Taking a walk on
the wild side
Stephen Cunliffe has the quintessential Wild
Coast experience exploring its rugged, and
otherwise inaccessible, beauty on foot
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tretching from the Great Kei
River in the Eastern Cape to the
Umtamvuna River near Port
Edward on the KwaZulu-Natal South
Coast, the former Transkei is a scenically
spectacular rural wilderness of undulating green hills and traditional villages.
Peppered with countless cows and
clusters of circular mud huts that cling to
steep hillsides, this was an independent
homeland until 1994. It remains teeming
with local culture and friendly faces.
Nelson Mandela will forever be the
region’s most famous son.

Aptly named the Wild Coast, the Transkei
shoreline is a land unto itself with miles of
desolate white-sand beaches abutting craggy
cliffs and separated by rocky headlands.
Relentlessly ravaged by big breakers, it is an
ocean-pummelled and shipwreck-strewn
shore that exudes nature’s raw power at every
twist and turn.
If you are in search of sun, sea, surf and seashells, look no further than this remote idyllic
stretch of coastline. While the safety concerns
of years gone by have abated, the charm of
the coast’s rural isolation has endured.
Limited infrastructure poses a challenge
to extensive exploration of the area, but it
is precisely the lack of roads that has kept
the area relatively wild and pristine, despite
mass coastal development elsewhere in
South Africa.
The Wild Coast is unique; it only reveals its
true self to those willing to take the time and
effort to immerse themselves in its beauty.
The best way to appreciate the area is to
abandon your car, lace up a pair of hiking
boots, grab a daypack and take a walk on
the wild side.
The Wild Coast is prime hiking country. A
marked trail once ran the entire length of the
Transkei coast. Sadly, most of the trail huts are
derelict, so only hardy, self-sufficient hikers

attempt the full 280km. But the region has
recently reinvented itself with an abundance
of more manageable coastal hiking options.
To whet your appetite, here are three of the
region’s best walks:
Wild Coast Amble
The Wild Coast Amble is a magnificent hiking
trail along the southern section of the Wild
Coast, from Trennerys to Glengarriff near
Gonubie. This year-round ‘slack-packing’ trail
covers 56km over five days, and is a relatively
easy trail suited for hikers with a moderate
level of fitness. The trail winds its way along
a stretch of coastline, passing over rocky
headlands and across pristine sandy beaches.
As guests tramp from one quaint seaside
hotel to the next, they are greeted by
breathtaking views at almost every turn. With
manageable walking distances and plenty of
time to stop and enjoy a dip in an ocean-side
rock pool or to watch the cows strolling along
the beach, this is a trail that should appeal to
anyone who loves the outdoors.
Wild Coast Meander
The Meander was the first of South Africa’s
‘slack-packing’ trails and it remains one of the
best. The Wild Coast Meander is a magnificent
luxury hike cutting across the flatter southern
part of the Transkei coast. If you possess a
sense of adventure and a semblance of
fitness, then this hike is for you!
Running from Kob Inn, north of the Qora
Estuary, across the Kei River to Morgan Bay,
this fully catered five-day walk traces 55km
of mesmerising coastline. It showcases
the rugged beauty of the legendary Wild
Coast‘s southern section with sandy, undulating terrain underfoot in easily attainable
walking distances.
Pondo-Explore Trail
The northern Pondoland section of the
Wild Coast, stretching from Mtamvuna River
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near Port Edward in the north to the mighty
Umzimvubu near Port St Johns in the south,
is undoubtedly the least accessible, dramatically beautiful section of the Wild Coast. The
walking conditions up north are steeper and
a little more challenging, but the stupendous
ocean-side scenery more than makes up for it.
The undulating Pondo-Explore Trail runs
between Port Edward and Port St Johns,
crossing deep river gorges and climbing over
rugged landscapes. Waterfalls cascade down
weathered cliffs, while tidal estuaries and
mangrove forests complete the wilderness
scene. An angry ocean has pounded the rocky
coastline into bizarre rock formations, none
more so than the distinctive Cathedral Rock.
The trail passes through traditional Xhosa
villages, over green hills, around rocky
headlands and across sandy bays. On your
journey, you will pass waterfalls, freestanding
rock stacks and pristine estuaries. The skeletal
remains of numerous shipwrecks along the
48

shore bear testimony to this treacherous
coastline while pods of whales and schools
of dolphin become a familiar sight offshore.
The Wild Coast Pondo Walk
This walk has proved popular with visitors
based at Mbotyi River Lodge. Each day,
hikers set off on a scenic route accompanied
by a trained local guide, before returning to
the lodge. But for hiking enthusiasts who
yearn to venture onto trails where only a fortunate few have trod, a guided hike between
Port St Johns and the Hole-in-the-Wall is the
answer. It is arguably the most pristine and
seldom-seen section of the Wild Coast.
Not only is this strenuous hike one of the
finest coastal walks in the world but, by staying in local villages en route, it offers a rare
chance to immerse oneself in the culture of
this unique region. The trappings of civilisation are few and far between and for the
locals life goes on as it has for centuries.

As you tramp south from sleepy Port St Johns,
accompanied by intrepid porters, you pass
the well-known Table Mountain sandstone
cliffs and Brazen Head formations. Close
to Coffee Bay, alongside the small seaside
village of Hole-in-the-Wall, this iconic oceanpounded rock sculpture epitomises the Wild
Coast. Whether you choose to believe the
hole was carved out by a ferocious ocean or
battered into submission by the giant fish of
Xhosa mythology, those who heed the call to
visit here are treated to a seaside experience
that will not be forgotten soon.
While hikers along all these routes have
the option of carrying their own backpacks,
most people opt to hire porters to lighten
their load. Local community guides and
porters share colourful cultural insights,
with valuable local knowledge of the best
picnic and swimming spots along the route.
In the process, you will be putting some
much-needed income back into the local
communities – a strong rationale for erring
on the side of laziness!
While hiking, there is a good chance that
you will find yourself wandering along
empty stretches of sand without another
soul in sight. And, although it is difficult to
get lost when all you have to do is tramp
along kilometre after glorious kilometre of
pristine white-sand beach, local guides can
be employed to lead your walking safari.
This is not a place where you will ever go
hungry. In fact, it is safe to assume that, despite all the walking, you will probably gain a
little. Seafood buffets and wholesome packed
lunches are part of the package with a cold
beer and a comfortable bed at the end of
‘another tough day in Africa’.
Side tripping
As you explore the Wild Coast on foot, there
are opportunities aplenty to take a timeout
to appreciate interesting diversions and side
trips that illustrate the diversity of what this
coastline has to offer, including boat cruises,
canoe trips, swimming, diving, fishing, horseriding and mountain bike excursions.
A perennial favourite is the booze cruise –
or canoe trip for the more energetic – that
operates from the Wavecrest Beach Hotel
along the mangrove-lined Nxaxo River.
Alternatively, from Trennerys Hotel, you
can join a three-hour guided side trail into
the forests and gorges behind the resort.
As you walk and boat through forests and
steep-sided gorges to a secluded picnic
spot, Trevor Wigley shares with nature
lovers his exceptionally detailed knowledge
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of the area’s geology, ecology, birdlife,
culture and history.
Idyllic beaches washed by the warm
Agulhas Current, coastal dune forests, a
vociferous chorus of birdsong, pretty aloes,
and a rich marine environment that is home
to whales, dolphins, the annual sardine run
and a whole host of shark and fish species
personify the Wild Coast. Hiking across long,
lonely beaches allows you to appreciate the
exquisite natural environment, and soak
up the unique vibe of a largely forgotten
section of the Eastern Cape.
Do not delay your visit
The Wild Coast has long been lauded as
a largely undeveloped chunk of charming coastal paradise in the heart of South
Africa. Sadly, however, with the Wild Coast
Toll Road having recently been given the
go-ahead, this looks set to change shortly.
Infrastructural improvements and muchneeded development will soon open up
the region, undoubtedly impacting on its
unspoilt nature and laid-back atmosphere.
So, the bottom line is: you cannot afford
to delay your visit any longer – now is the
time to visit South Africa’s slice of true Africa
before they begin to tame the wilderness
out of the Wild Coast.
This is not an exhaustive list of hotels, guest
houses, B&Bs and backpacker resorts in the
Wild Coast area, but the following 10 places
are tried-and-tested perennial favourites:
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Further information
Wild Coast Holiday Reservations specialises in organising personalised holiday
itineraries tailored to visitor requirements, and it is responsible for both the
Wild Coast Amble and Meander. Check
out www.wildcoastholidays.co.za or
telephone +27 43 743 6181, or e-mail:
meross@iafrica.com.
Trail Technicalities: These trails operate
year-round, except over the Easter and
the Christmas holidays – catering for
groups of two to 18 people. Transfers
from East London to Kob Inn are included
in the package, as well as transport from
Morgan Bay back to East London.

Haga Haga Hotel
www.hagahagahotel.co.za
Haven Hotel
www.havenhotel.co.za
Kob Inn
www.kobinn.co.za
Mbotyi River Lodge
www.mbotyi.co.za
Morgan Bay Hotel
www.morganbayhotel.co.za
Trennerys Hotel
www.trennerys.co.za

Crawford’s Beach Lodge and Cabins
www.crawfordscabins.co.za

Umngazi River Bungalows
www.umngazi.co.za

Coffee Shack Backpackers
www.coffeeshack.co.za

Wavecrest Beach Hotel
www.wavecrest.co.za

T

here’s plenty of entertainment for
the whole family at uShaka Marine
World this festive season. With our
One Park, One Price promotion, you can
head for the Golden Mile’s entertainment
paradise and spend the entire day at both
Sea World and Wet ‘n Wild for only R149
(adults) and R110 (children & seniors).
On Saturdays and Sundays fun parades will
see marching bands, traditional dance, baton
twirling entertainers and the uShaka mascots
welcome-in the festive season. Expect exciting animal encounters and a colourful new
parrot show. DJ Spike will spin great beats
in the swimming pool every weekend and
he’ll be handing out spot prizes too. You can
also chill and raise your glasses at Wahooz
Beach Bar to great reggae every Saturday
and Sunday from 12pm-5pm.
There’s plenty of fun for littlies too. Splish
Splash Sprinkler Island at uShaka Kids World
is a great hit, with cool adventures that include
spitting turtles, missing treasure chests, surprise squirting rum barrels, gum pole cool–offs
and water droplets from our palm trees.
Somewhere in between all the uShaka fun,
you can stop off at Village Walk to meet Santa
and pen a letter with your Christmas wish.

We’re sure that everyone will return to
uShaka Marine World for even more festive
cheer. So, make sure you don’t miss out!
Contact
Tel: +27 31 328 8000
Web: www.ushakamarineworld.co.za

51

