W BACKPACK TRAIL

Over four days on Kruger's Lonely Bull Trail, citified backpackers
tune in to their senses and learn some of the tracking skills that
meant life or death to our ancestors. By Hlengiwe Magagula
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A WALK ON THE
WILD SIDE Back-
packers take a leaf
out of an elephant'’s
book to wade
through a stream.




Il BACKPACK TRAIL

he sands of the Letaba riverbed

were dappled with spoor and

dung. Frankly, it was a mess.

But our guide saw it differently.

Piet van der Merwe scanned the
ground the way others read the news. This
civet passed an hour or two ago on a dawn
hunt. Here, a porcupine dragged its quills in
the night. Beneath that slight track, the un-
mistakable pads of a giraffe that came to drink
yesterday evening. As Piet talked, my imagi-
nation wandered. Once, my ancestors might
have walked this riverbank, in what is now the
Kruger National Park. They would have stud-
ied similar tracks with a life or death intensity,
their well-being safeguarded by constantly
reading their landscape.

For me, learning some of these skills from
our guides would be the most fascinating as-
pect of the four-day experience. We were be-
ginning the Lonely Bull Backpack Trail, in the
heart of South Africa’s largest wildlife reserve.
I was a bit apprehensive about the “backpack-
ing” part, with visions of toiling in the sun un-
der a heavy load. But I need not have worried.
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Our guides measured their days in tales told,
not kilometres walked.

I began to think that we had two guides
not just for safety, but to share the storytelling
duties. Duncan Boustead, the assistant guide,
showed us a way to count the number of per-
sons in a group that had passed. Drawing two
lines across the trail, a stride apart, he simply
counted the footprints between. Repeated at
a few different points, it gives a very accurate
tally, and is a technique used today when
tracking poachers.

We moved on a little, and Piet poked a
chalky pile with a stick. “Lion. Don’t touch
these by hand,” he warned. “They can contain
nasty stuff, worms and parasites” He had no
hesitation with herbivore droppings, picking
them apart with his fingers to show us the
clues that point to their creator. “See these
twigs, how they’ve been cut at an angle? Sure
sign of black rhino.” He explained that their
white rhino cousins are grass grazers rather
than tree browsers.

Hang on, did you say lion? I turned to scan
the low mopane forest that fringes the river. »
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Our guides measured their days in
. tales told, not kilometres walked.




W ADVENTURE

Although guides do make a fire, it's more for safety and
social purposes. Hikers have to carry small gas stoves
for cooking.

“Yes, they’re not far;” said Piet with enthu-
siasm. As the day was warming up, theyd
probably retreated to a shady spot. For
motorised visitors, this might be a typical
lion sighting, a snoozing brown shape in
the middle distance, perhaps the flick of a
tail, half hidden in the grass. For us it was
different, as on foot, we could actively seek
them out. Piet knew where to look, so we
tentatively approached some dense bushes
amid the sandbanks. We found a perfect
cat siesta spot, but there was nobody home,
and perhaps that was for the best.

We set up camp overlooking the river,
picking a site that was not an obvious ele-
phant highway. Unlike Kruger’s popular
wilderness trails, the backpacking trails,
of which there are three, require guests to
carry everything needed, including tent,
sleeping bag, stove and food. With the sun
low, we found a shallow and safe spot in the
river to bathe. Duncan perched on a rock,
keeping watch on a herd of elephants, just
in case. Our drinking water also came from
the river, with purification drops added.

After dark, as stoves boiled and fireflies
danced, the stories continued. Other places,
other trails. Close encounters and narrow
escapes. Floods, droughts. Funny stories
about treks past. I enjoyed the one about
the guy with the enormous backpack, who
carried everything possible. When the
coffee was made, someone asked him for
sugar, and he said, “Sure, white or brown?”
producing a half kilo of each!

I fell asleep to the sound of hippo
squabbles. Next day, we were up before
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OTHER TRAILS
In addition to the Lonely Bull, hikers
can choose from two further trails. The
Olifants River Backpack Trail follows
the river east from near Phalaborwa
taking in rugged veld with magnificent
large trees. The Mphongolo sets out
from Shingwedzi Camp and trav-
erses the wilderness area between the
Shingwedzi and Mphongolo rivers.
Hikers must be fit enough to cover
10 to 15 km a day, carrying a backpack

with all their gear. Along with a tent and

sleeping bag, hikers also have to bring
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We were up before sunrise, eager to
read the morning news in the sands.
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Looking out over a
pod of hippos during
a rest stop.
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The Kruger
National Park is

a six-hour drive
from Gauteng.
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sunrise, eager to read the morning news
in the sands. Less than 100 metres from
the camp, we found more fresh lion spoor.
They were tantalisingly close but out of
sight. Duncan laid a stick between two
prints, took a measure of the stride and
raised the stick vertically, indicating a
point above waist high. “That’s his shoul-
der height. He's a big boy”

We took off our shoes, and followed Piet
across the braids of the river, searching out
shallow sections. Suddenly, an explosion
of water caused him to jump back sharply.
There was a hippopotamus nearby, hidden
by reeds. We took a little detour.

Upriver, we were happy to sit for an
hour within smelling distance of a pod of
these grumpy beasts. Nearby, we watched
a lone baboon make efforts to reach the
nest of a goliath heron which contained
a single chick. He had second thoughts
when the enormous bird stretched to its
full height and wingspan.

TRIP PLANNER

Explore Kruger on foot on one of the backpacking trails and pitch camp in a differ-
ent spot each night. The Lonely Bull Backpack Trail leaves from Mopani Rest Camp

in the Kruger National Park on Wednesdays and Sundays between 1 February and

30 November. Guests are expected to provide their own camping equipment and

food for the duration of the trail. R2950 a person, maximum eight.

Book with the trails reservations office on 012-426-5111, www.sanparks.org .

Like everyone who has walked this river
for aeons, we began to tune our senses
for danger. A great cloud of dust rising
ahead was the first sign of a buffalo herd
approaching for water. One hundred,
then two, three hundred at least. A strong
breeze carried our scent to a family of
elephants, which raised their trunks to
sniff with apprehension. “They can’t see
us,” said Piet, “and they don’t know how
far we are. But they know we are here”
They retreated, having learnt that people
can mean trouble, a huge bull taking up
a defensive position behind his cows and
calves. Definitely not the lonely bull.

By the last day, I'd stopped worrying
about seeing lions or not. I was just happy
to know they were out there, like the civet
and porcupines, living their lives unboth-
ered, less interested in us than we are in
them. In a few days, our footprints would
blur under hoof and paw, like those of all
who walked here before. #

The trail allows
enough-time to sit
and contemplate
the bush.
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Mapungubwe National Park: Camping from R285,

forest tents from R1100, cottages from R1175

Reservations (012) 428 9111
E-mail reservations@sanparks.org
www.sanparks.org
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