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Late Tuesday (30th October 2007) evening the UW game ranger students arrived at Durban 
station after a 14 hour bus trip from Port Elizabeth. Although exhausted, there was a buzz of 
excitement in the group as Sithelo Mbatha, their guide from the Wilderness Leadership School, 
introduced himself and transported them to the Kenneth Stainbank Nature Reserve to enjoy a hot 
pizza and a welcoming bed… Having anticipated this special trip for months, the students only 
had a few more hours to wait before starting their five day wilderness trail in the renowned 
Umfolozi Park. 
 

The group was up early, eager to start their trail, and 
surprised to find their guides already setting out the 
trail equipment and food to be distributed among them. 
Their first task was deciding which group to join. As 
the trails follow the principle of minimum interference 
and impact, the groups are kept small, and thus the 
Umzi Two group of 14 had to split up. Just before 
entering the packed vehicles to leave, the group was 
called to receive a great honor – Dr. Ian Player, the 
founder of the Wilderness Leadership School and 
Wilderness Foundation, as well as Andrew Muir, 

arrived to wish them well. Dr. Player offered words of encouragement for their future careers in 
conservation, emphasizing that on this trail they should make full use of the reflexive time 
provided during night watch. At the time, few understood the full gravity of his advice. During 
the three hour drive to the Umfolozi from Durban the students were asked to take note of the 
land use outside their windows. Endless fields of sugar cane and blue gums, interspersed with 
active development, came to an abrupt end as they entered the bright green of the Hluhluwe-
Umfolozi Park, previously the exclusive hunting preserve of the Zulu Kings.   
 
After an orientation talk from their guides to 
highlight safety protocol, the two groups ventured off 
into the wilderness in separate directions: two silent 
lines of backpacked, expectant individuals. Five days 
later the Umfolozi rang with excited voices as the 
groups reunited and shared their stories – stories of 
tense river crossings (avoiding the crocs), close 
encounters with curious lion and white rhino, 
drenching mid-night thunder storms, exciting 
sightings of all sorts of animals, breathtaking vistas, 
and enthralling stories told by their guides. After 
tales of the “big-and-furries,” came descriptions of 
wonderful detail:  the variety of shongalolos crossing their paths; watching the lazy buffalo doze 
on the river banks; the smell of the tamboti trees, rhino latrines and the earth after the rain; the 
smoothness of the polished trees used as scratching posts by elephants and rhino; the croak of the 



bull frogs after the rain; the ‘wooping’ of the hyena in the middle of the night; the chatter of the 
baboons at sunset and sunrise and the rumbling thunder over the plains...  
 
Above all this, the stories of night watch were shared. Responsible for the safety of their peers 
and guides in slumber, each person took a turn to patrol and guard the camp by torch and fire 
light every night for an hour and a half, before waking the next. The impact of shouldering that 
responsibility, while at the same time facing oneself in the alive darkness, cannot easily be 
expressed. Indeed they came to understand what Dr. Player meant by the ‘power of night-watch’. 

 
Once they had returned to the Wilderness Leadership 
School, enjoyed a hot shower and settled to enjoy a 
braai, the group’s stories turned inward, as each person 
reflected on what they had brought back within 
themselves. One young man quietly shared that he had 
come back a different person and that he’d carry these 
memories forever. Such are the interventions that only 
the wilderness can bring about, and it is these that will 
inspire future conservationists.    
 

 “What I can say is that there’s so much to say… I had a really great experience being in the 
wild with the Big 5 and seeing everything. The cherry on top was gaining knowledge from 
experienced guides who are great in what they do, telling us to look at the smaller things in the 
bush – like how the ant lions catch their prey. I am one happy and encouraged young man, who 
learned a lot. I think every youngster should experience nature, as it’s just one’s cause to make a 
difference.” Freddie 
 
“The trail was more than I expected. It was fun and educational. It made me appreciate the finer 
things in life.”  Portia  
 
“Being at Umfolozi was a very nice experience. It was a good experience; I mean a wow-wow-
wow experience.”  Nkululeko 
 
“I enjoyed the trail a lot. It was my first time being in a ‘Big 
5’ area. I had to sleep under the stars and my colleague was 
almost bitten by a snake. I wish I could go back there.”  
Daliwonga 
 
“The trail was an educational trail where I learnt a lot [like] 
how to survive in a place with the Big 5. The experience to 
know the behavior of different animals and the plants is 
important.”  Kolosa 
 
“It was a practical experience, which I grabbed with both hands as a future guide. How to 
approach dangerous animals etc. There is so much to say. I appreciated the learning experience. 
Thank-you.” Cacile  
 



“It was fascinating to be out of civilization for a few days. To be amongst the wild animals 
makes you feel at home. I felt like I reconnected with nature, but in a special way.”  Lincoln 
 
“It was my first time being in Umfolozi. It was a wonderful trail, being in the bush with the Big 
5, sharing the same place. It was wonderful and a great experience that we shared with the two 
guides and they were so brave and knowledgeable. They also know and love what they are doing. 
And I’d love to go there again, being in a nature conservation area and to be out of houses.”  
Siphokazi 
 
“The trail made me realize how important it is to know more about your culture and its values. 
The trail has brought me back to my roots. I’ve realized how good it is to be both a Zulu and a 
Xhosa. I’ve learned to overcome my fears and problems, and it’s quite amusing what people do 
on trails – they seem to be forgetting about the outside world and they connect with nature.”  
Simphiwe  
 
“I would be lying to you if I said that I didn’t have a nice time at Umfolozi, I enjoyed myself. I 
mean, for two nights we slept under the stars and then two nights in tents because of the rain. It 
was about experiencing the beauty of nature and the culture of our animals. Thank you very 
much, Wilderness.”   Vuyani   
 
 
 


