo in the far north flanking the large brown river of the same name; Mpumalanga, in the agricultural east; Gauteng, the industrial and commercial hub of the country; and the drier, North-West province.

The father of the Kruger Park, Paul Kruger, was a short man at 1.7 metres. He was a dour Calvinist with a vision. In 1884, the year after he became president, he set aside the area between the Sabie and Crocodile Rivers for restricted hunting. In 1898, he proclaimed the Sabie Game Reserve a ‘no-hunting’ zone to protect animals from unchecked hunting. In 1927, this reserve merged with the Shingwedzi Game Reserve to become the Kruger National Park.

The surface area of the Park, is 19,633 square kilometres, an area larger than Wales or Israel. The reserve hosts more than 760 species of birds, reptiles and animals and nearly 2,000 species of plants, including 336 species of trees. It lies between 200 and 400 metres above sea level, with 254 registered cultural heritage sites, and 130 Bushman rock art sites.

The Kruger is a renowned hub of advanced wildlife management. As an example, the fences between some of the adjacent private nature reserves on the southwestern side of the Kruger Park were removed to allow for wildlife migration in 1993. In 2005, barriers between the Kruger National Park and the neighbouring countries of Mozambique and Zimbabwe were removed to create the world’s largest transfrontier park of some 35,000 square kilometres. This enhances migration and allows animals to enter the Limpopo National Park in Mozambique from the Kruger and the Gonarezhou National Park of Zimbabwe.


A Lesson about Boots


A fit 55-year-old with four full Ironman and six half-Ironman events, I knew I had to be in shape for the Kruger hike. In 2018, I crashed on the second day of the three-day, 265 kilometre KAP Sani2C mountain-bike stage race. This resulted in my right collarbone being torn from its ligaments. Surgeons inserted metal washers and a suture loop to hold it in place. I knew I needed to practise hiking to test my equipment and get my injured shoulder used to carrying a heavy backpack. My daily training included running, cycling, swimming and gym.

Three decades before, as a student, I hiked through the Outeniqua and Tsitsikamma forests of the Garden Route. My hiking boots from that time seemed in good shape.

I then decided to do three days of the Tsitsikamma trail in the nearby Wilderness area, a two-hour drive from Port Elizabeth/Gqeberha, where I lived. Tsitsikamma, a Khoi word meaning, ‘place of abundant or sparkling water’, has a spectacular trail that traverses indigenous Afromontane forests, with towering Outeniqua yellowwood trees, fynbos, cliffs, sparkling streams and Indian Ocean rock pools. Because of the short notice, I struggled to find someone to accompany me and finally, against my better judgment, went on my own. It was two months before the start of the Kruger hike, and I was eager to be prepared.

Friday midday, I parked my car at the Boskor sawmill near Tsitsikamma village. I set off on the gentle 6.4 kilometre ascent to Heuningbos Hut. I packed a few luxuries; meat for a braai and a mini bottle of wine for each night.

On Saturday, I faced the longest and most challenging day of the Tsitsikamma trail. It was a strenuous 14.2 kilometre hike, which included two big climbs, each with an ascent of 400 metres. I left just after sunrise hoping to walk in the cool of the day. The path was leafy and damp. I scrambled over wet roots and rocky outcrops. After six kilometres, on a stony descent to a river crossing, I felt stones under my left boot. My sock felt wet. Strange, I thought. I lifted my foot to look at the sole. It wasn’t there. The outer leather was holding the inner sole in place. I kept the boot on, hoping it would hold. But a kilometre later, it disintegrated as the inner sole came away. I had packed flip-flops for the evenings and so, had plan B.

After discarding the leather boot, I pressed on, unbalanced, carrying a backpack weighing more than 20 kilograms, a flip-flop on one foot and a boot on the other. It was not long before the leather sole on my right boot also separated. I was again walking on the inner sole, and it disintegrated. After discarding the boot as responsibly as I could, I put on the other flip-flop. I now faced a tough seven kilometres, with a big climb to the second saddle and a three kilometre descent to Sleepkloof Hut.

The thong running through the sole between the big toe and second toe of the flip-flop, pulled out at the slightest pressure. I kept stopping to push it back in. Of course, flip-flops are not designed for hiking. The walking poles helped, but progress should have been faster. I now faced finishing in the dark. I thought about turning back but, by then, it was too late. It was a bit easier on the flip-flops going uphill, yet the heavy backpack took its toll and I often had to rest. I practised focusing techniques; choosing a tree or rock ahead as a goal, and resting only once I got there. When I arrived at the top of the saddle between the two peaks, there was Sleepkloof Hut far below.

I started the descent, knowing it was going to take hours. The slightest pressure on the strap of the flip-flop made me stop to feed the thong back through the hole. A snake slithered away on the downhill slope ahead of me. It was moving fast and I thought it was a Cape Cobra, but couldn’t be sure. A few steps later, I almost stepped on a puff adder, disinterested in moving out the way. The poles took my weight and stopped the momentum, or I would have stepped on it. Relying on camouflage to protect itself, the puff adder is a thick-bodied and lethargic snake with venom that can cause severe tissue damage and even death. With my feet exposed, I gingerly walked around the snake, off the path in the longer grass. I was now as concerned about my safety as I was by the discomfort. I had a cell phone with me, but there was no signal. I was hours from any help. A snake bite would have been the end.

I arrived at the hut at dusk and spent another night alone. Well, not quite. Every time I went down the short wooden stairs from the hut to the cooking boma, a snake would hiss at me.

On Sunday, I did the short 3.2 kilometre hike to the Storms River Bridge in my flip-flops. The path was overgrown and muddy. I waved the walking pole ahead of me to clear the spider webs that tangled around my head. Before placing my exposed feet, I ran the pole through the vegetation to clear out any snakes, scorpions and spiders. What should have been a beautiful, relaxing walk through lush forest vegetation, was now challenging and dangerous.

Once I returned home, I sought decent hiking boots. I bought some Wolverine Black Cap boots, and walked round the house, happy with them. Although, I needed to test them in the field. I made plans to return to the Tsitsikamma forest and repeat the three-day hike with my sister Mia, and two of her art-class friends. They wanted to take four bottles of red wine and a bottle of sherry for the cold nights. I agreed to carry three bottles, as I needed the extra weight for training. We packed meat for a braai on the first night.

Mia handled the first 6.4 kilometres well, while clumsily carrying a bottle of wine. Her friend Sharnay, a beautiful and fit woman, thanks to regular morning walks through the verdant suburb where she lived, was up to the task. I was concerned about my sister’s older friend, Bernie, who was determined to do the hike despite recent health issues. Bernie fell behind from the start, despite the easy pace.

We set off the next morning, an hour after first light. Progress uphill was slow and we frequently climbed over fallen trees or rocks. It was still cool and trees and mountains sheltered us from the early morning sun. I became concerned about the pace. After two hours, I checked my GPS; we had not even covered three kilometres. We would never make it to Sleepkloof Hut by nightfall at that pace since the most challenging climbs and the day’s heat were ahead of us. We had a frank discussion and Bernie admitted she was struggling. Mia agreed to turn back with her. I needed the training and was determined to continue. Sharnay, who had easily kept up with my pace, offered to continue. Mia and Bernie said they would drive to Sleepkloof Hut in the afternoon and we would all stay there for the night. There was a lot of wine to get through.

Sharnay and I made good progress. By working hard with short breaks, we arrived at Sleepkloof Hut an hour before dark. We were surprised Mia and Bernie weren’t there. I walked up the hill to pick up a phone signal. I called Mia, only to hear they would not make it to the hut as Bernie’s leg was hurting, and she had opted to return home to Port Elizabeth.

Smoke rose from the shed where the fireplace was located and I got there to find a large kettle of water on the boil. “It’s for the shower,” Sharnay proudly informed me. “Go first. I’ll heat another for myself.”

I carried the steaming water to the shower with its primitive yet effective contraption. A bucket with a rope attached to the handle was rigged inside a cubicle. The bucket could be lowered for water, and then hoisted back up before the rope was tethered by a wire hook. On the underside of the bucket was a simple showerhead with a mechanism to regulate the flow. We had to add cold water to make the temperature bearable, but the bucket held more than enough for a leisurely hot shower.

Soon, we were both showered and refreshed. We made a creamy linguine pasta with ham and mushrooms. We chatted around the fire, huddling closer and closer as the cold night closed in, drinking fine red wine from aluminium coffee mugs. It was late by the time we let the last piece of wood burn to embers and made our way to the bunks in the cabin.


LEG ONE


Crooks’ Corner to Vlakteplaas Ranger’s Post

WINTER, JUNE 2019

Two weeks of training hikes in the Tsitsikamma forest prepared my body for hiking long distances with a heavy weight on my back. They also led to a new friendship as Sharnay and I often enjoyed meals with fine red wine, now drunk from crystal glasses.

It was time for the first Leg of The Kruger Trail. I met the first member of our group at OR Tambo Airport in Johannesburg. I flew in from Port Elizabeth, and Clifford French, a 44-year-old investment banker, flew in from Durban. We hired a car for the all-day drive to the Punda Maria Rest Camp.

It was good to get to know Clifford during the drive. By the time we arrived at the gate to the Kruger National Park, I felt like I was embarking on an adventure with a friend. As we entered, an elephant grazing along the roadside was a welcome sight. After a while, we paused behind a phalanx of cars viewing a male leopard sprawled in the shade of a tree. Two good sightings indicated a good start.

Punda Maria Rest Camp, the northernmost camp, has a subtropical climate and an intimacy and charm from when it was ranger quarters. Clifford and I set up camp next to the fence and close to a waterhole; it was a decision we almost regretted. Corrie Barnard and Arie Fourie soon arrived and set up tents opposite us. Corrie, at 67, was the group’s oldest and most experienced member. He was fit, big and strong, and carried a well-worn bamboo pole taller than his six foot-plus. He accounted for every gram in his backpack from a list built up over years of hiking. Arie Fourie, 47, looking younger than his years, was an outdoor enthusiast, and an experienced hiker from Boksburg, who had already done two three-day hikes in the Kruger. In addition to being a paraglider, a fixed-wing and micro-light pilot, he also enjoyed skydiving and base jumping.

Pitching our tents close to the waterhole was not smart, as elephants bashing through undergrowth woke me up several times that night. A lion roared so close I felt it in my core. For now, I took comfort in being on the other side of the game-proof fence.

Henk and Antoinette Jonker travelled up from Centurion and arrived with Lourens van Aardt and his daughter, Jennifer van Aardt-Bester. Henk works for the same international commodities company as Lourens, who also lives in Centurion. Jennifer is an attorney. I was delighted to meet Lourens, who looked younger and fitter than his 61 years.

I met one of the guides, Bjinse Visser, and helped him fill water drums to be dropped off at the intended night stops. Except for the first night, where we would camp next to a natural spring. Sunday was Father’s Day and I missed my daughters, who were worried about me being out in the open with wild animals. I wanted to call them, so I did not join Clifford and Corrie, who spent the afternoon with Bjinse, dropping off and concealing the filled water drums along the hiking route.

Later, I packed my tent and checked into a bungalow for a night of relative comfort before the hike. Our group gathered for a braai in front of my abode. I bought beer, sausages, steak and bread rolls at the camp shop, so we could dine without utensils. The second guide, Pilot Nxumalo, arrived as we finished our meal. He gave us SANParks indemnity forms to sign, and he and Bjinse delivered an informal briefing that included arrangements for an early morning departure.

Before I went to sleep, I posted a note in place of a profile picture on WhatsApp, saying I was not contactable from Monday, 17 June to Saturday, 22 June. The week-long technology detox is among the most worthwhile aspects of the hike.

Bjinse, a freelance walking guide with a background in mechanical engineering and injection moulding, would lead the first Leg. He had returned to South Africa after being in the motor industry in Canada and the United States. He worked with steel products and designs bullets and provides gunsmith services to lodges in the Hoedspruit area. Bjinse has logged over 7,000 hours on foot on wilderness trails and is a mentor and trainer to aspiring guides. He slept on the hard ground in his sleeping bag, with no foam base or mattress. Almost bald, lean and fit, he looked suited to life in the wild. He was lighter than my 80 kilograms, and later revealed he weighed more than 100 kilograms before he took up hiking. His tread was as silent as a cat in the leather hand-made sandals he hiked in.

Pilot Nxumalo, the second guide, is an employee of SANParks. Apparently he got his name because his father always had his American Pilot radio on. Naming is important in African cultures and is often used to convey the significance of times or occurrences. I have acquaintances with names ranging from Innocent to Surprise. Pilot told us he lives in Belfast with his wife and two children.

Bjinse and Pilot were armed with Czech-made CZ550 Magnum .458 rifles, issued by SANParks. The rifles shoot a flat-nosed 475-gram solid monometallic Dzombo bullet at more than 2,000 feet per second. We hoped they would never need to use them. The Dzombo bullet, named after one of the Magnificent Seven elephant tuskers, was designed by Bjinse and is preferred by most guides for its proven effectiveness against elephants.


Carnival


After a comparatively luxurious night’s sleep in my rondavel, I was ready to start the journey. We left for the Pafuri Border Gate in convoy. Clifford and I squeezed in beside Bjinse for the hour-long drive in his single-cab van.

Much of the conversation was about Kruger Park challenges, such as poaching, rising elephant numbers and water distribution. We also discussed time and watches, and Bjinse spoke of a way of life different from my own, yet it resonated. Bjinse believes time does not have to dictate our lives. We should awaken at first light, eat when hungry, rest when tired, and sleep when dark. What we were about to embark on was a perfect opportunity to follow this natural rhythm. I looked at the digital sports watch on my wrist that I use for running, swimming and outdoor activities. Its lightness belies how heavily time weighs on my life. I decided to relieve myself of that burden while in the Kruger.

We parked the cars at the Pafuri Ranger Station near the Mozambican border. I left my watch in the car with my luggage. It was as if handcuffs came off; I looked forward to a week unfettered by time. After throwing the backpacks into a van, we clambered into a game-viewing vehicle that ferried us to Crooks’ Corner. I was so eager to begin the hike, I hardly registered a jackal duo scurrying by and a black-chested snake eagle perched in a tree.

Crooks’ Corner is a triangular piece of land at the northeast corner of the Kruger between the Luvuvhu and Limpopo Rivers. This is where the borders of South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique meet. The Corner has long been a natural refuge for migrants, ivory poachers and gun runners who sneak across international borders.

After a group photograph, we put on our backpacks and gathered around Bjinse and Pilot for the first of our daily briefings. The rule is to walk in single file and in silence. Bjinse led with Pilot behind him. We were encouraged to change our position in the group now and then to give everyone a different perspective. We would stop only when there was an interesting or unusual sighting. If we needed to halt, a short whistle or click of the fingers would do. When walking and weaving through trees such as mopane with protruding twigs and small branches, we were told to push through and ignore the person behind following. Being polite and holding a branch for the person breaks momentum and slows the group.

Toilet protocols were discussed and we were instructed to do what was necessary on the path we had just trodden and not ahead because we would not know what might be there. Bjinse and Pilot carried small purpose-built aluminium spades for all to use. A hole is dug, and the toilet paper burnt after the deed, with the ash buried to minimise the intrusion into animal territory. Even in ideal conditions, toilet paper can take up to three years to decompose.

We were also encouraged to pick up a stone to carry to place it on a cairn at the top of Tlhalabye Hill, when in three years we completed the trail. I picked up a small, round pebble with excitement, even though at the time I did not fully appreciate its significance. Cairns represent calm or balance and can be a spiritual token. Cairns have been used since prehistoric times and are still common as hiking markers on trails where there are no other signs. When there are several possible paths, a cairn will point you in the right direction.

We set off at a brisk pace on a dirt road running through the tropical riverine forest that leads to the viewpoint at Crooks’ Corner. I focused on the thrill of walking free in the Kruger and put out of my mind I was carrying the equivalent of a cupboard on my back. Bjinse wanted to avoid any Kruger visitors from noticing us because they were warned not to leave their vehicles, yet there we were, ambling along.

The first animals we came across were a small troop of baboons and then eland. The sandveld is one of the best places for eland, the largest and slowest African antelope. Despite their size, they are gentle and agile and can leap three metres from a standing position. We stopped for breakfast beneath a large shady tree and sat on fallen branches where the eerie, baby-like cry of a trumpeter hornbill amused me. Pilot pulled out a foldable stool that I came to envy. When it was time to leave, I was still fiddling with the timer on my camera, vainly attempting a selfie. The group was ready to go and my backpack was still on the ground. I was embarrassed and vowed not to hold up the group again.

A magnificent, semi-deciduous leadwood tree (Combretum imberbe) created an excellent opportunity to take a break and discuss its characteristics. They dot the landscape close to rivers and watercourses. Leaves were still on some branches even though it was winter. We stood in the shade of the trunk. Dead leadwood’s remain erect for hundreds of years, owing to their resistance to termites and borer beetles. The wood burns slowly and the tree gets its name, in part, because its wood is so dense it sinks in water.

We stopped again at a dusty open space to analyse a congregation of animal tracks. The sand was cluttered with prints softened by the wind. Bjinse told us such tracks were like a newspaper of the day’s events, telling stories about occurrences. Bjinse studies animal tracks and builds experimental three-dimensional models to imitate the lighting effects of the shifting sun, to accurately interpret tracks and the measurement of gait-length and patterns for a book.

Our lunch break was on a small hilltop shaded by two large trees. I sat on a fallen trunk and tucked into my ration of cheese wedges and savoury biscuits. I remained hungry and resolved to bear the burden of a few more grams to bolster my rations in the future. We soon fitted into the rhythm of nature and, like animals, we sought shade and rest during the day’s heat. I lay under a shady tree and heard others snoring. I later gathered, I too contributed to the sonorous chorus.

The sun baked down on the afternoon walk over predominately sandy soils. A shallow layer of sand covers acidic basalt rock geologically comparable to the Kalahari and created by massive windstorms that swept the subcontinent millions of years ago. The basalt that dominates the eastern half of the Kruger is volcanic rock formed aeons ago by rapidly cooling lava. The dark, dense soils are rich in nutrient-rich organic material and are referred to as ‘sweet’ soils. Probably as a result of their vegetative suitability for animals. Small-leaved trees like acacia love this soil, as do the more palatable grasses. The western half of the Kruger tends to have coarse-grained sandy soils thanks to ancient granite rock and subterranean drainage systems. The high acidity of the soil makes it less fertile, with a lower clay content due to more rainfall and leaching. It is well wooded with abundant broad-leafed species. For the first time, I appreciated how an understanding of topography and geology could make a visit to the Kruger more rewarding.

We headed west, with a gentle breeze caressing us. The wind carried our scent to the animals ahead. A large herd of buffalo moved out of our way, while the stragglers at the back gave us a grumpy stare before moving on. We saw giraffes, warthogs and playful vervet monkeys. Distinctive elephant prints were everywhere, but no pachyderms anywhere. Their acute sense of smell, fear of man and the wind in their favour, meant we had little chance of an encounter.

I looked forward to the night stop, not only for the release of the burden on my back, but also because we were camping at a natural spring that would serve as our water source. As we hiked a dry riverbed, occasionally clambering over large rocks, I imagined having a dip in the cool water or a swim. There was scant daylight left when we came to a steep and rocky place, shaded by large trees and a sandy promontory. While it looked ideal, I couldn’t find a spring or pool of water I had hoped for.

We took off our backpacks and Bjinse pointed to where he and Pilot would set up tents, indicating the safe area between them where we should do the same. I asked Bjinse where the spring was, and he pointed to a mossy line of water trickling through a crack in the rocks. The almost imperceptible dribble puddled in a shallow dingy, green pool. The sliver of water continued in the velvety-green mossy cracks, ending in a bucket-sized pool of clear, still water. This was the spring from which we would wash and drink.

Before preparing the evening meal, we filled our water bottles and water bladders. The water scooped from the second pool was clear, provided care was taken not to touch the sides or disturb the bottom. I used water purification drops, while some chose to filter the water in addition to using the drops.

I cooked my first meal of the trail, making an acquaintance with instant noodles and packaged tuna. Bjinse, Clifford and I shared a fallen branch over which we prepared our meals by the light of a full moon. We spoke about honey, noting it is the only food known to man that does not spoil. Bjinse said he uses it to heal open wounds.

I was tired and lay in my tent for a short rest, only to awaken to a carnival of zebra hoofs on stone, noisy buffaloes, elephants trumpeting, and barking baboons. Everyone else seemed to be asleep. I slept again, until I was woken by the high-pitched scream of an elephant. All the activity not more than 50 metres from me was unnerving; thankfully, sleep overcame my fears.

[image: * * *]

We were up at first light and I calculated I must have slept for 11 hours. This was my first time packing up in the bush and the mood was festive. Arie watched me struggling to roll up my down sleeping bag and told me to rather stuff it into the bag. I noticed Bjinse and other experienced hikers did the same.

Lourens recounted later that he had told Bjinse on Sunday night at camp he loved animal sounds. “A faint smile crept across Bjinse’s face, and in his understated way, he said, ‘The overnight spot tomorrow might get busy.’

“After we had eaten on that first night, Jennifer and I chatted and soon fell asleep. I was woken by the loudest animal sounds I have ever heard! There was the trumpeting of nearby elephants, and a herd of zebra began barking. It sounded like the elephants and zebras were arguing over the small pool of water. This ruckus caused a herd of buffalo to stampede up the ravine past our camp and within metres of Clifford’s tent. Hearing their hooves clattering on the rocks, I prepared for buffalo to run over our tent.

“All the sounds echoed off the high cliffs, making the experience far more dramatic. I expected to hear gunshots from Bjinse to save our lives. But after a while, things quieted down, and once my heart stopped pounding, I went back to sleep.”

The first part of the day included numerous uphill sections, until we stopped for a short break under a large Lebombo ironwood (Androstachys johnsonii). This evergreen tree has attractive circular deep green leaves with white on the underside that provides good shade, even in winter. The wood does not burn easily and was used in the past for structural support in bridge building.

The morning sun was still low when we heard the harsh, rattling chatter of a greater honeyguide calling us to follow. It will fly in the direction of a hive of wild bees, stop and call again, hoping for a share of the spoils should the follower raid the hive. I had a chance to observe its distinctive tail with white spots illuminating khaki feathers.

Every animal was a thrill. Warthogs twice scurried past with their tails in the air. Despite not being the prettiest animal in the Kruger, thanks to their flat heads and wart-like protuberance on their faces, they are beautifully ugly in a way, much-loved by tourists. As we moved south, the soil changed from sandy white to red.

Suddenly there was a stampede of hooves coming at us on the path. Bjinse raised his hand and brought us to a halt. He whistled once, and then again to let the animals know we were there. The lead zebra stopped 10 metres from our group. It was a standoff. Someone behind me fidgeted and the zebra jumped backwards in fright and ran off; the rest following. I understood then why Bjinse had whistled. Zebra are twitchy and nervous and can frighten themselves into injury.

We stopped beside an expansive and leafless deciduous baobab tree (Adansonia digitata) for lunch. Baobab trees are hermaphrodites, meaning they have male and female reproductive cells, which is true for most plants. A baobab can produce from as few as five fruits to 200 in a year. The fruit is found inside a hard pod hanging from the branches and is tart. Folklore believes male trees have their branches pointing up, whereas female trees down.

I wanted a nap, and before dozing, I paged through the two pocketbooks I carried. One was First Field Guide to Animal Tracks of Southern Africa, published by Struik Nature. The other was Pocket Guide to Birds of Southern Africa by Sunbird Publishers. I looked for the track of the impala, the most common antelope in Kruger, and was surprised to find it was not included in the Struik book. Impala are affectionately known as the McDonald’s of the bush owing to their prevalence and the similarity of markings on their hindquarters to the golden arches, but in black. They give a new spin to the term ‘fast food’. I dozed off, thankful only sand flies, commonly called miggies, and not mosquitoes or mopane flies were bugging me, which would have been the case during summer. The fly, also known as mopane bee, is a tiny stingless bee species native to Africa. They annoy humans as much as animals because they look for salt and moisture around the eyes and mouth.

A pearl-spotted owlet swooped past during the short hike to the dry bed of the Mashikhiri River. After crossing a wide, dry riverbed there were impala for the first time. A sign we were close to water, as impala are never far from a water source. Six 25-litre water containers were concealed in thorn bushes beneath a baobab tree. The men each grabbed a container for the 100 metre journey to the riverbed, where we set up camp.

A lightweight plastic bag with an adjustable nozzle was hoisted into a tree and I had my first bush shower. I felt clean and refreshed after the lukewarm wash. Some complained about thorns underfoot, and future setups by our guides included elaborate flooring made of leaves or stones.

In the evening, we heard why we had hiked just 10.9 kilometres, or about half the usual distance covered in a day. Our guides were instructed to avoid an area where, four weeks before, the second group that started The Kruger Trail was forced to kill an elephant. Bjinse and Pilot were tight-lipped about the incident, saying only the hiking party surprised a breeding herd and a matriarch attacked them. No humans were injured. As I got to know Bjinse, his love of the bush, and the animals of the Kruger, I understood why the killing of the elephant was not something he wanted to talk about. Even though Bjinse is a master in the design of bullets and the manufacturing of his rifle cartridges, having his product slay a majestic creature is not something he enjoys. Bjinse has killed an animal just once, and that was when he defended a SANParks research group by shooting a limping and charging hippo, while crossing a river during the drought of 2015.

I went to bed over-confident because of the short distances on the first two days. Although, as a person who likes to ease into things, it suited me. On some of the future Legs, we would cover almost double the distance on the first two days, but I did not know that then. I slept well.
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