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  To improve the future we must first understand the present,


  and to really understand the present we must know the past.




  


  This book is dedicated to Tuareg and Kyle,


  who paid the price for their father’s obsession.


  And to the people of the Kaokoveld,


  who showed that Africans do care about wildlife,


  and led the way for one of the continent’s most successful


  conservation programmes.
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  A hand-drawn map of the Kaokoveld territory as it was in the 1960s before the Odendaal Commission’s ‘homelands’ policy was implemented.




  Preface


  Until the late twentieth century the Kaokoveld was one of the least known parts of Southern Africa. Isolated by the Skeleton Coast, rugged mountain ranges, and a strictly enforced entry permit system, it was romanticised as a place where wildlife abounded and the local tribes were still unaffected by the modern world. Although this was mostly true before 1970, since then the region’s residents and its natural resources have undergone dramatic changes, which resulted in the collapse of the pastoral economy and almost led to the extermination of its big game.


  As one of the few people left that knew the Kaokoveld before and after the disastrous events of the 1970s and early 1980s, and having also been involved in the efforts to stop the poaching, I felt a responsibility to record what happened and why – especially in the forgotten years before Namibia’s independence. This is, therefore, my personal account of an African conservation success story, and a tribute to the men and women, black and white, who in a big or small way contributed to it.


  I have mostly used my own experiences, as a participant or bystander, supplemented by reports written at the time, magazine articles and press cuttings. But they alone cannot tell the whole story, and inevitably there will be omissions and different perspectives on what is recorded here. A major shortcoming is my coverage of the southern Kaokoveld, which is because I did not work there in the 1960s and was only marginally involved in this part of the region from 1982 to date. To those who feel that their roles are not adequately represented I offer my apologies, and hope that they will one day write their accounts of the events not in these pages, thereby making the record more complete.


  History can be boring if it consists only of what happened, when and where. To make the book more interesting and useful I have also discussed how things were done, and given my interpretation of why they happened. To really understand what took place in the Kaokoveld it is necessary to know the political context that we worked in. For this reason chapters on my life away from the region between 1971 and 1981 have been included. Apart from giving continuity to the story, and a background to how nature conservation was then practised, they touch on the two defining features of this period in Southern African history: racial discrimination and the liberation struggles it spawned.


  A second reason for writing the book is to document what I have learnt over 40 years about the region’s wildlife and people, as well as the management of its rangelands. It has been written in layman’s terms so that non-academics will be able to understand how the Kaokoveld ecosystem functioned before and after the introduction of European ways of managing livestock. To this end, chapter 11 includes a brief ‘lecture’ on ecology that will help those who did not study this vital subject at school or university.


  Thirdly, although the book is not about Namibia’s world-renowned community-based natural resource management programme, which is still evolving and now includes many different players, it is about the foundation laid that enabled it to take place. However, the last three chapters on the post-independence period do briefly cover how the rights and responsibilities over wildlife were devolved to local communities, the programme’s achievements, as well as the opportunities and challenges it still faces.


  Lastly, it is the story of an exciting and fulfilling life, and of the people I have had the privilege of knowing or working with. Some of them are exceptional men and women in their own right whose stories should, but probably never will be told. Changing the way conservation was being practised was not easy and there were many people who did not agree with the new approach. But right and wrong are just points of view and each one of us is a product of our times, our life experiences and the people we learned from. I was lucky to have had great mentors – my parents, who taught their children to treat everyone with respect no matter what their colour or creed, Dougie Horton, Hugh Goyns, Neil Alcock, Nolly Zaloumis and Allan Savory.


  I started writing this book over 20 years ago, when my early life in the Kaokoveld was still fresh in my memory. At that time we were going through a difficult period, and I felt that the area and our work needed publicity. Although I was not able to find a publisher, whenever there were a few free days I wrote a little more – at an average of one chapter a year until it is now finally time to stop. But the story is ongoing, and the next chapters must be written by the new generation of role players.


  A problem with writing about the past in Africa is that the names of places, and even of some countries, have since changed. A good example is the Kaokoveld itself, which was derived from the Herero name for the very mountainous north-west of Namibia, oKaoko, with the Dorsland Trekkers who passed through it in the late nineteenth century adding the geographic term veld. In 1970 the region was divided into the ethnic homelands of Kaokoland and Damaraland by the South African government, and it is now the western part of independent Namibia’s Kunene Region. In this book I have used the names that places were known by at the time being written about.


  Although all the events covered in this book are real, it is not an academic study. However, a considerable amount of information has been obtained from the printed works of other people, and for those who want to know more about the region there is a bibliography of books and articles in journals and magazines that they may find interesting.


  I owe a special debt of gratitude to Chris Brown, Brian Jones and Chris Weaver, and our Zimbabwean colleagues, Brian Child and Ivan Bond (who died tragically in early 2010), all of whom also recognised the discriminatory way that nature conservation was being practised and played major roles in implementing community-based natural resource management in Southern Africa. But most of all to my partner in life and work over the last 26 years, Margie Jacobsohn: together we achieved quite a lot, much of which I did not believe was possible before we first met. Lastly, to past and present members of the IRDNC team – our extended family – who turned theory into reality.


  I would also like to thank Jeremy Boraine for agreeing to publish this book, and Francine Blum and Kevin Shenton for making it happen. But especially Frances Perryer for her patient and good-humoured editing of this part-time writer.
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  Chapter One


  Basalt Mountains


  In north-west Namibia there is a region of red basalt ranges. It is a landscape of rock: sheer cliff faces, endless scree slopes and stone-choked valleys. Westward, towards the cold Atlantic coast, the mountains flatten out and are separated by broad gravel plains, littered with the debris of ancient lava flows.


  It is a place where rain seldom falls, and in most years the earth’s hard surface lies barren and exposed to the baking sun and searing desert winds. The region is stark and hostile, but in the early morning and late afternoon light, when the basalt rocks turn to the colour of rust, and the distant mountains to soft shades of purple and blue, it can also be breathtakingly beautiful.


  In spite of its aridity the basalt region supports a remarkable variety of hardy, drought-resistant plants. The stony pediments and less precipitous slopes are dotted with swollen-stemmed succulents, stunted trees and dwarf shrubs that in lean years wither to desiccated tufts of brittle, apparently lifeless twigs. Many of the species here are endemic, occurring only in the deserts of Namibia and south-western Angola. Amongst them is one of the world’s botanical wonders: Welwitschia mirabilis, a prehistoric cone-bearing plant consisting of just two giant, tentacle-like leaves growing from a gnarled and contorted woody stump.


  Eastward, where the rainfall is slightly higher, the basalt ranges rise to over 1 500 metres above sea level. Here mopane bushes dominate the valleys, growing taller along the banks of rocky channels that drain the hill slopes. Although they flow only after heavy storms, these watercourses converge into dry riverbeds that traverse the gravel plains, creating arteries of life-supporting vegetation deep into the Namib desert. In a few places where the underground water-table is close to the surface there are also groves of graceful euclea trees and leathery-leafed salvadora bushes that provide shady refuges from the tropical sun.


  When heavy rain does fall, the basalt region undergoes a dramatic transformation. From the shallow soil between the stones long-dormant seeds of annual grasses and forbs germinate and within weeks paint the valleys emerald green, in striking contrast to the red-brown scree on the hill slopes. The brief availability of moisture in the soil also enables the woody plants to produce new leaves and blossom. And with this abundance of fresh growth, insect populations explode, rodents and seed-eating birds multiply exponentially, and all the desert animals grow fat on the bounty of a benevolent season.


  But the feast soon ends. Within months the green carpet of grass is bleached to pale yellow by the sun and dehydrating winds that in winter sweep down from the interior plateau. As the land dries out once more the ephemeral plants and insects die, but not before producing countless seeds and eggs to ensure that new generations of each species will appear when thunderstorms once more roll across the desert.


  In spite of the very arid climate the basalt ranges are well endowed with small springs that provide drinking water for a remarkable array of large mammals. And because the volcanic soils are exceptionally fertile the grass that grows in the good seasons is cured into standing hay, thus retaining its nutrient value in subsequent years when little or no effective rain falls. This carry-over of high-quality grazing is crucial to Hartmann’s mountain zebra, the only exclusive grazer permanently inhabiting the region, and together with its ability to migrate large distances and climb the steepest slopes, enables it to survive the frequent droughts.


  Like zebra, gemsbok and springbok also congregate in large numbers to feed on the green grass that grows wherever heavy showers have occurred. However, when it dries out both species can switch to browsing the leaves of the desert shrubs, which combined with their low drinking requirements allows them to penetrate deeper and remain longer in the true Namib, one of the driest habitats on earth.


  Because they are exclusively browsers, kudu and giraffe prefer the more wooded areas further inland, but after good rains in the pre-Namib – the belt of plains and rocky ranges along the edge of the desert – kudu move westwards to exploit the flush of new growth there. Giraffe also follow the larger watercourses that traverse the basalt region far into the desert, and small groups may be seen striding sedately across the virtually barren gravel plains between them.


  The herbivores that occur here in turn support a full spectrum of large predators, with prides of lions hunting the hills and riverbeds, cheetah coursing their prey on the gravel flats and leopard stalking the rocky gullies and more rugged mountain slopes. Packs of spotted hyena clean up behind the big cats, but also run down their own prey when the opportunity arises, while jackals are ubiquitous. Man has long been a predator here too – in the past as a hunter-gatherer killing game for animal protein and fat, but in more recent times with a commercial incentive as well.


  Most remarkably, elephants also inhabit the basalt ranges, finding sufficient sustenance in the bark and leaves of the sparse desert trees and shrubs to maintain themselves. On their wanderings in search of food and water the pachyderms have worn a network of paths through the region, some of which go over the highest mountain passes. During the cool dry season a few herds also move down the larger riverbeds deep into the desert, quenching their thirst at remote springs whose whereabouts has been passed down through the generations.


  In the 1960s the north-west contained Namibia’s biggest population of black rhino, but in little more than a decade the sky-rocketing black market price for their horns brought the species to the brink of extinction here and throughout most of Africa.


  * * *


  My story will start here, in the heart of the basalt ranges, one afternoon in March 1983. It was a dry year and although the wet season was nearing its end only a few light showers had so far fallen. Earlier in the day some promising cumulus clouds made a foray over the mountains, but they were soon driven back by a stiff breeze from the west and were now lying low on the eastern horizon. Before the wind picked up the day had been very hot: over 40 degrees in the shade and much higher in the sun. At such times life seemed suspended. Nothing moved and the only sound was the faint ringing in one’s ears.


  By four o’clock the west wind that routed the clouds had tempered the quivering midday heat, and as the air cooled the stony desert came back to life. Along the watercourses tree leaves fluttered and the occasional call of a bird punctuated the silence. On an open hillside a small group of springbok that had been resting in the sun stood up, stretched and started walking to where they knew the sparse grazing was better.


  As the springbok fanned out and moved slowly down the slope they passed close to a black rhino cow quietly feeding on the long rubbery stems of a euphorbia bush. Standing by her side was a three-month-old calf – a small, hornless replica of its ponderous, prehistoric-looking mother. Hearing the faint shuffle of the springbok hooves on the hard ground, the cow swung round to face them, her large round ears unerringly picking up the direction of every dislodged pebble. A few of the nearer springbok skittered nervously away, well aware that black rhino have a low tolerance for anything coming too close to them. When the springbok moved on the cow stared belligerently after them for some time before turning back to chew on the succulent euphorbia stems. As she ate the calf lay down on the ground next to her and went to sleep.


  On a ridge overlooking the valley two men squatted on the ground, talking low-voiced to one another. For most of the day they had been following the tracks of the cow and calf – no easy task over the rocky terrain. Now for the first time they could see them. Before going any closer, however, they carefully discussed the situation. The wind was in their favour, but although rhino have very poor eyesight their hearing is exceptionally acute. Carefully they made their way down the slope, getting to within 50 metres before one of them raised the .303 rifle he was carrying, aimed just behind her shoulder and squeezed the trigger.


  Shocked by the impact of the bullet the cow squealed in fear and rage, spraying crimson foam over the euphorbia’s branches and onto the stony ground. Now terrified by the smell of her own blood she charged across the rocks into another euphorbia, and with a mighty swing of her massive head demolished half of it before lurching on, seeking something else on which to vent her fury. But the bullet had shredded a lung and punctured her heart, and with the blood pressure to her brain dropping she staggered on for only a few more steps before collapsing. Woken by the cow’s squeals and headlong flight, the calf had scrambled to its feet and run after her, stopping next to her lifeless body and looking around in bewilderment for the source of the danger.


  Once they were certain that the cow was dead the two men walked towards her. When they were about 30 metres away the calf could make out their strange upright shapes, and instinctively knowing that they were dangerous it charged at them. In a reflex action one of the men picked up a stone and threw it at their diminutive attacker, hitting the calf on the nose and stopping it in its tracks. A second stone struck it on the shoulder. Although its instinct was to stay with its mother, confused by her not moving and overcome by fear the calf ran away.


  ‘Why did you not shoot it?’ the unarmed man asked.


  ‘It was better not to risk the sound of another shot. The people from nature conservation sometimes come into this area now. We also don’t have bullets to waste on a rhino that has no horns to sell. Let the hyenas kill it.’


  The two men went quickly to work, propping the cow’s head up on a stone and hacking her horns off with a machete. They took nothing else, but before leaving they cut branches from nearby bushes and covered the carcass. When they were satisfied that it would not easily be seen, even from the air, they picked up the horns and left.


  The men had reason to be very pleased with their day’s work. This was not the first rhino they had killed, and for reasons they did not understand or care about, the man they sold the horns to would take as many as they could supply. For something so useless he also paid them well enough – R200 for an average-sized pair and R300 if they were very large. It was more than a month’s wages if you worked for the government, and a labourer would have to work even longer to earn that much on one of the white farms. If you did not talk too much about what you were doing in the bush, hunting rhino was a good way of getting money to buy cattle to replace the ones that died in the drought, buy school uniforms for your children or clothes for your wife.


  While the men hurried back to their camp the rhino calf wandered aimlessly across the rocky landscape. Nearby a jackal yapped and then howled mournfully. In the distance another answered. By now the sun was hovering low over the horizon, and as its last rays lit up the mountain slopes they turned the basalt rocks to the colour of blood.




  Chapter Two


  Dust and Stones


  Although March is one of the hottest months in Damaraland the nights are usually quite cool, and in the early hours of the morning I found a blanket insufficient and crawled into my sleeping bag. Now warm, but not exactly comfortable on the rocky ground, I lay on my back looking up at the brilliant display of pre-dawn stars and contemplated the day ahead.


  It would probably not be very different to yesterday, or the day before – or many others my companion, Karl-Peter Erb, and I had spent recently. We had come here to carry out anti-poaching patrols on the farms purchased by the South African government in the 1960s to create a homeland for the Damara people. It was basalt country. Horizon-to-horizon rocks. Loose, treacherous, ankle-twisting rocks that made sure we walked with our eyes glued to the ground and paid little attention to the stark desert scenery around us. Regular foot-patrols here meant that you wore out a pair of veldskoen in less than six months.


  Peter and I worked for the Namibia Wildlife Trust (NWT), a non-governmental organisation set up in 1982 to help the nature conservation authorities bring poaching in the country’s north-west under control. Previously this rugged mountainous region was known as the Kaokoveld, and was part of the largest conservation area in the world: Game Reserve No 2, proclaimed in 1907 by the German colonial government. But on the recommendation of the Odendaal Commission it was de-proclaimed in 1970, and together with over 200 previously white-owned farms had been divided into Kaokoland and Damaraland, tribal ‘homelands’ where the Damara and Herero-speaking residents could ‘exercise their right of self-determination’.


  Prior to its de-proclamation the region had been inhabited by large populations of elephant and black rhino, as well as an exceptional variety of other big game animals, but little of this magnificent national heritage still survived. Elephant now numbered just a few hundred, while all other species had been decimated by the dual effects of illegal hunting and a devastating drought that ended the year before. Our greatest concern was for the black rhino. From the information we had so far gathered it was clear that the basalt ranges of western Damaraland contained the last viable population in Namibia, outside of the Etosha National Park – and that their numbers could be as low as 40! It did not require a crystal ball to see that time was running out for them, and for most of the Kaokoveld’s other wildlife.


  Between the government and the NWT we were only able to put a total of eight men into the field, with just three four-wheel-drive vehicles, to cover an area of over 20 000 km2 in which rhino were still known to occur. And as most of the region had no roads, if we hoped to have any impact on the situation, getting out on foot was the only way. But just reaching the place to start a patrol could mean a hard day’s driving – sometimes two – from our respective bases at Khorixas and Wêreldsend.


  Although the commercial trade in ivory and rhino horn was being controlled by outsiders, we suspected that most of the poaching was now being done by the local people – men who were skilled in bush craft and knew the country we patrolled much better than we did. Moreover, after a hunting excursion they could return to their villages, and become just another one of the friendly cattle herders we regularly passed on the side of the road. Both literally and figuratively, it was not a level playing field.


  Nevertheless, we had achieved some success. While doing an aerial game survey Slang Viljoen, an elephant researcher, and Colin Britz, a field officer with a diamond mining company carrying out exploration in the area, had seen a number of elephant and rhino carcasses on the eastern edge of the basalts. They reported them to the Senior Nature Conservator, Chris Eyre, who followed up on the ground. After a long investigation, Chris had finally arrested six Herero men who were now awaiting trial. A few months before, Chris had also been able to convict a local resident for being in possession of six elephant tusks.


  The previous October, Peter Erb and I had come across the carcass of a two-year-old rhino calf in the basalt ranges, about 30 km from our base camp. A male lion had been feeding on it and there was plenty of hyena spoor around, but I was sure that it was too big to have been killed by either the lion or hyenas – unless it had already been injured. Suspecting that it might have been wounded by poachers, we had thoroughly searched the surrounding area, and about two weeks later Peter had found the fairly fresh remains of an adult rhino cow near a small spring about 10 km away. The skull was missing and the carcass covered with brushwood. A blood trail was still visible leading to the place it had been shot, where we picked up two used cartridges. But that was all the evidence we had, and the case was abandoned. Over the following months Peter and I found four more rhino carcasses in the area, all of which had been poached, and another two that might have been.


  To give us a better chance of catching the poachers I had worked out a patrolling system whereby we left our base camp late in the afternoon, reaching the area we planned to cover after dark. At first light the next morning we would walk in a wide circle looking for the tracks of humans or donkeys, returning about midday to where we had left our vehicle. After having something to eat and a rest, we would then drive to the next foot patrol starting point – again arriving after sunset. We concentrated on the basalt ranges because they still had the greatest number of rhino, and we knew that poachers were now operating there.


  This was our third night out from our base at Wêreldsend, and from my bed on the rocky ground I noted that Venus, the bush alarm clock, was now well above the horizon and the sky in the east was gradually getting lighter. Nearby a chorus of jackals shattered the silence. It was time to get up.


  Crouching next to the remains of our previous night’s fire I scratched among the embers until I found a few that were still glowing. After placing a handful of dry twigs on them I went for a pee and then washed my face in a nearby spring. When I returned, grey smoke was billowing from the twigs, and with a gentle blow they burst into flame. A few larger pieces of wood brought the fire to a bright blaze. After balancing our bent and blackened kettle over it, I found a suitable rock to sit on and waited for the water to boil. A few minutes later Peter, who had been sleeping nearby, joined me. When we had made ourselves a cup of tea he asked which way I planned to patrol. North-west, I replied, onto Palm, one of the farms that had been purchased by the government to create Damaraland.


  ‘That’s pretty rough country,’ Peter said softly, perhaps thinking about all the more pleasant places he could be at that moment. I knew he was not complaining, just mentally preparing himself for another hard day’s walking. He was, after all, only 21, and this was his first job after leaving school and a failed year at a university in South Africa. The NWT paid him the princely sum of R250 a month, and since starting work a little over a year before, he had spent much of his time doing foot patrols.


  I didn’t blame him for being less than enthusiastic about another day of scrambling over Damaraland’s basalt rocks. There was very little to inspire one. Whole days had gone by without us seeing a single live animal, although carcasses were common enough. In fact, the basalt ranges were littered with the bleached bones of game that had died in the drought or been poached – in most cases it was now impossible to tell which.


  By the time we had drunk a second cup of tea, rolled up our sleeping bags and started walking, all but the brightest stars had faded, and the still unseen sun painted delicate highlights onto a band of fluffy clouds along the eastern horizon. The morning air was crisp but I knew that in a few hours the temperature would be heading towards 40 degrees in the shade, and where we were planning to patrol there would not be many shady places.


  By nine o’ clock we had covered about six kilometres. The sun was now well up and drops of perspiration were already starting to trickle down the sides of our faces. So far the largest animal we had seen was a hare that had dashed out from under a bush a couple of metres from our feet. It looked like it was going to be another day of sun, sweat and stones, with very little to show for our efforts.


  We walked on in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts, when suddenly, less than 30 metres ahead of us, we saw a small rhino calf. Peter and I instantly came to the same conclusion: where there is a baby rhino there has to be a mother rhino nearby, and without saying a word we both rapidly put a safe distance between ourselves and the little pachyderm. When this had been accomplished we stopped to catch our breath and take a more circumspect look at the situation.


  We had instinctively run to high ground, and because the vegetation around the calf was just scrubby bushes less than two metres high we could clearly see that there was no rhino cow around. However, the calf was not alone. Three jackals were trotting alongside it, and as we watched one of them latched onto its ear and tugged viciously. While the calf shook its head and squealed, a second jackal slipped in closer and started savagely tearing at its groin. Although they were unlikely to pull the calf down and kill it, it would only be a matter of time before a hyena heard the commotion and came to investigate.


  After making sure that the calf’s mother was definitely not in the area, Peter and I moved in closer. When we did so the jackals slunk off, their heads held low. About 50 metres from us they looked back peevishly. There was little doubt that the moment we left they would return to harass the little rhino again. However, as the calf was unaware of our presence we were able to follow as it wandered along, periodically making soft mewing sounds and then standing still as if listening.


  Because it was only a few months old, and rhino cows always stay very close to their offspring, we were sure that its mother had to be dead. Its only hope was for us to get it back to our base camp. Once there we could radio nature conservation and they would have to decide what to do with it. But there was a small problem. The calf weighed about 100 kilograms, and Peter and I could not catch and carry it back to the Land Rover on our own. One of us had to walk back to our overnight campsite and then drive the 70 km to Wêreldsend and get help. Peter volunteered. I would stay close to the calf and keep the jackals at bay.


  ‘When you reach camp put a radio call through to Chris Eyre,’ I told Peter. ‘Just tell him that we have a major problem and it involves a rhino. He should come immediately. If you can’t get hold of Chris for any reason contact Rudi Loutit in the Skeleton Coast Park. Give him the same message.’


  Without hesitation Peter set off. While we were talking the calf had moved some distance away, but was still visible standing under a small mopane. The jackals were nowhere to be seen, but I had no doubt that they were still in the vicinity. The prospect of rhino veal, even it was just the scraps they could steal from the hyenas, would ensure that they stayed around. When the calf lay down I cautiously approached to within about 60 metres, and as I did not expect Peter to return for at least six hours, I also found a little shade to sit in. Nearby one of the jackals howled. For them and me it was going to be a long hot day.


  While the calf slept I thought about the future of the wildlife in this part of Namibia. Did we really have any hope of stopping the poaching? How could a handful of us effectively patrol so vast an area? Since the de-proclamation of Game Reserve No 2 the region had become a hunting ground for all and sundry: at best, we might still be able to save some of the more common species, but with black-market ivory and rhino horn prices so high, the Kaokoveld’s desert-dwelling elephant and black rhino seemed doomed to extinction.


  Until recently, conservation in the country’s ethnic homelands had been administered directly from Pretoria. When I had discussed the poaching situation in the Kaokoveld with South West Africa’s then Director of Nature Conservation, Bernabe de la Bat, he had told me there was nothing he could do about it. Without actually saying so, he hinted that people very high up in the government were involved in the ivory and rhino horn trade, and as a civil servant his hands were tied. He saw his main responsibility to be keeping the country’s national parks safe, and he had organised the translocation of black rhino and other endangered species in the homelands to Etosha National Park for safekeeping. One day, he told me, it might be possible to take some of them back to the areas they had come from.


  By 1981, when control over nature conservation was transferred to Windhoek, the armed liberation struggle of the South West Africa People’s Organisation (SWAPO) had spread to Kaokoland, and the whole north-west was also in the grip of the worst drought in living memory. By then De la Bat had been promoted to a higher post within the country’s administration and the new acting director, Polla Swart, did not appear to regard the declining wildlife numbers in the Kaokoveld as a priority. Stoffel Rocher, the Chief Nature Conservator, was even less concerned about what was happening there, and asked why I was so worried about the game in ‘Kaffirland’, which to him was just ‘dust and stones’.


  That might be the way he and his colleagues saw it, but I had known the Kaokoveld before the poaching and drought had decimated its wildlife – when humans and elephants shared the same waterholes and herds of springbok and zebra grazed side by side with cattle, goats and sheep. At that time I believed the region’s spectacular scenery and desert-adapted big game could in future make it one of Southern Africa’s major tourist attractions. After it was de-proclaimed, assurances had been given that its wildlife would still be protected, but nothing was done, and over the following decade the slaughter began in earnest. What little now remained was at the mercy of anyone with access to a firearm.


  But to me the Kaokoveld was more than just a potential tourist destination. It was also an example to other parts of Africa of the way people and big game could live together on the same land, and from my first visit I had fallen under its spell. How had it all gone so terribly wrong?




  Chapter Three


  An Arid Eden


  In most of our lives there are turning points – chance encounters or events that irrevocably change the direction in which we had previously been going. In August 1967, at the age of 23, I happened to visit the Kaokoveld. The trip was not planned or even previously contemplated. The opportunity simply arose, and seeking a break away from the small mining town I was working in, I took it.


  At the time I knew nothing about this remote north-western region of South West Africa. I set off on that fateful trip in a holiday mood, looking forward to a cleansing of the spirit, much needed after spending eight soul-destroying hours a day in dark and dripping cockroach-infested tunnels deep within the bowels of the earth. However, when I returned a few days later I had found the place where I wanted to spend the rest of my life.


  Mining was not my chosen career. After leaving school and completing nine months’ compulsory military service, I had worked as a forester on the misty highlands of Zululand. It was a good life – on horseback out in the open air – and for the first few years I had revelled in it. But the forests I worked in were of alien species, pine, wattle and eucalypts that were planted in tidy rows and kept free of all local competitors. The only indigenous trees and animals on our estates were fugitives, depending for their survival on isolated patches of land that were too steep or rocky to be planted to commercially valuable exotics. Before the end of my third year, the initial exhilaration had waned and I yearned for wider and wilder horizons.


  I had grown up in Natal, but by the 1960s the province’s fertile rolling hills, like the war-loving Zulu people who inhabited them, had long since been tamed. Sugarcane fields and timber plantations had replaced virtually all of the high grasslands, thorn savannas and natural forests that previously supported one of the most diverse and productive ecosystems in Africa. All that was left of pre-colonial Natal was a few small game and nature reserves, pocket-handkerchief sanctuaries that bore witness to what had once been.


  At first I tried to get a job as a ranger with the Natal Parks Board, the provincial authority charged with managing its game reserves, but I was advised to obtain a Bachelor of Science degree and then apply again. I had already failed my first year at university, however, and my parents had made it clear that any second attempt was going to be at my own expense. It was also quite obvious that I was not going to save the amount of money needed to pay for three years of study working in forestry – or in Natal, for that matter.


  As part of my military service I was based in Walvis Bay, and the little I had seen of South West Africa was enough to make it my first choice in which to seek adventure, fortune, or perhaps both. The country had giant game reserves and huge tracts of land designated as tribal homelands or diamond mining areas. Unfortunately, apart from Etosha and the Namib Park, they were closed to the general public. Nevertheless, stories had circulated of the country’s many mines and thriving fishing industry, as well as construction companies operating in remote areas, that were all seeking people willing to work under tough conditions, far from the city lights.


  In late 1966 I resigned from my forestry post and headed for the sprawling ex-German colony, but soon discovered that the tales of numerous vacancies and extravagant wages were exaggerated. The highest paying job I got offered was as a shaft onsetter on the Tsumeb copper and lead mine in the north-east of the country. Working 1 000 metres underground was the exact opposite of the kind of life I was seeking, but the money was quite good, so until something better came up I took it.


  It was while working here that the opportunity to visit the Kaokoveld arose. As it was designated a ‘Native Reserve’, accessible by permit only, I had paid little attention to it while travelling through the country looking for work. However, a colleague on the mine, Spike Bradfield, mentioned that his sister was married to a government official based in Opuwo, its administrative centre, and that he was allowed 12 entry permits a year for family and friends. Spike was planning to visit her over our next shift-change long weekend and he invited Keith Gray, a school friend, and me to join him. The chance to visit one of the least known parts of Southern Africa was too good to miss.


  Spike’s brother-in-law, Robbie Roberts, was the Assistant ‘Bantu Affairs’ Commissioner for the Kaokoveld, at the time one of only eight white government officials in a territory the size of Belgium. Apart from Opuwo, the only other ‘white settlement’ was Orumana, a Dutch Reformed mission station that provided religious and medical services to the region’s approximately 12 000 local inhabitants. Spike’s sister, Eleanor, had previously been the nursing sister at the mission, but after marrying Robbie she had opened a small government clinic in Opuwo.


  During our short stay in the Kaokoveld we were taken to a number of nearby places of interest and saw quite a bit of game, as well as elephant tracks within 10 km of Opuwo. But it was the local people that fascinated me most. On the flats around the dusty frontier settlement, Herero herdsmen and their missionary-dressed womenfolk gathered under the umbrella-thorn trees patiently waiting to see the Commissioner, buy supplies from the small shop, or simply hear the latest news. Even more amazing were the skin-clad, red-ochred Himba nomads who drifted regally into the village to exchange goats or sheep for maize meal, or perhaps just to see what was going on in the white man’s outpost. It was the old Africa I had read about in books by the continent’s early European explorers, and the images I took back to Tsumeb haunted me every day I subsequently went underground.


  On the morning we departed Eleanor rashly told me I would be welcome to visit them again. I lasted less than a month before radioing Opuwo, and when Robbie arranged for a permit to be left at the Otjovasandu gate I wrote ‘final shift’ behind my name in the mine’s daily register, and went down the shaft for the last time. Two days later I packed my few belongings into the little pickup truck I owned and headed back to the Kaokoveld.


  My sudden arrival in Opuwo was badly timed. Robbie was snowed under with paperwork and unable to leave his office. However, he kindly arranged for me to accompany Jod van der Merwe, the Kaokoveld’s superintendent of roads, on an inspection tour he was making to Sesfontein in the south of the territory, returning on the western route via Purros and Orupembe. Although the place names then meant nothing to me, the trip made such a deep impression that as I write this book more than 30 years later, I can still remember virtually every part of it.


  By the time Jod’s four-wheel-drive Ford F250 truck had been packed with camping gear and food for the expected three days that we would be away, the sun had been up for an hour and its rays were already remarkably warm. It was early October, the hot dry season in the Kaokoveld. The short, early rains would soon begin, but until that happened, midday temperatures could soar into the forties. Among South West Africa’s white inhabitants October was known as suicide month.


  We headed southwest from Opuwo, through countryside that consisted of dry, broken ranges, their slopes covered with stunted trees and bushes, most of which were now leafless. Beneath their skeletal canopy a bare, stone-strewn substrate had been exposed by severe soil erosion. The landscape was hard, achingly arid and intoxicatingly wild.


  Jod drove fast and said little as the Ford rattled and bounced over the rocks and into the ruts that constituted a road in the Kaokoveld. However, he did periodically point out things of interest and gave me an economical description of them. The first village we passed was Okorosave, a Herero settlement of sturdy dung-plastered and thatched houses. Long-horned, multi-coloured cattle were being driven out to graze by teenage boys accompanied by rangy, but not thin dogs. Jod explained that although the Herero grew some maize during the rainy season, they lived mainly on milk and meat. In terms of their livestock they were very wealthy, he added, and it was beneath their dignity to work for us whites. As a result, both of his assistants who accompanied us were from the neighbouring Ovambo tribal area.


  Fifteen kilometres further on we came to another, much larger Herero settlement called Kaoko Otavi. In the middle of this village we drove over a narrow furrow that conducted water from an artesian spring a few hundred metres away. Jod pointed out a line of wild fig trees that grew near its eye and mentioned that the ruins of a ‘Dorsland Trekker’ church were under the trees, but he did not stop or elaborate further.


  Just beyond Kaoko Otavi we turned south at a fork in the road, and after travelling through well-wooded hills for another hour entered a deep gorge, flanked by sheer limestone cliffs. In places the track here was no more than a jumble of stones and diff-cracking solid rock banks that had been hand-hacked down a steep slope into a dry river bed. Soon after exiting from the gorge we came to another strong spring, called by the tongue-twisting name of Otjikondavirongo, where Jod decided to stop in the shade of a large sycamore fig that overhung a series of crystal-clear pools. While he got out a thermos flask of coffee and his men handed down folding chairs and a table from the back of the truck, a group of Himba women and young girls appeared from the surrounding bush and sat on the ground a few metres from us. Jod and his assistants greeted them in Otjiherero and they gave a ritualised reply in high-pitched, singing voices. This done, the women said no more, apparently having only come to look at the vehicle and watch the strange ways of white men.


  Our audience wore their traditional dress of calf-skin skirts, while the older women also had tightly spiralled copper armbands, iron anklets and a cone-shaped white shell that hung from a necklace between their naked breasts. On their heads was a rosette-shaped leather cap and their hair, which had been lengthened, hung in pencil-thin braids that draped down to their shoulders. The younger girls had all but a central strip of their hair shaved, which ended in twin plaits hanging over their foreheads. Both the women’s and girls’ bodies were liberally smeared with bright red ochre that glistened in the sunlight. To me they appeared exquisitely in tune with the wild grandeur of the surrounding mountains.


  While Jod sat in the shade and took a well-earned rest from the difficult driving, I followed the small stream to see how far it ran. The banks were covered in cattle, goat and sheep spoor, but to my surprise there were also numerous elephant droppings. As I walked further I also disturbed a small herd of impala that bounded gracefully away, but showed no signs of panic. Following one of the paths that radiated into the bush from the water I saw the tracks of kudu and zebra.


  Amazed by the fact that people, their livestock and big game were sharing the same drinking place, I hurried back to tell Jod, but he was unimpressed. Most of the springs in the Kaokoveld had plenty of game around them, including elephant, he told me. Didn’t the people hunt, I asked, but Jod just said that the Himba had more than enough livestock, so they did not need to eat wild animals.


  We drove on in silence, Jod no doubt thinking about how to improve the rugged roads in this part of the Kaokoveld, while I contemplated what he had just told me. It was certainly very different to the situation in South Africa, where the wildlife had long since been exterminated in areas of human habitation. On our forestry estates we overseers had spent a great deal of time protecting the few bushbuck, reedbuck and duiker on them from our Zulu labourers, who were inveterate hunters and snarers.


  The country through which we travelled became progressively drier and more mountainous, but although the landscape around us seemed parched and desolate we passed a number of recently inhabited Himba stock posts. Small groups of springbok were also regularly encountered and high on a steep hill slope Jod pointed out a herd of mountain zebra. By now it was close to midday and the sunlight reflected blindingly off the bare rocks, making it difficult to keep my eyes open.


  ‘Sesfontein,’ Jod said, jolting me awake.


  We had crested yet another dry stone-strewn ridge, and below us the mountains had drawn back dramatically, creating a natural amphitheatre encircling a broad alluvial plain that was covered, not by stunted desert bushes, but by tall and graceful acacia trees. Jod stopped on a high point overlooking the valley and pointed out some of the landmarks.


  Immediately in front of us was a shiny corrugated iron roof with a red cross painted on it. This was the government clinic, he informed me, manned by a male nurse named Nel, the only white man living in Sesfontein. Once a month, Nel was visited by a doctor from the Oshakati State Hospital, over 300 km away in Ovamboland. However, during the rainy season all the access roads to Sesfontein could become impassable and then his only link with the outside world was by two-way radio. At such times critically ill patients had to be airlifted out.


  On the slopes and on the edge of the plain there were also a number of enormous sycamore fig trees, their roots apparently getting water from the artesian springs that gave Sesfontein its name. Partly hidden by the branches of a particularly large wild fig were the roofless, crumbling walls of an old military fort that was built, Jod told me, by the German colonial government just after the turn of the century. On the flat ground behind the ruins was a grove of tall date palms amongst fields of golden wheat.


  After a brief stop at the clinic to talk to Nel we drove on to the ruined fort where Jod planned to have lunch. The track we followed passed through the ripe, wind-rippled wheat fields, above which the long fronds of the date palms creaked and rustled in the breeze. The people living here, many of whom were an offshoot of the light-skinned Nama tribe that inhabited the south of the country, had already begun their harvest, and we passed groups of their womenfolk wearing ankle-length patchwork dresses, sitting in the shade and wind-winnowing the freshly scythed grain.


  Jod parked under a particularly large sycamore fig that overhung what remained of the fort, and as we offloaded our chairs and lunch, semi-naked, apricot-coloured children watched us shyly from their perches on the rubble. A few metres away a stream of clear water flowed in a furrow down from one of the springs, and ran past the fort to the date palms and wheatfields. The ground for a metre on either side of the furrow was an emerald green carpet of closely cropped sedge, and when we arrived the croppers, a disreputable looking bunch of goats, were hard at their work, only stopping momentarily to see if there was anything worth cadging from us. Overhead, hundreds of birds created a cacophony of sound as they fluttered among the branches and shuttled to and from the water in the furrow. A scene more different to the drought-racked country we had just passed through would have been hard to imagine.


  By the time we left Sesfontein the sun was well past its zenith, and although the sky was still clear, the mid-afternoon heat was tempered by a cool breeze blowing strongly from the west. We drove into the wind, parallel to the unseen bed of the Hoanib, the seasonally flowing river responsible for carving out the spectacular Sesfontein basin. The tracks – for there were many, all going in the same direction – meandered haphazardly between acacia trees that gave the surrounding landscape a park-like appearance. However, beneath the trees the earth was bare, and where the soil surface had been broken, fine, powdery silt blew restlessly over the ground. The Ford churned through deep ruts that had been dug by previous vehicles, sending up great clouds of dust that liberally covered our camping gear and the two men on the back with what looked and felt like talcum powder.


  After about 10 km we turned away from the Hoanib and headed north up a broad valley, flanked by rugged black mountains. Acacias were now scarce, their places taken by butterfly-leafed mopane trees that grew quite tall on the deep alluvial soils of the valley but shrank to gnarled dwarves on the slopes of the ranges. Just after leaving Sesfontein I had noticed the first elephant spoor, and soon their plate-sized footprints and fresh dung littered the ground under most of the bigger trees.


  When we had climbed out of the Hoanib valley Jod stopped briefly. Looking back from where we had come, the view was breathtaking. Chain after chain of jagged desert mountains extended to the southern and western horizons. Somehow the Hoanib River had cut a channel through them to the Atlantic Ocean 100 km away. Jod told me he had once driven down the bed of the Hoanib to where the course of the river was blocked by massive sand dunes a few kilometres from the coast. There were no people living there, he said, ‘just hundreds of elephants’.


  Away from the Hoanib valley the landscape opened out into arid hill country in which game was quite plentiful. They were all desert-adapted species: springbok, gemsbok, ostrich and a few small herds of mountain zebra. Whenever less wary individuals stood within easy rifle range the men on the back shouted excitedly to Jod: ‘Shoot, Baas, shoot. We are dying of meat hunger.’ But Jod paid no attention to their pleas.


  On a straight section of road, eight ostriches paced the Ford, running parallel to us, about 50 metres away. Jod pressed his foot down on the accelerator and the speedometer needle crept up to 60 and then 70 km/h. This was too much for the ostriches, but instead of breaking away the lead bird inexplicably decided to cut across in front of the truck, with the others following closely behind. Jod braked and the first six ostriches passed comfortably in front of us, but the seventh made it with only a few metres to spare. The last bird, now panic-struck, was clearly not going to make it. For a split second it looked like a collision was inevitable, but with a flurry of feathers and a nifty, although somewhat ungainly bit of footwork, it changed course and just managed to slip past the back of the truck before high-stepping it in earnest for the horizon. Roars of laughter came from the back and even Jod smiled quietly to himself.


  About 30 km out of Sesfontein we crossed a large watercourse fringed by mopane and leadwood trees. The coarse white sand was criss-crossed with elephant tracks


  ‘The Ganumub River,’ Jod said, passing me a 1:250 000 topographic map that he kept on the dashboard. In bold type across the area were the words KAOKOVELD RESERVE, as well as GAME RESERVE NO 2. To the south of the Hoanib River the area was designated ETOSHA GAME PARK. I was confused, but Jod explained that the Kaokoveld was both a native reserve and a game reserve. In 1907, the German government had proclaimed most of their colony’s north-west as Game Reserve No 2. It included what later, under the South African administration, became the Etosha Game Park, which extended for another 250 km south of the Hoanib to the Uchab River. Combined, Etosha and the Kaokoveld then formed the largest conservation area in the world.


  ‘How is poaching controlled in such a large area?’ I asked.


  ‘The Bantu Affairs Commissioner is in charge of everything that happens in the Kaokoveld,’ Jod replied. ‘He decides what can be hunted. We resident officials take out a monthly pot licence that allows us to shoot one kudu or two springbok. The local people are also allowed to hunt for meat as well as protect their livestock from predators.’


  ‘But who makes sure everyone sticks to the rules?’


  At this question, Jod smiled wryly. ‘Nobody, but if anybody shoots too much the word will soon get around.’


  I wondered how strictly the definition of ‘too much’ was interpreted.


  Soon after the Ganumub River, the road crossed a vast treeless plain. The deep sandy soil here supported an excellent sward of perennial grass. It was by far the best grazing I had seen since leaving Opuwo and I asked Jod why there were no cattle here.


  ‘No water,’ he said, but then added: ‘The government has sunk a borehole near the Ganumub River. There will be plenty of livestock around after we put a windmill up there.’


  At the northern end of the plain the track re-entered the mountains. The sun was by now quite low on the horizon, and as we drove on their steep bare slopes drew in closer, casting long shadows across the valley floor. Our road frequently crossed over or followed another large dry watercourse where signs of elephant were again much in evidence – but the great beasts themselves remained out of sight.


  At one riverbed crossing, as Jod was slowly manoeuvring the Ford through a thicket, he suddenly jammed on the brakes, unclipped one of the rifles from its rack against the dashboard and climbed out. I joined him as he walked back a few metres along the track.


  ‘Fresh lion spoor,’ he said, pointing out large pug-marks in the sand.


  Jod cocked his rifle and followed the clear tracks into the riverine bush. I walked a few metres behind, noting that the spoor of many other animals was visible along the path we followed. Easy to recognise were those of elephant, zebra and gemsbok, but to my amazement there were also the unmistakable three-toed tracks of a rhinoceros. I knew that rhino occurred in the Kaokoveld, but here, deep in the Namib Desert, was the last place I expected them to be.


  About 200 metres from where Jod had stopped we came to a number of holes in the riverbed that had clearly been dug by elephants. At the bottom of them the sand was damp and in some a few centimetres of water was still visible. It was not much, but from the amount of spoor around the waterholes it was obvious that many animals had drunk there. Beside me, Jod was quietly surveying the surrounding bush. We were in the shadow of the mountains and the light was gloomy. Apart from the rustle of the wind in the trees there was no sound. After a few moments he broke the silence.


  ‘This is getting a bit dangerous,’ he said in little more than a whisper.


  Until then I had been so spellbound by the atmosphere of the place that I had just followed Jod, without giving any thought to this aspect of our situation. I now became aware that, even in the clearing around the waterholes, visibility was less than 10 metres. I also noted that some of the elephant dung at our feet was still soft and damp. The air smelled musty and it crossed my mind that there could be hidden creatures watching us at that very moment. The back of my neck started tingling and the palms of my hands felt clammy. The truck now seemed very far away.


  Jod was obviously having similar thoughts, for without saying any more he started walking back on the same path we had come along. Five minutes later we were standing next to the Ford. Although I hadn’t previously noticed it, the wind had become very cold and I found myself shivering.


  We drove on and after a few kilometres the mountains ended abruptly. Once again the scenery had changed dramatically. Stretching out in front of us were broad, open plains, while in the distance, over 20 km away, a spine of high, rugged peaks was silhouetted against the setting sun. In front of us the soft evening light had turned a sparse mane of dry grass to gold, giving the whole valley a warm, almost surreal radiance. Jod touched my shoulder and pointed out a long line of gemsbok walking in single file across the desert plains.


  Once we were out of the mountains the road got smoother and Jod drove faster. The Hoarusib River, where he had planned to camp for the night, soon appeared as a dark ribbon of trees across the sandy flats between the ranges. In front of us springbok pronked and raced away from the speeding truck. Ignoring the renewed bloodthirsty shouts from the back, Jod drove past them, but when a single ram stood nonchalantly less than 100 metres away, he braked hard and stopped. While the springbok gazed inquisitively at us, Jod unclipped the lighter of the two rifles, climbed out and leaning over the bonnet of the Ford fired a single shot. The ram leaped into the air and dashed off for about 50 metres before doing a spectacular somersault and crashing to the ground.


  The instant Jod had fired the men on the back had jumped off and within minutes the limp body of the springbok – minus intestines and testicles – had been unceremoniously hoisted onto the truck. With fresh blood now spattered over the Ford’s tailgate we sped on towards the Hoarusib River. Just before reaching it, Jod turned off the track and drove across the smooth sand flats to the site of an abandoned Himba village. Led by one of his assistants, we walked to a pile of white stones on the edge of a circle of derelict huts. Next to it, hung on a pole, were the bleached skulls of long-horned oxen.


  ‘The old headman of Purros is buried here,’ Jod explained. ‘Everyone who comes to Purros puts a stone on his grave. According to local tradition, if you don’t do it you will have bad luck.’


  Jod’s two assistants knelt down near the stones and prayed loudly to the deceased headman before placing their stones on the grave. Whether he acknowledged the power of the Himba’s spirit or not, Jod was taking no chances. Picking up a piece of white quartz, he added it to the pile. So did I.


  The Hoarusib River at Purros was magnificent. Where the road crossed its white, sandy bed it was over 100 metres wide. When heavy rain fell inland and it came down in full flood it would be an awesome sight. Jod informed me that a number of vehicles had been swept away while attempting to cross the Hoarusib when it was running. Some of them had never been seen again.


  Growing in and along the winding riverbed were large winter thorn trees, while fringing its course was a belt of well-developed riparian woodland. Jod stopped under a camel thorn tree, and while he supervised the setting up of our camp I took up his suggestion of walking downriver to the strong spring that gave Purros its name. As I set off Jod warned me to be careful. Purros, he told me, was the place of elephants.


  I soon realised that his parting comment was not in jest. Wherever I looked, elephant dung littered the ground; in some places it would have been difficult to walk without stepping on the huge footprints that meandered between the tall trees.


  At first I followed the course of the Hoarusib, conscious of the protection its steep banks would afford should the need arise. However, after a few hundred metres the river made a sweeping S-bend and as it was already late, I decided to leave the relative safety of the open sandy bed and take a short cut through the woodland. The sun had already set and beneath the trees the light was poor and visibility restricted. I was already regretting my decision when there was a rustling in the undergrowth and then a terrifying racket. My pulse-rate rocketed and adrenaline surged through my bloodstream as a francolin broke cover and, with a whirr of stubby wings, flew into the safety of a tree. With my heartbeat still in overdrive I now literally tip-toed over the soft layer of leaf litter towards the gap in the rocky hills that Jod had pointed out as the spring’s source.


  I soon found myself on the riverbank again, and just ahead a patch of sedges clearly indicated where underground water rose to the surface. Relaxing now that I was out of the woodland I had just started scrambling down the steep bank towards the spring when I happened to glance upstream – and froze. Less than 50 metres away four huge bull elephants were striding purposefully down the riverbed straight towards me. My legs refused to move and, with my heart once more pounding like a drum, I stood transfixed. Seconds later the bulls had walked sedately past me, completely oblivious to my presence.


  Once they reached the spring the elephants lowered their trunks into the stream and with great dignity sucked up long trunkfuls of water. Behind them the black silhouetted ranges contrasted with a dust-laden sky that turned to pale pink and then to carmine. The timeless scene in front of me seemed dreamlike in its serenity and I found uncontrollable tears welling up in my eyes. What an unbelievable day it had been. The Kaokoveld, a place I hardly knew existed two months before, had turned out to be more amazing than I could possibly have imagined. Surely there was no other part of Southern Africa that had such spectacular landscapes and big game animals. But to me the Kaokoveld was more than that. Here the local people were still practising a way of life that was in harmony with the natural world, something modern societies had drifted away from in the quest for material wealth and technological progress. Surely there were lessons to be learned from them?


  As I followed the middle of the wide Hoarusib riverbed back to camp my mind was in turmoil. I had found the place I was looking for, but what chance did I have of getting a job in this arid Eden when my only experience was in forestry?




  Chapter Four


  The White Man’s Game


  I stayed with Robbie and Eleanor Roberts for six weeks, and in this time accompanied Robbie, Jod van der Merwe and other officials to different parts of the Kaokoveld. Although they were just carrying out their official duties, I found each trip an unforgettable adventure into an Africa I had previously only dreamed about. The vastness of the Territory meant that most of our days were spent driving four-wheel-drive vehicles over rugged tracks through wild and often spectacular scenery. In the evening camp was made wherever we happened to be, dinner prepared on an open fire, and we all slept out under the stars.


  Once these modern Afrikaner frontiersmen left Opuwo, home comforts were dispensed with and life was reduced to the basics: a canvas tarpaulin on which they rolled out their bedding, a few folding chairs and large metal trunks which seemed to store everything else they needed. When not accompanied by their wives they lived on a simple diet of meat, maize meal, coffee and homemade boerebeskuit – much as their forefathers had done.


  The meat we ate came from sheep and goats bartered from the local Herero and Himba stock owners, or game hunted on apparently elastic pot licences. In fact what and when game was shot seemed to be determined by need and what occurred in the area, and not by any rules set in Opuwo or Windhoek. Jod once summed up the general attitude of the white residents of the Kaokoveld to hunting: ‘It doesn’t matter how much a person shoots, as long as nothing is wasted.’ Considering the small number of officials living in the territory and the relative abundance of wildlife, this laissez-faire approach to conservation was hard to argue against.


  By the end of November the rainy season had begun. I had also considerably overstayed Robbie and Eleanor’s generous hospitality, and so before the track out of Opuwo became impassable for my two-wheel-drive vehicle, I set off back to Tsumeb and ‘civilisation’. Along the way I thought about my future. The first priority was to find a job, but I now knew that I needed more than just employment. After having experienced life in one of Southern Africa’s last remaining wildernesses, going back to working underground or any similarly mindless occupation was no longer an option.


  While in Opuwo, I had got to know the Kaokoveld’s livestock inspector, Tom Sopper, and his wife Maizie. Tom had previously held a similar position in Botswana’s veterinary department and around the campfire he had enthralled me with tales of that country’s vast open spaces and great herds of big game. The Soppers had left Botswana when it became independent in 1966 because Tom saw no future for himself as a white official in a black-governed country. He was not optimistic about my chances of getting a job there, but just seeing the Kalahari Desert and the Okavango Swamps would make visiting Botswana worthwhile. I was also keen to experience what life was like in a black-governed country. However, to get almost anywhere in Botswana you needed a four-wheel-drive vehicle.


  Before reaching Tsumeb, I came up with the solution. While on a trip with Robbie we had seen the tracks of a bicycle near Swartbooisdrift on the Kunene River. Although we never found the cyclist I reasoned that if he could ride a bicycle in the Kaokoveld I could surely cycle through Botswana. After all, if the going got tough I just had to get off the bike and push. It would be a slow, hard way of seeing the country, but I had plenty of time and was in pretty good physical shape. Riding a bike would also be cheap – a not insignificant factor, as the bars in Tsumeb had seen more of my monthly salary than its banks. And if I did not find suitable employment in Botswana, then I would simply cycle on to Rhodesia.


  On my first day back I purchased the best bicycle available in Tsumeb: a Carlton racing bike with ten-speed gears. After a practice run of about 150 km, I packed my rucksack with a sleeping bag, waterproof groundsheet, a change of clothes and a windbreaker, two water-bottles, a camera and a bicycle puncture repair kit, swung into the saddle and pedalled off down the main road to Windhoek. On the tar cycling was a pleasure, but 50 km east of Windhoek the paved road ended. From here to Buitepos, on the Botswana border, the surface was hard gravel and very corrugated. Nevertheless, I made good progress and reached the little customs and immigration office in high spirits. On the SWA side the white immigration officer merely raised his eyebrows when I said I was riding a bicycle, but the Botswana border officials were clearly unused to seeing white cyclists.


  ‘So you are going to ride a bicycle all the way to Ghanzi,’ one of them said. ‘Maybe you won’t even get half-way before the lions will have eaten you. The next time we go along that road we will look out for vultures.’


  A little disconcerted, and with an audience of laughing men behind me, I got back into the saddle and set off down a road that rapidly deteriorated into a sandy, two-spoor track. My folly in purchasing a racing bicycle, with its narrow rims and tyres, was now all too apparent and I soon found myself pushing the bike as much as I rode it. The day had also been extremely hot and although great thunderclouds were building up to the north, the December sun still shone down mercilessly. Fortunately, it was only a few kilometres to Charleshill, a trading store and not much else, situated on a slight rise overlooking flat, scrub-covered plains that stretched uninterrupted to the north-eastern horizon – the direction I was planning to go.


  At the Charleshill store I bought a warm Coke and sat down under a tree to assess the situation. My idea of riding any kind of bicycle across the Kalahari now seemed seriously flawed. Ghanzi, the only village in this part of Botswana, was 200 km away. If the road had a reasonably hard surface it should take me less than four days, but if it was as sandy as around Charleshill there might well be vultures circling over the plains in a few days’ time. My greatest concern was whether there was any water along the way. The store-owner, a Mr Sharpe, was most helpful and offered to give me a lift to Kalkfontein, another trading store he owned, about 70 km along the road to Ghanzi. I gratefully accepted.


  By the time we reached Kalkfontein it was almost sunset, so the Sharpe family kindly offered me a bed for the night. After dinner I joined my hosts on the verandah of their rustic home. They had no electricity and by the light of a flickering paraffin lamp and the occasional flash of distant lightening, we listened to gramophone records played on a battery-operated turntable. With the haunting voices of a Cossack choir singing Russian folksongs – somehow in harmony with the vast, sparsely inhabited Kalahari Desert that surrounded us – I told the Sharpes of my hope to find employment in Botswana.


  I could forget about getting a government job, Mr Sharpe told me bluntly, and there were very few other work opportunities for a white man in Botswana. My best bet would be in Maun, where a relatively large expatriate community lived, but riding there on a bicycle would definitely not be possible. I might get to Ghanzi – the road was not too bad and there were cattle posts along the way, but from there on it was thick sand, with long, waterless stretches. By the time I went to bed I was thoroughly disheartened.


  In the morning I wandered down to the spring that gave this dot on the map its name and watched as local herdsmen brought their thin cattle in from the bush to drink. By nine o’clock, clouds of fine, hoof-churned dust hung in the still air, filtering the sunlight and giving the scene a hazy, almost surreal atmosphere. The cattle-owners I greeted spoke little English and even less Afrikaans, but when I tried Fanagalo, the pidgin Zulu spoken on the South African gold mines, a group of older men who in their youth had done their time underground gathered around me. I asked them how life had changed for them since Botswana’s independence, but it was soon apparent that events in the distant capital caused very small ripples in Kalkfontein and we changed the subject to cattle, droughts and the road to Ghanzi. They assured me that the immigration officials were not joking about the lions in the area.


  I set off in the afternoon as great cumulus clouds sailed in from the north-east, making the temperature bearable, although no rain fell. The track was sand interspersed with hard banks of calcrete and I was able to ride, albeit very slowly, for about 20 km before making camp under a large camel thorn tree. I was now completely alone, deep in the Kalahari, and my accommodation for the night had a 360 degree view of the flat, featureless bush. But at that moment there was no place in the world that I would rather have been. Ahead of me lay a journey of discovery, as much about myself as the continent I was born on. The winds of change were sweeping down from the north and I knew that we South African whites had to radically alter the way we interacted with our black countrymen, or return to our roots in a cold, grey Europe that most of us had never even visited.


  Before dawn I was back in the saddle again and made good progress for a few hours before soft sand and the devastating heat made every extra kilometre covered an achievement. I battled on, stopping at cattle posts to gulp down litres of water and rest for a few minutes. I saw no vehicles until around midday a battered old Land Rover, overloaded with black men, drove past on their way to Ghanzi. Through the dust they waved and shouted good-humoured encouragement, but did not stop. For the rest of the day I was completely alone, with no wild animals in sight apart from a large monitor lizard and a few fleeting glimpses of steenbok.


  In the afternoon clouds formed overhead and this time grey veils of rain swept across the plains, but by sunset they had dispersed. Just before nightfall I reached a windmill attached to a half-full cement reservoir. After a luxurious swim in its slimy green water I made a quick meal of rice and soup, lay on top of my sleeping bag and drifted into blissful sleep under a now clear, star-spangled Kalahari night sky.


  On the third day a government vehicle came from behind and pulled up next to me. The driver was the local police commissioner, an expatriate Scotsman, and alongside him sat his Motswana understudy. I must have looked quite a sight to them: dirty, dishevelled and soaked with sweat, but riding on one of the best of British racing bikes. Apparently the border officials had informed them of the ‘mad white man’ riding a bicycle through the Kalahari. After a few questions about where I came from and my motives for coming to Botswana, they seemed convinced that I was harmless and offered to give me a lift to Ghanzi, still nearly 50 km away. I accepted.


  On our way, the police commissioner also strongly advised me against trying to ride to Maun. To attempt it would be grossly irresponsible, and would give him the unpleasant task of going out to fetch my corpse. He suggested that I catch the bus which departed once a week from D’kar, a trading store 40 km north of Ghanzi. By the time we arrived the commissioner had obviously decided that I was not as disreputable as I had at first appeared and he invited me to stay with him and his wife until the next bus to Maun left in four days’ time.


  That evening, as we sipped ice-cold gin and tonics, my host gave me some historical background to this part of Botswana. The Ghanzi district had been settled by Afrikaner farmers who trekked here from the Transvaal and under the Cape administration of Cecil Rhodes obtained freehold title to their farms, something not allowed anywhere else in Botswana. Isolated from their kith and kin in South Africa by the Kalahari Desert, the little community had retained many of their nineteenth-century ways and the district was now an anachronism: a virtual Boer Republic inside an independent black African state.


  Ghanzi was not an exciting place in which to spend four days. However the police commissioner invited me to accompany him on a trip to investigate some minor infringement of the law by labourers on one of the white-owned farms. After collecting the evidence needed he drove on, perhaps for my benefit, past the last cattle fences across the wide open plains. Here, far from any signs of human habitation, we came across three Bushmen, a man and two women, wearing only bead-decorated leather aprons. Both women had a skin carry-bag over their shoulders, while the man carried a small bow and a quiver of arrows. Their only visible link with the twentieth century was a plastic water container.


  We stopped and the commissioner’s assistant called out a greeting to which they hesitantly replied. The Bushmen were not unfriendly, but I noted that they kept their distance from the vehicle and appeared nervous, like shy antelope, poised ready for flight at the slightest hint of danger. After a brief conversation we drove on and when I looked back a few moments later, they were only just visible in the long grass, walking towards a destination beyond the horizon, for a purpose that only they knew.


  Like the Ghanzi Afrikaners, the Kalahari Bushmen seemed to be misfits in newly independent Botswana. The dominant socio-economy of the various Tswana-speaking tribes that governed the country was cattle farming, and the little light-skinned hunter-gatherers lived uneasily alongside them. Many had resorted to taking employment on the Ghanzi farms, selling their exceptional bushcraft and tracking skills for meagre cash wages. They were clearly looked down on by both white and black stockowners, and tolerated only as long as they were usefully employed. Living free, where a lack of water precluded livestock, they were perceived as potential cattle thieves or a primitive minority that was an embarrassment to the new political order.


  On the trip we also saw no large wild animals and I asked the commissioner what had happened to the big herds of game for which the Kalahari was historically renowned. The white farmers had done a lot of hunting, he told me, but the biggest killer had been the veterinary fences that now cut across their migration routes. When we returned to Ghanzi he gave me a copy of a report on Botswana’s Bushmen written by an Australian anthropologist, George Silberbauer, to read. Apart from being a fascinating account of the hunter-gatherers’ way of life and present plight, it also documented the mass mortality of over 60 000 wildebeest and other migratory game along the ‘Kuki’ Cordon Fence built a few years earlier. The purpose of the fence had been to restrict livestock and wildlife movements, thereby preventing the spread of foot-and-mouth disease.


  ‘That bloody fence has killed more game in the past three years than all the hunters over the past 50,’ the commissioner told me. ‘Mark my words. Cattle ranching will mean the end of Botswana’s big game herds – and with them will go the Kalahari Bushmen.’


  I set off for D’kar on the afternoon before the bus to Maun was due to leave. It was full moon and, because of the great heat during the day, I planned to ride late into the night. In fact the track turned out to be so sandy that it was impossible to stay in the saddle for more than a few hundred metres at a time. After a couple of hours I gave up trying to ride and pushed the bike through the night, arriving at D’kar early the following morning.


  The bus was scheduled to leave at eight and arrive in Maun that evening. However, in true African tradition, after loading a full complement of passengers, their various bags and cardboard boxes, many fowls and even a few goats that were tied onto the roof – alongside my bicycle – we finally departed after eleven. On route, the bus’s engine also continually overheated, forcing the driver to stop frequently to allow it to cool down. It was after sunset when we reached Sihitwa, a predominantly Herero settlement on the edge of Lake Ngami, and here the bus driver decided to call it a day. By this time, I too had had enough. Anything, even pushing a bicycle, was preferable to the D’kar–Maun express. I de-bussed.


  Next morning I cycled across the hard clay soil around Sihitwa to see the fabled lake, which in 1849 David Livingstone had been the first European to visit. I had read the great explorer’s account of Lake Ngami and was expecting to find a substantial sheet of deep water with tall trees along the shoreline. In fact, after cycling and finally walking across seemingly endless mud flats I eventually found a stretch of shallow water that was less than a kilometre in width and only a few kilometres long. The lake, which was clearly shrinking, was now mostly under a metre deep and the warm water had the colour and consistency of pea soup.


  Although its size was disappointing, because of its concentrated fertility the bird-life on and around Lake Ngami was amazing. Literally thousands of wild geese, duck, teal and countless pelicans, storks, ibises and herons floated on, or circled in enormous flocks over the dying oasis. The mud flats were also littered with the bleached skeletons of giant barbel and, although I never saw any, the local herdsmen warned me that crocodiles still inhabited the deeper waters.


  I spent two nights camped on the shores of Lake Ngami before cycling the last 80 km to Maun. The going was comparatively easy, but when a Land Rover stopped and the driver offered me a lift I gratefully accepted. My benefactor was Mark Kyriocus, a professional hunter whose father owned stores in Ngamiland. Beyond Maun was the southern edge of the Okavango Delta, a vast wilderness of meandering waterways, papyrus swamps and sandy islands of higher ground covered with palms and tall trees. It was one of the finest remaining wildlife areas in Africa, much of it only accessible by boat. Mark dropped me at Riley’s Hotel on the banks of the Tamalakane River, which drained the bottom end of the delta. With permission from the owner, Ronnie Kays, I leant my bike against one of the large leadwood trees in front of the hotel and camped there for the following 10 days.


  By 1967 Ngamiland, which encompassed the whole of north-west Botswana, was fast becoming one of the trophy-hunting meccas of Africa. Maun was the gateway to big game country and Riley’s, the only hotel in town, was the drinking place of the hunting fraternity. From late morning until midnight the pub and open-air courtyard buzzed with loud but generally good-natured arguments about rifle calibres, the most effective killing shots and common malfunctions of various four-wheel-drive vehicles. I had arrived a few days before Christmas and the town’s white, largely expatriate male residents were at their rowdiest. These sunburned and often alcohol-battered men were Africa’s cowboys; macho outdoorsmen who rode in open Land Rovers and gunned down elephant, buffalo and lion – but, as I soon learned, only in the hunting season. Summer was for duck-shooting and tiger fishing, interspersed with frequent bouts of serious drinking.


  During my stay in Maun I accompanied some of the town’s less illustrious characters into the swamps, joining in the merry slaughter of an apparently inexhaustible supply of feathered and scaly denizens of the surrounding bush and waterways. Botswana had fairly strict game laws – enacted by the previous British colonial administration – but with a few exceptions these seemed to apply only to warm-blooded, furry creatures. My companions were also quick to inform me that bird shooting was not really hunting, but merely ‘off-season sport to keep one’s eye in and provide a reason for staying out of the pub’. I also noted that there were no Batswana professional hunters and virtually no black people frequenting Riley’s. Although the country was now independent, this was clearly still the white man’s game.


  Trophy hunting was obviously a lucrative business and the out-of-doors lifestyle appealed to my sense of adventure. While working as a forester I had done a fair bit of hunting, but the largest animal I had shot there was a bushbuck. During my stay in the Kaokoveld with Robbie and Eleanor, I had accompanied a Windhoek official, Hine Swart, on a moonlit elephant hunt. We had spent the night on the platform of a windmill tower, intending to shoot one of a group of elephants that had been damaging water installations in the area. When the elephants came to drink my companion had picked out a bull on the far side of the reservoir and shot it between the eyes with his .458 rifle. The elephant had collapsed immediately, while the rest of the herd ran shrieking into the bush. But from here on my one and only elephant hunt became an embarrassing farce.


  Hine and I quickly climbed down the tower and hurried around the reservoir, eager to admire our trophy. But just as we got to it the elephant staggered to its feet, causing us to rush back up the windmill tower just in time to fire a few shots in its direction as it disappeared into the night.


  The next day we tracked the wounded animal down and killed it, taking a further four shots before it finally fell over. On inspecting the carcass we discovered that in the excitement of the moment, Hine had forgotten to take into account the fact that he was firing from above the elephant’s head. The result was that the bullet had missed the brain, passing down through its palate and smashing the lower jaw. It also seemed likely that one of my shots at the departing elephant had grazed its foot! When Robbie heard about my contribution to the hunt, he suggested that perhaps, at the exact moment I fired, the elephant had been scratching its ear with its foot! The final humiliation was the discovery that our ‘bull’ was in fact a large cow.


  In spite of having nothing to boast about with regard to previous hunting experience, whenever a suitable opportunity arose I inquired about the possibility of getting a job. As no trophy hunting was taking place at that time of the year, I was advised to come back to Maun around March, when the safari outfitters started preparing for the next hunting season. It was possible that one of them might be looking for a camp caretaker. The starting salary would be little more than pocket money, but if one of them decided that I was made of ‘the right stuff’, they might take me on as an apprentice.


  During my short stay in Maun I had the privilege of meeting two men who certainly qualified as being made of the right stuff. Harry Selby had started big game hunting as a teenager in Kenya and later became a partner in the best known hunting safari outfitters in Africa: Kerr, Downey and Selby. In the 1950s he had been Robert Ruark’s professional hunter on the famous author’s first Kenya safari, and Ruark had used him as a model for the hero in his best-selling novel, Something of Value. Harry Selby epitomised the popular image of what a ‘white hunter’ should be; debonair, fearless and an English gentleman to the core. Although I was just a youngster on a bicycle, he found the time to discuss trophy hunting with me.


  Humans had always preyed on wild animals, he told me, and the challenge of the chase was deeply embedded in our genes. Because of this he believed that when given the opportunity most men enjoyed hunting, particularly when it involved potentially dangerous game. Shooting the biggest trophy was just a means of satisfying the natural competitiveness of our species.


  The way Selby saw things, trophy hunting was an integral part of wildlife conservation. As an example, he told me that in the vast concession areas that Kerr, Downey and Selby controlled in Botswana, his staff were the only effective deterrent to the local people poaching. Professional hunters had to be conservationists, he emphasised, because they needed the game to survive so that they could stay in business. His final point was that trophy hunting gave big game an economic value which, in a country like Botswana, was essential to prevent species that threatened people’s lives or livelihoods from being exterminated.


  Bobby Wilmot was a professional hunter of a different kind. His father, Cronje Wilmot, had been one of the first whites to work in northern Botswana, and Bobby was raised in the bush with a rifle in his hands. In the late 1940s he had pioneered crocodile hunting for their valuable skins, going out at night in a small boat and shooting them with the aid of a spotlight. The centre of his operations was Maun, and in a career spanning 20 years he was reputed to have killed more than 20 000 of these man-eating reptiles – a measure of his courage and skill. It was also an indication of just how many crocodiles had once inhabited the Okavango Delta.


  I stayed two nights at Bobby Wilmot’s ‘Croc Camp’ on the Tamalakane River, 20 km upstream from Maun. He had by then stopped hunting crocodiles and had just started a photographic safari operation – the first in the Okavango Delta. Bobby played down the dangers of hunting crocodiles at night and told me that he now regretted having killed so many. Although they had previously taken hundreds of cattle and quite a few people every year, he believed that crocodiles had an important role in the delta ecosystem and that their numbers should now be allowed to recover.


  Tragically, six months after I met him, Bobby Wilmot was bitten by a black mamba while out walking alone in the Delta. He made it back to his bush camp and there tried to inject himself with antivenom. By that time, however, the snake’s nerve poison was affecting his co-ordination, and when he tried to open the two life-saving glass ampoules both of them broke. Wilmot then instructed his assistant to drive him back to Maun, but died before reaching the hospital.


  Another one of the more memorable characters I went out with during my stay in Maun was Kenny Kays, a sometime professional hunter whose brother, Ronnie, ran Riley’s Hotel. Kenny was not a scholar but he was a keen observer of wildlife and could accurately and often hilariously mimic the behaviour of different species. A few days after Christmas he told me that he was planning to drive to Francistown, 500 km away, and near the Rhodesian border. As I had already decided to move on I jumped at the opportunity of a lift. Because Kenny found it difficult to leave a pub while it was still open, we only loaded my bike onto his short-wheelbase Land Rover late that night. The vehicle had long-range fuel tanks, and to ensure that we did not get thirsty along the way, we also loaded a dozen beers. Well tanked up, we then sped off into the night.


  After a few hours of driving along the sandy bush track, Kenny started feeling sleepy and suggested I take over the driving for a while. ‘Put your foot across here on the accelerator and keep it flat,’ he shouted above the roar of the peak-revving engine. I did so and without further ado, Kenny opened his door and climbed out of the cab, over the bonnet and, a few seconds later, back into the Land Rover on the passenger side. With me now driving, he made himself comfortable and was soon asleep. When my spell of driving was over I was expected to follow the same route to the passenger seat, while he kept the vehicle at peak revs. Kenny would not even stop when nature called. This had to be acrobatically accomplished out the door of the moving vehicle.


  We arrived in Francistown at dawn and as we drove into the deserted Kays family home, Kenny remembered that he had left the door key on the bar counter in Maun. I suggested we break a window to get in but Kenny was appalled at the thought of facing his mother if he did so. Instead, he simply turned the vehicle around and headed back to Maun to fetch it. Seven hours later we were again at Riley’s Hotel, where we picked up the key, bought some sandwiches and drank a few beers, filled up the Land Rover and drove back to Francistown. We arrived after dark, having driven 1 500 km over rough bush roads in less than 24 hours.


  That night I stayed with Kenny, and the following day cycled on to Plumtree on the Rhodesian border. Although riding a bicycle had not proved a very practical way of getting around Botswana, with more than a little help I had been able to traverse the whole country and had seen some of its remoter parts. However, as Tom Sopper had predicted, I had been unable to find a job. My hopes now lay in Rhodesia, the British colony that two years previously had unilaterally declared its independence.


  After passing through customs and immigration at Plumtree, I rode on to Bulawayo, where I spent a few days with relatives before heading south-east, via Shabani, to Fort Victoria. My destination was Rhodesia’s lowveld, where a school friend, Ray Weight, had worked on a sugar mill construction site in 1962. On his return to Natal he had described the area as a bushveld paradise, teeming with big game. As agricultural developments were still taking place in this part of Rhodesia, it seemed like a good place to start looking for a job.


  Back on tarred roads, cycling was a pleasure and I took my time, stopping at places of interest along the way. The friendliness of the people, both black and white, added considerably to my enjoyment of the trip. Among the pale-skinned Rhodesians, this was undoubtedly due to the isolation they felt after having sanctions imposed on them by the rest of the world. All visitors from other countries were warmly welcomed, but in my case their inherent English admiration for persons undertaking unusual enterprises caused their hospitality to know no bounds. Soon after my arrival at a country pub for a drink someone would invariably notice my rucksack, or see my bike standing outside against a tree, and ask me where I came from. When I told them that I had ridden from South West Africa on a bicycle, I would pay for no further drinks and would often be taken back to their farms for the night, or shown the sights of the area.


  From Fort Victoria I headed south to Chiredzi, in the centre of the lowveld, where Ray had been based. One of the local sugar company managers passed me riding into town, so when I turned up at the company headquarters that afternoon I was given a VIP welcome and invited to stay in his home. The following morning I accompanied my host to work and was introduced to the company’s senior management, who arranged for me to be taken on a guided tour of the mill and the newly cleared sugar and cotton fields. That evening I was invited to the company’s private club to have a few beers with the local residents.


  The lowveld was pioneer country; virgin bushveld was being bulldozed out and brought under the plough, and the men who lived here were tough, hard-drinking and self-assured. In their eyes, Rhodesia was God’s own country and their mission – to make the land productive – was part of His plan. After a rapid succession of lagers had been drunk all round, I brought up the subject of wildlife in the area. I had driven for the whole day, including visiting places quite far from town, but had seen no signs of any big game. This was contrary to the impression I had been given by my school friend, I told them, who had worked in Cheredzi just six years before.


  He had not been exaggerating, the burly Rhodesians around the bar assured me, but since then many thousands of wild animals had been killed to reduce the threat they posed to the newly established crops. On the neighbouring cattle ranches, large-scale game harvesting had also been carried out. Some of the men around me had taken part in these cropping operations and I was regaled with light-hearted banter about their exploits at the time. At this point a grizzled old man, who had been sitting quietly at the end of the bar, thumped the counter with his fist and said angrily: ‘What you blokes are talking about wasn’t harvesting. It was bloody slaughter and on a diabolical scale.’


  One of my companions turned to him good-naturedly and said, ‘Aw, come on, Jack. You can’t let sentiment stand in the way of progress.’


  Before leaving Chiredzi I was taken to Chipinda Pools, a game sanctuary on a beautiful stretch of the Lundi River. It was a magical place where the wild inhabitants of the area had not yet been disturbed. There were signs of elephant and buffalo all along the Lundi’s forested banks, while in the long pools, schools of hippo lazed contentedly. My hosts informed me that a considerable area along the Mozambique border, between the Lundi and Nuanetsi rivers, was in the process of being set aside as a new national park. Future Rhodesians would at least inherit some of their lowveld in its pristine state.


  Although it was already mid-January, very little rain had so far fallen in the area and the cattle ranching country I had passed through around Chiredzi was achingly dry. Every afternoon great thunderheads were now building up and before I got back to Fort Victoria the season’s first heavy downpour occurred. Caught on the road, I was soon soaked to the skin and decided to seek shelter at a nearby farmhouse. The rancher and his wife immediately offered me the use of their rather luxurious guest cottage and invited me to join them for dinner. After an excellent meal we talked at length about South West Africa and my trip so far. Finally, our conversation turned to the wildlife situation in the area.


  There was still quite a bit of game on the lowveld ranches, my host told me, but the big herds of wildebeest and zebra had gone. The farm fences had restricted their movements and periodic droughts had then killed them off. He was not concerned about the demise of these two species, as they competed with cattle for grazing. However, he assured me that impala and kudu were still plentiful and that most farmers had some giraffe, eland and sable on their land. Although lions had occurred in the area during his father’s time, they had now been exterminated. Elephants also occasionally visited the district but usually did not stay long.


  ‘There would be a lot more game on our ranches if the munts didn’t do so much poaching,’ my host said in conclusion. He owned over 10 000 acres, he told me, and on such a large ranch it was impossible to stop the local people from coming onto it and setting snares. Apparently, because of the drought, snaring had become particularly bad in recent years. What made matters worse, he added, was that when they were able to catch a poacher, the sentences were so light that they were hardly a deterrent. ‘A few months as guests of the government, a roof over their heads and three meals a day – for many of them gaol is a picnic compared to life in the Tribal Trust Lands.’


  His wife took a much harder line. She felt that the only way to stop the poaching would be to shoot a few of the culprits. ‘That would make the rest of them think twice before coming onto our land and stealing our game.’


  I asked my host what he thought about the recent game-culling operations around Chiredzi. ‘Unfortunate, but necessary,’ he replied: ‘We have got to open up this country for modern farming so that we can grow enough to feed the starving masses in the Tribal Trust Lands.’


  I was amazed that my hosts seemed completely unaware of the contradictions in what they were saying. In the name of progress, game could be slaughtered in vast numbers on what had once been tribal land, but if hungry black people snared a few wild animals to feed their families on a white farm, it was a crime which, according to the lady of the house, warranted the death penalty. Was it just racism or really a matter of ownership? Since the British South Africa Company had pioneered the route to Salisbury and put down the subsequent Ndebele and Shona ‘uprisings’, the land and everything on it was governed by laws drawn up solely by white Rhodesians. On freehold farms, for the relatively small cost of a licence, landowners could hunt most species. But as snaring had been made illegal, the residents of the communal areas, who had no title deeds and did not own firearms, had lost access to a previously valuable resource.


  A few kilometres before Fort Victoria, I turned southwards and cycled down to what was then known as the Zimbabwe Ruins. Leaving my bicycle at the nearby hotel, I walked across the manicured lawns and neatly cleared veld to the massive stone fortresses and temples that were built long before any white people had come to Southern Africa. The distance between the luxury hotel and the remnants of this once mighty indigenous civilisation was only about 500 metres – but it passed through a time-span of at least 500 years.


  That night I stayed in the nearby campsite and by the light of a full moon, climbed over the fence to walk again through the ruins. Without the daytime tourists, the silence was now broken only by the sound of crickets and the persistent calls of nightjars. Stippled moonlight filtered onto the towering stone walls and into the open courtyards, but along the narrow passageways and in the dark recesses I felt the eerie presence of ancient spirits silently observing my intrusion into their ancient domain.


  According to Rhodesian government propaganda at the time, Great Zimbabwe had been built by Arab gold and ivory traders, while some of the more romantic white Rhodesians even claimed that it had connections to the Phoenicians, or the legendary Christian kingdom of Prester John. Any suggestion of it having been indigenous architecture was scornfully dismissed: ‘Look around you,’ the white barman at the hotel said sarcastically: ‘If Zimbabwe was built by Africans, where are these skilled stonemasons today?’


  From Great Zimbabwe I cycled on to Kyle Dam, one of the water sources for the irrigation projects I had visited in the lowveld. The area surrounding the lake had been proclaimed as a national park and restocked with game, turning it into a popular recreation area. However, the only black faces to be seen here were the room and ablution block cleaners. I wondered if it was just the cost and means of getting to game reserves that deterred native Rhodesians from visiting them, or had they been so alienated from wildlife that they had now completely turned their backs on it?


  After spending a few days camping in the park I returned to Fort Victoria and headed eastward along the road to Birchenough Bridge over the Sabi River. The country I cycled through alternated between white ranches and Tribal Trust Land, solely reserved for the use of Rhodesia’s rural black population. The grazing on the ranches was not good, but the tribal lands had been completely devastated by the drought. Nevertheless the black farmers I passed on the roadside were invariably friendly and I was greeted with cheerful waves and much laughter from the children as I rode by. Around them the maize in their fields was stunted or dead and there was a low-level stench of decomposing livestock carcasses. It was impossible not to be impressed by their ability to carry on with their daily lives with such fortitude and apparent good humour.


  From Birchenough Bridge the road climbed steeply up onto Rhodesia’s predominantly white-owned eastern highlands and it took me a day and a half to cover the 100-odd km to Melsetter, an attractive village set amongst pine and wattle plantations. My destination was the Chimanimani National Park, a mountain sanctuary that straddled the international border with Mozambique. As the road from Melsetter onwards was gravel I decided to leave my bike at the local hotel and walk the 15 km to the park boundary. Before I had reached the foot of the mountains, however, a group of school teachers in a VW minibus stopped and offered me a lift. They were also on route to Chimanimani, where they planned to spend a few days in the park’s mountain hut, and invited me to join them.


  After the steamy heat of the low country I had come through, the cool misty climate of the Chimanimani Mountains was a most welcome change. While the school teachers fished for trout or looked for birds I climbed the nearby peaks or just basked in the heady atmosphere of the park. In the evening, as we cooked and ate our dinner, we shared the highlights of our day.


  The teachers, all of them keen birdwatchers, often spent hours haggling over the identification of the different species they had seen. Roberts’ Birds of Southern Africa was their bible, which went everywhere with them during the day. During the evening discussions they frequently referred to it, and I noticed that some of them even went to sleep with it lying conveniently next to their beds – presumably so that they could identify any strange birds that might appear in their dreams.


  By the third evening I was tired of talking about birds and broached the subject of wildlife in Rhodesia’s lowveld. They all agreed that game numbers had decreased drastically in recent years, but although they claimed to be conservationists the question of who was to blame and what could be done about it seemed to be of little concern to them. There were enough people worrying about the big and hairy wild animals, I was told; their interest was only in birds. But, I countered, Rhodesia’s birds were not being slaughtered in their thousands to make way for new irrigation projects or cattle ranching.


  The four birdmen looked at me condescendingly and their spokesman replied in the tone of voice he no doubt reserved for his most feeble-minded pupils. ‘When you have learned a bit about ecology, you will realise that habitat destruction caused by man’s short-sighted agricultural practices can affect birds just as much as large mammals. In fact, declining bird populations, or changes in their distribution, are often the first indication that something is wrong in an ecosystem.’


  I said little more for the rest of the evening and the following day climbed the highest peak in the Chimanimani range. To the east, the mountains fell away precipitously to the flat sandy plains of Mozambique. Less than 250 km from where I stood was the Indian Ocean. I had almost traversed the sub-continent, but had still not found a job. Nevertheless, the trip had been infinitely worthwhile. The remote outposts I had visited and the broad spectrum of people spoken to had exposed me to many aspects of nature conservation I had not previously considered.


  Before leaving Natal I would have confidently stated that the greatest threat facing Southern Africa’s wildlife was poaching. But was this really the case? I had also believed that most conservationists came from the ranks of English-speaking whites, while the sub-continent’s native people were the greatest killers. I had now come to realise that conservation issues were much more complicated. In fact, apportioning the blame for declining wildlife numbers varied according to the prejudices of the person asked, and double standards seemed to be the order of the day.


  From Melsetter it was undulating highlands all the way to Umtali on Rhodesia’s border with Mozambique. While there I briefly considered riding down to the Indian Ocean port of Beira, but the chances of getting a suitable job in a Portuguese-speaking country were virtually zero. Instead I pedalled on to Salisbury, Rhodesia’s capital city. Here, as I had found since entering Britain’s rebel colony, the people I spoke to were invariably friendly and helpful, but the answer to my enquiries about employment opportunities was always negative. Trade sanctions had depressed the country’s economy and unemployment rates were high. Understandably, in both the government and private sector, the policy was to offer any available jobs to Rhodesian citizens.


  Before heading back to South Africa I decided to visit Kariba Dam to see what was then the largest man-made lake in the world, and also to explore the game-rich Zambezi valley. After cycling north from Salisbury I left my bike at Makuti, where the tarred road ended, and walked the 80-odd km down the escarpment to the dam wall. Because it was a tsetse fly area, this part of the valley was uninhabited by humans and the verdant, well-wooded hill slopes had an exciting primeval aura about them. No longer having a sense of urgency, I frequently left the contoured motorway and wandered deep into the forest.


  Where the canopy was dense, the light under the trees was dappled and soft, and as I walked further from the road, the undergrowth would rustle mysteriously as small, unseen creatures scurried out of my way. However, the larger denizens of the area were shy, and apart from fleeting glimpses of impala I was aware of their presence only from the spoor that criss-crossed the damp red earth. Twice I was lucky enough to see elephants – a single bull slowly working his way along a steep path up the escarpment, and a small cow herd that I was able to approach to within 60 metres before they detected my presence and, trumpeting in anger, shuffled off into the gloom. Before sunrise one morning, as I lay in my sleeping bag, I heard a lion roar. Alone, with no protection but the trees around me, the deep reverberating sound inspired simultaneous feelings of primordial awe and cold clammy fear.


  At the small village that had sprung up near Kariba’s dam wall I met a group of young soldiers. Presuming that I had arrived by vehicle, they advised me not to go too far from the outskirts of the village. Wild animals were not the danger, they said, but ‘terrorists’ who had recently infiltrated the valley from Zambia. The first group of guerrillas had crossed into Rhodesia in 1966, and more recent incursions were known to have taken place in the Kariba area. The army and special units of the police were at that time on follow-up operations to capture or kill the insurgents. When I told the soldiers that I had walked down from Makuti, the lieutenant in charge decided that, for my own good, I needed a lecture on African politics.


  According to him, the majority of the ‘terrs’ were just gullible youngsters who had been conned into taking up arms against the Rhodesian government by ‘commie agitators and bleeding-heart liberals’. Missionaries were also to blame, apparently for teaching black kids that they were the equals of whites. ‘Before the do-gooders of the world started putting fancy ideas into their heads, the blacks in this country were quite happy to accept the white man as their boss. They knew their place. Now they are being given weapons and told to overthrow the government.’


  ‘Unfortunately,’ one of the other soldiers added with a stone-faced smile, ‘somewhere along the way to Salisbury the young freedom fighters bump into a security force patrol and get blown away. That’s how much all this equality bullshit has helped them.’


  After my lecture I promised the lieutenant that I would stay close to town. I also agreed to take a lift back to Makuti with a supply truck that was leaving in a few days’ time. Disappointed at not being able to explore the area myself, I asked some of the local residents about the wildlife situation in the Zambezi valley. There was still plenty of big game around, I was told, ‘in spite of the tsetse-fly control operations’. In order to prevent the spread of nagana, a deadly livestock disease carried by tsetse-flies, Rhodesia’s veterinary services annually killed thousands of head of game to create a wildlife-free corridor between the Zambezi valley and the white-owned ranches above the escarpment. This scorched-earth policy was also justified as ‘the price of progress’.


  It was time for me to leave Rhodesia, a beautiful country of contrasts and contradictions that I would need time to come to terms with. I cycled via Salisbury and Bulawayo and then turned southwards to Beit Bridge and on to Johannesburg. Most of my journey was through well-managed and visibly productive farms, whose owners were tough, sun-burned men of settler stock. Both in the countryside and in the towns along the way I continued to be treated with great hospitality, and by the time I crossed the border into South Africa, I had been welcomed into the homes of many kind and generous Rhodesian families. This had given me numerous opportunities to discuss conservation as well as the political predicament that the country had found itself in after UDI.


  In general the people I spoke to made light of the guerrilla incursions and were confident that their security forces would have no difficulty containing the situation. International trade sanctions were perceived to be a much greater threat and most of them were particularly angered by what they saw as Britain’s double standards in recognising Zambia and Malawi’s independence but not theirs. The fact that Rhodesia had been self-governing since 1923 and that they had ‘stood by Great Britain in two World Wars’ made the pill even more bitter. White Rhodesians took justifiable pride in their exceptional war service record for the Allied cause and saw it as confirmation of their courage and determination – a warning to the rest of the world that they would not easily bow down to international pressure.


  In the years ahead the Rhodesians’ remarkable ingenuity and the support they received from South Africa would overcome the economic sanctions. But the internal security threat, which seemed so insignificant in early 1968, would steadily grow into a whirlwind that swept across virtually every part of the country and finally brought the white government to its knees. The laughing, good-natured black Rhodesians I had met on my trip would show, within a decade, that their patience and humour did indeed have limits, and their numbers were overwhelming.


  The last 100 km to Johannesburg were by far the most dangerous of my trip. It poured with rain and on the busy highways of South Africa the speeding cars and big trucks paid little attention to bicycles. After a few close shaves I decided to load my bike onto a train and travel in comfort down to Durban. I had been on the road for nearly three months. It had been an eventful and eye-opening trip, but I was still unemployed.


  While in Natal I visited the provincial headquarters of the Department of Bantu Administration and Development (BAD) to inquire about the possibility of getting a job in one of South West Africa’s northern tribal areas. They suggested that with my forestry background I should apply for an agricultural supervisor post, and advised me to write to their Pretoria head office. As I knew there was no agricultural post in the Kaokoveld, on the application form I gave my choice of station as Rundu. While working in Tsumeb I had once had the opportunity to fly up to this small town on the banks of the Okavango River, which was the administrative centre for the vast, sparsely populated Kavango Territory.


  Instead of just sitting around waiting for a response to my application, I took a job as an operator on the Shell and BP petrol refinery near the Durban Airport. Two months later, when I had almost given up hope, I received a reply from BAD. It simply stated that there were no posts available in the Kavango Territory, but that a new agricultural supervisor position had just been created in the Kaokoveld. If I was interested in this post I should fill in and return the application forms they had enclosed. Hardly believing my good fortune, I sent the completed forms back the next day, but waited on tenterhooks for another month before receiving confirmation of my appointment and instructions to report for duty in Opuwo on 1 August 1968.




  Chapter Five


  Working for BAD


  In 1968 the outside world knew virtually nothing about South West Africa’s northern tribal areas – Caprivi, Kavango, Ovamboland and Kaokoveld. The reason was that soon after taking over the administration of the country the South African authorities had drawn a line from east to west across the map. South of this ‘Red Line’ was the police zone, where whites could own property and were under the laws of the government in Pretoria. North of the Red Line was land reserved for the exclusive use of the indigenous people – and here, excepting for cases of murder, rape or treason, customary law prevailed, administered by traditional leaders in their respective areas. Before the inhabitants could leave, or persons not on official business enter the tribal zone, permits had to be obtained from the local commissioner, and after the National Party came to power they were seldom granted.


  South West Africa was initially annexed by Germany in 1885 during Europe’s infamous ‘scramble for Africa’. However, upon the outbreak of the First World War the Supreme Allied Command asked South Africa to invade the Territory, and in July 1915 the vastly outnumbered German colonial forces surrendered. A military government was installed to maintain order in the country until June 1919, when by the Treaty of Versailles, Pretoria was given control over South West Africa. In 1921 this was confirmed as a C Mandate under the Covenant of the recently formed League of Nations.


  In the idealistic terms of the post-First World War period, a C Mandate was seen as a ‘sacred trust’ to promote the wellbeing and development of the indigenous people. However, the mandate also granted South Africa the right to administer her acquired territory ‘under the laws of the mandatory power’. In effect, this authorised Pretoria to introduce its already established policy of creating ‘native reserves’ – putting South West Africa on the road to racial segregation.


  In 1922 the Kaokoveld was proclaimed as a reserve for Chiefs Oorlog Thom, Muhona Katiti and Kasupi, the three leaders of the Herero-speaking people who inhabited the region at that time. It was included in the Outjo District, to be administered jointly by the resident magistrate there and the Native Commissioner in Ovamboland, but because of its remoteness and lack of roads the Territory was in fact seldom visited by either of them.


  The ‘Prohibited Areas Proclamation’ of 1928 declared the Kaokoveld a game reserve – known, with the contiguous Etosha Game Park, as Game Reserve No 2, and covering a total area of 37 000 square miles. In 1939 it became a separate magisterial district, which was proclaimed as a native reserve in 1947. The boundaries of the Kaokoveld Native Reserve were the Atlantic Ocean to the west; in the north the Kunene River border with Angola; east, the Ovamboland Native Reserve, and south, the western extension of the Etosha Game Park.


  The first South African officials to actually reside in the Kaokoveld were Sergeant Hildebrand and Constables Coghill and Adams, who in 1926 were based at Swartbooisdrift on the Kunene River. Their main responsibility was to stop poaching and control cattle movements to and from Angola. This police post was abandoned in 1939, when one of the policemen died of malaria and the traditional leaders in the Territory agreed to the stationing of a Native Commissioner in the Kaokoveld.


  Establishing a permanent government presence in the Kaokoveld was not a simple matter for the South African authorities. While the Territory was administered from Ovamboland, one of the tribal chiefs, Oorlog Thom, had used his well-armed Herero and Himba followers to entrench himself as the most powerful ruler north of Sesfontein. The Native Commissioner at the time, ‘Cocky’ Hahn, was on good terms with Oorlog and had seen no reason to upset the local status quo. However, by 1936 the 73-year-old Herero chief’s health had deteriorated to such an extent that Hahn requested permission from the Council of Headmen set up to hear serious cases and manage the Kaokoveld’s affairs, to station a Native Commissioner in the Territory. But like Oorlog Thom before them, they strongly opposed the presence of a permanent European administrator within the Territory.


  When Oorlog Thom died in 1937 a new factor added urgency to the South African government’s need for a base within the Kaokoveld. The rapidly expanding aviation industry was in the process of developing a passenger and postal service to Luanda, and from there on to Europe along the western side of the continent. To achieve this, a refuelling station was needed north of Windhoek, but within the borders of South West Africa. As large tracts of the Kaokoveld were then still very sparsely populated, an uninhabited plain on the eastern side of the Territory was identified as being suitable for an aircraft landing field, and although there was no natural water in the area the problem was solved by the drilling of a borehole.


  All that remained was to get the Council of Headmen to sanction the use of the area as both an airport and the station for a Native Commissioner. After tough negotiations the traditional leaders eventually agreed to the request, but insisted that no further land would be given to the government. To emphasise this they named the place they had granted to the whites Opuwo, which translated into English means ‘no more’.


  In 1939 Mr AM Barnard took up residence as the first Native Commissioner in Opuwo. However, the outbreak of the Second World War a few months later caused the proposed flights to Europe via the Kaokoveld to be postponed. And by the time the war ended, advances in aircraft design had considerably increased the range they could fly before needing to refuel, making a stopover in Opuwo unnecessary. In 1943 Commissioner Barnard was replaced by Mr B Wessels, and in 1949 Ben van Zyl took over the post.


  Although a Dutch Reformed mission station and clinic were also established at Orumana in 1954, the missionaries were merely tolerated by the traditional Herero and Himba and very few conversions to Christianity were made. When I arrived 14 years later even the pupils attending the school they started were mainly orphans, or children of black government employees. The Territory’s wealthy pastoralists were quite comfortable with their old ways and saw little need for the white man’s religion or book learning.


  * * *


  On the afternoon of 31 July 1968 I arrived in Opuwo to take up my post as the Kaokoveld’s agricultural supervisor, but I found the little town virtually deserted. Fortunately, Commissioner Van Zyl’s wife, Tannie Babes, directed me to a group of acacia trees on the western end of the plain where her husband was holding a meeting with the Territory’s Council of Headmen. Most of the other white government officials based in Opuwo were seated alongside him.


  Ben van Zyl invited me to join the meeting and formally introduced the latest addition to the Kaokoveld’s civil service to the gathering. I noticed a few of the older men nod sagely, but most of them paid little attention. They had not requested my services and had, no doubt, already seen too many white government officials coming to work in the Territory.


  At the time the Kaokoveld’s Council of Headmen comprised 25 Herero and Himba traditional leaders, plus the Topnaar Nama chief from Sesfontein. Each of them was also entitled to bring advisers to such meetings, which meant that if important issues were to be discussed as many as 100 headmen and their councillors might attend – although not necessarily all at same time. In fact, during that afternoon’s session there was a constant coming and going of people and seldom were there more than 30 men actually sitting and listening to the proceedings.


  The Council ‘Chambers’ were demarcated by a circle of stones with two gaps, referred to as omivero (doors), through which everyone leaving or re-entering the meeting passed. Van Zyl informed me that stepping over the stones was regarded as an offence, punishable by a fine of a goat or sheep. We white officials were equally subject to this rule, but could pay our fines in cash, which contributed to the Territory’s Tribal Trust Fund.


  After the meeting ended I learned that Robbie and Eleanor Roberts had left the Kaokoveld a few months previously. As there were no unoccupied houses it had been arranged for me to stay in the servants’ quarters at the home of Burger Baard, the government official responsible for erecting and maintaining water installations in the Territory. With typical Afrikaner hospitality Burger and his wife, Frikkie, immediately made me feel part of their family, and I ended up staying with the Baards for nearly a year.


  In his forties, bearded and sunburned to the colour of dark oak, Burger Baard took it upon himself to teach the ‘five-thumbed Engelsman’ he had been landed with how to live in the bush and get back home safely. I was in good hands. Born into a bywoner (sharecropper) family and brought up on a sheep farm in the south of South West Africa, Burger had not been an enthusiastic scholar and had left school with only a standard six. But he qualified cum laude in the ‘school of life’, was an outstanding bush mechanic and general handyman, and for what I really needed to know proved to be an excellent tutor.


  Before joining BAD Burger had been working for the Department of Nature Conservation in the Etosha Game Park, but apparently left under a cloud. A lion had been found dead with a .22 bullet in it and he was the prime suspect. To kill a full-grown lion with such a low-calibre firearm would have been a remarkable feat, but Burger remained tight-lipped about the incident, saying only that there was more to the matter than met the eye. Once he did hint vaguely about having to cover up for a very prominent official, but would not say whether it was over the shooting of the lion or not. I never did find out whether he had, in fact, pulled the trigger.


  While staying with Burger I accompanied him on a number of visits to Etosha, where we stayed with Peter Stark, the Park warden at that time. In his youth, Peter had been a notorious poacher, who was credited with outwitting its nature conservators on numerous occasions. One of the many stories about him that Burger told me was that he had once shot a large male lion on an open plain, but before he could escape with his trophy a nature conservation vehicle had come onto the scene. The only place to hide was to lie down behind the carcass, and when the driver stopped to look at the ‘sleeping’ lion Peter had lifted its head, so that it appeared to have just woken up. Satisfied that the lion was ‘alive and well’, the official had driven on his way.


  The fact that Peter’s illegal hunting exploits were well known made them an even greater embarrassment to the Park authorities. Finally, they decided that the only solution was to offer him a job as one of Etosha’s nature conservators and challenge him to protect its wildlife as well as he had poached it. Peter accepted and soon rose up through the ranks to become the warden, and one of South West Africa’s greatest conservationists.


  * * *


  The morning after my arrival in Opuwo, Commissioner Van Zyl briefed me on my duties. The agriculture section within BAD had decided to embark on a major livestock-marketing programme in the Kaokoveld, to reduce its cattle, goat and sheep numbers and prevent overgrazing of the Territory’s rangelands. However, before any cloven-hoofed animals could be sold south of the Red Line they first needed to be inspected by veterinary officials, blood samples taken and then kept in isolation for a specified period to ensure that they were not carrying any contagious diseases. For this purpose a huge quarantine camp for cattle was in the process of being built at Omatambo Maue, in the corner between the Kaokoveld, Ovamboland and the Etosha Game Park. My first task was to complete a much smaller enclosure for goats and sheep at Otjitjekua, the southern entry point into the Territory.


  As the fencing team under its experienced Herero foreman, Grootman, had already started work, Van Zyl felt there was no need for me to visit the site immediately. Instead he asked me to transport maize meal to Chief Simon //Havachab in Sesfontein, which would be a good opportunity for me to inspect the irrigated gardens there, as well as those at Warmquelle, a settlement 25 km further to the southeast, both of which would now fall under me.


  That afternoon the Commissioner assigned me an ancient Chevrolet four-wheel-drive truck. It was clearly well past its sell-by date, but he assured me that a new vehicle had been ordered for my post and was expected to arrive before the end of the year. In fact, I only received my new truck in June the following year. Nevertheless, although I did not appreciate it at the time, just keeping the old Chev on the road provided me with many valuable lessons in basic mechanics. The agricultural section in the Kaokoveld also had a three-ton lorry in reasonable condition and a tractor that served as Grootman’s official transport.


  That evening a young Herero arrived at the Baards’ home and announced his wish to be my translator. He spoke good Afrikaans, wore a clean T-shirt and had a very engaging smile. I was also impressed by his forthrightness and self-confidence, and so asked him to accompany me on my trip to Sesfontein. If all went well I would give him the job. Elias Tjondu immediately proved to be a great asset and soon became my right-hand man, remaining with me for the whole time I was in the Kaokoveld. A few months later I retired one of the older men in Grootman’s gang and employed him as my cook and camp caretaker. Daniel Gavazepi was dour and pessimistic, the perfect foil for Elias’s youthful exuberance.


  The route we took to Sesfontein was the same one that Jod van der Merwe had followed when I accompanied him the year before. As I was in no hurry, this time I stopped at Kaoko Otavi to see the ruins of the ‘Thirstland Trekker’ church that Jod had mentioned on my trip with him. A side road took us to the eye of a strong spring, near which were the broken walls of a rectangular building made from limestone blocks cut out of the surrounding calcrete. It was all that remained here of one of the more remarkable chapters in the nineteenth-century Cape Dutch diaspora.


  The reason why a group of Boers had trekked from the western Transvaal across the virtually waterless Kalahari to what became South West Africa is not clear. When questioned about it many years later, one of the participants could only say that: ‘A drifting spirit was in our hearts. We just sold our farms and set out to find a new home.’


  The first party had set off in 1875. It comprised 10 families in 16 wagons, under the leadership of GJL van der Merwe. With the assistance of the BaMangwato chief, Khama, the trekkers successfully crossed the Kalahari Desert to Lake Ngami and then headed south-west to Rietfontein, a strong spring under the jurisdiction of the Oorlam leader, Andries Lambert of Gobabis. Although they suffered considerable hardship along the way, all the wagons arrived safely. But Chief Lambert did not want a large group of Afrikaners living in his territory and only gave permission for them to rest there for a few years before moving on.


  In 1977 a second party of Boers, comprising about 200 wagons, 700 people and 8 000 head of cattle, left the Transvaal. This time, convinced that such a large group could not cross the Kalahari, the BaMangwato chief did not give his support. Nevertheless, under their leader, Jan Greyling, who had been a hunter in the area, the trekkers pressed on and were able to prove Khama wrong, but at great cost. As they struggled through the deep sand between the widely scattered waterholes their livestock sometimes went for up to four days without drinking, and the people were rationed to a few spoonfuls of muddy water per day. After two months of great suffering, the trekkers finally managed to get most of their wagons to Lake Ngami. They would not have done so if it had not been for the help of the first party, still at Rietfontein, who sent fresh oxen to replace the hundreds that had died of thirst or been lost along the way.


  At Lake Ngami they split up, with those under Greyling not wishing to face the prospect of another desert crossing to Rietfontein, and deciding instead to stay close to the Okavango River. But on this route they faced two even more deadly dangers, mosquitoes and tsetse flies that swarmed in the low-lying area along its banks. Men, women and children went down with malaria, while the livestock died in their hundreds of nagana. With the food supplies they brought from the Transvaal exhausted and most of the menfolk too weak with fever to hunt, those who did not die of malaria soon faced starvation. In a heartrending letter one of the women wrote: ‘Fever is raging. Our cattle and sheep are almost all dead. The worst is the sore famine. God save us from this wilderness of hunger and sorrow.’


  A Swedish hunter and trader, Axel Eriksson, met the trekkers on the banks of the Okavango, and through a Cape Town newspaper appealed on their behalf for help in the form of food, medicines and clothes. But their real saviour was a coloured ex-medical assistant from the Cape, William Worthington Jordan, who nursed the sick back to health and led the survivors to higher ground around Grootfontein, where the other two parties of trekkers were outspanned. Although the land was good here, their negotiations with the local chiefs were again unsuccessful and they decided to move on.


  From Grootfontein they went west, following the southern edge of the Etosha salt pan to another large spring, which they also named Rietfontein. The area was only inhabited by Hei//um Bushmen, but the shallow calcareous soil was unsuitable for growing crops. While resting here they learned that Eriksson’s newspaper appeal had been successful and that two schooners had been dispatched up the South West African coast with nearly £6 000 worth of provisions and other necessities for them. Hoping to find a suitable harbour for offloading these much-needed supplies, Gert Alberts led a small mounted party down the valley of the Hoarusib River to the sea, becoming the first white men to traverse the Kaokoveld from east to west. But the place they chose for the landing, Rocky Point, proved unsafe and the schooners returned to Walvis Bay, forcing the Boers to send their wagons on a long overland journey to collect the supplies donated by the people of Cape Town.


  On his way through the Kaokoveld Alberts had noted its many springs, the majority of which were uninhabited because cattle raiding by Topnaar and Swartbooi Nama had driven most of the Herero-speaking pastoralists across the Kunene River. In 1879 the Thirstland Trekkers moved to Otjitundua and Kaoko Otavi, but although some maize could be irrigated from the strong springs there, the area as a whole was too arid for crop farming.


  Another likely reason for their decision not to settle in the Kaokoveld was the possibility of South West Africa being annexed by Great Britain. The area around Walvis Bay had just become a British possession and while visiting the port to collect their donated supplies, the Boers had met a representative of the Cape Parliament who was lobbying for Britain to extend her sovereignty inland. William Coates-Palgrave saw the Trekkers as a stabilising factor in the region and hoped that they would stay in the Kaokoveld, but by the time they returned with their provisions the Boers had received a more inviting offer. Axel Eriksson had used his good offices with the Portuguese administrators in southern Angola to secure them permission to settle on the fertile Humpata plateau. In August 1880, now rested and re-provisioned, 57 families with 61 wagons, 120 horses, 3 000 cattle and about the same number of goats and sheep, forded the Kunene River on the last stage of a journey that had taken them over 2 500 km from their Transvaal homes.


  Back in south-western Africa, Will Jordan still hoped the Trekkers would come back and set up a Boer Republic on the broad savannas to the south-east of the Etosha Pan, and had negotiated on their behalf with the Ondonga chief, Kambonde. But his plans were delayed by disagreement between Kambonde and Maherero, the Herero chief in Okahandja, over who owned the area. During this dispute, Kambonde asked Maherero where the borders of his territory were, and is reputed to have received the legendary reply: ‘Wherever Herero cattle have grazed is Herero land.’ Before ownership of the area could be settled, Will Jordan was murdered by Kambonde’s nephew, Nehale.


  In 1928, after almost 50 years in Angola, the Thirstland Trekkers returned to South West Africa. Although they had got on well with the local Portuguese officials, and played a major role in helping them extend their authority into the south of the colony, the fact that Roman Catholicism was the only official religion was hard for the strongly Protestant Boers to accept. At the invitation of the new South African administration in Windhoek, they once more inspanned their wagons and gathered at Swartbooisdrift on the Kunene River. Many graves had been left in Angola, but they were going back to their own people, who shared their religious and social beliefs. After crossing into SWA they were transported by government lorries to farms allocated to them in the Grootfontein and Gobabis districts. Ironically, it was the same land they had requested and been refused by Chiefs Lamberts, Maherero and Kambonde half a century before.


  * * *


  We drove on towards Sesfontein, stopping for the night at a small spring next to the road about 15 km south of Kaoko Otavi. There was no sign of human habitation nearby, and as it appeared to be well used by wild animals I laid out my sleeping bag between the buttress roots of a sycamore fig about 30 metres from the water. Before we had finished eating there were already soft noises coming from the surrounding bush, so I turned in early – not to sleep, but to lie and wait for the game I hoped would come to drink.


  Elias, who chose to sleep on the back of the truck, also went to bed early and an hour after the sun set all was quiet in our camp. Gradually the faint rustles, shuffles and clicking of hooves on rock came closer. But the truck was parked too close to the spring, and the unidentified creatures that approached saw it and clattered off into the night. As there was very little moonlight, all I could see was ghostly clouds of dust, but just sleeping again on the Kaokoveld’s hard ground was exciting enough for me.


  In the morning Elias inspected the tracks around the spring and found that quite a few zebra and impala had drunk after I went to sleep. He also pointed out the spoor of a hyena that came within five metres of where I had been lying. It would not be the last time he would have doubts about the common sense of his employer-to-be.


  After packing up our camp and driving on we came upon a fresh kudu carcass lying next to the road. In its flank was an arrow, which I suspected had been poisoned. Remembering what Jod had told me about the Herero not needing to hunt, I asked Elias who he thought was responsible.


  ‘This arrow belongs to an omuTjimba,’ he replied. ‘They have no cattle. That’s why they must hunt wild animals.’


  Elias explained that the Tjimba were just poor Herero who had lost all their cattle in wars with the Nama people. Later, after Daniel had joined us, he admitted that his own family were, in fact, Tjimba, but claimed that this derogatory term no longer applied to him because he had recently acquired two cows, both of which had calves. Daniel, who came from a wealthy family, did not accept Elias’s self-proclaimed rise in social status, and insisted that he would need to own many more cattle before he could call himself a real Herero.


  We reached Sesfontein by midday, and as Chief Simon could only see me the next morning I spent the afternoon inspecting the irrigated wheat fields beneath the date palms, and talking to their owners. The majority of the individual plots belonged to Topnaar Namas, but they were not the first people to inhabit this oasis on the edge of the desert.


  The earliest inhabitants of the area would have been small nomadic bands of hunter-gatherers. When the government ethnologist, NJ van Warmelo, visited Sesfontein in the late 1940s he found that there were still a few Bushmen there, who according to the only man he interviewed called themselves Kubun, and spoke a language without clicks. Van Warmelo’s informant told him that they had previously lived in the Namib and on the coast, ‘eating what veldkos they can get and fish found along the shore’. However, most of them had taken Damara wives and now stayed around Sesfontein, where they were given food handouts by the Nama.


  Traditionally the Damara had been hunter-gatherers, and had probably once lived throughout the Kaokoveld. Their dark skins caused some anthropologists to believe their origins were in west-central Africa, but this was impossible to verify because they had since adopted the language of the Nama. In spite of being the largest ethnic group in Sesfontein, the Damara were subjugated by the pastoralists, in whose fields they now worked for little more than their subsistence. In the past they were not allowed to keep livestock, I was told, but many families did now own small flocks of goats and some of them even a few cattle.


  When Herero-speaking pastoralists came into the Kaokoveld they would also have used the many springs around Sesfontein to water their herds and flocks, although the low rainfall probably ensured that they remained only until the sweet grazing on the highly alkaline plains was depleted. Nevertheless, their greater organisation and iron weapons would have enabled them to dominate the hunter-gathers while they were in residence.


  The last ethnic group to come on the scene were the Topnaar Nama, who migrated here from the lower Kuiseb River around the middle of the nineteenth century. With the firearms they had acquired from the early white traders in Walvis Bay they were able to drive out both the Herero and the Damara and claim Sesfontein as their stronghold. From there, together with mounted bands of Swartbooi Nama who settled around Fransfontein a few years later, they set about plundering the pastoralists’ livestock throughout the Kaokoveld.
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