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    WE CAME ACROSS HIM SUDDENLY. AS WE EMERGED FROM THE REEDS, THERE HE WAS ON THE RIVERBANK: A FULLY GROWN male lion, hardly three metres away. His pitch-black mane was matted with the blood of his last kill; flies hovered over his sinewy body, their buzzing thick in the afternoon heat.


    For a moment I thought he was dead, because of the pungent scent of blood and the flies. But his position told me that he was sleeping. As I looked more closely I saw that his eyes were twitching, his nostrils expanding and contracting with each breath. My blood ran cold. He was very much alive, and just one paw slash away. And I was all that stood between him and the eight trailists in my care.


    I swore softly under my breath as I loaded my .458 Brno. At the click of the bolt as it took the round into the chamber, his eyes flew open. He leapt up, growling, his blazing eyes scorching mine. I sensed my backup guide retreating slowly to a safe place with the trailists, heard the growls and rustling of another lion emerging from the reeds behind us and running across the river. The black-maned lion stood before me, snarling and twitching his tail, and slapping at the ground with his massive front paws. The thunderous rumble of his growling reverberated through my stomach, turning my insides to liquid. My knees were shaking so hard I could barely stand, but I did, my firearm pointed at him, my finger resting on the trigger, ready to shoot.


    I knew any mistake could kill me, that he was ten times stronger than I was, that even if I fired the gun as he leapt, the shot might go wide or the gun jam. But I also knew that, from the depths of my heart, I did not want to shoot him. My deepest intention was to leave him unharmed, and my best chance of walking away unharmed myself was to communicate this intention. And so I spoke, softly, more in my mind than aloud.


    ‘Calm down, my brother. I know you are powerful. I did not mean to disturb you. Let us go on our way and we will leave you in peace …’


    As I spoke, the intention behind the words seemed to reach him, and gradually he began to calm down, while keeping his gaze on me. But when I took a step backwards, he growled again and slapped the earth, and his hot pungent breath was thick in my nostrils. I kept inching backwards, kept talking to him, kept my eyes on his. Slowly his growls softened to a rumble. Slowly, his mane lowered. He dropped his shoulders and sank to the ground. A deep silence overcame everything; no birds were calling, the wind was still, the baboons that had been barking up on the hills had gone quiet.


    When I had backed a good distance away, I turned around and walked back to the group, who were sitting under a splendid thorn some seventy metres from the lion. I gestured to my backup guide – a young woman whom I was mentoring called Bonangiphiwe Mbanjwa, or Bona – to keep watch, then lay down on a bed of leaves, absorbing what had happened. My body trembled with the power of this encounter: the memory of his burning eyes, the reverberations of his growling. I felt my soul leap within me, enlivened by the lion’s courage and wisdom, by the sense that I’d been touched by something mysterious and divine. My body sang with the knowledge that the lion was sleeping seventy metres away. My heart quietened as I listened to the sweet piercing song of the gorgeous bushshrike from the depths of a nearby magic guarri bush, until the sound carried me into sleep.


    It is this encounter that gave me the wilderness name Black Lion. One of the trailists called me this, remarking on how the lion and I had mirrored each other – the lion with his heavy black mane, me with the abundant black beard that I had at that time. I embraced this name not out of arrogance nor believing I had ‘faced down’ a lion. I took it on as a reminder always to embrace the wild lion inside me; to instil in myself the power of sharing, as the lions share their kills with the pride, and with the hyenas and vultures that follow; to instil in myself the power to fiercely protect what I love, as the lioness protects her cubs; to instil humility and deep respect for the creatures who share this earth; and to remind myself that life is precarious, each moment a gift to be savoured.


    I am not a lion whisperer. I am an ordinary wilderness guide who has simply grasped some small part of the great wisdom of wild animals and the wilderness, and learnt a little about how to share this with other humans. As a guide, I share wild paths with wild creatures; I swim in the waters of wild rivers, where animals drink and wallow with freedom. I embrace both the scorching sun and the tumultuous midnight thunderstorms.


    My wilderness stories do not come from me. They have been told by rivers and streams, by the lonely buffalo and the woodland dove, by fluttering butterflies and singing frogs and the slow creeping chameleon, by fragile flowers blooming in a decaying stump in the heart of the wilderness. These elements have birthed me, and I am one with them. I breathe the same air as the lion roaring for the moonrise, as the dung beetle foraging underfoot.


    Walking in the wilderness has enriched my life beyond the telling of it. Every encounter with wild creatures has brought symbolic messages to me, teachings that I could never have found in a textbook. It has been my life’s path to rekindle the wildness in all of us, to bring people into the presence of wildness and help open their souls to its beauty, wisdom and infinite power to heal.


    I am the black lion who helps people discover the wild animal within.


    I am the black lion who roars for peace and harmony on Great Mother Earth.


    I am the black lion, alive in the wilderness.

  


  
    Part One
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    THE CROCODILE’S GIFT

  


  
    MY NAME IS SICELO CABANGANI MBATHA. MY WILDERNESS NAME IS BHUBESELIMNYAMA – BLACK LION. I AM THE YOUNGEST son of Mtukayise Thunduzela Mbatha, who is the one and only child of Phondolwendlovu Mbatha. My grandfather had three wives – my grandmother died when she gave birth to my father. I come from the Zulu tribe under the Mbatha clan.


    The Mbatha are Nguni people who originated from Mageba, the son of Zulu, through his grandson Sontshikazi. Mageba was twin brother to Phunga, who became a chief of the Zulu clan. Phunga and Mageba were separated during infancy because they were twins and it was taboo to the Nguni people of the time for twins to grow up in the same household. Mageba grew up at his maternal home at Nkandla so that he wouldn’t be a threat to Phunga, who was the heir to the Zulu throne.


    I was born and raised in the deeply rural area of kwaHlabisa, on the doorstep of what was then called the Hluhluwe Game Reserve, now the Hluhluwe–iMfolozi Park. I grew up steeped in nature. From my earliest days I was thirsty for all the wisdom that the wild plants and animals, the rolling hills and wide skies, could bring to me. I have been lucky to receive teachings from more living beings that I can count – from the fragile butterfly to the great, ponderous elephant. But before we wander further down the winding paths of my life’s journey, I would like to tell you the story of the crocodiles’ cruel but healing gift to me, for this story shows us just how deeply and profoundly nature can bring healing and wisdom to the troubled soul.


    It was always my ambition to study nature conservation, but my parents lacked the means to pay for my studies. I therefore decided to work as a volunteer at the Hluhluwe–iMfolozi Park. On a winter’s day, I was walking with Baba Thabethe and Dumisane Khumalo on patrol along the banks of the great iMfolozi River. We walked along a river parched by the dry season – a snaking ribbon of white sand, scattered with a few small pools, packed with water insects and desperate tilapias. Hovering kingfishers swooped down, feasting on the trapped fish and insects.


    The winter wind spun into a whirlwind, sending dry leaves swirling into the sky. I sneezed as it enveloped us and the dust penetrated my nostrils. My colleagues laughed when I tried to escape it, calling, ‘Sokugwinya isikhwishikazane’ – the whirlwind will swallow you. A zebra stallion shied away in alarm, before galloping off with his family through the leafless bushes, their hooves pounding the earth.


    A lonely waterbuck stood silently watching us as we scanned the reeds to assess whether it was safe to enter – patrols through the reeds can be lethal, as predators are camouflaged and it is easy to stumble upon them.


    The warning calls of vervet monkeys and banded mongoose alerted us to a possible threat deep in the reeds. The chorus swelled as birds joined the cacophony. We entered and, walking in single file, cautiously approached the source of the noise. As we drew closer the sounds died down, for now the birds and mongooses were frightened by our presence. Soon, the only sound was the soft sighing of the reeds, the suck and slosh of mud, and the laboured breathing of a heavy animal.


    Then we heard a deep hissing, and jaws snapping against a soft body. As we came through the reeds, a shocking sight confronted us. A big male buffalo was sunk up to his belly in a mud pool, while crocodiles feasted on his flesh. He was still alive, but helpless.


    It was a horrifying scene. But for me, a greater horror lay in the images that exploded from my memory, to match the terror and agony of the buffalo before me. As the buffalo’s blood filled the mud hole, turning the grey water to red, one word filled my mind.


    Sanele.
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    Sanele was my godfather’s child, two years older than me – a bright, lively boy, always laughing, my soul mate and my hero. Sanele knew everything about tracking birds and animals, about where to find the sweetest wild summer fruits, the bushman plums and sour plums and water berries, which sustained us on our daily fourteen-kilometre journey to school and fourteen back. A childhood spent herding goats and running wild in the veld had made us all lithe, fit and strong. But Sanele was the strongest of all.


    Sanele was the best swimmer among us, and we relied heavily on his help to get across the rivers. There were three between my home and school. In winter, they were little more than streams. But the summer storms could quickly turn them into raging torrents. When the teachers saw the rain coming down, they would let the younger children out early to get home before the waters rose. But this act of mercy could also put us in danger, for we needed the older children to help us across.


    When the older children weren’t there, Sanele was the one to guide us through the water and would rescue our ‘plastics’ – the plastic supermarket bags that we used to carry our school books – when we lost our grip on them and they floated away.


    One December day, just after I turned seven, the rain was coming down hard in our part of Zululand, and the teachers sent us young ones home early as usual. We crossed the first two rivers with some difficulty. The water was flowing fast and up to our waists, much higher than usual, and the rocks were slippery underfoot. We knew that it would be tough to cross the last river, as this one was the deepest.


    We stood on its banks, contemplating the muddy water racing past. Some wanted to wait for the older children. But they would not come for some hours, it was raining hard, and we were wet and freezing cold. We tried to find a better place to cross, but our minds were numbed by cold and exhaustion. At length we decided to cross at the usual spot, holding one another’s hands in a line. Before we ventured in, we scrutinised the water for crocodiles. We knew that they might be around, for they occasionally caught a dog or a goat. If you see a log floating upstream, it’s a crocodile, the adults warned us.


    We could see no logs floating upstream, nor could we see any debris floating down that might knock us off our feet, so we stepped reluctantly into the cold, turbid water. Sanele was walking in front, holding my left hand, then me, then two or three girls. About halfway across, a log knocked against us as it swept past, breaking the line and causing one girl to stumble and drop her plastic. She lunged for it, and fell again, and we told her to leave it.


    Just before we reached the far bank, the girl at the back of the line cried, ‘Crocodile!’ As I turned to see where she was pointing, a powerful jolt came from Sanele’s hand, and it was wrenched from my grasp. I swung back to him, but he had disappeared under the water – only his hand was above the surface, clutching at the air. The water was churning, and I could see the crocodile’s back, thrashing in the foam. I grabbed Sanele’s hand again, and tried to pull him towards the side. One of the girls was also trying to pull him; the other was standing crying on the bank. Numb with terror, I clung to my friend’s hand. But it was slipping through my cold, wet fingers. Then I saw a bloom of blood, turning the muddy brown river red. A fountain of blood spurted out of the water, shooting up and spraying my white shirt. I felt Sanele’s hand grow limp in mine, as if his spirit had left his body. I knew then that he had lost the battle with the crocodile, yet still I gripped his hand harder, as hard as I could, as hard as if it were my own life that I was clinging to.


    But his fingers slipped from my grasp.


    Sanele was gone.


    We scrambled out of the water, and ran down the bank, hoping that the crocodile would leave him. But he was nowhere. All we could see was his plastic, spinning away with the current. Then that, too, was gone.


    The elders came with spears to find the crocodile, but there was no sign. All they ever found was Sanele’s T-shirt, two weeks later, caught on a branch downstream.
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    I had to go to school the next day. I had to cross the same river, in the same place. I was consumed by terror, for I was so sure the crocodile would take another one of us. When I got to school, I had to write a mental arithmetic test to pass into Grade 2. In what world can a child who has lost a friend like this be expected to get up the next day and do mental arithmetic? For a while the adults took it in turns to cross the rivers with us. But the rainy season is the busy season in rural Zululand. Fields must be ploughed; crops must be planted or harvested so that empty stomachs can be filled. Within a few days, their work took them back to the fields, and we were left to cross the rivers as best we could.


    No one counselled me. No one cosseted me, or helped me to grieve. I felt like an iron, burnt red-hot in a fire, then hammered into shape and plunged into icy water. Losing Sanele to the crocodile was horrific. But every day that I had to endure without him was worse. I felt as if I’d lost a limb, as if my heart had been torn from my body.


    For weeks I was lost in a dark thicket of grief and fear. I could not sleep, I could not eat. How would I ever cross the rivers without Sanele by my side? How could I walk up the long, steep hills, or eat our favourite food of imifino (spinach) leaves and steamed cornbread, or track the guineafowl and eagles, without Sanele by my side? How was even one day of my life imaginable without Sanele by my side? I almost walked into the valley of suicide, so devastated was I by the depression and fear that I endured. The shadow of his death haunted every breath I took.


    My grief morphed into anger, then swelled into a cold, black, bottomless pool of hate. How could one small boy hold so much hate? I hated the sun for bringing yet another day without Sanele. I hated school, and every step of the fourteen-kilometre walk there, and every step of the fourteen-kilometre walk back. I hated the rivers. I hated the adults who made me go to school, the children who weren’t Sanele. I absolutely, violently and vehemently hated all crocodiles, and swore to avenge my friend’s death.


    Drowning in the centre of this deep, black pool of hatred was me. For I had failed to save my friend. His life had been in my hand. And I had let it go.


    It lived with me for a long time, that hate. As the months and years went by, I learnt to push it aside. I grew a skin over it, but it lay deep within me, a festering splinter of pain. Until the day I saw the crocodiles tearing at the buffalo.


    [image: ]


    As I stood watching the crocodiles rip the buffalo’s intestines, I was seven years old again and back in that river. I could hear Sanele’s last strangled cry as the crocodile pulled him under. I could see his frantic face, as he gasped for breath. I could feel his hand go limp. And, again and again, I could feel his cold, wet fingers slipping through mine. I had buried this pain, but here it was before my eyes, sinking its teeth into me as if it were my flesh being torn by the crocodiles. I could not turn away.


    We watched the light dying in the buffalo’s eyes. His head drooped and his heavy horns sank.


    ‘Now he is at peace,’ said Baba Thabethe. He was our patrol leader, an old, strong ranger with much wisdom.


    ‘His old life is ending now,’ he continued, ‘but his new life is beginning. The buffalo is at peace, but there are many people alive who have no peace. They may seem successful, but inside they are dying, for they cannot make peace with their past lives. We need to think about what this death of the buffalo can mean for us.


    ‘Just as the buffalo had to die before his new life could begin, so we need to understand that sometimes one part of us has to die to allow a new part to grow. You cannot have the old part and the new part living together. The sun and the rain cannot share the sky. For the sun to come, the rain must go.’


    His words calmed the whirlwind of horror that my memories had raised. Vultures circled high above us or perched in a nearby umkhiwane (sycamore fig) tree, waiting patiently for us to go. The soft whooping of hyenas in the stream beyond the reeds encouraged the crocodiles to eat more quickly. The buffalo’s life had ended, but it was giving life to other beings, and so the circle would continue.


    As we made our way back through the reeds, I understood that I needed to let go of the hatred and sorrow and anger I had carried for all those years. I realised that I no longer held hatred for the crocodiles in my heart. For years I had associated crocodiles with fear and brutality. But the crocodile that took Sanele was just taking the opportunity to get a meal – it was not acting out of cruelty or vengeance. Finally, I could accept crocodiles as fellow creatures, even worthy of respect – for they are formidable survivors, able to live without water for several days, to survive without food for months.


    I followed the others along the river, my mind churning with thoughts and emotions. The experience seemed to be inviting me to walk across a bridge and leave my past behind. But it also helped me understand why doing this had been so difficult. Walking across the bridge demands a brave heart, brave enough to face what is hurting your soul and to make peace with it. I had not been able to face that pain, for I was just a young boy, and given no time or space to lament, no time to grieve. These crocodiles were giving me a chance to be free, just as they were freeing the buffalo that was stuck in the mud. For however much he suffered while they were eating him, if left he would have suffered the much slower death of starvation.


    I could not let my pain go until I had acknowledged it, its depth and breadth, and had felt, again, its sharpness. The crocodiles had given me this cruel and beautiful gift – perhaps they alone could bring this message to me. Just as the crocodile had taken Sanele, so it was the crocodiles that restored me to myself. Guided by the wisdom of Baba Thabethe, I understood that the wilderness was enabling me to face what had been eating my soul for the past fifteen years. It came as bitter medicine, but I knew it would heal when swallowed.


    I looked at the dry riverbed, scattered with shrinking pools. The animals were suffering in those pools, but it felt as if the river was preparing itself for the new waters of the spring, for the new life that these waters would bring. I imagined the cool, sweet waters rushing over the white sand, and felt forgiveness flowing over my soul. Forgiveness for the crocodiles – but, more importantly, forgiveness for myself. Forgiveness for not having been able to save my friend, and to heal, to create room for new wisdom, until now.


    It has taken me many years to heal from Sanele’s death, to accept that he was a light spirit, come to earth for a few short years to spread his wisdom before moving on. But my healing began that day. Without the crocodiles’ help, I might have remained trapped in anger, hatred and grief, eaten alive as the buffalo was, as I relived the violence that had been done to me, day after day, for a lifetime.


    I needed courage to revisit the day I had lost my soul brother, to face the darkness in my past and crack open my heart to let the light in. But the wilderness showed me that forgiveness is an oasis, where emotional thirsts can be quenched; and, as an oasis can bring flowers to a desert, so forgiveness can bring beauty to a desolate soul.


    Sanele has never left me. He lives in me still, and I speak to him almost every day. I am so grateful to him for the time we had together, for he was a true guide. And I am so grateful to Baba Thabethe and the crocodiles – for showing me how to let him go.
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    I have had little material wealth in my life. But the wealth given to me by the wilderness can never be calculated. Nature has always been my medicine, my spiritual home and my teacher. As the crocodiles helped to show me how to free myself, so have many other creatures taught me much about how to live in this world. I have learnt time and again that nature brings the medicine we need to heal the brokenness in our world.


    Yet each year, more people grow up having no contact with the wilderness. Technology and modern life dull our senses, and disconnect us from the natural world. Each day, new wilderness areas are bulldozed for farms, mines, houses and factories, more animals lose their homes, more species become extinct. We urgently need to understand how much we need these sacred places for our hearts, bodies and souls, before they are lost to us forever. My hope is that this book will inspire you to seek out nature wherever you may find it, to guard the last remaining refuges of wilderness fiercely, and help to create more spaces for wildness in this age of the Anthropocene.


    Let us step into this story, then, and follow where nature will lead us.

  


  
    Part Two
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    A CHILD OF NATURE


    1979 to 1998

  


  
    VIVIDLY, STILL TODAY, I CAN SEE OUR FOUR SMALL MUD HUTS PERCHED on the side of a low, rocky ridge overlooking a seasonal stream. Known as uMjoyi for its salty water, my lonely little stream blanketed itself with wild ginger, wild lavender and berries. A tall igneous rock rose behind our homestead like a lighthouse. In the late summer afternoons, I would climb the rock and lie on the warm stone, watching my whole village during cooking time, as the sun went down beyond the undulating sea of hills. The smell of phuthu (maize meal porridge) floated over the village, mingling with the smoke from many small fires. The air filled with the bleating and bellowing of the goats and calves, galloping and playing with that singular unimaginable freedom of being alive and present only in the moment, with no shadows from the past or future.


    On one such day, as I was watching the sunset, my heart suddenly filled with an emotion that felt too massive for my small body. There was such intense beauty in the world, the golden clouds scattered across the wide sky, the gleaming grass heads catching the last rays, the animals playing below; it was as if all at once I could sense the unbounded wonder of nature and life and earth. I wept because I did not know how else to respond, how to contain this feeling. I was still weeping when I came home – my mother begged me to tell her what was bothering me, but I had no words to explain it.


    Our four mud huts stood precariously, undermined by the termites and woodlice nibbling the foundations, but they offered a sturdy enough home to my mother, my brother Siyabonga, my sister Makhosi and me – I was the last born. My father spent his weekends off with us, and my mother always opened our home to anyone in need, so there were usually a few extra sharing whatever food we had. My mother is a very strong woman from the Ndwandwe clan, a most powerful clan that dominated until King Shaka took over the Zulu monarchy.


    In front of the homestead was a kraal for goats, and a vegetable garden. Our fresh milk came from goats, as we did not have a cattle kraal until I was six. I remember being deeply moved by the first cow that my father bought. It seemed that the cows brought warmth and dignity to the homestead. We boys always aspired to owning cows, for we truly understood their value. Not only for milk – the oxen were used as a means of transport and for ploughing.
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    Goats at the Mbatha family homestead


    [image: Picture 11]


    My mother preparing umqombothi for a ritual


    When darkness came, we’d gather after dinner around the dancing fire and embrace the elders’ storytelling. These stories reinforced the lessons of ubuntu, the philosophical foundation of African community life, beautifully expressed in the saying ‘umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu’ – which may be translated as ‘I am because we are’. Through ubuntu, communities build strong bonds that enable them to overcome hardships. Burdens and joys are shared; raising children is communal – we knew we could go into any homestead in the village to get food if we were hungry. Ubuntu helped our community to survive poverty through practices such as ukusikele (giving land for ploughing) and ukusisela (giving livestock). This acknowledgement of our dependency on, and responsibility towards, one another can only truly be understood in practice.


    The stories carried messages of ubuntu: of the need to help one another, to work in harmony and to respect our elders. But they also stressed the need to respect nature and other life forms. We would drift in and out of sleep, the voices of the elders weaving through our dreams, carrying us deep into the essence of understanding, floating with us across the mighty rivers of our inner landscapes.


    We had duties from a young age, but in those days of freedom before I started school there was plenty of time to mould clay cows by the stream, play traditional stick-sparring games with other boys my age, swim in the rivers, fish, and eat wild fruits. Sanele was my constant companion, and I followed him everywhere.


    At the age of six I started my daily duties of caring for our herd of about sixty goats. Along with other boys my age, I learnt what I needed to know from an inqwele, an older boy who acts as a mentor to the younger ones. He taught us which plants and fruits were edible, what was poisonous and what was medicinal. We learnt how to keep our goats safe from predators, and how to hunt and skin wild animals. I remember when I caught my first guineafowl – I was with my brother. He took a white-spotted feather from the bird and threaded it into my hair, then smeared the blood on my chest. He advised me to kill animals only for my survival, never just for entertainment.


    As a goatherd, I could spend all my time in nature. I was a small boy with innocent eyes wide open, and an untarnished mind eager to drink in everything around me. I learnt to interpret the calls of the bush, to cross both streams and mighty rivers (or so they seemed to me), to track the hours of the day by the sun’s journey through the sky, to read the clouds and anticipate the weather. I came to embrace the valleys and mountains, to appreciate the sunshine for its warmth and the cold for waking up my senses, to rejoice in the exhilarating thunderstorms. I danced naked in the African rain under the shepherd tree, surrounded by the gentle bleating of my goats as they nibbled fresh leaves of the buffalo thorn. I discovered the varied textures of the earth’s skin through my bare feet, from the rough, thorny bushveld to the soft, gold river sands. My days and nights were bracketed by sunrise and sunset, moonrise and moonset.


    The gentleness in my heart was nourished by my daily responsibility towards my goats, as I learnt what it means to take care of others. I would swing my knobkerrie fiercely in the air, ready to take on any predators who wanted to steal my goats. I watched out for the martial eagles, soaring above and stalking the young goat kids; I looked out for the hungry jackals; I spoke to all the predators, asking them to find their meals elsewhere. When my goats were fearful, I calmed them. When cold winds blew, I gave them warmth by finding sheltered grazing land. I came to know each one, with their black enquiring eyes and dangling ears. I used my senses to commune with them and interpret their needs; I thanked them for providing me with fresh milk. Some days I became a kid myself, galloping about playfully and leaping from rock to rock, while the older goats became my guardians. The pure love that the mothers shared with their babies ignited my soul. I resolved to train myself so that when I was insizwa (a young man) I would understand the unknown languages of animals and nature. The goats, the plants and trees, the landscape around me, wove their way into my soul until they were all of me, and I was all of them. There was no barrier between me and the life beyond my skin.


    My fierce protectiveness was not only given to my goats, but extended to all animals, and I hated to see an animal hurt. I remember once refusing to eat a fish I had caught, because the iridescent colours flashing on its skin were too beautiful – and I released it back into the water. One day, when I was a bit older, I came across a group of boys who had surrounded a baby rabbit, and were planning to kill and roast it. I could not bear to see this tender young thing suffer this fate, and fought fiercely for its life, nearly losing an eye in the process as we boys fought about it with sticks. The boys were angry to lose a meal, but eventually they gave in and let the rabbit go.


    As the days passed, I felt stirring within me some vision of who I wanted to be. I imagined myself growing into a warrior, powerful enough to protect the spirit of the rivers, trees and mountains. I would climb the hills and the trees, and sit, feasting on the wild fruits, my mind spiralling with these thoughts as I gazed out over the treetops at the blue Zululand hills, rolling towards the horizon like an ocean without end.


    I was to fight my first battle for nature at the age of six.
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    A few weeks after my sixth birthday, I found myself in a school classroom for the first time. After running wild like a young colt with only my goats and the hills for company, I found it shocking to be stuck in a room full of human kids for hours. We ended our first day with a dance while the teacher played a guitar, which lifted my spirits a little.


    The daily journey of fourteen kilometres there and fourteen back was onerous for a six-year-old child. But Sanele encouraged me, and helped awaken my senses to the natural beauty along the way. In the early mornings, we would walk through the flowering trees, the air rich with the scent of the white flowers of the black monkey thorn or the sweet, red flowers of the weeping boer bean. Our music was the singing of the waterfalls, and the staccato calls of the bleating warblers in the thick, gold grass. We marvelled at the colours of the rocks, so bright under the clear, rushing water of the rivers.


    Sanele helped me to find the best wild fruits to sustain us on the journey. The trees were truly our fathers and mothers along the way, giving us sustenance, and welcome shade on the blazing summer days, or shelter from the hard rains. Our hearts were uplifted by the majestic fig trees, and by the umbrella thorns that seemed to smile at us from distant hills, their arms thrown wide to welcome tired travellers and offer generous shade under their broad canopies.


    But the queen of the trees was a great umbrella thorn that grew on top of a high hill near the school. The tree could be seen for kilometres around, and always seemed to encourage us as we made the long, hot trek up the hill towards it. When we reached it at last, we would flop down under its generous branches, grateful for the cool shade refreshing us for the rest of the journey. Often other weary travellers would be resting there, laying down their bundles of firewood or maize cobs to enjoy a few minutes in the shade.


    One day, as we came up the hill, we could not see the familiar shape of the umbrella thorn. We hurried up the path, disbelieving our eyes, hoping it was some trick of the light and that the tree would be there as usual. But as we drew near the spot, we could smell fresh sap. We stood in stunned silence, gazing at the stump bleeding out its sap into the grey soil. The gold flowers lay strewn across the ground among the broken branches, while bees and butterflies fluttered about gathering the last scraps of pollen and nectar from the dying blooms. As I laid my hand on the wounded stump, a river of tears poured down my face.


    A gust of wind sent the fallen leaves swirling around the stump as if to embrace the dying soul of the tree. I felt lost and bewildered, consumed by emptiness. How could something so meaningful be cut down so carelessly? How could something so generous be violated so cruelly? I felt as if I too had been struck down and violated. The bright memories of the stories we had shared under this tree flooded my mind. I’d only been attending school for a few months, but the tree had already brought me such comfort. In the way of small children who have witnessed little change, I had assumed it would be there forever, that one day my kids would sit under this tree, listening to me sharing the stories of my life.


    But the tree had been murdered, and the place was enveloped in sorrow.


    As we recovered from our first feelings of shock and disbelief, we children were galvanised by our anger, given courage to protest by the strength of our grief. Led by Sanele, we launched a peaceful ‘protest’ by writing messages saying things such as The trees are us, who killed this tree? We wrote these on rocks near gathering places, at river crossings, at the communal bathing places in the river for males and for females. Many of our parents were illiterate, but we knew that these messages would provoke their curiosity and they would ask us the meaning of them. Other kids joined us and the campaign grew, with messages appearing all over the area.


    This action showed the village that we kids were committed to protecting nature from thoughtless destruction, that for us the trees were like parents, giving us fruits every lunchtime at school and sheltering us from the sun and rain. Our attachment to trees, rocks and grass kindled a spark of caring for the land itself, opened our ears to the voices of nature and urged us to harvest its spiritual benefits.


    Our protests reawakened the dulled feelings for nature in our mothers, fathers and traditional leaders. It helped to revive their appreciation of natural beauty in our villages, to rekindle their delight in our trees and the streams with their small pools and tiny fish, the scent of the wild ginger bushes and wild basil. It reminded the villagers that, through all the hardships they endured, the natural features around us enhanced our lives and were true symbols of perfection. In response to our protest, traditional leaders laid down a law that all trees along the paths must be protected because of what they provided to kids walking to school and other travellers.


    The tree had been cut down by a man who had spent some years in jail. At the time, I thought he was just an evil man, but looking back now I wonder whether those years in a hard place had so disconnected him from nature and his home that he had forgotten the trees’ worth.


    Through this victory I celebrated the empowerment of my connection with nature, the true freedom that comes with this connection. I drank in the life of the dying tree as if drinking from a stream with shimmering waters, and so I became its voice.
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    School was a strange and foreign imposition on my life. It was so different from my life at home, my life out in the pastures with my goats. Walking so far without shoes was tough for a small child. The path was beset with dangers and, especially after Sanele was taken by the crocodile, it demanded superhuman courage to keep stepping into the muddy, churning rivers, never knowing what might be lurking beneath the surface. Apart from the dangers of crocodiles and fast-rushing waters swollen by summer storms, there was the ever-present danger of the water snakes such as amavezimamba. Other venomous snakes lay hidden beside the path, puff adders and cobras, and none more deadly than the feared black mamba.


    I remember when one of the older men was bitten by a mamba in the village. An old woman sent us out to get the bark of the sickle bush. She ground it to powder and mixed it into a paste with other herbs that she kept in the household. She smeared the paste on the skin where he was bitten, and told him to keep still. The medicine absorbed the venom and stopped it from spreading too rapidly through his system – the patient remained calm and he survived.


    This experience showed me that as much as nature kills, it also heals, for it was in nature that we found the medicine to help this man recover from the snake bite. But it was also a lesson in the power of our traditional knowledge. At school we were learning the propaganda of the colonisers and missionaries, which discredited all native wisdom. Yet it was indigenous wisdom, working with nature, that had saved this man.


    Once at school, I felt lost and sad, as if my soul were being crushed by the confusing lessons, by the loud voices of angry teachers who would beat us with thick wooden sticks if we failed to understand. Sometimes children would have their fingers broken, or would have to go to hospital for their injuries from this punishment. The teachers would stand behind us while we were writing a test, and smack us each time we got an answer wrong. The classroom was crowded, with too many children to fit on the wooden benches. I was usually seated on the floor, partly because the long walk exhausted me so I often fell asleep and might have fallen off a bench had I sat on one.


    In the weeks after losing Sanele, the daily journey was a grim ordeal. But in time I learnt to calm my fear and grief by listening to myself breathing, or by listening to the birds as I wound my way along the narrow traditional paths that scarred the virgin forests around my village.


    At school I learnt to escape the torment of the classroom by going on imaginary journeys. I pictured myself playing in my stream, climbing the rock behind my homestead or moulding clay cows. I lived for the lunch breaks, even though I had no lunch box, for this provided an escape from the crowded classroom and a chance to embrace the coolness of fresh air. I would run out, delighting in the feel of the sun and wind on my face, in the wide blue sky stretching into the distance. I’d join the other children in foraging for wild fruits like a troop of baboons in the surrounding trees. When the school bell rang, I cursed it for taking my freedom, but ran into the classroom comforted by a stomach full of bush medlars, red ivorywood fruits, sour plums and water berries.


    Going home was the best part of the day, especially in summer when these fruits were plentiful. We boys quickly learnt which trees produced the sweetest sour plums and other fruits – they all looked the same, but they tasted very different. We were ‘connoisseurs’ of the wild fruits, as discerning as any wine taster. The older boys, the izinqwele, shared information about medicinal trees and plants to treat headaches, toothache, cramps and diarrhoea, powerful organic medicine that nourished our systems. Our older sisters played a major role in advising us, and sometimes they would carry us to school on winter mornings when it was too cold for us to walk barefoot, or if we were weakened by illness. They would give us their pencils or pens when we lost ours. The older girls were the queens of this journey; the love, care and sympathy they shared were a great comfort after the harshness of the teachers. I learnt little that was useful in the classroom in my first few years, but I learnt a great deal on the walk home!


    Deep down I knew there was something wrong with the education we were receiving. We seldom had the opportunity to learn outside, but I knew that all the greatest lessons in my life happened when I was outside. This was where I found my roots and strength, the courage to face the challenges of the day. In time I managed to develop the skill of learning and doing classwork quickly, so that I would have a few minutes to sneak outside, pretending that I needed the bathroom. I would go out and embrace the fresh wind, the rustling of the leaves in the trees, the high green summer grass rippling in the breeze. Sometimes, the air would be rich with the scent of rain. These breaks brought me such intense happiness that I was better able to tolerate the hours in the classroom, and so I found a way to pursue my education.


    Sometimes, I was so desperate to escape the classroom that I would will the clouds to come together and create a lightning storm so that the teachers would let us out early. I didn’t even think about the danger of travelling home while there was lightning; my only concern was to get out.


    In winter I watched through the broken windows of my classroom as the trees cried leaf tears; I watched the shadows of the clouds moving across the hills, the patches of golden light gleaming on the grass when the sun broke through. Despite being crammed into a room with eighty other children, these sights enabled me to go deep into my own thoughts and escape the realities of the classroom. I could embrace this gentle life within myself by watching the dancing grass. This ability was more valuable than anything I learnt from the textbooks, for it enabled me to use those broken windows as a gateway to a lifelong voyage of self-discovery, to take refuge from the hard walls of the school.


    Even though school was painful to me, as I grew stronger the journey to school came to fill me with profound tranquillity. The wild nature I encountered along the path, the different moods of the weather and the seasons, the small daily changes in the landscape all stimulated my senses, reminding me again and again to pay attention, to bring myself into oneness with my surroundings. I learnt to find courage, to trust myself to be brave enough and strong enough to face the hardships of life. It gave me time to reflect on and bond with whatever journeys my future might bring. It taught me about friendship – not only with my schoolmates, but about being a true friend to the trees, streams and rivers, and it strengthened my armour for the struggle to protect nature against those who were harming it.


    These journeys deepened my resolve to be the voice of the trees, the rocks, the streams with sparkling waters and the rivers with muddy waters. I devoted my feet to bearing me into a world full of wonders, and devoted my soul to finding ways of awakening the hearts of my fellow villagers to these wonders. And so the journey to school became, for me, a source of love.
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    Among the most precious memories of my childhood were the times I spent visiting my father, who was working in the nearby Hluhluwe–iMfolozi Park named after the great White and Black iMfolozi rivers. ‘iMfolozi’ means ‘the river of the stinging nettle’. The elders told us that, before Cyclone Domoina had hit the area in 1984, both banks of the river had been full of the plant called uluzi (the mountain stinging nettle) so it looked as if the plant was protecting the river. The plant was indeed a fierce guardian of the waters – it is very itchy when you walk through it, and it creates blisters and sores. But it was also useful and was harvested by the women, who used it to produce ropes. ‘iMfula’ is an isiZulu word for ‘river’, so ‘imfula’ and ‘uluzi’ became ‘imfulawoluzi’, shortened to ‘iMfolozi’.


    The Hluhluwe–iMfolozi Park is the oldest proclaimed nature reserve in Africa. Its ninety-six thousand hectares encompass grass-covered hills, plains and rivers. Most people in our district have never had the opportunity to enter its gates. But I was lucky to be able to visit my dad in the park – and, later, to work there myself. Being a child at iMfolozi offered me a deep calmness and connection, healing me from the stresses of my daily life, especially after writing my year-end exams.


    My father worked at the reserve for most of his working life, looking after the horses that were used for patrols. When I was there I would trot along after him as he went about his duties. A bakkie would pick my father up after his time off in town, and I would travel with him back to his compound in the reserve. I remember arriving once to find a horse called Nkanyezi (Star) waiting at his rondavel with her new foal. She had somehow known that he was coming, or had heard his voice as we were travelling there. He stroked the foal, praising Khanyisa for the foal’s beauty and promising to look after them both. He encouraged me to stroke her too, saying, ‘Don’t be afraid, stroke her gently.’


    Soon all the horses gathered around, nuzzling and whinnying for my dad. I thought it wonderful that a horse should come to show him her baby. I believe that my dad was a true and authentic horse whisperer – he talked to them, and they seemed to understand everything he said. Helping my father with his work helped me to develop a deep understanding and respect for these animals. I came to love them for their powerful energy, their wildness mixed with gentleness.


    I remember the thrill of waking up to the sound of roaring lions not far from the compound; my father praising the lions, declaring them to be iNkosi Yehlathi – the king of the bush; the soft drumming of rain on the thatched roof of the rondavel; the ancient sounds of the night-time wilderness, the call of the hyenas and nightjars; how the horses in the stable would whinny and stamp nervously at the sound of predators.


    I remember hearing the haunting cry of the African fish eagle for the first time; watching the slow circling of vultures high in the summer sky; the golden haze of the lush red grass. I recall watching a flock of great white egrets flying above the river, their pure-white forms perfectly mirrored in the still water below, seeing the reflection of my own face mingling with the reflected birds in the water. I remember the rich parade of life that was inscribed on the golden sands of the iMfolozi River – the journeys of spiders, tortoises, crocodiles, antelopes, elephants, the big cats and wild dogs, all recorded by their tracks, sometimes so fresh that you could still catch a scent of the animal. My father knew them all, and helped me to identify them.


    After Sanele died, I was reluctant to visit my father for months as I was so terrified of the crocodiles. In time, I overcame this fear, and visited him again. But it would be some years before I could venture into the iMfolozi rivers, particularly the Black iMfolozi. The mud makes the water turbid, so it is impossible to see what is under the surface or how deep it is. I was able to cross rivers that were clear, but the opaque waters of the Black iMfolozi terrified me.


    My father tried to calm my fears. But I remained frightened – until the day he faced down a pride of lions with his knobkerrie.


    I was walking with him, looking for the horses. Down by the river we heard the tinkling of the bells my father had hung around their necks, but as we walked towards them we saw a lion pride stalking them. The horses had not been aware of them, but just as we saw them they caught the lions’ scent and started stampeding straight towards us – followed by the lions. My father yelled to head them off, but in the commotion of ringing bells, pounding hooves and snarling lions his voice could not be heard.


    Just behind us was a big umkhiwane tree that had fallen. When my father realised that the horses could not hear him, he lifted his knobkerrie, and began beating it against the stump of the tree. The stump was hollow, and emitted a loud bang when struck by the knobkerrie, like the shots of a handgun – pow! pow! pow! The lions were now only ten metres away from where we were standing, but the noise made them falter and run away. My father must have been terrified, knowing he had a seven-year-old child with him who might easily have taken fright and run – had I done that, the lions would have run me down and killed me. But he had the presence of mind and stoutness of heart to use what he had to stop the lions. This showed me that if you believe in yourself, you can face great dangers – that you have more power than you can imagine. After that, my fears receded and I felt safe walking with my father again.


    My father always gave me space to lead when it was safe, and left me free to wander and explore. Having that freedom uplifted my soul and cleansed my mind of stress and frustration. I could wallow in the abundance of life around me, as a buffalo wallows in mud to soothe his scratches and tick bites. I developed a deep sense of connection and kinship with other species, as I foraged for wild fruits from same trees as the baboons and drank from the same pools as the lions.


    It also galvanised my passion for a deeper connection with my own heritage, for the iMfolozi is rich in history, and in the history of the oldest tribe of all, the San people. Long before my Nguni forebears arrived, the San people lived here, and the place is filled with their rock paintings and stone tools. This was the cradle of all our ancestors, the land little changed from the days when they walked on the earth. I walked barefoot as they had walked, on the old paths that they had created, smelling the same flowers that they had smelled. This created in me a deep sense of belonging, and a profound gratitude for my heritage. I could drink from the wellspring of my origins, and feel the generosity and kindness of my forebears, the wisdom of those who had lived and died steeped in the practice of ubuntu.


    I remember, one day, walking with my dad through tall red grass. A cold wind from the south, thick with the scent of mud, was swirling around my knees. My dad murmured, ‘Heavy rain is coming.’ From far off we heard the tinkling of the bells around the horses’ necks.


    We sat under a fig tree, and I lay on my back to watch the clouds moving through the sky. Hypnotised by the whisper of the wind in the trees and the water splashing against the riverbanks, I drifted into a dream while my father softly sang a rain song. A Burchell’s coucal sang along with my dad from the tall grass; the sound of the bells on the horses rose and faded with the shifting wind. I felt myself sinking into my surroundings, filling with the sensation that here was the true essence of life and I was immersed in it. I had no words for what I was experiencing, but it made me feel both shaken and grounded.


    At that moment I knew, with a deep, whole-body knowing, that the essence of life is to walk in nature, to follow the clouds moving through the sky, to stay connected to the earth by touching the soil with bare feet and hands. This knowledge rushed into me with such power that I knew not how to contain it. I had to share it; I had to find a way of bringing others into connection with this wilderness, that they too could feel its power. Alone, I was too small to hold this power; we had to hold it all together.


    ‘I want to be a game ranger!’ I declared to my father.


    I had but a hazy idea of what this was but as I uttered these words, it was as if the seed of my future life was planted in my heart. Young as I was, I knew that my life’s purpose was to protect that seed until it could sprout. That if I took care of it, this seed could become a tree, it could grow into a forest, and it could grow into wildness. Little did I know then how hard I would sometimes have to work to protect this seed from my inner droughts when my courage failed, or from the toxic weeds of self-doubt. But I did know that I had no choice but to nurture it, for it was as essential to my soul as the air to my breath.
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    Early one misty morning in my sixteenth year, I woke to the trickle of rain running down our windows and walls. I could sense the cool stillness of mist enshrouding our small village, but my little mud hut defended me against the damp and embraced me with warmth. I lay listening to the baby goats complaining in the kraal, and their mothers comforting them. The smell of fresh smoke told me that my mother was already up and getting ready for her daily duties. A dog barked, and a young man rapped on my door, urging me to get up quickly as I was expected at my grandfather’s homestead.


    My biological grandparents had all passed away before I was born. But this man had stepped into the void they had left, and appointed himself as my umkhulu (grandfather). He was respected throughout the village, especially for his profound humility, and I truly loved him. He was strikingly handsome, with a black moustache and prominent eyebrows that seemed to add authority to his words. Sometimes, when he talked, he would drum the earth with his huge hands, creating a vibration that resonated with the rhythm of his speech so that it became a kind of song.


    When I came into the hut, the dancing fire illuminated more than a dozen faces. There were about fifteen other boys my age already sitting there. I wondered what this gathering could be about – my mind flooded with fear as tried to recall any wrongdoing from the previous day, but I knew well that we’d come home from school and fulfilled our daily duties successfully. The intense silence in the room accentuated my fear, and my heart beat even harder when I glanced around the hut and noticed the bundles of sticks hidden under the goat hides. uMkhulu’s moustache danced about as he greeted us with the words, ‘Sanibonani, zinsizwa.’


    We all looked one another and chorused, ‘Yebo.’


    uMkhulu continued, explaining why he had decided to invite us on this day.


    So began my ukuthomba, my initiation day, the ceremony of transition from a boy (umfana) to a young man (insizwa).


    The old man put his gnarled hand under the black furry goat hide, and pulled out a spear from the bundle. He rested its blade in the fire until it glowed red from the heat. He raised it into the air and spoke to us about being insizwa. Here I was, listening to a teaching of how to be sun, water, moon; how to be lightning.


    ‘Be as the sun,’ my grandfather said, ‘for the sun brings life and warmth, and everything grows under it. It empowers even the smallest of the flowers. And be as the moon, for the moon brings light in the darkness, just as the scholars of the east bring the light of learning. And be as the rain, for the rain brings life and nourishment, and enables all living beings to flourish. And be as lightning, for lightning brings the strong energy we need for change; lightning brings the healing rain, and the fire that warms us and burns the old grass so that the new grass may grow; lightning can illuminate even the darkest moments of our lives. When you shelter from a storm in a cave, it is the lightning that will illuminate the cave, and show you in that single flash that there is nothing to fear in the darkness.’


    He told us that the spear in Africa is a powerful tool that may be used to protect, to hunt for food, or to fight to save lives. He said that our bodies were transforming, but that physical transformation is meaningless unless our minds also got stronger, so that we could become good warriors who walk with peace and harmony on our path. His moustache danced like buffalo horns as he talked to us.


    His words flowed like a fountain on our dry, lamenting souls, bringing coolness and hope to me and to my fellow youths. With the glow of the spear, he flagged the light amidst our darkness.


    ‘Life has darkness, but even the darkness brings stars. Life has bright moonlight, but is also shadowed with clouds. Life has sun, but also cold weather. Life has both happiness and sadness. As izinsizwa you have choices, and you need to grow stronger in your minds so that you may choose wisely. Peace and harmony are the only spears to fight disease, poverty, inequality and hatred. Peace is the remedy for anger.’


    He took another spear, and put it into the fire until it too glowed red. He told us that fire and water bring life, for without the sun there will be no life, and without rain there will be no life.


    ‘As with the sun and the rain, our mind and bodies work together as a powerful force that can destroy the world, but that powerful force can be the medicine that heals the world. Together, our minds and bodies have the power to protect the village, the elders, disabled people, our country and the world. To be insizwa is to allow your soul and heart to be imbued with the wisdom of life, and give birth to the true warriors of harmony and peace.’


    I saw the light from the sun creeping through the cracks of the old wooden door, illuminating the umsamo (the sacred part of the hut). I watched as the sunlight sneaked onto the faces of my fellow izinsizwa. The voice of my grandfather, the vibration of his fists hitting the ground as he talked, took my heart on a deep journey of mind and soul. My buttocks were complaining from having sat in the same position for so long, and my knees were numb, but my soul was flying like an eagle. uBunsizwa, the state of being a young man, was for me a journey to discover my new foundation and my own significance with humility and respect.


    I was sixteen years old, not sure if I had reached the physical maturity of insizwa, although I had noticed some changes in my body. The words from my grandfather were important for people at all ages, but sixteen was a good age to acquire this status, founded on these rituals. I knew that among my peers such initiation rituals were being replaced by baseball caps, alcohol and parties, which they believed could show their status as young men. The initiations were stigmatised as being associated with witches and godlessness, and were being lost to our people.


    I knew that I was discovering my own roots through the words of my grandfather, that his words were healing rain for my thirsty soul, a lightning flash of truth in a moonless night. But though his voice was strong, I could hear sadness, the cry of an old man watching the dying of his way of being, for he knew that without these initiation ceremonies we would be lost souls, easily blown away like trees without roots.


    His gift of a spear and tail cords from the bull made us realise that we must also do ukugwenda – a form of traditional circumcision that causes the foreskin to retract. This ritual was already dying out, and I was one of the last candidates who embraced it in my village. It is sad to know that my own kids may miss this important part of life’s lessons. Nowadays, young men just get promoted to being a cow herder with no such meaningful talks. Life in rural areas has been uprooted by modernisation, and we were blessed to have heard my grandfather’s words and taken part in this ceremony.
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    Early on the morning after my ukugwenda I walked into the cattle kraal to begin my new life as a cow herd. The dust of the kraal gleamed in the dawn light. The air was filled with the bellowing of the calves and cows, and my brother’s piercing whistles. As we went down to the kraal, the older boys sang our praise songs to welcome us as izinsizwa. My heart lifted to hear my own praise song: Shlahla somqumo esigungwe yizizfiki, cembe lomviyo eludliwa zimbuzi zabanumzane, inkonjani ekhala igijima iyongena kwaNxumalo. The song talks of a wild olive tree that is embraced by visitors – a reference to a time when I was invited to attend the birthday party of a daughter of a white section ranger; it sings of leaves of the bush medlars that feed the goats of a respected man – referring to the love between my grandfather and me; it speaks of the swallow that chatters in the Nxumalo homestead, for I spent much time in the home of my mother’s brothers.
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    Siyabonga milking a cow in the Mbatha homestead kraal


    The cows seemed to bellow in response, and together the voices rose in a chorus of harmony between human and beast. As I sat down to milk, guided by my older brother, the warm breath from the cows dispersed into the chilly air, and I was grateful for the warm teats against my cold hands. Flies were buzzing around my ears, disturbed by the flicking of the cow’s tail as she chased them from her flanks. The foaming milk thrummed into the container between my knees with a soothing rumble as it slowly filled up.


    The kraal is a sacred place in my culture. Cows are not just animals but sacred beasts, symbolising and enabling the connection between the physical and spiritual worlds, for they are the means by which to perform spiritual rites. This understanding was planted in my mind by uMkhulu during the talk at my initiation. I understood from him that herding the cattle is therefore a sacred duty, for you are tending not only the family’s wealth and prosperity but also the living beings that connect us to our ancestors. As I led the animals out for the first time, I felt a shiver down my spine at this responsibility.


    Proudly I walked behind the herd of amaqanda ka huwe – cream-coloured cows spotted lightly with rust. I stood in the warmth of the soft African sunshine, watching the smooth flight of a black-bellied bustard as it came to land among the peacefully grazing herd. The bellowing of the cattle was answered by the echoes from the hills. A Cape turtle dove was singing from nearby trees, its song mingling with the calls of the other birds. As the day drew on, the cow udders became so distended that the milk started to drip on the ground – what we call ziphakela amadlozi, or feeding the ancestors. The comical antics of the young calves made me laugh as they gambolled across the grassy pasture; the young bulls sparred with one another, just as we young human boys did with sticks. I felt myself growing, within and without.


    During my days out in the hills with the cattle, I was struck by the simple happiness of the animals. The young calves showed such pleasure in running about, sparring, drinking from their mother. It made me wonder why my own life sometimes felt so incomplete or difficult. We heard our elders talking of their problems, and often felt burdened by the many hardships of the world. But the cattle helped to show me that happiness can be found in the simplest things, if you allow yourself just to be present in that moment. Happiness does not depend on great wealth or luxury. It is always available, depending on how you seek it. Watching the joyful freedom of a gambolling calf, or horse, or dog – that absolute delight in their movements and their bodies – brought joy to my soul too.


    Of course, there were days when it was cold, when storms came, when the heat was intense, when the wind blew. It was my responsibility to stay with my cattle, no matter what was happening. But I thought of my grandfather’s words – embrace the rain, for it symbolises abundance, the wind, for it symbolises transformation, and the sun, for it symbolises life. This became my mantra, enabling me to see even difficult times as an opportunity to grow.
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