Addo Elephant National Park
From budget to luxurious, Addo is an all-round safari
destination with a wealth of outdoor activities.
Added bonus, it’s in the malaria-free Eastern Cape.
By Stephen Cunliffe and Romi Boom

JUMBO HIT
Addo is renowned
for its elephants,
but has plenty to
offer besides big
game sightings.
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Addo Elephant National Park

A botanic melting pot, Addo is home to an astounding five of South Africa’s
nine biomes. The incredibly varied terrain supports a spectrum of indigen
ous wildlife scattered across scenic landscapes, from thickly vegetated
mountain slopes caked in euphorbias and dripping with aloes to undulating
plains covered in nutritious Albany thicket. With the traditional Big Five all
in residence, plus the great white shark and southern right whale frequenting its marine protected area, Addo can rightfully claim to be home to the
Magnificent Seven.

2. A black-shouldered
kite gazes intently.
3. Take the plunge
into the crystal clear
Blue Hole along the
Doringnek Hike.
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or conquer the Alexandria Hiking Trail
(see box on page 24); sign up for a guided
horseback safari in the Big Five Nyati section or tackle a longer horse trail in secluded Zuurberg; take an off-road adventure on
the 45-kilometre Bedrogfontein 4x4 Trail
in the far northwest of the park or enjoy
whale-watching in its marine precinct;
Addo has something special for everyone.
Addo is the ultimate grand finale to any
journey along the Garden Route. The expanded park offers safaris that rank with
the best. To top it, this Eastern Cape gem
won’t burn a hole in your wallet, unless
you want to indulge in supreme comfort
at one of the Addo concession lodges.

katherine cunliffe

While family-friendly Addo remains synonymous with some of the best elephant
viewing in all of Africa, it has evolved into
a premier, all-round wildlife destination.
Many Addo stalwarts choose self-drive or
guided game drives to enjoy top-quality
game viewing from the park’s everexpanding, 120-kilometre road network.
More recently, a growing band of safari
connoisseurs has started to explore the increasing array of activities available within
South Africa’s most diverse national park.
Whether you opt for a short stroll along
the one-hour Cycad Trail or walk the halfday Doringnek Hiking Trail; complete
an overnight hike to Narina Bush Camp

1. The first half of
the Doringnek Hiking
Trail criss-crosses a
stream inside indigenous forest.
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Main camp activities
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Be sure to put aside an hour for the
Ulwazi Interpretive Centre. Interactive
and informative, it provides an overview
of everything you might want to know
about Addo, its history, flora and fauna,
and the lie of the land. In pride of place is
the head of the famous Hapoor [notched
ear – Ed.], legendary tusker of the Addo
elephants for 24 years.
The Sasol Bird Hide is located at a water-

hole within Main Camp. Serious twitchers
can find birding in the thicket frustrating,
given that the bush is so dense. Spend a
peaceful hour at the large hide, allowing
the birds to show themselves. It overlooks a
reeded wetland with an array of waterbirds.
The underground game-viewing hide allows for close encounters with wildlife at
the floodlit waterhole. These facilities are
suitable for wheelchair users.

>
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Addo is the
ultimate grand
finale to any
journey along
the Garden
Route.

1

4. A young male lion
licks his chops after
devouring a kudu
near Hapoor Dam.
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Addo Elephant National Park

Spekboom
Portulacaria afra
is a succulent
plant. Elephants
love snacking on
its small leaves,
which have
a tart flavour.

Zuurberg
Section

We were re
warded with
a rare caracal
sighting on
the way back
to Spekboom.
As soon as it
realised it had
been seen, it
melted back
into the bush.

The park’s accommodation options are
almost as varied as its ecosystems, but
the intimate 10-bed Spekboom Tented
Camp right in the heart of Addo is a Wild
favourite. Comprising five permanent
dome tents with real beds and fresh linen,
it’s a simple, but comfortable, self-catering
camp with private, 24-hour access to a
hide overlooking the local waterhole.
A short walk round the fenced bush
camp soon reveals that aside from the
sleeping tents raised on wooden decks,
there is also a communal kitchen with a
gas-stove, fridge and wash-up facilities,
a spotlessly clean toilet block with sinks,
flush toilets and a couple of gas-heated
showers complete with skylights for gazing
up at the stars.
Upon arrival, we were greeted by a big

bull elephant in full-blown musth who
provided quality entertainment as he angrily chased five kudu bulls and a family
of warthogs from the water’s edge. What
an impressive reception!
A tasty steak braai capped off an exciting day in Addo and that night, as Orion
chased Taurus across the night sky, a quartet of jackals serenaded us to sleep in our
little camp. Before nodding off, we relived
our most memorable sightings to date: an
elephantine extravaganza of thirsty beasts
swimming and wallowing, more kudu and
warthogs than you could shake a stick at,
a herd of graceful eland, a spotted hyena
running past the vehicle with a hartebeest
leg in its mouth, and a pride of lions drinking at Hapoor Dam. Addo most definitely
delivers on the wildlife front.

A short game drive the next morning
took us back past Addo reception and,
roughly 20 kilometres from the main
gate, we entered the mountainous Zuurberg section. This area of the park is
devoid of dangerous game and ideal for
self-guided hiking and guided horseback
trails. Our group of enthusiastic walkers
decided to forego the one-hour stroll
along the Cycad Trail in favour of the
half-day Doringnek Hike.
We spent the first two hours descending
alongside a forested stream to the sound
of gurgling water and the distant bark of
an animated baboon. A magical morning
culminated at the Blue Hole, an idyllic
swimming spot and perfect place to enjoy
a well-earned picnic lunch.
It was just as well we stopped for a
refreshing dip and fortifying feed, as the
afternoon session began with a sweaty
uphill slog out of the forest into an expansive zone of high-lying fynbos and open
grassland. Big herds of red hartebeest

grazed near the trail and, in stark contrast
to our morning in the woods, the elevated
vantage point afforded views all the way to
the ocean.
Four hours after setting out, our band
of happy hikers arrived back at the car
after a great day in a forgotten corner of
Addo. Amazingly, we had the Doringnek
Hiking Trail all to ourselves, which is even
more remarkable when you consider that
the Zuurberg hikes don’t cost you a thing
if you get free entry through your valid
Wild Card.
As if to commend us for taking the
trails less travelled, we were rewarded
with a rare caracal sighting on the way
back to Spekboom. The elusive feline
lay motionless close to the road and we
almost missed it. As soon as it realised it
had been seen, it turned and melted back
into the Addo bush. It was a 30-second
sighting at most, but the stealthy feline left
behind four toothy grins that would have
made the Cheshire Cat proud.

1. Enjoying a braai at rustic Spekboom Tented Camp deep inside Addo’s main game area. 2. Francolin
counts among Addo’s 417 bird species. 3. Addo’s waterholes offer close encounters with wildlife
ranging from elephant to warthog. 4. A spotted hyena takes a red hartebeest leg for the road. 5. A
southern pale chanting goshawk devours a hare. 6. Hikers walking the Cycad Hiking Trail in Zuurberg. >
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SPEKBOOM ILLUSTRATION: Sappi Tree Spotting KwaZulu-Natal and Eastern Cape by Val Thomas and Rina Grant and illustrated by Joan Van Gogh. | SPEKBOOM LEAVES: www.botanicus.org
PHOTO 1, 4, 6 – STEPHEN CUNLIFFE; 3 – Romi Boom; 2, 5 – Gerhard Vosloo

Spekboom
Tented
Camp
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A southern
double-collared
sunbird

Addo Elephant National Park

COLOUR FEAST
The leaves of a
protea flower
echo the feathers
of the sunbird
opposite.

SCOTT RAMSAY

Addo has a range of
habitats, which makes
for excellent birding.
The Addo Birding
Weekend takes place
in spring every year.
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is proclaimed to protect the last
1931 Addo
surviving elephants in the Eastern Cape

Colchester Section
The recent removal of the fence that separated the Colchester section from the main
Addo area has practically doubled the size
of the Big Five game-viewing area. Animals
can now roam freely from Addo Main
Camp in the north to Camp Matyholweni
close to the Sundays River in the south.
Given our earlier Zuurberg hiking
exploits, we convinced ourselves we deserved a relaxing day in the vehicle and
set off to explore the Colchester section.
We enjoyed a delicious picnic brunch
at Jack’s Picnic Site, which lies inside a
500-hectare botanical reserve set aside to
monitor the impact of mega-herbivores,
particularly elephants, on the park’s ve
getation. Then we drove into a region of
deep valleys and steep hills where lone
elephants rubbed shoulders with the

ubiquitous kudu. As we headed further
south, the dense vegetation gave way to
rolling grasslands with abundant plains
game, while the picturesque savanna areas
of Mbotyi Loop provided unrivalled photographic opportunities of gigantic elephant bulls with the sea and sand dunes
as a mesmerising backdrop.
But, unbeknown to us, Addo had chosen
to save the best for last. Stopping in a
large clearing to watch some big herds of
Burchell’s zebra and hartebeest, a black
rhino bull unexpectedly trundled out of
the thickets and crossed the wide clearing.
Stopping a couple of times to mark his
territory, he eventually disappeared back
into the dense vegetation on the far side of
the clearing. The perfect way to round off
an incredible Eastern Cape safari.

Alexandria
Hiking Trail
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current size
of the greater
Addo park

5 000 ha

original
size of the
reserve

500+

number of elephants the
Addo wilderness can support
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The wooden huts
in the Woody
Cape section
welcome hikers.

180 000 ha

This two-day, 36-kilometre circular hiking trail
takes place within the Woody Cape coastal
section of the greater Addo Elephant National
Park, barely an hour from the main entrance
gate. Open to a maximum of 12 hikers a day,
and a minimum of three for safety reasons,
the self-guided trail traverses a varied terrain
of shifting dunes, untouched beaches, indigenous forest and coastal fynbos.
Setting out from the Langebos Huts on day
one, hikers tramp through an enchanted forest of ancient yellowwoods and spectacular
coral trees before traversing the open territory of Perdekloof and detouring onto the
beach. Six kilometres of pristine coastline
with dramatic dune cliffs crumbling towards
the sea await you. The Nidaros wreck can
be explored at low tide, while dolphins and
southern right whales frolic offshore.
Leaving the beach, weary hikers get their
first taste of the dunes ahead of a final push
through aromatic coastal fynbos to complete

the 19,5-kilometre first day. Secluded in lush
forest and overlooking distant Bird Island
with its sprawling Cape gannet breeding
colony, the simple self-catering Woody Cape
Hut is the perfect spot to spend the night.
Day two might be slightly shorter at
16,5 kilometres, but it tests hikers’ fitness as
they negotiate the towering dunes of coastal
dunefield. Ancient midden sites alongside
the trail bear testimony to the presence of
the Strandlopers who used to wander these
shores in earlier times. The trail ends as it
began, winding its way through indigenous
forest for the final five kilometres.
Aspiring hikers who don’t quite have the
legs for Alexandria can tackle the half-day
Tree Dassie Trail, which covers a gentler
7-kilometre route through the tranquil forests
of the Woody Cape section.
Contact Camp Matyholweni on 041-468-0916
or matyholweni@sanparks.org to book the trail. >
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We drove into
a region of
deep valleys
and steep hills
where lone ele
phants rubbed
shoulders with
the ubiquitous
kudu.

WILD COAST
Along Mbotyi
Loop you can
photograph elephants with sea in
the background.

number of bird species
profiting from Addo’s
diverse ecosystems
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At Kuzuko Lodge the luxurious chalets each have
a private deck and impressive views.

– By Romi Boom

At Gorah Ele
phant Camp,
the busy wa
terhole right
in front of the
manor house
may be shared
at any one
time by eland,
zebra, buffalo
and warthog.
Unless the big
cats put in an
appearance.

Known as SANParks’ Golden Kudus,
luxury lodges are partners in conservation
and operate on a concession basis. They
offer exclusivity and privacy, outstanding
service, impeccable accommodation and
gourmet cuisine. All three concessions
in Addo are dedicated to rehabilitating
this precious wildlife region and have
made huge investments to protect our
natural heritage.
Riverbend Lodge (in the Nyati section
of the park) has eight suites and a familyfriendly policy. A haven for grandparents!
Children of all ages are welcome and even
toddlers are allowed on the game drives
if the vehicle is booked out by one family.
During our stay, the guests included two
families spanning three generations, and it
was an inspiration to see each happy clan
occupying their own safari vehicle.
Intsomi Reserve, accessible exclusively
by Riverbend guests, is home to several
species not seen elsewhere in Addo. The
absence of predators in the private reserve
allows you to explore on foot. Hiking
within 20 metres of graceful giraffes is
definitely a bucket-list highlight.
The Karoo section is a world apart
from the main game-viewing area. Succulent noorsveld, coral aloes, sweet thorn
and pale-barked shepherd’s tree dot the
landscape. To reach the Kuzuko contractual area in the northwest of the park,
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you have to exit the gate at Main Camp
and drive towards Paterson. The most
affordable of the Addo lodges, with excellent winter specials for South Africans,
Kuzuko (‘place of glory’) sits like an eyrie
against a mountain ridge, with views that
stretch forever across the Nama-Karoo.
Collaring of individual lions, cheetahs
and elephants assists with management
decisions and theoretically this makes it
easier to locate prize species. In practice,
the guides rely on their skills and luck,
not telemetry, to track the wildlife. While
the elephants were playing hide and seek
with us, the lions and cheetahs couldn’t be
bothered by our presence and provided
superb and intense photo opportunities.
On more than one occasion our guide,
Freddie van Reyner, pointed out where
the lions had sharpened their claws, leaving deep indentations in trees. Freddie
found us a couple of lion’s hairs in the
grooves – they were surprisingly soft and
broke easily.
The numbers of the game in this section have spiked since the drought in
2009. Red hartebeest, kudu, zebra and
black wildebeest absolutely abound. On a
scenic drive towards Darlington Dam, we
even happened across a handsome herd
of gemsbok. To grasp the full spectrum of
Addo’s diversity, include Kuzuko in your
itinerary. The lodge is happy to accommo-

Riverbend Lodge
provides car
seats for families
that book private
game drives.

Addo Elephant
National Park lies
72 km from Port
Elizabeth.

ROMI BOOM

Five star
lodges
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date children and groups. Its conference
facilities and wellness centre are top class.
After crossing the rugged and desolate
Zuurberg Pass to re-enter the main gameviewing area of Addo, we arrived at Gorah
Elephant Camp, another concession.
Gorah means ‘natural water’ and traces its
history to the Early Stone Age. The original spring attracted wildlife, farmers and
hunters. Gorah was recently awarded the
SANParks Kudu award for its contribution to conservation and as business partner of the year.
Romantic Gorah is the epitome of an
African safari, with 11 ultra-luxurious
tents and a gracious 1856 homestead, a
national monument, furnished in period
style. Think Robert Redford and Meryl
Streep in Out of Africa, chilled sparkling
wine by candlelight. The entire camp is
unfenced, with views across the savanna.
The busy waterhole right in front of the
manor house may be shared at any one
time by eland, zebra, buffalo and warthog.
Unless the big cats put in an appearance.
Our afternoon game drive produced a
very focused lioness in hot pursuit of a
warthog near Hapoor Dam. We waited
with bated breath, but there were no
squeals once they had disappeared into
the spekboom thicket. After sundowners
at Kadouw Lookout Point, we returned in
darkness to Gorah Camp. In our absence,

the surrounding grassland had been invaded by a herd of buffalo, grazing to their
heart’s content. Imagine being surrounded
by 200 pairs of eyes, glimmering like fireflies. It’s a spine-chilling experience, the
kind of memory that will have you yearning for the wilds ever after.

Addo TRIP PLANNER
Wildlife viewing in the Eastern Cape is good
throughout the year. Most rain falls during
the warm summer months of October to
March. Winters tend to be cool and dry.
Situated less than an hour from Port
Elizabeth along the N2, Addo boasts a
variety of accommodation options for visitors. Choose between Addo Main Camp and
Spekboom Tented Camp in the main gameviewing area, the 12 thatched cottages
of Camp Matyholweni in the Colchester
Section, Narina Bush Camp in the scenic
Zuurberg Section, or the 12-bed Langebos
Huts in the Woody Cape Section. Check out
www.sanparks.org/parks/addo for more
information or phone the park directly on
042-233-8600 or email addoenquiries@
sanparks.org
For more information about Addo’s three
luxury lodges, go to www.riverbendlodge.
co.za, www.kuzukolodge.co.za, www.gorah.
hunterhotels.com.
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