s
u
o
l
l
e
v
ar

M

It’s

in

MAPUTALAND

A plethora of pristine rivers and shallow
streams criss-cross the well-watered

Stretching from the Mozambique border
to Sodwana Bay, and inland to the
Swazi frontier, the wild Maputaland
region lies in the far north-east corner
of KwaZulu-Natal. This beautiful and
sparsely populated area is one of the
most splendidly diverse and unspoilt
landscapes in southern Africa. Sprinkled
with coastal lakes, freshwater pans and
sluggish rivers, it is home to a slew of
pristine game reserves, wetland parks
and marine-protected areas: an alluring
prospect for any nature enthusiast.
Stephen Cunliffe took the new RAV4
and a Toyota-fanatic friend along on a
circuitous route through Maputaland to
explore the hidden reaches of this
under-rated South African outpost.

northern region of KwaZulu-Natal.

Words and pictures by Stephen Cunliffe.
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s I sat contentedly watching a family of
white rhino grazing on the lush grasses of
Hluhluwe Game Reserve, 11 gunshots rang
out from the valley below, shattering the
early morning melody of grass-munching
and birdsong. I had no way of knowing
whether the shots came from poachers
killing a rhino for its horn, or from
dedicated field rangers honing their skills
at a nearby shooting range; however, the
gunfire was a timely reminder that tranquil
scenes involving these prehistoric-looking grey behemoths
are becoming increasingly rare in this day and age, and made
the privilege of sitting with a crash of peaceful rhinos that
much more special.
This was the first day of our northern KwaZulu-Natal
sojourn – and where better to begin an adventure through
Maputaland than 280 km north of Durban, in Africa’s oldest
game reserve? After all, Hluhluwe-iMfolozi is the natural
departure point for a circuit of the northern region’s finest
parks.
Wildlife-rich Hluhluwe was once the royal hunting ground
of King Shaka, but today the towering grassland hills and lowlying thornveld are part of a world-renowned Big 5 reserve
that is the pride of Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife’s portfolio. With
official figures of 2 312 white rhinos and 200 black rhinos, the
200 km of game-viewing tracks that wind around the rhino
stronghold of Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Game Reserve offer visitors
the best chance of seeing a rhino in the wild today.
Somewhat inexplicably, Hluhluwe-iMfolozi doesn’t offer
camping facilities; however, the main Hilltop rest camp has
a wide variety of accommodation options to choose from,
and we ended up in one of their newly-built and spotlesslyclean 2-bed chalets. It was fabulous, with its own private

Main Sonto Tembe has been guiding guests through the prime wilderness
areas of Ndumo in search of rare birds for more than three decades.
Left With its 45 cm tongue, the giraffe has no problem giving its nose a
good lick! Centre Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Game Reserve is the country’s premier
white rhino stronghold. Right Unlike their more prolific and widespread
cousins, samango monkeys are quite rare outside Maputaland.
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deck and braai area overlooking indigenous forest. Also
worth mentioning is the self-guided Mbhombe Trail; this
short hike is situated within the confines of Hilltop, allowing
camp residents to stretch their legs in safety after a long day
in the car. Keep an eye out for the playful troops of samango
monkeys, shy red duiker, and flocks of crested guineafowl
with their distinctive punk-rocker mohawks.
As we sat around the dying embers of our braai fire, watching
a large-spotted genet poke around in search of scraps, I chatted
late into the night with my companion for this exploration of
Maputaland. Tim Korving is an old Stellenbosch University
friend with whom I had shared the serious adventure of a ninemonth overland odyssey along the west coast of Africa some

years before. He might be a civil engineer by day, but Tim’s
true passion is 4x4s. He’s a self-confessed Toyota fanatic, and
his RAV4 usually rubs shoulders with a Fortuner in his garage
in Ballito; so, after a couple of hours of reminiscing about our
crazy Africa experiences, the conversation inevitably turned to
the new RAV4 and how the vehicle might handle the off-road
challenges that awaited in Maputaland. We were both slightly
sceptical about its abilities.
The fuel light was on the next morning, and the small filling
station at Hilltop was out of order, so we left the park through
the Memorial Gate in the north and headed for Hluhluwe town.
As we rolled into the Engen garage on fumes, I said a silent
prayer of thanks for the vehicle’s extra-large reserve tank.

Above A stone’s throw from Ndumo, the road disappears beneath a leafy canopy of mature fig trees as it approaches the Ingwavuma River crossing. Below
Maputaland’s game reserves are largely devoid of crowds, so visitors frequently have the dirt tracks all to themselves – bar the occasional flock of crested guineafowl.
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Refuelled and revitalised, we set off on the road-less-travelled
to Mkuze. Our choice of route certainly wasn’t the quickest, and
neither was it the most direct option, but the Phinda thoroughfare
definitely was the most scenic.
Although you may not detour off the main road, the accesscontrolled gravel road through the Phinda-Munyawana
Conservancy allows travellers to enjoy quality game viewing
en route to Mkuze Game Reserve. We stopped and spent an
enthralling hour with a stretch of gangly giraffe which refused
to vacate the track and give us the road. In all that time, not a
single other vehicle showed up!
When we left the conservancy over the uMkhuze River in the
north, it was as if someone had flicked a switch. Rural poverty
and sprawling villages replaced pristine nature. Wildlife
vanished and cows abounded. It was heart-wrenching stuff,
and I was grateful when we reached the less-used Ophansi
gate, entering Mkuze Game Reserve from the northeast, and
swapped the cows for buffalo once more
Seeing loads of evidence of a major park infrastructure
upgrade in progress, I asked Bernard Gwala, the friendly gate
guard, when the renovations were expected to be completed.
He fidgeted nervously, laughed uncomfortably and shrugged;
I returned his smile and drove on.
Mkuze Game Reserve

Proclaimed in 1912, Mkuze was one of Africa’s earliest game
reserves, and today it constitutes the 40 000 ha uMkhuze
Section of the iSimangaliso Wetland World Heritage Site.
With Sand Forest giving way to gently undulating grasslands
peppered with flat-top acacias and fever-tree-choked drainage
lines, the park is well-known amongst ornithologists for its
varied habitat and rich birdlife.
The Border Cave
archaeological site offers
stupendous views over the
Swazi lowlands and the
meandering Ingwavuma
River to the west.

Twitchers tend to concentrate their energies on Nsumo Pan
and the neighbouring fig-tree forests, while wildlife enthusiasts
focus their energies on Kumasinga Hide – the most productive
of Mkuze’s four recently refurbished game-viewing hides.
Boasting excellent densities of most antelope species, Mkuze
is anything but a bok plaas; leopard, cheetah and wild dog are
all present on the reserve and a lion-reintroduction programme
was recently approved, so the final member of the Big 5 will be
returning to Mkuze before too long.
After a couple of misty mornings and grey days exploring
the tracks of Mkuze, we exited the park at eMshopi gate and
drove through Mkuze town to Jozini. Neighbouring Jozini
Dam, formerly called Pongolapoort, is best known among keen
fishermen who come to do battle with its tiger fish. Bypassing
the small Pongola Game Reserve on its western shore, we made
our way northwest towards the Swazi frontier instead.
Under the brooding presence of dark storm clouds, we
trundled north along a scenic spinal road atop the narrow
Lebombo Mountains. The road traced the border, periodically
revealing splendid views of the enormous Jozini Dam below,
eventually replaced by vistas of the fertile Swazi lowlands to
the west. Under the ominous skies, bright red aloes provided
the only splashes of colour alongside a steeply winding road
that alternated between gravel and potholed tar as we travelled
north. There were no other tourists out here and the only
vehicles we came across were a plethora of beat-up bakkies.
Tim summed it up when he said, “So, this is where old Hiluxes
come to die.”
Apart from the splendid views, there were also some
interesting historical and cultural attractions to check out in
the Lebombos. First stop was Dingane’s Grave. In 1840, when
the Zulu king Dingane was defeated by his brother Mpande,
he abandoned his 500 wives and fled to the sacred Hlatikhulu
forest – where he was later murdered by a group of Swazi and
Nyawo warriors who feared reprisals from the new king. It was
an ignominious end to a king’s life, and the small memorial
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does little to rectify this state of affairs, but it’s a pretty forest
drive to get there; and a good place to stretch your legs.
Back on the D1842, we followed a dogleg east to ford the
Ingwavuma River, and then the road returned to the frontier
shortly before the sign-posted turn-off to Border Cave. Also
known as Ingodini, the cave is renowned as one of the
foremost archaeological sites in Southern Africa, with some
of the oldest evidence of anatomically modern humans in
the world. Over a million stone artefacts have been excavated
from the spot, providing irrefutable evidence of Stone
Age people inhabiting Border Cave at least as far back as
110 000 years ago. Heritage KwaZulu-Natal (Amafa) is
officially responsible for the site, but the interpretive centre
A scenic, sandy track, overlooking
the wild coastline at Dog Point in
Maputaland Marine Reserve, offered
little challenge to the new RAV4.
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and tourist facilities were all locked up when we arrived.
There were no guides for an informative cave tour, but, under
a dark brooding sky, the spectacular views over Swaziland
500 m below were alone well worth the detour.
Ndumo Game Reserve

After a solid day discovering northwest Maputaland, we were
greeted upon arrival at Ndumo gate by guard Elphas Vumasa,
with a big smile and booming laugh. He checked our Wild
Cards while I completed the entry-permit paperwork, and
soon we were on our way. It took barely 20 minutes to drive to
the rest camp, but in that short time it became overwhelmingly
apparent that Ndumo is home to more nyala than one can
shake a stick at.
“Ndumo means famous, so you can see that this game reserve
is one of the absolutely best parks in Africa,” Chris Ngubane
announced proudly when we walked into his tiny reception office.
Situated deep inside Maputaland, and abutting Mozambique,
Ndumo Game Reserve centres on the Pongola and Usutu rivers.
At 10 117 ha, it is a little reserve with a big reputation.
Most people know Ndumo as one of the top birding
destinations in southern Africa, but while this is beyond

dispute, (a staggering 430 species have been recorded in the
park) this widely-acclaimed twitcher territory is by no means
the exclusive domain of binocular-toting birders. While I
don’t consider myself a full-blown feather fanatic, I do enjoy
walking in pristine natural areas, so we signed up for a walk
the next morning with an expert local guide.
Sonto Tembe was born in Ndumo, and has guided birders
and nature enthusiasts around the park’s prime wilderness
areas for the past 31 years. He is a living legend, renowned
within the birding community for his uncanny ability to
imitate calls and attract difficult-to-see birds for a closer view.
Even non-birders are mesmerised by his talent.
The park offers five different zones for its guided nature
walks. We deferred to Sonto’s superior local knowledge when
he advised heading to the horseshoe-shaped Shokwe Pan with
its neighbouring fig forest. “The forest is very beautiful, and
the fruiting trees are like a magnet; they attract many bush
birds and there are many water birds there, too.”
The presence in the reserve of rhino, buffalo and leopard
necessitated that our experienced guide carry a rifle as we went in
search of some of Ndumo’s colourful avian inhabitants. As any
birder will tell you, a Narina Trogon sighting is not be sneered

at, but it was the beauty of the fig forests that dominated my
personal experience. Walking in the dappled light of the forest,
among samango monkeys, nyala and a chorus of birdsong, was
a moving experience. I experienced the rejuvenating energy of
nature; and when, all too soon, the walk ended, I swore I’d be
back to tick off the elusive Pel’s fishing owl.
While visitors are free to use their own 4x4s to explore many
of the park’s tracks, all of the best routes along the fringes of
picturesque Banzi Pan and crocodile-choked Nyamithi Pan are
reserved exclusively for guided game drives. With a hefty price
tag of R220 per person for the four-hour scenic drive, this can
be quite frustrating – not to mention expensive – for families.
Chris Ngubane defended the practice, saying, “The pans are
extremely sensitive breeding areas for many of our birds and
we have to limit human impact.” He has a valid point, although
the cynics might say it’s all about money.
Ndumo boasts unquestionably magnificent birdlife and
decent game-viewing, but – in my humble opinion – it is the
great campsite and feeling of uncrowded wilderness that are
the park’s most endearing qualities.
Although Ndumu River Lodge and Tembe Elephant Park
were next up on the itinerary, we decided a beach timeout
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was in order before we headed back into the bush. A short
drive south along the P435 (which was undergoing road
works) brought us onto the recently resurfaced tar road to
Kosi Bay.
Kosi Bay Estuary

Top Driving through
Maputaland’s fever tree
forests is a surreal
experience. Right From
his rustic roadside
‘container restaurant’ in
Sodwana, Alex serves
arguably the best
padkos pizzas in all SA.
Opposite The pictureperfect campsite in
Ndumo Game Reserve
is a great place to pitch
your tent and appreciate
star-studded skies for a
couple of nights.
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Kosi Bay Mouth is a spectacular place, only accessible in a 4x4
vehicle with a valid day permit. Typically, the iSimangaliso
permit system has been designed to frustrate would-be
visitors: permits can be neither reserved in advance, nor
purchased at the control gate. Thankfully, the Utshwayelo
Lodge and Camp – which is situated next to the access gate –
has a small allocation of permits for their guests, and Enoch
did us a big favour by generously selling us its last entry
permit for the day.
The drive down to the mouth is sandy and steep in places,
and afforded us stunning views over the estuary and its
traditional fish traps. The RAV coped effortlessly. A jog along
the pristine beach followed by a swim in the warm sea was
just what the doctor ordered, and stopping for a late lunch on
the way back, at Kosi Bay Peri Peri Hot Chicken in Emangusi,
rounded off a superb day on one of South Africa’s most
beautiful stretches of wild coastline.
On our arrival at Ndumu River Lodge, we were warmly
greeted by the new managers, Mark and Karen Kotze. The
lodge has a lively bar, decent restaurant and an inviting
swimming pool, as well as self-catering facilities and a
campsite. Ndumu offers a wide range of activities – including
quad biking, mountain biking, canoeing and day trips to the
nearby game reserves – but, because of time constraints, we
were able to use it only as a base from which to explore the
nearby Tembe Elephant Reserve.

wild Big 5 reserve. With only one small lodge within, the
park allows entry to a maximum of ten self-drive 4x4s per
day. Tembe Safari Lodge’s Ernest Robertse explained. “We
don’t want to end up overrun with tourists and vehicles like
the Kruger; we want Tembe to remain more exclusive but still
affordable to South Africans.”
Established in 1983 on Tribal Trust land, the 30 013 ha
Tembe Elephant Park is dominated by sand forest and
the game-rich Muzi Swamp in the east. It is home to an
abundance of wildlife, including wild dogs and a burgeoning
lion population – over 40 at last count. But, while the
carnivores eluded us, the park’s elephants did not. Tembe
has built its reputation on its gigantic tuskers. More than 200
of these gentle giants tramp the sandy paths of this pristine
wilderness, and we soon discovered that sightings are almost
guaranteed from the hide overlooking Mahlasela waterhole,
and at nearby Mfungeni Pan.
Quite aside from the huge herds of buffalo, plentiful elephants
and abundant general game we saw, the overgrown sand
tracks of Tembe provided our indomitable RAV4 with hours of
entertainment. Despite its clearance issues and the disdainful
looks we received from every hardcore 4x4 we passed, our softroader remained surprisingly unflustered – seemingly quite at
home tackling the deep sand of Tembe.
iSimangaliso Wetland Park

We’d decided that an exciting route down the exotically-named
Elephant Coast of the iSimangaliso Wetland Park was to be the
grand finale of our Maputaland adventure, and the plan was to

spend three days on the drive from Kosi Bay to Sodwana. But,
almost inevitably, real life intervened. Work commitments were
already press-ganging Tim into an early return home, even before
my eight-months-pregnant wife fell down a staircase in Cape
Town and tore ankle ligaments, necessitating that I, too, hotfoot
it homewards. So, instead of sensibly splitting the coastal drive
into three legs, camping at Bhanga Nek and Mabibi as originally
intended, we were forced to fast-track our journey south. Even
with just one full-day remaining, we were determined to take
the scenic coastal route from Bhanga Nek to Sodwana before
rejoining the tar for the final stretch to iMfolozi.
Aware that the deep sand of the coastal dune route would be
slow going, we set off at dawn. At Bhanga Nek we were greeted
by a gaggle of rustic beach camps and basic campsites in
varying states of disrepair. Bhanga Nek Community Camp was
undoubtedly the best of the bunch, with an idyllic beachside
location within the marine reserve. Both Tim and I agreed it
was a place we would definitely like to revisit with our families
in the future. Driving south, we were regularly confronted with
a maze of sandy two-tracks, but, with the help of Tracks4Africa,
we soon learnt that all roads lead to Rome.
From Bhanga Nek, the track took us to scenic Dog Point,
where we stopped to watch a couple of humpback whales
breaching offshore. Adventurous 4x4 aficionados proved to
be few and far between on this stretch of pristine coastline
that is usually the exclusive domain of a handful of dedicated
4x4-driving fishermen. Despite its being in the middle of the
July school holidays, we saw only two other vehicles on our
entire journey. Bypassing the permit-only Black Rock, we

Tembe Elephant Park

Tembe is amazing. If you have time to visit just one game
reserve in KwaZulu-Natal, I would unreservedly recommend
that you choose the meandering sand tracks of this gloriously
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stopped again at Rocktail Bay to admire the breathtakingly
beautiful beaches of the Maputaland Marine Reserve. It
was fantastic to see rangers actively patrolling the coastline,
and enforcing the reserve’s sensible policy of no driving on
beaches except at designated areas like Sodwana.
After a brief stop at the friendly Mokarran Dive Charters in
Manzengwenya, we pushed on past Lake Sibaya – the largest
natural freshwater lake in South Africa – to Sodwana, where
we enjoyed a final taste of sun, sea and sand. Fortified with
pizza and a full tank of petrol, we travelled from Sodwana to
Mbazwana before swinging south onto the R22 to HluhluweiMfolozi Park. Our Maputaland circuit was nearly complete.
It had been a long day of deeply-rutted, sandy tracks that had
tested our RAV4 to its limits – but, somewhat unexpectedly,
the little 4x4 came up trumps. I was seriously impressed.
So, as the RAV purred its happiness at being reunited with
the paved road, I asked Tim his thoughts on how he felt the
vehicle had performed.
“This soft-roader is fast, powerful, and surprisingly capable
off-road. It’s steady on the gravel and so light it seems almost to
float over the top of soft sand. To me, it has the feel of a miniPrado. But I think the best way to put it might be that the more
time I spend in it, the more I honestly like it. It’s a really cool car
and it’s grown up a lot over the last twenty years.”
Despite its admirable off-road performance, it’s worth
remembering that the RAV4 is at heart a soft-roader – it lacks low
range and has clearance issues; but, if you’re hell-bent on taking
A day trip to the pristine
Kosi Bay Mouth offers a
perfect agenda of sun, sea,
sand and swimming.

Left The 2.5-litre petrol
engine is one of the
quietest motors I’ve come
across in this category.
Middle The rear seats
fold flat, dramatically
increasing load space
– perfect for a camping
trip. Right The rear view
camera is activated upon
selecting reverse gear,
which makes backing up
and parking a whole lot
easier.

your RAV where no other self-respecting RAV4 owner would
dare to drive, then a suspension lift kit (if you can find one) and
slightly bigger tyres would go a long way towards minimising the
vehicle’s drawbacks when tackling hardcore off-road territory.
“In all fairness, we took this little RAV through some seriously
challenging terrain and it handled everything we threw at it. It
certainly proved to be far more capable than your average softroader. We drove it hard and it did really well.”
iMfolozi Game Reserve

Turning off the N2, and taking the R618 through Mtubatuba,
brought us back to the Nyalazi Gate of the Hluhluwe-iMfolozi
Game Reserve. After hearing all the locals rave about the
reserve’s secluded bush camps, we skipped the main rest
camp at Mpila in favour of the intimate Nselweni Bush Camp
overlooking the iMfolozi River.
The circuit was now complete, and our great Maputaland
adventure was rapidly drawing to a close. Everyone else had long
since retired to bed, and I sat alone on the veranda, savouring
my last night in the wilderness. The rasping cough of a territorial
leopard snapped me from my musings; a few seconds later the
guttural roars of a distant lion pride joined the harmony. As I
sat there, awed by the primordial melody resonating from the
darkness, the melancholy whoop of a lone hyena joined the
wilderness refrain. To me, their chorus sounded grander than
any opera, but the real privilege was that they were bellowing
their farewell tune for an appreciative audience of one!

Toyota RAV4 2.5 VX AT
It was with great excitement and much anticipation that I slid
behind the wheel of the RAV4. I was keen to discover how
Toyota’s latest model has evolved from its predecessors
and how it would perform on and off the road.
Slightly longer and wider than its forerunner, the new
RAV4 boasts increased legroom and luggage capacity, with
a top-hinged, power-operated tailgate. While there is no
disputing that the RAV4 has positioned itself as an ideal
SUV for active-lifestyle families, I was interested to find
out how it would perform in the sand, and whether it could
overcome its “soccer mom” image as a soft-roader that
seldom ventures too far from the tar.
During the course of the ten days in which we explored
Maputaland, we put the RAV through its paces. From the
rough gravel roads around Dingane’s Memorial and Border
Cave, to the deep sand tracks of Tembe and coastal dune
routes through iSimangaliso Wetland Park, the RAV was
subjected to challenges that exceeded what I believe the

R399 900
vehicle was ever intended to overcome. Despite these
obstacles, it coped admirably.
The first thing I noticed when test-driving the six-speed
automatic RAV4 was how quiet its 2.5 litre four-cylinder
petrol motor is. When the car is idling, it’s virtually
impossible – even for the driver – to hear that the engine is
running! Traction Control and Downhill Ascent Control (DAC)
enhance the driving experience. DAC is no gimmick; it’s a
useful feature that we regularly used on steep slopes.
Clearance was a concern when off-roading – the new
model is 25mm lower – and having the exhaust system
as the lowest point is far from ideal; yet, despite these
shortcomings, the vehicle was able to manage some
serious 4x4 territory that I would previously have believed
the exclusive domain of pukka 4x4s. The RAV4 is a small,
sleek and trendy soft-roader, but I can say with absolute
confidence that the latest model offers considerably more
than you’d expect at first glance.

The iconic view of Kosi River
Estuary with its distinctive
traditional fish traps.
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SA4x4 ROUTE GUIDE
WHERE WE STAYED
Bhanga Nek Community Campsite

Only accessible to 4x4 vehicles,
Bhanga Nek Community Campsite is
a rustic camp inside the Maputaland
Marine Reserve, with an idyllic location
a stone’s throw from the beach. Call
082 690 9566 to find out more, or to
make a booking.
Hluhluwe Hilltop Resort

The large Hluhluwe Hilltop Resort offers
a range of comfortable accommodation
from spotlessly clean rondavels with
shared facilities, to newer self-contained
chalets and the exclusive eight-bed
Mthwazi Lodge. Hluhluwe’s main rest
camp also boasts a restaurant, bar,
curio shop and swimming pool. The
eight-bed Munyawaneni Bush Camp
is a good secluded alternative for
nature-lovers put off by the size of
Hilltop. Contact the resort directly on
035 562 0848, or check out
www.kznwildlife.com for further details;
email bookings@kznwildlife.com to
make a reservation.
Masizwane Lodge
Fronting onto Tembe Elephant Park,
Masizwane Lodge offers 12 comfortable
chalets in natural surroundings, and
twice-daily game drives to explore
the neighbouring reserve. Refer to
www.masizwanelodge.co.za for more
on the lodge’s slow-season specials.
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Mantuma Camp

campsite set in natural surrounds and
only a frog’s hop from the Pongolo River.

Whether you opt to stay in a basic
rest hut with communal kitchen and
ablutions, a self-contained chalet, a
family-friendly cottage or the rustic
tented camp, Mantuma Camp caters
to all tastes and budgets. There is
also a take-away restaurant, small
shop and swimming pool; visit www.
isimangaliso.com to find out more.
The eight-bed Nhlonhlela Bush Camp
and large Emshopi Campsite (situated
next to the entrance gate) constitute
the park’s only other accommodation.

After
perusing
www.ndumu.com,
mail
info@ndumu.com
or
call
035 592 8000 with enquiries.

Ndumo Camp

The eight double suites of the
luxurious Nselweni Bush Lodge
overlook a sweeping bend of the
perennial Black iMfolozi River – with
unit five being the pick of the bunch.
Check out www.kznwildlife.com, or call
033 845 1000 to find out more.

While Ndumo Camp has seven
self-catering units with communal
bathroom and kitchen facilities, it’s
the 14 shaded stands of the campsite
that offer the best combination of
value for money with quality nature
experience. The rest camp also
boasts a swimming pool, a tiny shop,
and Eskom power. You can contact
the park directly on 035 591 0058;
otherwise, consult www.kznwildlife.
com or email bookings@kznwildlife.
com to make a reservation.
Ndumu River Lodge
Run by Mark and Karen Kotze –
possibly one of the friendliest couples
in KwaZulu-Natal – Ndumu River Lodge
boasts tranquil lodgings and a rustic

Nselweni Bush Lodge

site, then it is advisable to contact
Amafa ahead of time to confirm
whether the interpretive centre and
guided cave visits are operating. Mail
amafahq@mweb.co.za
or
call
035 870 2050 to check.
Mokarran Dive Charters
Mokarran
Dive
Charters
in
Manzengwenya is the place to go
for snorkelling or scuba diving in
the Maputaland Marine Reserve.
Sea conditions are most reliable
in April and May, but check
out www.mokarrandivecharters.com
or drop Michelle Smith a mail at
mokarran@worldonline.co.za, to find
out more.
FUEL
Both petrol and diesel are readily
available in all major towns throughout
northern KwaZulu-Natal. Hilltop and
Mpila are the only Ezemvelo KZN
Wildlife rest camps that sell fuel, so
it’s worth remembering to fill up before
you enter any of the other parks. This
is by no means an exhaustive list, but
we made use of the following filling
stations: the Hluhluwe Service Centre
in Hluhluwe town, the BP in Jozini, the
Engen in Ndumo town, and the Nyala
1-stop in Mkuze.

Utshwayelo Lodge and Camp
Utshwayelo Lodge and Camp is
conveniently located next to the Kosi
Bay Mouth access gate. Check out
www.kosimouth.co.za, or contact Ken
Whitfield on 082 909 3113, to learn
more about this establishment.
PLACES OF INTEREST
Dingane’s Grave
If you opt to drive the scenic D1842,
then Dingane’s Grave is a good spot
to stretch your legs as you wander
around the small memorial dedicated
to the Zulu king.
Border Cave
Border Cave is well worth a visit for
the gobsmacking views over Swaziland
alone, but if you are interested in
taking a tour of the archaeological

ESSENTIAL GEAR
Zululand and Maputaland are, for
the most part, soft-roader-friendly
destinations. Although no special gear
is required, a tyre-pressure gauge and
air compressor would come in handy.
It’s also worth noting that if you plan
to tackle the soft sand of Tembe or the
coastal dune routes of iSimangaliso,
then a high-clearance 4x4 is strongly
advised.
CONVOY OR SOLO
A circuitous solo road trip along the
unpaved back roads of northern
KwaZulu-Natal, sampling a selection
of the province’s finest game parks,
comes highly recommended.
MAPS & DIRECTIONS
You really can’t go wrong with the
latest version of Tracks4Africa loaded
on the GPS, although Ezemvelo KZN
Wildlife’s “Maps of the Zululand and
Maputaland Reserves” will come in
handy for choosing the best gameviewing routes to explore inside the
parks.
ROAD CONDITIONS
Highly variable: from pristine paved
highways to potholed tar and allweather gravel, as well as some
exciting sandy two-tracks in Tembe
and along the coast.
VEHICLE REQUIRED
We travelled in the new Toyota RAV4;
however, any 4x4 – soft-roader or offroader – with reasonable clearance
should be able to handle the scenic
back roads and sandy two-tracks of
Maputaland and its game reserves.

WHERE TO BUY PROVISIONS
Before heading north, we stocked up
with supplies at the Super Spar and
Pick ’n Pay in Ballito. En route, we
resupplied at the Spar in Jozini as
well as the Spar in Ndumo (although
the fresh produce selection was
negligible). All the park rest camps
have small shops selling a limited
range of basic foodstuffs, drinks,
curios and charcoal.

RISKS
Northern
KwaZulu-Natal
is
an
endemic malaria area with the
malaria risk increasing the further
north you go; speak to your doctor
about prophylactics before you set
off. We found local people to be
friendly, but use common sense and
practise sensible safety precautions
when travelling through remote and/
or unfamiliar territory. Always travel
with a fully charged cell phone,
a comprehensive first-aid kit and
sufficient drinking water.

MUST-DRIVE ROADS
The scenic D1842 along the spine
of the Lebombo Mountains; the
Umjamgazi jeep track tracing the
fringe of Muzi Swamp in Tembe’s wild
southeast; and – provided your vehicle
is up to the challenge – the maze of
deep sandy tracks through the coastal
dunes of the Maputaland Marine
Reserve in iSimangaliso Wetland Park.

TOP TRAVEL TIP
Wild Cards and Rhino Cards exempt
visitors from park entry fees and
daily conservation charges. These
affordable cards are valid for a year
and can save a family a chunk of
change, especially if you plan to visit a
number of game reserves during your
holiday.
FURTHER INFORMATION
Visit the official KwaZulu-Natal Tourism
website at www.zulu.org.za. To find out
more, or to make a reservation at any
of the Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife game
reserves, check out: www.kznwildlife.
com. iSimangaliso Wetland Park World
Heritage Site and Tembe Elephant
Park have their own dedicated
websites: www.isimangaliso.com and
www.tembe.co.za
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