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			Dedication

			To my family:

			To my mother, for all her infinite love and perseverance over the years.

			To my sister in a far country, doing what our family has always done – teaching. Dankie Sussa!

			To my wife Kelly, for supporting all my ventures, from the semi-sane to the slightly absurd.

			And to my daughter, for reminding me every day that I don’t know half as much as I think. 

			And lastly, to all the nature guides out there, write your stories. They matter.

			

			

			When is a legend, a legend? Why is a myth, a myth? How old and disused must a fact be for it to be relegated to the category of “fairy tale”? And why do certain facts remain incontrovertible, while others lose their validity to assume a shabby, unstable character? – Bertus Van Zyl 

			

			

			Forewords

			As you delve into the pages of this book, you’ll discover not only a collection of stories, but also a window into the soul of the Waterberg and the heart of AG Van Zyl. For those who have had the privilege of meeting Bertus, this book will be a nostalgic reminder of the laughter, tears, and moments of wonder they’ve shared with him. For those who haven’t, this book will be an introduction to a remarkable individual who has spent his life sharing the beauty and magic of the natural world.

			I first met Bertus at Welgevonden Game Reserve, where his vast knowledge and infectious enthusiasm had an immediate impact on me. Despite his expertise, he remained humble and respectful, with a unique gift for teaching people about nature and, in doing so, about themselves.

			One particular instance stands out to me. Bertus returned from a game drive with a group of four friends, one of whom was battling cancer. They shared with me later that Bertus’s stories had brought them hope and joy, and reminded them of life’s beauty and wonder – serving as a powerful testament to the impact one person can have on others.

			

			This book is a celebration of life, nature, and human connection – a testament to the transformative power of storytelling and the incredible impact one person can have on the lives of others.

			~ Koenraad Pretorius

			Good safari guides have mastered knowledge and skills across multiple disciplines, which they apply to the natural environment in which they guide. They share this knowledge with guests and open a window into the enchanting realm of the African wilderness. Every now and then, guests have the privilege of being guided by an exceptional safari guide, which makes for a very special bush experience. 

			Exceptional guides are authentic to their personal guiding style and employ the age-old art of storytelling to engage their guests. This, in turn, elevates the safari to a captivating and engaging experience where guests immerse themselves in the untamed beauty of the natural world.

			Bertus Van Zyl is one of this rare breed of guides, and in this book he has applied his authentic style of storytelling, which emanates from a rich guiding career. These stories preserve unique safari experiences and allow them to be shared with and enjoyed by the reader. Bertus has skilfully created vivid and immersive settings, rich in sensory details which places the reader amid the safari experience. Combined with his descriptive language, which is true to character, Moments makes for colourful and fascinating reading. 

			

			Turn the page and let the journey begin. Prepare to be swept away by the sights, sounds, and spirit of the wild – for in the heart of the safari, we find a piece of ourselves that has been waiting to be discovered.

			Dave and Henriette Rieger

			Inzalo Safari Lodge

			Welgevonden Game Reserve

			South Africa

			

			Preface

			Tourism is currently the fifth-largest contributor to the GDP in South Africa, following finance, mining, manufacturing, and the wholesale industry. When I completed my first nature guiding course in 2001, it cost me R12,000 – a princely sum. Today, the same level of education demands a far higher investment. Yes, times have changed, and I’ve been privileged to witness this evolution firsthand throughout my career.

			In 2001, it was customary to ask guests to leave their phones in their rooms before going on a game drive – or safari, as we often call it. Remember the Nokia 5110, 3310, and 6110? Well, before long phones with their grainy cameras started sneaking on to vehicles disguised as tools for wildlife photography, there was music on the phones, listened through old wire earphones. Fast-forward to today, people now watch Netflix or movies while on safari. But I digress.

			The tourism industry is immense. In 2021 alone, 2,2-million tourists visited South Africa to explore its cultural, natural, scenic, historical, and hunting attractions. Many people revel in the diversity of a country boasting 11 official languages, distinct cuisines, and a variety of landscapes. However, few visitors ever glimpse behind the scenes to see how things truly work – or sometimes, how they don’t.

			

			This book aims to lift the curtain, providing a glimpse into a narrow field of the tourism industry: the safari business. In this easy-to-read short story collection, you’ll encounter funny tales as well as hairy and scary ones. Here and there, you may pick up knowledge about ecology, geology, or botany, all delivered in bite-sized, digestible chunks. Kind of like the pieces of marrow soft meat between all the other pieces of deliciousness a potjie offers. And, like a potjie on a low fire, we will take it slow.

			The chapters in this book do not necessarily follow on from one another. As I am first and foremost a safari guide, they are presented in an informal, story-like format. Each chapter revolves around one incident or moment. The stories are mostly accurate, but like champagne needs bubbles, good tales benefit from some embellishment. It’s up to you to discern fact from fiction.

			Welcome. Make yourself comfortable. Enjoy a few moments.

			

			

			

			

			Nocturnal Avenues

			The sun had just raised its head to peek over the eastern hills. The air was crisp and clear, and we could see far into the distance. I was in my office, behind my desk. Again. But I was not complaining. In fact, anything but. I have the most luxurious office in the world. My desk measures roughly two metres by five-and-a-half metres. I kid you not. Oh, and for good measure, it weighs about three tons. Surrounding me in the office is a full HD, interactive and 360-degree fully changeable wallpaper. It varies every day. Sometimes, multiple times a day. Sometimes, the roof leaks. Sometimes the air conditioning does not work. Or it works too well. Once in a while, it gets so dusty I need to wear a shemagh over my mouth and nose, like a desert warrior. No. I said desert warrior, not dessert warrior. Though I do like my Malva puddings…

			And the insects! Unbelievable. Smaller ones regularly get eaten by bigger ones. And they get eaten by even bigger ones. Then there are the lizards, scorpions, snakes, birds, and trees… yes I have a few trees in my office, too. I was moving through them, wandering aimlessly at 30km an hour… while seated comfortably behind my desk. My desk is… different. For starters, it is green. And not just any old green. Nope. This is Mala-Mala green. It has four to six wheels – depending on whether you count the steering wheel and the spare wheel – and can comfortably host seminars with up to ten delegates at a time. Excluding me, of course.

			

			I am the host. This is my office. And she is called the Moss Monster. She incorporates the basics needed to survive comfortably in my ancient Waterberg – drinks of choice for all delegates; snacks to enjoy while sitting, or as survival rations when the Moss Monster gets stuck; a fully stocked and easily accessible first aid kit (you thought I was going to say mini-bar, didn’t you?); recovery equipment like jacks and winches, tow ropes… etc. Yes, it’s a rather long list. Mossy also comes stocked with waterproof, fleece-lined ponchos – for when the roof leaks or the air conditioning goes into overdrive…

			Delegates (read: guests) regularly come from faraway countries to see my office for a few days. And to experience my desk. Sometimes, when the roof leaks a lot, the floor of my office gets wet, and that’s when we get stuck. And even if four of my desk’s wheels pull simultaneously, it might take a while to get unstuck. This is called the team-building part of the seminar – when all my delegates pitch in with help and ideas. No one gets over dramatic. Or worried. There are no appointments, dentists, doctors, or psychiatrists, and no traffic to avoid. The worst possible outcome would be missing lunch. Or dinner. And even that is not a problem, as the chefs will make sure there is food available for any hungry delegates. 

			But Mossy is more than my desk. She gives me access to the metaphorical chalk, duster and blackboard. Yes. I am old school. I know. And I like it. Most days, when you find me at my desk, I wear a wide-brimmed felt hat and a faded olive or khaki shirt. If the shirts are threadbare and the seams fray slightly, even better. Shorts are usually sufficient, but the critical part of this outfit is boots. Good quality leather boots with sturdy soles. None of these modern-day lightweight synthetic creations that have designer brand names plastered all over.

			

			My grandfather and grandmother were both teachers, too – by all accounts, jolly good ones. I remember that even when Grandma was in the nursing home, she regularly got visits from students she had taught. My sister is a teacher, too, and at the moment teaches English in China. In a way, I’m also a teacher – but the only difference is my classroom is much, much, much bigger.

			Back to my story. The soothing hum of Mossy’s powerful diesel engine was slowly but surely lulling my visitors to sleep. Fortunately, my classroom is vast, so there is always something interesting to wake up dosing guests.

			This morning, I only had a handful of delegates, all British. We came upon a relatively large, flat piece of conglomerate, and the sun’s low angle caused the pieces of quartz embedded in the conglomerate to shimmy and shine. “Short geology lesson, anyone?” I asked. 

			“Go on then, old chap,” Andrew said. Dressed in a tweed jacket and with a mop of blond hair, he could have passed for my mental picture of what an Oxford professor should look like. 

			The breeze kissed my face gently as I lifted myself to sit on Mossy’s door. There was a piece of wood there, specifically to sit on. Often, they are polished to a high gloss by the posteriors of guides present, past, and, one day, future. But for me, sitting there enabled me to be at a height and angle where I could comfortably look my delegates in the eyes. Maybe a higher perch to address my students, whichever interpretation you choose. In many ways, my guests are a bit of both.

			

			“The Waterberg was formed roughly two hundred-thousand-million years ago. The area used to be very low-lying. In fact, at one stage, the Waterberg was a giant inland lake.” 

			“You don’t say! Really!” Andrew said. 

			“Yep. Indeed. The Waterberg plateau covers close to two-million hectares. That is comparable to Kruger National Park. Or Israel, if that makes more sense.” 

			Lara, sitting in Mossy’s back row, seemed perplexed. A frown creased her otherwise smooth brow. “Hold on. Didn’t you say something about six hundred-and-fifty-thousand hectares yesterday? I’m confused.” 

			“No, Lara. You are correct. Glad to see someone pays attention in class! Nestled within and part of that almost two-million hectares is the six hundred-and-fifty-thousand-hectare Waterberg Biosphere Reserve.” 

			“Blimey old chap, that’s rather big, I’d say,” Andrew observed. Just looking at him was pretty deceiving. He perpetually seemed half-asleep. But there was a sparkle in his eyes, and he was as sharp as a pin. “Absolutely dashing, I’d say. But what does that have to do with what you call it? Conglomerate?” 

			

			“When the water came into this low-lying area, it brought sediment. Over millions of years, sediment has formed layers on top of layers, embedding coarser pebbles and small stones in them. This is what we call conglomerate.”

			Andrew went quiet, but I could hear the cogs turning behind his eyes and between his ears. There was definitely no void there. 

			“I see,” said Penny, an older lady who had clearly aged elegantly – in many ways like a good bottle of wine. “At some point, there must have been a build-up of pressure, and that is what lifted the sediment, which was deposited in and by water, to a higher level?” 

			“Yes, Penny. Precisely. There’s a place I know of in the area where one can still see the results of wave action in the rock. You know those little ripples you sometimes see in the sand on beaches or along rivers? Like that, but in rock.” 

			There was a selection of minor to significant rocks on this piece of flat conglomerate, and here and there the sediment was covered in a shallow layer of sand, in which very few things grew. One thing that did grow was the resurrection bush – an aromatic herb revered for its many medicinal uses, and is believed to have anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, and antioxidant properties. It is commonly used to treat coughs, colds, fevers, and stomach problems.

			At this point I stopped, for another reason – scorpions! I know from experience that people generally fear what they do not understand, or are ignorant of. Enter the three S’s – scorpions, spiders, and snakes. 

			

			To gently broach the subject, I told my guests about a drive I had done many years ago. 

			“Shortly after I had started guiding, I had a mixture of guests in my vehicle – Americans, Brits, and Kiwis. The drive was pretty quiet, and I had to find something to break the silence. I had some experience with scorpions and knew how to find them. 

			“The thing you look for is habitat. Habitat describes a particular area, both its living and non-living elements. For the particular species of scorpion I had in mind, the habitat requirement was quite specific: shallow soil on flat bedrock. Loose rocks scattered on this bedrock. And there should be a resurrection bush as well. I do not quite know the importance of the bush to the scorpions. Still, where you find these conditions, you find hadogenes troglodyte, the common rock scorpion. They are big, black, and look mean – but are very laid back. 

			“I used to turn rocks over to find them for guests. They have proven to be gripping teaching aids. For starters, like all scorpions, they fluoresce under UV light, and these particular scorpions can live for up to 30 years, making it one of the longest-living scorpions in the world. Add to this a gestation period of a whopping 18 months, and you have a legendary scorpion. And they do not sting. Even if they did, it would be less painful than a bee sting. Unfortunately, this means they get sold on the pet market, and I am not sure if they are collected from natural surroundings or bred for the industry.

			“I found the terrain I was looking for and discovered a beautiful, fully-grown female under the second rock I turned over. My guests were in awe of my masterful evaluation of the area and how I knew a scorpion would be under that particular rock. I picked it up and walked over to my vehicle. The guests were amazed that the scorpion did not sting me. Why is it we are conditioned to believe that everything in nature is out to get us? After our ‘lesson’, I took the scorpion back to where I had found it and gently let the scorpion go next to the rock, which it promptly scurried underneath. Job well done, right? I felt good about the interaction, and my guests loved it. Or at least, that’s what I thought in my younger, arrogant ignorance.” 

			

			Lara gently nibbled on a corner of her flowing scarf, “Why do you say ignorance?” 

			“Lara, I did not know then that one of my guests was an arachnologist.” 

			“Arachnologist?” Penny wanted to know. “What is that?” 

			“An arachnologist is a specialist in arachnids, I believe,” added Andrew. 

			“Can’t be,” said Penny. “Arachnids are spiders, not scorpions!” 

			“Actually, you are both right,” Dave said. He was from the Lake District in England and an amateur naturalist. “The word ‘arachnid’ refers to any of the eight members of the class arachnida, including spiders, but not limited to them.” I complimented Dave and asked him to elaborate further. “The class arachnida is home to spiders, scorpions, solifuges, tics, tailless whip scorpions and harvestmen. I think there might be one or two more that I cannot recall now.” 

			

			“Jolly good old chap, but what does all this have to do with you sending a few rocks topsy turvy and calling yourself ignorant?” Andrew asked.

			I carried on explaining my statement. “When we arrived back at the lodge that day, John, the arachnologist, pulled me aside and gently rebuked me. He wanted to know if I knew the damage I had done by overturning rocks looking for creepy crawlies. I explained that I had put the rocks back first and then released the scorpion so that it could crawl back underneath the rock. Not the other way around, in which case I might have ended up with a very dead scorpion. You must understand that none of us were defensive or aggressive to the other; it was a very amicable conversation. 

			“John then explained to me that it is not that simple. The space between the rocks is specific and correlates to the size of the scorpion. When I lifted the rock and put it back, that space was not the same anymore, meaning the scorpion could no longer live there and would have to look for another shelter, thus making it vulnerable to mongooses, genets, civets, badgers, baboons and other predators. In short, what I did was unethical.”

			There was silence in the vehicle as my guests regurgitated this information.

			I could see various expressions pass like shadows and clouds over their faces. Awe, for one. Inspired by how one tiny little act could have more significant and longer-lasting effects. Or was it motivated by how the small piece of information I had shared with them about these fascinating creatures had served to lessen the overall villainous perception of all creatures with more than four legs?

			

			They were possibly surprised as well that I had told them of my faux pas openly. In doing so, using my story, I had made sure they would not do what I had done. I gave them some time to chew on their thoughts. “Anytime you are ready, let me know. We can move on and see what else we can discover.” With nods from all around, I engaged my desk’s first gear, and we continued the safari.

			The remainder of the drive was spent in idle chit-chat, chin wagging, and chewing the fat. Back at camp we had a most splendid English breakfast as the sun beat down mercilessly on the dusty savannah, casting a golden glow over the sprawling wilderness. As I made my rounds through the camp, checking in on guests and ensuring everything was running smoothly, I couldn’t help but marvel at the beauty of the landscape.

			***

			Lunch came and went, and the shadows around the acacia tree grew long and thin. Lights flicked on in the guests’ rooms, and the boma fire was lit. Storm lanterns were hung at strategic points along wooden palisades, forming the boundary of this intimate space. Stars came to light, and I could pick out Jupiter. If I looked through binoculars, I would see some of its bigger moons like Io, Callisto, Ganymede, and Europa.

			A silence descended over everything like a soft, thick, yet comfortable blanket. This is when the diurnal animals retire for the night, and the nocturnal ones come out to play. First to tear the blanket away and break the silence was a fiery necked night jar with its characteristic “Dear Lorrrrrrd… deliver us” call. Shortly after, a jackal started warming up his vocal cords for the night. Dinner was absolutely delectable and served around the fire in the boma. A braai of note it was too – sweetcorn roasted on the fire, sweet potato, succulent steaks, juicy wors (sausage), roasted carrots, creamed spinach, two different salads and dessert. Of course, Malva pudding served with a rich Amarula sauce! According to legend, this was the favourite dessert of our beloved president, Nelson Mandela. Or Madiba, as we called him. 

			

			Eventually, the flames grew shorter and dwindled. The comfortable silences between conversations got longer. We were all lost in our own thoughts, gazing deep into the dying embers. The next day these guests would go back to England. They knew it. Some might have been looking forward to the comfort and amenities the first world offered them. Others may wonder what constitutes luxury? Is it having a good job and steady income? Reliable Wi-Fi and predictable, scheduled days? In the minds of others, switching off their phones and ignoring emails for three days may be a luxury.

			Lara, Andrew, Penny and Dave got up and said good night. I extinguished the lanterns, killed the fire and helped carry the plates in. Then I went to my room, showered, and turned in for the night. The knock on my door shattered the silence of the night. I got up and opened it. To my surprise, it was Lara, with a mischievous twinkle in the eye. With a playful grin she leant in closer. “Bertus, I need your assistance. Won’t you join me?” she whispered, her voice carrying a sense of urgency. 

			

			Curious and slightly apprehensive, I followed her into the night, our rooms separated by a manicured lawn illuminated by the moon’s soft glow. What could possibly be so urgent at this hour? And going to a female guest’s room alone at night is never a good idea… 

			Lara swung open the door, revealing… a scorpion perched on her bed. My heart skipped a beat as I recoiled in surprise. And relief. After swiftly catching and evicting the intruder, I bid Lara goodnight with a nervous chuckle, eager to retreat to the safety of my own room. As I settled back into bed, the memory of the bizarre encounter lingered, a surreal and slightly unsettling addition to an otherwise ordinary night. 

			Life is like a box of chocolates. You never know what you are going to get, was my last thought before sleep claimed me once again.

			

			Life’s Little Quirks

			Great, I thought. Thirty seconds ago I had explained to my guests standing beside my vehicle that they should not sit directly on the blankets on their seats. Underneath
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