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Horns Above My Head
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Never had I dreamt of visiting Africa. Yet, since the days of my childhood I had been passing below the horns of an African buffalo that towered over the entrance gate to my family home. Exposed to the elements for decades, they became brittle and disintegrated years ago.


They were not forgotten. Those imposing horns were my introduction to South Africa that I visited on three occasions. An excursion to the Kingdom of Lesotho was an added appeal to travel.


We saw a variety of horns, wide ones, straight ones, spiralled ones, and all still where they ought to be.


With animals, plants and landscapes taking centre stage, the dramatic background of European intrusion into the region was still notable in many places.


Turning my brief diary into a travel narrative, by way of complementing my own experience of the country, I added references to memoirs, journals and reports of officials, scientists, adventurers, and explorers visiting the area or stationed there long before me.


While my first glimpse of an unknown country were mysterious buffalo horns, I returned with a cheerful hippo and a wooden elephant that are now happily grunting and trumpeting in the library in my house.


The lionesses I faced, I left in the bush though.




‘Pleasure and interest can be obtained


from the observation and study of wild


animals’


Dogs, Elephants and Herdboys:


Pretoria, Kruger National Park


and Lesotho
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Out of the blue, my husband Peter asked what I thought about a little trip to the country where my buffalo once might have roamed.


‘Would you like to find out where he lived, before someone showed up with a heavy calibre rifle?’


‘Well, it would not help him very much now. But since he looked down at me for years, I think I owe it to him.’


Kruger National Park was to be our main destination with a brief excursion to Lesotho on the side. Though only a short visit to South Africa, we were to gain first impressions of the country and an introduction to its wildlife. Details were planned by our friend in Pretoria.


I hoped to encounter a buffalo with his horns still gracing his head. What I did not anticipate, however, was a lioness passing us a few centimetres away.


Pretoria


Arriving in Johannesburg from London after a 10 1/2 hour flight on Virgin Atlantic on a Sunday morning in mid April, bright sunlight and warm temperatures helped us to face the day cheerfully after a night without much sleep. At the arrivals hall we were met by William to take us to his house in Pretoria, a trip of forty-five minutes.


The city of Pretoria is the administrative capital of the Republic of South Africa. Since 1910, with the founding of the Union of South Africa, the city is one of the three capital cities of the country. Situated in Gauteng, it is one of the four provinces the former Transvaal was divided into after the end of apartheid in 1994; the other three provinces are Mpumalanga, Limpopo and Northwest respectively. Like many places in South Africa, besides native roots, it has a European history.




The Boer background of the city


Capital of the Transvaal or The South African Republic in 1860, Pretoria was founded in 1855 by Marthinus Wessel Pretorius, also the republic’s first president. It was named in honour of his father Andries Pretorius, one of the leaders of the Voortrekker, the pioneer Boer settlers, who left the Cape Colony to move farther inland after the 1830s.


Intending to distance themselves from British Imperial rule after Britain took over The Cape from the Dutch in 1806, at various times groups of Boers trekked east and north-east, extending the boundaries of white settlement. Pushing out of the Cape north-east beyond the Vaal River, the Boer families travelled through areas which had seen unrest for years.


Prolonged drought and famine in the early 1800s and again in the 1820s as well as a devastating cattle disease in 1817 had destabilised many regions and induced peoples to move in search of food, water and new pastures. Native groups and the Boers were migrating through regions which had been used by local tribes, thus disrupting and unbalancing large areas, fighting and killing each other in the process. Trekking along, forming temporary alliances with some chiefs and dispossessing others, the various Boer parties established a number of settlements, one of which became Pretoria.


Security on eight paws


Our friend was living in one of the suburbs, where homes were protected by security walls, guarded by ferocious dogs and monitored by high-tech cameras. Like other properties in the neighbourhood, William’s house and garden were enclosed by a 1.80m high steel perimeter fence and patrolled by two fearsome looking dogs. The iron driveway gate was remote-controlled to make sure the car got in and out very quickly, shutting immediately after we had passed. Thus, time for any intruder or hijacker to sneak in was kept to a minimum. South Africa was a country where people had to lock themselves in to be safe.


While William showed us around his pleasant house and lush garden, the two dogs trailed us curious to discover their master’s new companions. A respect-inducing German shepherd and a terror-instilling Doberman with razor sharp teeth, they seemed to be quite intimidating. I thought that these two would send anyone with designs on entering the property uninvited, even a well seasoned thief, into a bone-rattling fright and make him fall off the fence in a major panic. Suspicious of any strangers, sentry dogs like those two would normally attack anyone entering their patch. Assured by our friend that we were acceptable, threatening behaviour was left for bad characters. In fact, both were very friendly and craved for attention, just wanting to be patted and talked to.


‘Anyone being welcomed by you with bare teeth would not be tempted to think that you two are rather endearing creatures, would they?’


The Doberman snarled, craftiness in his face.


‘So, you are deceiving the intruders, only to snap at their bottoms and ankles and legs.’


The German shepherd grinned, his eyes blinking cunningly.


Heads cocked and tails wagging, both looked at me and then sat down by my side, one right, one left. Friends not foes.


Fortunately, burglars and robbers did not know the soft side of those reputedly vicious guard dogs. Except if the intruders were Crocodile Dundee scaling the fence, they could easily turn savage dogs into tame pets, like buffalos standing on the red sand track in the outback.


Sights of the town


Mid afternoon we were taken on a short sightseeing trip around Pretoria. Since the city has one of the highest crime rates in the world and the likelihood of falling victims to muggers was quite real, we were not supposed to explore the town centre on foot. On a brief drive through town, with car doors locked, William showed us a few points of interest, which had not been there when a famous Englishman visited in the late 19th century. Unlike him, I saw what he assumed the town to evolve into.


When the Victorian novelist Anthony Trollope was there in 1877, the town, still in its infancy, had unpaved and potholed streets with small one-storey houses, and many people were rather destitute. “And yet in spite of the mud, in spite of the brandy bottles, in spite of the ubiquitous rags Pretoria is both picturesque and promising.” He saw some improvements being made and envisaged the place one day “likely to be a distinguished success.”1 His prediction proved correct. Today, the city is well laid-out with wide roads, shopping malls, office blocks, government buildings, sports facilities, churches, parks, museums, squares and a number of public spaces.


Pretoria is a place of big and small businesses, with its industrial areas at the periphery. While driving through the central commercial district we saw all sorts of shops, eateries, banks and some tall corporate buildings. There was plenty of traffic on the streets and on the pavements, picturesque it was not but very busy.


In the quieter Church Square on a pedestal sat the statue of Paul Kruger, four times president of the Transvaal or the South African Republic between 1883 and 1902. The space was surrounded by imposing public buildings like the Palace of Justice, which came to international prominence in the recent past. It was here, in 1964, that Nelson Mandela was charged with conspiracy and sent to prison for over twenty-five years. The trial is described in part seven of his autobiography Long walk to Freedom.


Thirty years later, in May 1994, not far away from the place of his sentencing, Mr Mandela was inaugurated as the new president of the Republic of South Africa at the Unions Buildings, seat of the government and the president’s offices. Their generous park with terraced gardens, lawns and plants, monuments and memorials was a good place for looking across the city. We took a brief walk through the beautifully laid out grounds, which in the 1850s had been the farm of Marthinus Wessel Pretorius.


Seated on benches in the warm sunshine we talked about the latest developments in our lives. Last time we had met was quite a while ago at a conference in Scandinavia, so there was a lot of catching up to do. The most important topic, however, was a brief visit to the Kruger National Park in a few days’ time. William had it all planned. But not only that. Since he knew that we were interested in animals and plants, he had arranged to go to an animal sanctuary in the region and the botanical gardens of the city before setting off for Kruger.


Before we fell into bed, we were treated to a traditional Afrikaaner meal of papp, beef and salad. Barbecued meat was accompanied by a stiff porridge made from maize flour and a bowl of crisp green leaves.


The dogs were on duty outside and did not like that in the least.





1 South Africa, vol II, p51, 50.




Where the cheetah runs to the restrooms


Next morning, William took us to the de Wildt Cheetah Centre, also known as The Ann van Dyk Cheetah Centre, on the R513 to Madibeng near Brits in the foothills of the Magaliesberg Mountain Range, 50km from Pretoria.


The wildlife sanctuary has been established in 1971 to conserve, breed and reintroduce endangered species, in particular the cheetah and the king cheetah. Reduced in numbers by hunting, poisoning and indiscriminate killing for nearly a century, their survival has been ensured for the time being. On account of the organisation’s conservation and breeding success, cheetahs were no longer on the list of endangered animals as they had been in the 1960s. Besides caring for the fastest of the big cats, de Wildt was also a safe place for other animals at risk such as wild dogs, brown hyenas and vultures.


After a brief introduction to the organisation and their conservation projects, we climbed into an open vehicle for a tour around the centre together with a dozen other people. Visitors were not allowed to walk around on their own. While driving along the enclosures, we were briefed on their temporary and long-term residents.


Recyclers, pest controllers, dancers


A congregation of Cape vultures was assembled in a large aviary. Their bills were black, head and neck were bald except for a compact white ruff. Their body feathers were of cream and sand colour with a dark tail. Considering their business, they looked very stylish. You need a good amount of poise going around breaking bones and pulling guts from a blood-dripping carcass, dressed in smart beigecoloured trousers. Minding their ruined finery after the feast, vultures are in the habit of bathing after a feeding session. A beak covered in blood would not go well with a chic outfit.


Unfortunately, their flamboyance does not help them very much. The huge birds have become one of the most threatened species of southern Africa. The scavengers are essential to a healthy ecosystem, as they are able to spot dead animals within half an hour and dispose of them efficiently. Nothing much is left of a carcass they have dismantled, thus they are cleaning up nature. Disregarding their usefulness, the vultures are in serious danger by persecution, electrocution, poisoning as well as by shortage of carrion and loss of foraging habitat. With the result that their numbers are declining at an alarming rate in Africa.


Not only vultures are threatened by poisoning, owls are also killed that way, and their numbers are reduced by parasitic infections. They too are beneficial, since they feed on rodents and large insects as well as small reptiles, thus removing vermin. Nearby, a few beautiful large owls were residing in a spacious aviary dotted with medium sized trees and shrubs. They were spotted eagle-owls with distinct small ear tufts. Their plumage was mainly of an elegant grey-brown colour. Their faces were white with grey bars and yellow eyes. One or two were sitting tight and motionlessly on the ground, some were roosting up in the branches.


What was on their minds being gazed at all day, I wondered. Had they asked me what I thought about them, I would have told them how adorable they were.


Two dashing crowned cranes, resplendent with their distinctive golden feathery crest were strolling in the tall grass. While their feet, legs and bill were black, their eyes were pale blue. Their cheeks were white and the throat had a red pendant wattle. Their plumage had areas of white, grey, black and chestnut brown feathers.


They are known for the elaborate dancing routine during courtship. They hunt for reptiles or insects but also eat grasses and cereal crops which enrages the farmers. Their numbers are declining because of loss of wetland habitat, overgrazing, pollution with pesticides and illegal removal of their eggs in the wild for commercial reasons. Strikingly beautiful birds, they are captured and sold to wealthy individuals who are using them as a status symbol.


Since the tall birds were not kept in an aviary, we assumed they were just visiting, calling on the neighbours for a morning chat.


Stalkers, pouncers, hunters


They probably would not be too keen to meet one of the next residents we saw, predator cats. Also called desert or African lynx, the caracal is a small cat of about 40cm in height with a dense short yellowish-brown coat. It has black lines in its face and long narrow pointed ears with distinct long black tufts on the tip. A nocturnal hunter with a long athletic slender body, long legs and a long tail, the animal is adept at climbing trees. This is a skilled stalker preying on rodents or other small mammals, even catching low-flying birds by leaping up into the air. It can mainly be found in dry savannah and scrub country. Since significant numbers are being killed by farmers on account of their taking domestic livestock, the caracal has become rare in South Africa.


The serval, called tierboskat in Afrikaans, was another pretty cat of about 60cm shoulder height. Its pale yellowish coat was marked with black spots, it had a slim body with long legs and big ears. Preferably hunting in long grass country, a serval leaps in the air before pouncing on its prey, primarily rodents. The main threat to the animals is the loss of wetland and grassland. They are also killed by farmers, though they do not attack livestock.


Only eating fresh and recent kills, a couple of young cheetahs were just about to be fed with horse meat or chicken. We watched them at close range and could clearly see the tear-marks in their faces.


We were also introduced to the beautiful king cheetah. Because of its rare fur pattern mutation it was not often seen. Its yellowish fur had dark blotches and dark stripes on the back; in general it looked darker than the common cheetah. Hunted for its magnificent coat, the king cheetah was among the species threatened with extinction. Owing to the breeding program at the centre, this is no longer the case.


A black honey badger was pacing up and down his enclosure. He seemed to be grumpy and bored, not having a good day by the looks of it. Fittingly, he was dressed in black with a grey mantle covering the top of his head and the back. Had he known that his species was recognised as one of the most fearless creatures, perhaps he would not have taken such a dismal view of life. No one had told him, I guess.


Also called ratel, the honey badger is a creature of dry open grassland and forest. Favourite foods are bulbs and roots and such delicacies as scorpions and snakes and, yes, honey. Not considered an endangered species, it is still under protection in the Krugerpark and the Cape province. However, without a dense population and a slow reproduction rate it was on the list of threatened wildlife.


Among the vulnerable species was the rare brown hyena, a resident of the dry savannah and the semi-desert. Its coat of long rough hair was dark and heavy with a kind of mane on neck and shoulders. The bulky head had large ears with pointed tips, its back was sloping towards the rear. The powerful shoulders and sturdy forelegs were in contrast to shorter and slighter hindquarters. A nocturnal and secretive scavenger, his teeth were specialised in crushing even the strongest bones. The inquisitive curiosity of the animals is described by two researchers, who shared their work, and at times their tent in the desert, with hyenas and other residents. Mark and Delia Owens tell the story in Cry of the Kalahari.


We came to a large enclosure where the wild dogs were kept. Irregularly shaped blotches of colours such as black, white, and a pale yellow-brown ensured they were perfectly camouflaged when out hunting. Wagging their white-tipped tails incessantly, the pack greeted us with high-pitched twittering cries. The excitement was not about our presence at all. The eagerly awaited food, which was just being put into their feeding bowls, delighted the dogs. They all dived into their breakfast with relish.


The lean and muscular animals looked almost like domestic dogs, but their large round ears suggested they were not. Those ears enable them to catch far away sounds, which is where they would point their noses to and run, coordinating the hunt on the way. Their high-endurance chasing tactics of tiring out their prey, makes those dogs one of the most efficient hunters.


Close-by, in a separate enclosure, a wild dog mother was taking care of her three pups. They were only a few days old, tiny, sweet and clumsy. She was proudly fussing over them.


Most of the animals in the sanctuary were on the most recent South African Red Data List of 2016; not all were classified as ‘threatened, endangered or vulnerable’, at least some of them were considered as ‘of least concern’.


The de Wildt rescue centre has saved many animal lives, and the staff devote all their efforts to prevent more of the endangered creatures going extinct by the doings of man.


After the tour, I was in need of a bathroom and looked for information. I spotted a colourful wooden board attached to a tree that made me smile. A cheetah pointed the way. With a wry grin on his face, he knew where to go. His footprints on the white arrow below led the way. He, however, was more in a hurry than I was. In the posture of a runner, the figure kept his shoulders back and his torso upright with arms held up so as to give more speed. The facial expression indicated that it was a matter of urgency.
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‘You definitely left it a bit late, I do hope you made it in time.’


I followed at a slower pace. What a delightful idea to put up such a lovely signpost.


The botanists’ discoveries


While the morning was devoted to animals, the afternoon was to plants.


William drove us out to Brummeria, one of Pretoria’s suburbs, where we spent the afternoon in the National Botanical Gardens. Established in 1946 and once known as the Transvaal Botanical Gardens, they were opened to the public in 1984.


The gardens featured the varied flora of Africa. The park was beautiful with a waterfall, ponds, lawns, stone bridges, flowers, shrubs, trees. Sections were dedicated to particular ecosystems with their special plants like the succulent garden or the aquatic garden as well as wetlands, woodlands and grasslands.


Plants with a famous relative


Peter was fascinated by the cycads, palm and fern-like plants with dark green feathery leaves. They were of various sizes and diameters. Hardy plants, their natural habitat varies from arid conditions to rain forest areas. Once found on all continents, today some species are endangered and threatened by extinction. Ancient plants, they are slow growing and long-lived, and they can reach a height of several metres. The Brummeria cycads, however, were not the first of the kind we have seen.


One of the tallest and oldest cycads on the planet is living in Kew Royal Botanic Gardens in Richmond in south-west London. Standing more than 4m tall, it can be viewed either from the ground or, climbing up a spiral staircase, by walking on the footbridge. We had seen Kew’s large collection in the conservatories on several occasions and admired the celebrated specimen in the Palm House. I remember watching on British television the difficult re-potting operation of the cycad in summer 2009. That delicate and difficult undertaking involved nine gardeners and a crane and took many hours to complete.


The very plant, in 1775, was sent to Kew from South Africa by Francis Masson, one of the garden’s plant collectors, sent out to South Africa tasked with collecting seeds and live specimens of native plants and shipping them to London. He came to Cape Town in October 1772 with Captain James Cook’s fleet on his second voyage of exploration. At times accompanied by the Swedish botanist and naturalist Dr Carl Peter Thunberg, he travelled around the country on three expeditions hunting for new plants and finding many.


During his second journey in December 1773, Francis Masson made exciting discoveries on the lands of Jacob Kock, a wealthy Boer farmer: “We found here a new palm, of the pith of which the Dutchman told us the Hotten-tots make bread.” He described his find: “We observed two species, one about a foot and a half diameter in the stem, and about twelve feet high, with entire leaves; they appeared to be very old, and seldom bore fruit.” They looked different: “The other sort had no stem, with the leaves a little ferrated, and lying flat on the ground, which produced a large conical fructification about eighteen inches long, and a foot or more in circumference.”2 Together with many more plants collected, these specimen arrived in Britain, one of which grew into the world-renowned tree.


What historic importance, if any, the cycad in Pretoria’s botanical garden had, we did not find out.


In the shade of graceful trees


We sauntered along an avenue of large Bolusanthus or wisteria trees, planted back in 1946. Now grown into mature specimens, they offered much needed shade. Called vanwykshout in Afrikaans, the trees can be found in wooded grasslands around southern Africa. The spectacular tree can get very old, its mauve-coloured flowers drooping from small branches. The species was named after Harry Bolus, businessman, botanist and member of the Linnean Society, who organised several plant collecting expeditions around South Africa between 1883 and 1906.


Near the old entrance gate stood the most striking plant in the park, a medium-sized Acacia Sieberiana, named after the 19th century naturalist Franz Wilhelm Sieber from Prague. Its peeling bark gave it the commonly used name of paperbark thorn, or papierbasdoring in Afrikaans. A drought-tolerant and fast growing tree, it can be found in many parts of Africa. Giraffes eat its leaves and twigs, but they were not allowed into the gardens. This specimen, planted in 1947, had grown into a majestic tree. Sitting on top of its many strong branches, its spreading crown was almost as flat as a plate. I found this tree most wonderful. Unfortunately, the imposing tree is not there anymore.
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We enjoyed walking around the well maintained sections of the garden, listening to the tunes of the birds, watching the sun moving almost imperceptibly, and the shadows growing distinctly longer. After a three-hour visit, we were picked up where we had been set down.


Thus introduced to some of the animals and plants of South Africa, we felt prepared for our trip to the wild.





2 An account of three journeys from the Cape Town into the southern parts of Africa, Philosophical Transactions, p292. For more explorer-botanists see Gribbin’s Flower Hunters.




Kruger National Park for beginners


Next day, well stocked with bottled drinks and a huge amount of spicy boerewors and biltong, a dried meat jerky, we set off in the afternoon in William’s comfortable car. For a while we travelled east on the N4 through vast sweeps of gently rolling landscape. Billowing grasses and wide horizons gave a feeling of endless space and utter emptiness.


The motorway was not very busy, in terms of cars that is. In terms of humans, it was though. Many locals were walking on its shoulder, alone or in pairs or in groups, in single file or next to each other. What was most disturbing was the fact that they crossed through the traffic to get to the other side. They did not even accelerate to reach the opposite shore as fast as possible. Were the scene not a mere 1.5m from the fast moving cars, it could be taken for a stroll in the park. Fortunately, we did not witness any accidents.


At some point we left the main road to continue on minor roads running through green hilly lands. A group of baboons had gathered on a patch of grass close to the road. They looked like idle spectators on a grandstand, watching the few cars that passed through their territory. One of them was bigger than the others and of an imposing appearance. He was probably the dominant male and their leader. He reminded me of Anton Quintana’s Baboon King, the fierce fighter who, after challenging him, dies at the hands of a reluctant Kikuyu hunter who, expelled by his own human tribe, in turn is accepted by the troop of primates as their new king. We had not seen their kind before in their natural habitat, the baboons at this country road were our first glimpse of the true wild.


After a 400km drive we arrived in Graskop on the Eastern Transvaal Escarpment, a former gold-rush town, now a tourist destination. At the Graskop Hotel we were welcomed by sunbirds greeting us in the garden. The hotel was a very nice and inviting place, and we would have loved to stay longer than just one night, a brief one at that.


On an evening walk around the village we discovered a coffee shop selling Schwarzwälder Kirschtorte. This was not surprising since many people of German descent were living in the region. With heroic willpower, we resisted the lure of such a temptation.


Traffic in the dark


After a short night’s sleep in very comfortable beds, we reluctantly got up at the unsociable hour of 4am. With the help of a few cups of strong tea, we slowly collected our senses. Gradually getting into operational gear, we anticipated the day’s sightings of lions and leopards. When we left the hotel, the morning was still pitch black.


At this early hour, many locals were already walking along the road, riding their bicycles, or waiting for their bus to go to work. Via the small farming town of Hazyview, we arrived at the border of Krugerpark well before it opened to visitors at 6am. Waiting at the Paul Kruger Gate, we watched the armed guards allowing workers, maintenance vehicles and staff to pass through. At last, we were waved in.


In the reception building right after the gate a form had to be completed, the entrance fee paid and the advice of the ranger to be listened to. The most important was never to get out of the car except at designated spots which were pointed out on a map given to us. Since the park was a malaria area, visitors were urged to take precautions against the disease. Before leaving Britain, we had already started to take the required drugs. Supplied with information and instructions, we were sent on.


Now, we were in the famous park, and the adventure was to begin.


Initiation into wildlife spotting


Kruger National Park, named after Paul Kruger, in 1898 was proclaimed a national park and opened to the public in 1927. From 1902 until retiring in 1945, Major James Stevenson-Hamilton as the principal warden played a decisive role in creating the park. His adventures and tribulations described in his book South African Eden illustrate the difficulties and obstacles that presented themselves at the beginning.


Stretching along the border with Mozambique, Kruger lies between the Crocodile River in the south and the Limpopo River in the north. Covering around 20,000sqkm, it is about 350km long and around 65km wide. There are over 4,000km of roads, 13 main camps and 9 entrance gates. A network of tarred and gravelled roads covers the large park.


Entering the park, we expected to catch sight of the famed animals right away. Shortly after the gate and hence still close to the boundaries of the park, we complained to William that he was driving too fast for us to see them.


‘Are we not going too fast, how are we supposed to spot them?’


‘I am not driving too fast, in fact I am crawling along. You just need to be patient. You will see them sooner or later.’


‘But how? I don’t see any animal at all! Where is everyone?’


‘They are everywhere, you are just not used to discovering them. Just wait a little. We are not even 3km into the park! Don’t worry. You will see them, I promise.’


‘Hm’, allowing a note of slight impatience to enter my voice.


Actually, William was driving even slower than the speed limit. He, of course, knew better and lectured us accordingly. The animals were not to be found so near to the border with a lot of traffic coming and going, and, anyway, we would not see any by expectantly gazing into the grass. But this wise attitude was too much to ask of two novices. On our first moments in the park we just had to see them all immediately. We soon learned otherwise with our own growing experience; gradually developing the right spirit and exercising some patience, we felt to have turned into seasoned wildlife spotters, of sorts at least. We were often driving for a long time without spotting one single creature only to find a cheetah strolling along the road or a herd of elephants materializing from nowhere; surprises and rewards that confirmed our friend’s advice.


And indeed not long after William’s little speech, we came across a large gathering of gazelles not far from the road. We were delighted. A few minutes on, we discovered a pride of lions slowly moving through the undergrowth in the far distance. We were elated. Later while still impatiently scanning the grass, shrubs and dents, to our relief and excitement, a single elephant was wandering in a green river valley. We were thrilled.
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