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Foreword

 

Ever since I was a little boy, I dreamed of the Lowveld, to be able to live there amongst all the wild animals and thorn trees and the wild jungle. As a little boy, I could see my hero, Tarzan, swinging from tree to tree in the impenetrable jungles of the Lowveld. Little did I realize that Tarzan’s jungle was in a totally different location.

Another one of my heroes was Harry Wolhuther, one of the very first game rangers of the Kruger Park, or Sabi Game Reserve, as it was called in those days. He is the guy who was attacked by a lion. He managed to kill the beast using a glorified kitchen knife.

And then, of course, there was Jock of the Bushveld - the dog that was made a common household name by Sir Percy Fitzpatrick. I lived through every one of his adventures in the Lowveld.

Every visit to the Lowveld was a huge adventure to me.

Many years later, I  became the proud owner of property in the Lowveld. This book tells of my adventures in this wild, harsh paradise with all it’s wonderful - sometimes very dangerous - wild animals.

Louis Nel


Glossary of words 

used in this book

 

Biltong - Dried, salted meat (like Jerky.) 

Boeretroos - Coffee 

Boerewors -Traditional South-African spicy type of sausage made from beef and pork. 

Braai - Open fireplace used to cook meat. Could also mean the social gathering when cooking meat on an open fire. 

Great Crocodile - The Crocodile river on the southern border of the Kruger National Park. 

Kuier - A social gathering of friends or family 

Lowveld - The low lying area on the north-eastern side of South-Africa 

Marula - a tree bearing the stony marula fruit. 

Mieliemeel - Ground maize kernels 

Mieliepap - A stiff porridge made from ground maize 

Monkey apple - A fruit with a hard, stony shell, resembling an orange 

Mosbolletjie - Traditional South African biscuit (called beskuit) before it is dried out.  

Oom - Uncle. A respectful way of addressing all older men. Older women are addressed as Tannie or Antie 

Ouma - Grandmother 

Oupa - Grandfather 

Pappot - Three-legged black cast-iron pot. 

Platanna - A slimy frog living in water 

Sickle bush - A thorny shrub-like tree (Dichrostachys cinerea) 

Umfaan - A young boy 

Vuvuzela - A trumpet-like instrument used to make a monotonous noise at soccer matches. 

Wolf-with-the-lame-hind-legs - Hyena (so called because of it’s seemingly weak hindquarters) 


A Boy, a Beetle

and a Mountain Stream

Carefully the little boy ties a loop in the cotton string. The two loose ends are tied to a match box while the noose is slipped over the wriggling head and shoulders of the dung beetle - no mean task, as it’s little legs keep on paddling with the power of a bulldozer. Then the beetle is placed on the ground, and it’s matchbox-wagon loaded with heavy stones. The ground is hard and stony, and the insect bears forward with all it’s might. The little boy watches in awe as the whole contraption slowly starts moving. Millimeter by millimeter - inch-by-inch, until finally it shoots forward, toppling the wagon, sending stones rolling all over.

The little boy claps his hands, cheering the powerful effort of the modest dung beetle. Half a dozen large eyed Swazi kids stretch their necks to see what the commotion is all about. Then they slowly shake their heads - not understanding why any being can actually be fascinated by an insect. Then they make a decision: From now on this White kid will be called maBhungane - Dung Beetle!


Many years went by. The little boy is now in his sixties, and still as fascinated by a simple dung beetle as he was so many years ago. And yes, he still cherishes the name maBhungane, but unfortunately nobody appreciates it, because the name has no meaning for modern man. But that does not make him despair - so he calls himself “Misbolletjie” so that everyone can understand - Misbolletjie - the dung ball created by the powerful, innovative beetle. It is carefully selected from the highest quality dung (preferably elephant!), and then rolled and compacted to perfection. When he is completely satisfied with his masterpiece, he determines the exact direction of his journey, and then starts rolling the heavy ball over obstacles, never once losing sight of his destination. Eventually the ball is buried and a single egg is laid in it.

It is this dung-ball masterpiece that I chose as a nom de plume, for obvious reasons. And my better half? I call her “Mosbolletjie” - a soft, cuddly and very tasty titbit - because she is soft and cuddly and tasty - and she is sweet! And of course it rhymes with Misbolletjie!

I grew up on a farm in the very heart of Paradise, near the colourful town of Waterval Boven. I might have been the only child, but I was never ever lonely. I had more than my fair share of fascinating “friends” - some two-legged, some four-legged, some six-legged - and some even had no legs at all! Some would fly - others would creep or crawl. Some even hissed or squeaked. And I loved them all - that is except of course the mouse-birds, ‘cause they ate our fruit! I hated them! There were very few things in life that I hated, but mouse-birds were one of them.

My very first encounter with the real world - nature that can be cruel and terrifying - was when I was still a tiny tot - a youthful three years old. Oupa was my hero - he gave me sweets!!! He also had a bakery in town, and very early every morning he would drive off to work. On that almost fateful day, I was entertained by the farm labourers. They were carting rocks in a wheelbarrow, and I was happily riding along on top of the pile of rocks. Well, I was not all that happy, as the sight of Oupa driving off earlier, made me miserable. 

At the next stop I got off the barrow and started waddling in the direction I saw Oupa disappear much earlier that morning. Nobody noticed as I set my course due west to follow the rough farm road. But I was not alone - Oupa’s black dog with the appropriate name of Blacky (wonder why?) was following close on my little bare heels. On and on I went for half a kilometer, and then there was the footpath - the one that the women used to go down to the river to do their washing. What made me decide to take this shortcut? I do not know.

Blackie was getting anxious - what was his little master up to? I clambered down in the direction of the murmuring stream, over rocks and making my way between the reeds. It was as if the stream was a huge magnet, beckoning me to come closer - inviting me to the fun.

For some unknown reason, none of the labourers noticed my disappearing act until I was totally gone - out of sight.  “Has anybody seen the little white umfaan?”, someone finally popped the question. 

Consternation! They looked everywhere: “Ish - Ouma will be furious!”,  but the boy was nowhere to be found. Ouma was not the big concern - it was Oupa - they called him “Mashlasela Ngosi”, literally meaning “The one that is like a red hornet that strikes very hard”. They knew that they had to do everything in their power to keep Oupa happy, or else...... Then they broke the news to Ouma. Of course she had a fit, but that did not help a bit, because little Louis was gone, as in GONE! 

To Ouma, her faith was very special. It was not just something that was exercised on Sundays, but it was a real, living faith - a personal relationship with her Saviour, Jesus. Her first reaction when she got the news of my disappearing act, was to take the matter to the only One that she knew that could help. And she prayed and asked for guidance. Then Ouma knew exactly what to do: she commandeered one of the farm labourers to  ride into town with a note to Oupa, telling him what had happened. He got onto his bicycle, and started peddling like crazy - down the rocky farm road, and then up the steep hill towards town. 

And then he heard the commotion down by the river - a dog growling and someone squealing and moaning and fighting. At first he looked straight ahead and put all his effort in peddling up the steep hill - the message must get to Oupa! But then - there was something familiar about that moaning. He jumped off his bicycle and climbed down the bank of the river.

The scene in front of him struck him with horror. He could not believe his eyes! Down on the opposite bank of the river was the tiny little boy struggling to get into the stream. Behind him - hanging on for dear life, was Oupa’s black dog, Blacky, firmly attached to the seat of the boy’s pants, refusing to let the squealing kid cross the dangerous stream.

Thank goodness, my pants were of very high quality - Ouma made them herself out of cotton flour bags, carefully bleaching them to get rid of all the writing, and then she dyed them. 

That very same river became my domain - the place where I could dream. A clear mountain stream with icy water, and filled to the brim with all sorts of interesting creatures - eels, fish, frogs, platannas - even trout! How many hours I spent playing with the colourful pebbles, and swimming in the crystal-clear pools. How fascinated I was with the many little waterfalls in the stream. Oh, and how I remember the dizzy height of the rocks and boulders lining the river, artfully painted in dazzling reds and greens and yellows over millions of years.

This river would still have a very big influence  on my life for years to come.


Yearning for Power

 

Boys will always be boys! Over thousands of generations, little boys have been struggling to get power over someone or something. With me it was no different. My first weapon of mass destruction was a “kettie” - a catapult made by using a forked stick and strips of old car inner tubes. There was no shortage of pebbles on our farm, and many a poor animal had to know who they came up against, when I had my kettie hanging around my neck. I must admit that my aim was not always very accurate, but it was still a deadly weapon.

The next step was a more subtle approach, and aimed only at fellow human beings - a clay-stick. There was only one problem: getting willing targets! The moment my Swazi friends saw my intentions of a clay-stick fight, they would do the disappearing act. 

But fortunately the town was not all that far away, and the abundance of fruit trees and our swimming pool would attract a bunch of guys on a nice summers day.

There was a crystal clear spring in a rocky outcrop above the old farm house, and below the spring a pit with sticky blue clay. Armed with a smooth stick each of us would dig out a big ball of clay and start working it until it was the perfect ammunition. Then we would divide into two teams and take shelter.

I peer over the edge of a huge boulder. Not a single soul is in sight - everyone too scared to show himself. It is quiet. From my vantage point I can see right down to the river, right up to where it disappears over a waterfall and plunges down into the depths of a narrow canyon. And beyond that, in the distance, the sheer red walls of rock, hundreds of meters high, rise out of the steaming chasms of the Lowveld. The picture is beyond description - total tranquillity.

Suddenly an ear-piercing war-cry. A warrior pops up from behind a boulder, swings his slender stick with a swishing sound, and launches his deadly clay missile. I see it coming my way, and I duck. With a sickening thud, the clay ball strikes my rock-shield. That was close! Suddenly all hell breaks loose and missiles fly in all directions. Someone got struck, and I can hear him moaning and squirming. “YYYYes! Yes! I got him!”. His opponent is a very happy guy. 

Eventually a truce is called - all the ammunition is used up. Friend and foe gather to compare war wounds. The hero for the day is not the  guy that won the war, but the one with the most prominent shiner to show off at school tomorrow.

Screaming and shouting and laughing, we all run down to the dam, stripping our clothes on the way, and jump into the cool water. Soft, sticky mud is dug out from the bottom of the dam, and yet another free for all explodes with mud flying in all directions.

Too soon the day is over, and my friends file up the steep hill towards town. Oh how sorry I feel for them - to have to live in a town, away from the freedom and tranquillity that you can only find on a farm nestled in the mountains.

My aspirations for power grew beyond ketties and clay sticks. Dad bought me a BB gun, and I was on cloud nine! I aimed at every bird and frog and creepy-crawly that dared to move, but with absolutely no success at all. Eventually, to my horror, I found out what went wrong: The little pellets travelled at such a slow speed, that I could actually see them fly with the naked eye. Suddenly it made sense: Of course my prey could also see the bullets coming their way, and all they had to do was to step aside! 

I packed the gun away, and never used it again, except to play Cowboys and Crooks.

I was ready for my next step towards ultimate power: a .22 Mauser rifle. This masterpiece was a real beauty, with lovely engravings in the red woodwork. Although it belonged to Oupa, I cherished it, and learnt to use it with distinction. Nobody ever taught me the safety rules, but I saw Oupa and Dad and even Ouma use fire arms, and their example was good enough for me. This time I had a real weapon - something deadly, and my prey also moved into a higher category. The many rabbits that roamed the farm, would no longer be safe, and so also the large flocks of guinea-fowl that came to roost in our pine trees. 

But the .22 was only a stepping stone - my aim was focussed on the real big one - a double barrelled rifle with the most intricate engravings on the metal work. One barrel shot a Martini Henry bullet with deadly consequences. This was not for me - I was not that destructive. It was the other barrel that tickled me - a twelve-bore shotgun! In my imagination I could see dozens of pesky mouse-birds coming to a sudden death with one single shot.

As a little boy I would sneak into Oupa’s bedroom and dig out this heavy gun, studying it’s very different mechanism and weighing it to see if I could actually handle the sheer weight of it. It was way too heavy for my tiny posture!

One day Ouma was summoned by one of the farm workers to come and sort out a serious problem. As she stepped out on the verandah, to her horror she saw a troop of baboons plundering the fruit orchard. Ouma was no mean shot - she grabbed the gun and started looking for bullets. Oupa had a leather bag with an assortment of bullets, and she tried a few until she found one that sort-of fit into the barrel. By that time half a dozen faces gathered around her to see how she would deal with the destructive culprits. She carefully took aim, and pulled the trigger.

The bang that followed was just short of a volcanic eruption. A thick cloud of smoke filled the whole verandah. When eventually this subsides, Ouma emerges wide-eyed and covered in soot. Her total audience had disappeared. She apparently took the wrong bullet, with devastating consequences - she was very fortunate that the whole rifle did not explode. And the baboons? They got such a fright that they never returned that year!

I had a dream - a dream of a dam - well, more like a pond in the stream near the house. I would stock it with fish and plant a willow tree next to it, where I could swing on the long, slender branches. Oupa helped me make my dream come true, and a large willow stump was planted, and very soon it became a tree. With great effort I caught a large number of small tilapia in the farm dam, and transported them to my new pond. In next to no time I had a thriving fish-population. I was a very satisfied little boy.

But then disaster struck! It came in the form of a kingfisher. I saw this monster sitting on a branch of MY willow tree, next to MY pond. I actually saw this horrifying creature dive into MY pond, and when it emerged, it swallowed one of MY fish.

I was furious! I marched to Oupa’s bedroom cupboard and grabbed the formidable shotgun. I remembered what had happened to Ouma, so I made double sure to take the correct shotgun shell. Slowly I stalked the kingfisher from behind a huge tree. The kingfisher sat there, it’s striking colours standing out like a bright neon light. I lifted the heavy gun, battling to keep the barrel still. I leaned against the tree to give me some stability. And then I pulled the trigger. 

It was a deafening sound, and my ears were ringing. I was lying on one side of the tree and the gun on the other side. My shoulder felt like I was hit by a truck. I quickly scrambled to my feet and started looking for the dead bird - but there was no bird in sight. The kingfisher never returned!

Our little farm was pure Paradise, but Paradise can never be without it’s snake. This time it came in the form of something that was riving havoc in our vegetable patch. My first thought was that it was a rabbit, and so I started going out at night, armed with a head light and my .22. I actually saw a few rabbits, but none of them were anywhere near the garden. Of course rabbit pie was not a bad idea, and Ouma made a real tasty dish out of my victims. But still the nightly destruction went on. I was desperate.

One night I decided to go on my rounds much later than usual. And lo and behold: standing not far from our cherished vegetables, was a little grey duiker. “You B@#$%^&*”, I thought to myself, and I lifted the rifle to take aim. The little antelope lifted it’s delicate head and looked at me with it’s large eyes gleaming in my spotlight. Then it went on grazing on the lawn as if I was not there at all. I was confused - did he not know who I was, and that I was holding a deadly weapon in my hands?

I stepped closer to it, still keeping my aim. How close could I get to this animal? Slowly I moved forward, step by step. Every now and then the duiker lifted it’s head to look at me, but then it would carry on grazing as if nothing was happening. I could not believe my eyes. Eventually, five yards from the duiker I stopped. I was furious, but I just could not get myself to kill this animal. Out of pure frustration I fired a shot in the air. The duiker sped off, and with tears in my eyes I went back home to put the rifle away.

That night it dawned on me that I was no hunter! In future I would rather spend my energy in admiring the animals than killing them.

It was only ten years later, that I eventually discovered that true power does not come through the weapons that you own. Nor does it come through your physical or even your spiritual strength. But true power is only in the Holy Spirit.  It is freely available to anyone who has a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, to serve Him.


On the Mighty Limpopo

 

Tingling with excitement I look in awe at the mighty river stretched out in front of me. It must be at least a mile wide! The surface of the Limpopo river near it’s mouth is like a mirror, with a hazy mist floating mysteriously just above it’s surface. A single slender rowing boat with half a dozen fishermen is the only disturbance of this quiet mass of water.

This all started a month earlier when Dad announced that he had some leave coming up, and that a trip to Mozambique would be a great idea. Ouma started preparing for the trip straight away, and provisions were bought. Yards of Boerewors was cooked and laid in pork fat to preserve it - there were no fridges in Mozambique, and Xai-Xai was a long way away from shops and butcheries. 

And then, very early one fine morning we all got into Dad’s Land Rover and drove into the darkness towards the Lowveld. Three hours later, at first light, we stopped at the border post near Komatipoort. 

The queue was almost a kilometre long, and there were piles of forms to be filled in. My friend, Fanie and I ran up and down the queue to get rid of our excess energy, very excited about this new adventure. Down below we could hear the distant roar of the Komati-river, as it forced it’s way between immense boulders in the Komati gorge towards the sea at Mozambique’s tranquil beaches. Beyond, the quaint little town of Komatipoort is still fast asleep.

Eventually it is our turn, and we move through the border post. A man in a uniform addresses us in a strange language, and we laugh. He is not impressed! We are now in a different world with narrow roads and trucks that drive at dizzy speed with one wheel on the tar and one on the gravel. At Lourenco Marques we turn north, past vast lakes and  swamps where dark clouds of mosquitoes hover over the black quagmire.

Hours later we arrive at Villa da Joa Belo - a typical Africa-town with very distinct Portuguese influence. But first we have to cross the Limpopo. This is achieved by driving our vehicle onto a large pontoon, which is pulled across the vast river by a team of singing Shangaans, walking up and down the length of the pontoon while pulling on the steel cables. For us, this is great excitement, as we wonder about all the sharks and crocs that lurk in the deep waters below us. What will happen if the car’s handbrake fails? We share the pontoon with a herd of bleating goats, a few cows and a bunch of staring black faced, round-eyed kids. Slowly the town on the other side creeps towards us.

The market in this town is something out of this world: fresh prawns, crayfish, octopus, fish, cashew nuts - all for just a few pennies. But we must get to Xai-Xai, and the beach and waves are waiting!

Accommodation in Xai-Xai is pretty-primitive: a few wooden huts on the sand dunes right on the beach. When it rains, there is more water inside than out! But who cares! It is Paradise!

Dad heard about this fabulous fishing spot at the Limpopo mouth, and we all pack up to go on an expedition. A few hour’s drive from Xai-Xai we arrive at our destination. The “Captain” arranges for a boat to take us down the mouth, and then the real excitement starts. But first the Captain had to tell us about a swordfish that was caught in this river recently. Not being able to speak any English, he went ahead and demonstrated how the small fish fled before this monster, and with a flamboyant waving of his arms, he described the sheer beauty of the huge fish. His outstretched arm in front of his nose, described the sword. He also went on to describe the many sharks and crocodiles that lurk in the dark water. We all file into a rowing boat with a thin, ten year old boy manning the oars. The water’s edge is only a few millimetres below the rim of the boat, as the little boy strains down-river with his heavy load. We all sit very, very quietly, because the least bit of movement can make us all shark-dinner.

I watch in awe as the jungle slides past me. Leopards, elephants - maybe tigers - oh what exciting creatures could hide in that impenetrable jungle? A fish eagle’s cry echoes across the water. Then we move to the middle of the river, and I feel very, very small in this giant croc-pool. After an eternity, there is a huge white sand dune in front of us, and we know that we had arrived. Water, food, blankets and fishing equipment is offloaded. Now we are like Robinson Crusoe - totally stranded on a desert island! We are the only human beings for many miles around!

My friend Fanie and I run up the dune to see what is beyond. In the distance we can hear the roar of the ocean. We jump over huge tree trunks and all shapes of driftwood. Then big excitement: on the beach we make out the huge skeleton of a ship from years gone by. We run down to this old wreck and clamber through it’s innards. Was it perhaps captured by pirates? Maybe it was a pirate ship! We can still hear the cries of the ugly pirates as they scramble to save their ship.

“I wonder where they buried their big trunk full of gold and jewels?”

We hurry back to the adults, and help them pitch a very primitive camp. A piece of canvas against the sun, is all we need by day, and come night time, we would dig a hollow in the sand to veer off the wind.

And then the day is gone, but the night brings it’s own beauty. A camp fire made with driftwood gives us hours of fun. Ghost crabs are attracted to the fire, and the two of us laugh our heads off every time one of these creatures makes the women scream. I fall asleep with the sight of a million stars deeply burnt into my memory.

As the sun peeps over the dune, I wake up with the smell of fresh fish being fried in butter. What more can you ask for in life! Breakfast is served with us sitting on the pure white sand with our feet in the water of the mighty Limpopo river. The vast expanse of river stretches forever, dwarfing the trees of the coastal forest on the opposite bank. Today is going to be a day of fishing, fishing and more fishing. But for us two boys there are much more exciting things to do. Exploring the unspoilt wilderness of the estuary, is more than any boy could wish for.

Too soon our expedition is over, and it is time to return to Xai-Xai. As dusk sets over the huge river, we push the boat into the water. The little boy grabs the oars and starts rowing for Africa. Every time the oars strike the water, everything is brightly lit up with phosphorescence, creating a wonder-world of light. But there is a tiny problem: although our boat is pointing upstream, I can clearly see that we are moving downstream - towards the river mouth and the open sea! The oarsman notices that too, and he starts rowing with new vigour. But the harder he rows, the faster we seem to be going in the wrong direction. With a shock we come to the realisation that the tide is going out. Is this expedition going to end with us being eaten by sharks? Or even worse - that we all die of thirst in the wide ocean?

Eventually the boy decides that we are never going to get home this way. He puts down his oars as we look on in horror. Is he now going to give up and give in to the fact that we are lost? But things get worse when he gets up and jumps into the river. He is going to swim ashore and leave us to die alone! But the sharks will get him long before he gets to the shore, and if he does get there, the crocs will surely make mincemeat out of him!

But when the boy hits the water, a miracle happens: He walks on water! I cannot believe my eyes, as he only sinks down to his ankles. He runs to the back of the boat and starts pushing. Only then do we realise that the water is only ankle-deep! With all the power in his tiny muscles, he manages to push us out of the main stream, and then he gets back into the boat and rows us home.

A bright blue glow in the water follows our boat as darkness sets in, ending our journey in real fairytale-style - an experience burnt deep into my memory, so that I will never, ever forget it.

I discovered many years later that an exotic expedition into the unknown is not the only way to embark on exciting adventures. A journey through the pages of the Word of God, could be even more of an adventure. Every time I read a certain chapter, I discover things that I have never noticed before. Recently I read the book of Daniel for the umpteenth time. Most people (including me) normally only read the first few chapters of Daniel, where stories are told of the king’s dreams and the fiery oven and of course Daniel in the lion’s den. The prophesies are overlooked every time, because they are so difficult to understand. To my astonishment I found that this is perhaps the most exciting part of the book, because it tells of a very interesting history which involves people like Alexander the Great and Cleopatra and many more of the most colourful people ever in the history of the world.

I discovered that reading the Bible with an open mind, and by becoming engrossed in what was written, could be an exhilarating journey filled with unparalleled excitement. Today I enjoy every word that I read in the Word of God, and I know that it is a living Word.


Stories of the Bush

 

I love stories, especially stories about the bush and wild animals and the wilderness. I have read the book: “Jock of the Bushveld” over and over, and every time I’ve lived the story with Percy Fitzpatrick - I was there with every step that Jock took.

But what I enjoyed most, was when Uncle Pieter and Uncle Abe, Ouma’s two brothers visited us, and Oupa and the other two old men would “kuier” on our verandah. Those were the nostalgic times when they told the stories of their experiences in the Lowveld, and I would not miss it for anything in the world.

I listened in awe as Oupa told about the time when they went hunting in the Hoedspruit area. They had a very strange character with them -  Bill Adlam. He was very fond of his liquid refreshments - the kind with a kick like that of a a mule.  

 They pitched camp under a huge old tree, and worked till dark to settle in. They got a comforting fire going, and soon they enjoyed a steaming mug of coffee - that is everyone except Bill Adlam - he had his brandy. Of course one tin mug of the tiger’s milk was not enough for him, and he had his second and third, and so on. 

The night is at first very dark, but eventually the almost full moon rises out of the thorny arms of the trees and bathes the bush in an eerie red glow. Nearby a tiny pearl-spotted owl screeches in the leafless branches of a knob-thorn tree. The creepy howl of a hyena echoes through the bush, and a pair of black-backed jackals are yelping out their love song for each other. “Up to no good, those vermin!”, Bill barks with a slur. Clearly he does not like those sly creatures of the night, and the brandy is starting to take it’s toll.

And then suddenly everyone falls into a dead silence as the king of the jungle announces his presence - his awe-inspiring voice roaring with great authority. Bill gets such a fright that his pipe drops out of his mouth.

“Scared Bill?”, Oupa laughs.

“Who, me? Not a chance! No lowdown dirty kitty scares Bill Adlam!”

Again and again the roars fill the chilly night air. Everybody watches Bill as he grows more and more agitated with the noise these beasts make.

Suddenly he jumps up: “I’m gonn’a shoot the bastard!”, he shouts, and grabs his rifle. The men try to calm him down, but to no avail. “Nobody’s gonn’a stop me!”, he hisses.

“Bill, you can’t do that - you don’t go hunting lions in the dark! They’ll kill you!”

But Bill is adamant - a-hunting he will go! And off he staggers into the dark, in the direction of the loud roaring, guided only by the pale moonlight.

An hour goes by - a very long hour of fearing that the worst has happened to poor old Bill. He was a very nice guy in his own way - very strange, but not bad company - everybody will miss him..... “How are we going to tell his poor wife that he was eaten by a lion?”

Then suddenly they hear branches breaking: “Damn @#%!*&!! Sickle bush!” Bill’s swearing voice rings out of the dark as he stumbles into the camp. “Couldn’t get hold of him”, he blurts it out as he staggers into the camp “b’n hiding from me, the coward!”. All eyes are on Bill as he takes the rifle off his shoulder and opens the magazine to discharge the un-used bullet. But no bullet appears. Bill gapes at the sight of the empty barrel - he went hunting lions in the middle of the night without a single bullet in his rifle!

Oupa and the other two old men laugh, their pot-bellies shaking when they remember this hunting trip. “But do you remember that time when Ann went hunting with us?”

“Will I ever forget! That was the time when she almost got killed!” Aunt Ann is Oupa’s sister - a real tomboy, and always in trouble about some mischief.

Aunt Ann was only a young teenage girl, when the men decided to go on a hunting trip in the notorious Lowveld. She nagged and nagged to go along, and eventually the men gave in. Of course Aunt Sarah, her sister, tagged along as well, and so they set off in an ox wagon, into the wilderness. Days and days of travelling took them into a country teeming with wild beasts.

Eventually they pitched camp, many miles away from any kind of civilisation.  One evening, after a hard day’s hunting, the men sat, cleaning their rifles. The scene of the warm campfire and the sounds of the bush was heart-warming. The distant roar of a lion;  the howling of a hyena; a scops owl and the reassuring song of a nightjar, sets the perfect scene, as the men were sitting around the camp fire, polishing and oiling the tools of their trade after a hard day’s hunting.

But the devil stuck his finger into the barrel of one of the rifles. The deafening sound echoes through the pristine night. A lead bullet leaves the barrel and strikes a piece of hoop iron on the table. It deflects, but at the same time it bursts open to form a horrible, destructive missile. The chunk of lead is deflected straight towards Ann. It strikes her on the upper leg, grabbing the flesh and tearing it apart to form an ugly, gaping wound. Immediately consternation rages. There is blood everywhere. People screaming as they watch in horror the life draining from the beautiful young girl. 

Ann is badly wounded, and they are miles away from anything. Sarah tries to stop the bleeding as best she can, and patches up the gaping wound. “We need professional help - soon!”, exclaims one of the men. “We’ve got to get her to a hospital!”

Early the next morning the ox wagon leaves for the nearest railway line. It is a long, hard, bumpy, painful ride through virgin bush. Then Ann, on the brink of death, does the almost unthinkable: “Sarah, Sis, please sing for me - sing: ‘Nearer my God to Thee’.” And Sarah sings! With tears streaming down her cheeks, and a faltering voice, she sings her heart out. When the hymn is finished, Ann is ready with the next request. One by one the others start singing along, all bawling. The only one not crying, is Ann. The more they cry, the merrier Ann gets, merrily singing along with the others.

After a seemingly never-ending journey, the wagon reaches the railway line. From the nearest siding, a message is sent, and the Railways organise a special train for Ann to take her to a hospital. Eventually the end of Ann’s trauma is in sight. 

Arriving at the little hospital at Nelspruit, however, they receive bad news: “Sorry, but for this kind of injury, we cannot do anything. We simply are not geared up for it!”

They are shattered. “What now?” Ann is rushed back down to the railway station. Kindly the Railways organise another special train to take her to Barberton, where there is a proper hospital. There she completely recovers, bar that terrible scar that she would carry for the rest of her life. But Ann was proud of her scar: to her it was like a hunting trophy!

“Yes, now we can laugh about it”, Uncle Pieter says, “But back then, it was no joke!”

Throughout my life I had a yearning for the Lowveld - did I dream of one day being able to live there among the wild animals of the bush - perhaps as a game ranger in the Kruger Park? Naaa! That was impossible - only very special - very privileged people like Harry Wolhuther get that sort of opportunity. Living in the bush would always remain a dream only.......

And then one day, I suddenly woke up and realised that this dream was within my reach. But first many years had to pass. 

Isn’t it amazing how we sometimes dream of being able to do something - often a great spiritual dream, but it simply does not happen. Then you ask God: “Why? I have prayed about it for so long, Lord!” Until one day, suddenly, you see your dream and your prayers come true. God’s time is the perfect time. And I have experienced these dreams to often come true much better and much richer than I could ever have imagined.

Well, I grew up, got married to my soul mate with an equal love for the bush and everything wild, and we had three lovely children. We often visited the game reserves of Zululand - even went on a wilderness hike, encountering Rhino on foot, and went swimming in a crocodile-infested Umfolozi River. But the Kruger Park and the Lowveld stayed my favourite, and we visited it as often as we could.

And then . . . . . . . .


To Dream 

The Impossible Dream

 

Dolphins - how I love those beautiful creatures! The house of Nico and Tresca is situated high on a hill, overlooking Willard Beach in Ballito. Mosbolletjie (that is what I call my better half) and I were invited for tea, and I enjoy the scene of total tranquility from their lounge. The deep-blue Indian ocean far below, is like a mirror - the water disturbed only by some dolphins frolicking on their way north.

The tranquil picture is shattered by a ski-boat, as it comes rushing past at deafening speed. And as if this isn’t enough, Nico’s neighbour starts mowing his lawn. I am irritated!

“Oh, we had such a  glorious time in the bush”, I hear Tresca saying, “We pitched our little tent right there under the marula tree, and we could hear the elephants trumpeting only a few hundred yards off”.

Suddenly I do not hear the sound of the lawnmower any more, and the ski boat and dolphins blow out of my mind: “Where was that?” Now I am all ears. Is it still possible in the times that we live? I am sure Tresca is exaggerating a little. But she carries on, telling us about the lions roaring very close to their little tent. “This place is still pure wilderness”, she exclaims, “a town with little dirt roads for streets, and wild animals running free.” She is excited.

She explains that this place is near Komatipoort, and it borders the Kruger Park. And then my heart misses a beat or two as she tells us that her sister, Ronel, wants to sell her stand, because she and her husband were appointed as game rangers in one of the Cape game reserves, and she needed the money - “Only nine thousand Rand!”

That night I can simply not sleep. I keep thinking of the Lowveld, and in my minds eye I can see the elephants frolicking in the Crocodile river- their happy trumpeting ringing in my ears. I can clearly hear the awe-inspiring roar of the king of the jungle.  

And I start making plans: If I sell my undeveloped property in Ballito, I will have enough money to buy the stand. But if we ever want to live there, we will need a cottage on the stand - it will have to be a thatched cottage. Where am I going to get the money?

The next day I tell Dad about the proposition. Immediately he is very enthusiastic. “If we go fifty-fifty....” I can see that Mosbolletjie is very skeptical: “Tresca was dreaming about the elephants and lions!”. She gives a snort. “You simply don’t get those kind of wild animals in a town any more!”. Mom is not impressed at all: “Why go living in the bush? It is pure madness!”

But as it happens to be, we are all mad about the Kruger Park, and any excuse is good enough to go on a trip to visit it! And so we set off to the Lowveld for another Kruger-holiday. And while we are there, we might as well have a look at this stand Tresca is talking about.

Tresca’s description of the stand was accurate: we find the two Marula trees next to the huge ant heap, just as she told us. It is hot and dry, and the grass is as tall as an elephant’s eye. Mom is moaning about the ticks, and Mosbolletjie is desperately trying to find a spot where we can have a picnic amongst all this wilderness and thorns and shrubs. The only thing troubling Dad and I, is where we can ever fit a house amongst all the trees!

Mosbolletjie finds a perfect spot for a picnic under a huge Marula tree. There is a large granite rock that serves as a table. We get a fire going, and in next to no time our very first worsie is sizzling on the glowing embers. A glass of wine makes the perfect beginning for a brand new adventure.

And suddenly the stand does not look too bad at all - even Mom and Mosbolletjie agree! My dream is becoming a reality!

Not many months later, Mosbolletjie and I again make the trip up to our very own new stand in Marloth Park. This time the circumstances are a bit different: The builders are on the point of starting the construction of our bush cottage, and we are there to make sure that the house is built exactly where I planned it. It is critical to fit it between the trees in such a way that no tree is damaged unnecessarily. We pitch our tiny one-man tent under a tree for our first night in the bush. I gather enough wood to keep a fire going for a whole night - one can never be too careful. Tresca’s stories about lions near their tent, is not very comforting!

Tired from the long drive, we get ready for the night. The sunset is stunning - colouring the sky in crimson and red and orange and pink. The smell of the virgin bush is heavenly. The music of francolins and bulbuls and guinea fowl settling in for the long night ahead, makes you realize that you are now in real Africa, the way the first hunters experienced it. I kindle a fire in front of our tiny tent. While pitching the tent, I find out to my horror, that the zip is broken, and we will be sleeping in an open tent. I put an extra log on the fire!

Soon a mutton chop and some Boerewors is sizzling on the fire. Darkness draws a grey blanket over the bush. The night sky is stunning. It is quiet, very, very quiet - not a single sound stirs the night air. Not a single human voice disturbs the silence, and not a single light from a house anywhere breaks the darkness. No blaring TV or radio or even the sound of a car disturbs the peace and tranquility. 

It is just the two of us in this vast wilderness. We are too scared to even talk to each other - we might just break this beautiful silence. The colourful flames dance joyfully, and bathe the bush around us in a rich, comforting glow. The red wine in my glass has an extra ruby sparkle in it.

Slowly the bush starts coming alive. A scops-owl hoots softly as a hippo grunts somewhere downstream. A bat flaps past the fire, and then everything is quiet again.

Suddenly I nearly fall off my chair as an elephant trumpets loudly, filling the night air with it’s shrill sounds. Soon we hear the rumbling sounds of more ellies - they must be down at the river. Sound travels far in the still night air. We sit in silence, listening to the racket going on in the river. Trumpeting, screaming and rumbling, they play their hearts out in the cool water. A hippo bellows loudly, his annoyance with these unruly intruders. He is not comfortable with these giants in his pool! “Then Tresca was right after all!”, I say to Mosbolletjie, “This truly is heaven!”. 

Far away we hear the distant roar of a lion. A hyena howls a pitiful “Whooooo, whoooeeeee!”. The scops-owl sings. The night is beautiful. We crawl into our tiny tent for the night.  It does not really worry me much that the tent cannot close at all.

Suddenly I wake up. I listen. Next to me Mosbolletjie is sound asleep. I peer out into the darkness, and I notice that the fire had almost completely died down. Suddenly I hear it: the hyena howling, but this time much, much closer. I get up to put a few logs on the fire. 

Then the king himself lets go a mighty roar, the bush reverberating from the powerful sound. Again and again the roars fill the night air. I crawl back into the tent, now very tense, because these guys are much too close for comfort. Again the voice of the lion shakes our tent: “I am the king! I have authority!”, he seems to say.  “Tresca was right about the lions as well!”, I think.

The howling of the “old-wolf-with-the-lame-hind-legs” is moving closer and closer, and I am straining to hear twigs snapping. “I am not going to let that slobbering beast pull me out of this tent!”, I decide. I wake Mosbolletjie up: “Enough is enough! Come, let’s go and sleep in the car!”, I urge her.

And so we move to our little VW Golf for the rest of the night. I cannot straighten my legs; my knees are up against the steering wheel; there is not enough space for my arms ...... Oh, what a night! But at least I manage to sleep for a short while.

When the first rays of the sun colour the sky in pastels, I roll out of the Golf with a backache, a headache, a leg-ache, and a knee-ache. And so ends our very first night in the bush - not quite the night I had been dreaming of!

But the story does have a happy ending: I did make sure that the builders got our cottage in the right position, although they did some damage to the trees.  Our second night we also spent sleeping very uncomfortably in the golf. 

But the third night I decided that I would sacrifice my body to the hyena with a happy heart, but that Golf would never ever see me sleeping in it again! We spent that night sleeping in the tent, and I slept like a baby. I think I snored so loudly, that no hyena would ever go near the noise!


Voortrekkers in the Bush

 

It is October 1989 - We are now the proud owners of a thatched cottage in the heart of the Lowveld. To me it is a dream come true. When asked what the cottage will be called, my wish was that it be named after the dung beetle, which I adore so much. My nickname as a child used to be maMabungaan, which means Dung Beetle, so why not call it Bhungani? And the name stuck!

I am involved in the Voortrekker-movement, which is a youth organization not unlike the Boy Scouts. Bhungani is the ideal spot to take the kids for a camp. Mosbolletjie is as excited about the idea as I am, and so, after an eight hour drive and many hours of preparation and organization, we arrive in Marloth Park. By this time my ears are ringing from a full eight hours of non-stop singing. For these kids, this is one humongous adventure, as some of them had never even set foot in a game reserve before. 

Our kombi does not even come to a proper stop, when the children start pouring out. But first they have to know the rules of the Bush. There are wild animals about, and snakes and even dangerous, large-tooth creepy-crawlies such as lions and leopards. Nobody is to wander off into the bush on their own at any time. And then, of course, there is work to be done before anybody can relax: tents have to be pitched, for Bhungani is much too small to house twenty kids as well as a group of adults to look after them. 

Soon wonderful odours from Ouma Carolien’s kitchen fill the air. It is getting dark and we get a campfire going. What more can you ask for in life, sitting around the fire, contented, listening to the music of the bush, and watching the faces of these kids. What goes on in those little minds?

Day one is a busy one: we had organized a guy from Nature Conservation to give the kids a talk. He tells them about “Bushveld chocolates” (kudu droppings), elephant dung and all the other (?) edible things of the bush - in short: how to survive if you are stranded. He teaches them to look out for the little things - insects, spiders and birds. He shows them all sorts of little critters that we normally overlook altogether. The kids almost smother the officer. The poor guy does not know what he had let himself in for, because he is peppered with questions. “Why is a monkey apple called a monkey apple?” “Why do dung beetles roll balls?” “What happens if a giraffe gets a sore throat?” “Can elephants really remember that well?” “Do birds have elbows?”

The officer utters a huge sigh of relief when his ordeal is over. But the kids had now gained new knowledge that they desperately want to take to the test. Survival in the bush is an exciting idea, and so before sunrise the next day, a group of the older kids head north on an expedition, exploring the untamed bush of Marloth Park. At a lovely spot overlooking the Crocodile river, we stop to make breakfast.

And then we head straight into the untamed bush. At times the going is very tough, and we have to battle our way through thorns and almost impenetrable vegetation. You have to watch your every step, as reptiles of almost every description may lurk in the dense grass - even deadly mambas and puff adders. Suddenly one of the girls scream, almost jumping into my arms. She disturbed a little duiker, and the poor animal is terrified as it dashes off at a dizzy speed. I hear my heart go “thump, thump”. Thank goodness it wasn’t a  predator!

The sun now beats down mercilessly as we reach a very arid part. Although the bush is not so dense, the going is difficult. Sickle bush, with it’s horrid thorns, grope at your clothes and arms. Underfoot it is not easier - rocks and boulders lie scattered across the whole area, making it extremely difficult to walk. “Come, look at the tracks!”, one of the boys shouts, very excited with his find. Large cat-like paw-prints greet me. I get out my field guide with animal tracks. “Cheetah” Wow!

In the shade of a huge almost leafless Marula we stop for a rest and a drink before setting our direction once again towards the Crocodile river for lunch.

It is a tired group of kids (and me, of course) that arrive at the river. We plop down in the welcome, cool shade of a Jackal Berry tree. The scene that we enjoy is a tranquil one - the lazy Crocodile river finding it’s way to Mozambique, winding between dense reeds and huge granite boulders. A waterbuck flashes it’s almost-perfect white circled behind at us. Overhead a couple of purple crested loeries scatter through the lush green of the Jackal Berry, feverishly searching for fruits.

Too soon it is time to lift our weary bodies and head for home. As I get up, I see a movement, nothing more than ten or fifteen yards from us. A spotted flash shows itself only for a split second, and then disappears into the reeds at the river. For a moment I am totally stunned. “That was a leopard!”, one of the kids gasps. A leopard! Suddenly the full truth strikes me. This leopard must have been sitting there, watching us having our lunch, a mere stone’s throw away from us. What if.... I dread to think of what could have happened.

We strain our eyes to try and find the big cat, but to no avail. Filled to the brim with excitement we turn to head for home and a much needed shower.

But there is more excitement to come.

“Yippee! A night under the stars!”  As if the previous day’s leopard-encounter wasn’t enough, we are now looking forward to spend a night sleeping in the virgin bush with nothing between us and all the creepy-crawlies but thin air.

Just before sunset, we head off into the bush, tingling with excitement. We find a spot at a fallen Wait-a-Bit tree, that could serve as an impenetrable rear-guard. Armed with a huge pile of fire wood for the night, we settle in. Soon the air is filled with the aroma of Boerewors sizzling on the red-hot embers. To round it off, a cast-iron pot with steaming mieliepap makes the evening a perfect one.

The evening sky is transformed into soft, warm pastel colours. Then night throws it’s dark blanket over the Lowveld, clouding it in mystery. A francolin announces that night is upon us, and then suddenly it is dark, very, very dark.

After dinner, the Bible is opened, and we listen awestruck to the words of the great song-writer David, as he describes the majesty and beauty of creation. As we look up into the pristine sky, we see the same millions of stars that David watched when he wrote this beautiful song - Psalm 8. And we experience the same wonder that he did. With David, we glorify God, the Creator of it all.

As a young boy, David must have spent many a night under the stars, tending his father’s sheep. When he looked up at the marvels of the universe, he had no doubt as to Who the Creator of this wonder was. David lived close to the earth - he had plenty of time to study the tiny little insects. He had encounters with the mightiest of them all - the lion, and had to fight the king of the beasts to protect the sheep. And he lovingly held the tiny new-born lamb in his arms.

As a young herdsman, David came to terms with all the wonders, and he praised God for all the wonderful creatures.

Later in the evening, the kids become quiet, as we listen to the beautiful music of the bush. The soft tones of a tiny scops-owl sets a content atmosphere. “Good Lord, deliver us”, pleads a Fiery-necked Nightjar, followed by the excited hooting of a pearl-spotted owl.

And then the big guns are pulled out: the roar of a lion, king of the jungle, arises from out of the darkness. An irritated hippo grunts out his disapproval of the king’s roaring in a loud voice. Hippopotamissus thinks that this is a very funny situation, and she laughs a very vulgar laugh: “Ho, ho, ho, heeeee, bubble-bubble, humph”.

Then it gbecomes quiet, and one-by-one the kids keel over. It has been a very long day, filled to the brim with excitement. Watches are organized for the night, as it could be dangerous if we all go to sleep - hyenas are scaly scoundrels that will not hesitate to attack a sleeping person.

Soon everyone but the kids on guard are in slumber-land. Then the lions start their roaring-competition. Awe-inspiring roar after roar fills the night. Smiling, I watch the two girls on guard. I see them trembling. “How far are they from us?”, they want to know. I assure them that these guys are on the other side of the river, but they are not quite convinced. Again and again the roars reverberate, every time closer and closer. I remember that very first night in the bush, and how scared I was. How much worse must these girls feel, barely twelve years old.

When their time is up, two other kids take over. I am responsible for the safety of these kids, and I stay awake with them. Still the roars are sounding, by now not very far. I start regretting the idea of spending the night in the open. Suddenly there is a different sound - the howling of a hyena. This one is quite close, and it’s bone-chilling moans cut through your soul. I get cold shivers running down my spine. I calm the kids and  put another log or two on the fire.

It was a very, very long night. Just before sunrise I eventually go to sleep, and I sleep like a log for a full half hour before the kids wake up and make more noise than all the francolins in Marloth Park put together. The aroma of fresh coffee fills the air, and the heavenly song of birds fills my ears. Oh, what a beautiful morning!

Too soon our excursion comes to an end - too soon it is all over. The eight hour drive home is a quiet one. The kids are all sleeping. What a wonderful opportunity it has been to share my piece of paradise with these appreciating kids!


Pappot & Friends

 

With tears in my eyes, I look at the old warthog - more warts and wrinkles than hog. How sad! He is old - can hardly move any more. He gives a grunt as he looks me straight in the eye. How can I face my old friend of so many years, when he is in such a sad condition? I get a lump in my throat as I think about all the good times - the pleasure he gave me through the years, watching him. Pappot.......

At our first meeting, he was very shy - did not dare to come too close. And then he discovered the mieliepap  that was intended to feed the birds. That was the start of a relationship of many years with Pappot.

The Lowveld may be very fertile, but it is also very hot and arid. Getting a lush, green lawn to grow, is almost impossible if you are not there every day to pamper your baby. But eventually we did manage to get a bit of green going. It was just at that stage that Pappot arrived on the scene. 

Not only did he discover the mieliepap, but also the succulent, green shoots of my tender lawn. So he did what every respectable warthog would do - invited some friends over for dinner - dinner, of course being my lawn! In next to no time, there was not a single shoot of grass left. And I had to start all over again!

As Pappot and his friends continued devouring my hard labour, they became more and more accustomed to us. At first they would turn tail at the slightest movement from our side, but eventually we could carry on with our normal tasks without them scurrying away. Curiosity made them move closer and closer. And of course then there was the mieliepap that helped an awful lot. At their arrival, the first thing they did, was to charge to the spot where the mieliepap was scattered for the birds, and they would dig in until there was not a single crumb left. Next on the list was then my newly-planted lawn. To my annoyance, they would even dig out the roots!

And then, one fine day, Pappot discovered the very source of the mieliepap. The three-legged cast-iron pot was parked at the tap, under the Marula tree, filled with water to soften the burnt crust. That day Pappot must have been thirsty, and there was this vessel filled with water, especially for him. He stuck his snout into the pot, and to his amazement he discovered his favourite dish, mieliepap, in the bottom of this strange puddle. The problem was, how to get to it? Every time he stuck his head into the pot, water would get into his snout. And no matter how hard he tried, he simply could not get that elusive mieliepap out of the pot. 

Pappot was frustrated. Then he got angry. Furiously he attacked the pot with his tusks. And then the miracle happened: the pot fell over, and all the water ran out. And there, in the bottom of the pot, well within Pappot’s reach, was the mieliepap. He dug in and finished it off, rolling the pot across the lawn as he scraped the last bit of mieliepap out of the pot.

The next day Pappot went straight for the pot, overturned it, and started rolling it to get to every corner (?) of the pot. Pappot was content: he found the perfect food source.

But something was not quite right - there was something that really puzzled Pappot: Where did the mieliepap come from that got stuck in the bottom of that pot every morning? Mieliepap does not just happen - somebody has got to put it there. He looked at us humans, sitting on the verandah, and then decided that there could only be one source for the mieliepap. Then he walked up to me, looked me straight in the eye, and grunted: “Come on! Fill it up!” No, he did not say it in so many words, by I knew exactly what his eyes said!

It was winter, and it was spring. With spring comes tiny little piglets - strings of them scurrying away at the first sight of any human. Not a single warthog comes anywhere near the house - not even Pappot. I do not blame them, for the bush is lush and green, filled to the brim with juicy, succulent grass and roots and everything that a warthog’s heart could desire. Why would they then bother with mieliepap?

It was only when summer came in all it’s red-hot fury, that the warthogs started emerging from the bush.  It was then that I was witness to an amazing phenomenon. One day I saw a warthog sow jogging through the tall grass, aerial in the air, like all warthogs do when they go jogging. Following close behind her, were six piglets. My first thought was that this had to be the most successful warthog-mum in the bush, to be able to raise six little ones. But then I noticed another warthog-mummy taking up the rear end. Their target was our lawn, which, due to my hard labour and some good rain, was now lush and green. Feverishly the two mummies started munching away, while the piglets galloped about, chasing each other, jostling, jumping, squealing, snorting. 

Mosbolletjie and I try to figure out which piglet belongs to which sow. And then suddenly we find out as one of the piglets is overcome by a terrible thirst. He makes a dash for mummy, and all the others follow, not wanting to be left out. We watch in amazement as all six of them suck onto the teats of the same sow. I feel so sorry for the sow without piglets. What ever could have happened to her babies? Got eaten by a leopard perhaps? 

Suddenly the fountain runs dry. Disgusted one piglet lets go of his dry teat. He charges over to the other sow and grabs a teat. I could not believe my eyes. This could not be possible. Then the other piglets find out that one body is missing. Like one man they jump up, charge Mummy No. 2, and suck onto her five remaining teats. 

Slowly it dawns on us that this must be two sisters that formed an alliance. As we saw later, they always moved about in the dangerous bush, with one mom checking ahead if all is safe. The other mom forms the rear guard, making sure that their piglets are safe between the two of them.

Autumn came and autumn went. Two of the piglets disappeared along the way - leopard, lion or martial eagle - nobody will ever know the answer. But the remaining four are now young juveniles, full of life and full of vigour. But one of the piglets now adopted a horrible habit of throwing tantrums whenever things did not quite go his way. He would squeal and scream like a pig led to slaughter. If someone gets to the food before he does, he screams. If one of his brothers gets too close to him, he screams. If they stray too far away from him, he screams. If he feels like screaming, he screams! He is a pain in the butt! 

It was early one winter-morning - Mosbolletjie and I were relaxing on the verandah - our chores for the morning all done: hanging fruit on the branches for the loeries and woodpeckers, and throwing out last night’s leftovers and mieliepap for the starlings and manikins. A steaming mug of coffee and Ouma-rusks (beskuit) was just the right thing to drive out the chilly morning air. Content we sat there, watching the day awake, lost in the beauty of the morning.

But suddenly our silence was shattered, when a warthog came running straight towards us. She made a dash for the cast iron pot, in the hope of finding some leftover mieliepap. This was followed by a loud rattling as her tusks struck the sides. Clearly she was in a great hurry to get as much of the contents of that pot out in the shortest possible time. Her four youngsters, who eventually caught up with her, noticed that something was happening at the pot, and they made a dive for it. At least they tried diving into the pot, because there was room for only one head at a time. The tantrum-piglet started squealing even long before he got to the pot. His brothers did not take kindly to his screaming, and they bullied him with their tiny tusks. By that time the cacophony was deafening.

Suddenly everything went quiet as mom gave a snort. All the hogs stood on alert, the hair on their necks puffed. Then we saw him - a strange warthog on the lookout for new grazing fields. Close behind him, his family appeared, peering longingly in the direction of the pot. Clearly they knew exactly what that black contraption held in store.

Mum-warthog gave another warning grunt, and then she charged. The intruder turned tail, but instead of running away, he started running in a large circle, never going further away from the pot. This frustrated Mum, and made her even more adamant to get rid of him. The battlefield was covered in a cloud of dust and flying stones, as the chase was on in all earnest. Grunting and snorting sounded through the bush as the two warthogs ran wildly this way and that, closely watched by their families. Then the intruder decided that he had enough. As he disappeared, his family disappeared with him, and slowly peace and quiet descended once again.

With tears in my eyes, I turn around to leave old Pappot - good times it has indeed been! Oh yes, he has had a good and long life for a warthog, but now his end is inevitable. He might not even make it to the end of the week - maybe if he is lucky, the end of the month. I feel sad, very sad for my old friend.

Oh how frail we are! Seventy, maybe eighty years, and then it is the end. Actually, no! It is not the end indeed! It is only the beginning - the start of a brand new day - one without all the pain and trouble of this world. Oh how I am looking forward to that wonderful day! Dear reader, are you ready for this new dawn?


An Elephant Story

 

I have always been fascinated by the large pachyderms - those gentle (?) giants of the bush. Marloth Park was for me a dream come true. We would go on walks along the Crocodile river, and encounter numerous elephants in the river bed. Fortunately they were always on the other side of the fence, and we were on this side. The “fence”, of course, was a very ordinary farm fence, 1,8m high and 8 strands of barbed wire. Would it stop an elephant? Well, not exactly, but most elephants did not know it - or so I hoped!

Until one fine day...... How the elephant found out that the fence was no more of an obstacle than a sickle bush, nobody knows. And as we all know - their communication system is better than that of most marriages. Suddenly elephants started moving in and out of Marloth Park. They were not really aggressive - peacefully eating ripe Marula and staying out of people’s way.

One day I overheard a lady telling how she and her husband were sitting on their verandah, when they heard a big commotion going on behind their house. The next moment a huge elephant (they are all huge, except when they are babies!) came walking right past them, down towards the river. There and then they decided to follow the brute from a safe distance. He walked right up to the fence, and there he hesitated. She said that she saw with her own two eyes (normally that is a lie!) that the old guy grabbed hold of the top strand of barbed wire. He then twisted the wire with the tip of his trunk and snapped it.  He then took the second strand and snapped it as well. And so he went down and snapped the whole fence, strand-by-strand, right down to the bottom wire.

Laughing all the way, I rushed to Mosbolletjie and told her this fascinating story. We decided that we could not believe this fable. But just to make dead sure, we drove up to the place where the lady said it happened. We got out of the car and walked to the fence. What I saw there left me speechless. My first thought was that the fence was cut, using a large side cutter. But looking closer, I was convinced that  it was actually snapped - broken! The power required to achieve this feat, is indescribable.

What makes this more amazing, is the fact that the old bull did not have to go to the length of snapping the wire - all he had to do was to step on the fence, and it would collapse. But even that was not even necessary, because not twenty yards from there, the fence was flat on the ground. He just did not feel like walking another twenty yards, and he wanted to show these stupid people that he was totally in charge.

It was in that time that I one day heard a loud “bang” while working in the garden. I looked up, and saw a huge (as I said, they all are!) elephant across the road. He had snapped off a branch from a Marula tree, as thick as my waist. Brutal strength! He saw me and disappeared. Funny how these giants can simply disappear like a ghost.

A little later we got visitors - Nielia and André came from Nelspruit to spend the weekend with us. We hadn’t seen each other for a few years, and of course we enjoyed the company.

At sunset we kindled a fire and made ourselves comfortable for an evening of chatting about old times, family and other animals. Soon the cork was pulled out of the neck of a bottle of red wine, and with that the conversation changed to elephants. I told them the story that my father in law told me once, of the game warden that witnessed elephants at a cement dam in the Kruger. The dam was dry, and the old guys were thirsty. They were not happy about the situation. Eventually one old bull, obviously wizened by many years of hardship and droughts, walked up to the outlet of the wind pump. There was not a breeze, and the wind pump stood motionless. With his trunk, he took hold of the open end of the outlet pipe. 

Now the warden was very curious - what on earth was he trying to do? What he saw next, left him breathless. The elephant obviously knew that the water came out of that opening. But he also knew that if he sucked hard enough, he would suck water out of the borehole. And he did just that. He sucked and sucked, until eventually the wind pump started turning, very slowly at first, but then faster and faster, until eventually it started pumping water. And so the elephant got a drink for his hard work.

I could never find out if this story was true or not - you can decide for yourself whether you want to believe it or not.

Wonderful creatures, elephants. Not exactly cuddly little pets. Have you ever been in the way of an angry elephant bull? Not a very pleasing experience. Many a visitor to Kruger has fallen victim to the fury of these gigantic beasts.

“Let’s go for a ride.” Mosbolletjie suggests. “A night drive! That sounds exciting!”. Nielia jumps up, “Let’s go!”. I grab the strong spotlight and we all pile into our yellow VW Golf and head for the river to see if we could spot any night life. It is exciting, and we find nightjars, kudu, zebra and impala. Down in the river bed an old buffalo is not happy with this light flashing in his eyes. Funny how everything looks totally different at night. Then the spotlight’s battery starts going. “It’s been a good drive - let’s go home for a nice cup of coffee”, I suggest.

The track down at the river is not exactly a national highway - at places the going is rather tough, almost a 4x4 track.  We had a heavy shower a few days before, and every now and then we encounter mud puddles. Mosbolletjie is not a happy woman. “We are going to get stuck!” “No love, I know how to drive....”, I re-assure her.

After slipping and sliding through a few rather big  mud holes, to the utter delight of André, we strike the mother of all mud holes, and the Golf sinks into the mud right down to his belly. I get a horrible sinking feeling deep in my tummy. “I should have listened to my Mosbolletjie!”, it flashes through my mind. 

But stuck cars can be pushed out! And so we get out and push. But the mud is too deep, and all that really happens is that we all get covered in mud as well. “Branches!”, I come up with the bright idea, “Let’s put branches under the wheels.” And so the search for branches is on. But the only tree we can find is Sickle-bush. And the formidable thorns of this tree makes it completely useless under a car’s wheels.

Our next option is to cross the fence into the Kruger and find some useful branches there. Only minutes before we saw hippo and buffalo on that side of the fence, and there might even be lion lurking in the reeds. So it is with hesitation that André and I scale the fence, grab a couple of branches and hurry back over.

We put the branches under the wheels and push. We plead with the car. We get covered in mud once again. But to no avail. We are stuck. Good and solid.

There is only one option left: to walk home and fetch André’s car to tow the Golf out of her misery. The only problem is that this would mean walking for a kilometer or two through dangerous bush, with all kinds of creepy-crawlies lurking in the dark. We decide that André and I would do the walking while the two ladies wait in the safety of the car. 

And so the two of us set off on our dangerous mission, armed only with a torch with flat batteries. André is scared to death of snakes, and he watches every step in fear of treading on one of those slithering reptiles. Five minutes into our journey the torch finally gives the ghost. Fortunately there is a fairly bright moonlight.

Suddenly I remember the tracks that Mosbolletjie and I saw that very same morning on our early morning walk - that of a leopard. It was right on our way to the house. A leopard is probably the most dangerous of all the big cats, and totally unpredictable. Whereas a lion will still run away from humans, the leopard will attack, and not only use it’s formidable teeth, but also it’s razor-sharp claws to rip you to pieces.

With my heart thumping in my throat, we carefully walk home, not even giving the ladies a single thought - of course, they are quite safe! I try to peer into the dark bushes left and right of us, while at the same time making sure that no cat is following us. André, however, is only worried about his snakes. Tonight the house seems to be at least ten kilometers away. The tension in my neck is unbearable.

After what seems to be an eternity, the house looms up in the dark. We actually made it without being devoured by a leopard or bitten to death by a furious black mamba. I grab a chain from the store room, and we drive off to tow out the Golf. Driving down to the river, everything looks totally different in the bright lights of the car. All our fears were totally ungrounded.

But as we near the Golf, something tells me that all is not quite well with the ladies. The doors fly open and the two of them jump out, swinging their arms. Immediately I see that Mosbolletjie is not quite her calm old self.

“Come, look at the tracks!”, she yells. “Tracks? What tracks?” The first thing that goes through my mind, is that they actually saw the illusive hyena. How thrilling! She directs me to the back of the Golf. What I see there, almost makes my heart stop. In horror I look at the huge tracks right against the back of the Golf. Is it at all possible?

After I managed to calm Mosbolletjie and Nielia down, they start to tell their story.

After André and I left, Nielia moves to the front seat of the Golf, so that she can look Mosbolletjie in the eye for a lovely chat. And then, as she looks back, leaning on the back rest of the seat, she notices something strange through the back window. “What is that?”. Mosbolletjie looks over her shoulder, and there in the pale moonlight, she makes out a huge dark shadow swaying from side to side, down the track. The enormous ears flapping to and fro, unmistakingly belonging to an elephant. To their horror they see that this pachyderm is actually walking in their direction.

“It will turn away”, they say to themselves, but as time ticks by, they anxiously see that this old guy has no intention at all to leave the track. A huge Jackal Berry tree, etched in the moonlight forms the backdrop for this eerie picture. Slowly, swaying from side to side, step-by-step he gets closer and closer. 

Mosbolletjie and Nielia start praying, very earnestly. They open their eyes, hoping to see a picture of clear sky only. But to their horror the only picture they get, is that of a huge grey shadow standing a mere five meters from the rear end of the Golf. Obviously this little yellow beetle is in his way, and he does not make deviations for little yellow beetles.

They start praying once again, this time loudly and feverishly. When they open their eyes, the elephant is still there - only this time it has moved right up to the back of the Golf. In horror they look on as the elephant scoops up mud and throws it over the car. As Mosbolletjie looks around, she finds a gleaming tusk, so close that it is only the glass separating it from her face.

All they can hear, apart from the thumping of their own hearts, is the heavy breathing of the elephant bull. Horrible thoughts run through their minds: If this animal gets angry, all he has to do is to step on the car and crush them to death. Even worse: He can lift up the car in his huge tusks and throw them through the fence. This would mean that they will roll down the bank into the crocodile-infested river. Which is the worst - getting trampled by an elephant or getting eaten alive by crocodiles?

Suddenly the elephant turns around and walks up the bank to disappear into the dark. “At that very moment, we saw the glow of the lights of André’s car, winding through the bush. Oh that was the most beautiful sight I have ever seen in my life!”, sobs Nielia. “Oh I am so glad it is over!”, adds Mosbolletjie.

Quickly we connect the chain and pull out the Golf, before the old bull decides to return and chase all of us into the river.

Early the next morning we take a drive down to the site of last night’s horror show. The tracks are still there. I measure them - a full half a meter in diameter. We also see his exit path, and how he walked past a street name-post, plucked it out of the ground and threw it aside.

Why did the elephant turn away? Why did he not crush the car with the two people inside? He could so easily have killed the two ladies there and then. He chose to simply walk away without doing them any harm at all. I believe that their prayers were answered that night. Because they were good or earnest? No, because God chose to do so. He still needed them on earth - their time had not yet come to meet their Saviour.

Not many years later, Nielia’s task on earth was done. She went for a routine operation, and never woke up again. She was called for higher service. We shall miss her very much! But one day we will surely meet again.


They are so predictable

 

Animals are so predictable: Driving through a game reserve, you would know exactly what every kind of game will be doing, without even looking. Impala will be grazing while being on the lookout for predators. Lions just lie there, snoring away - sleeping all day long. A fish eagle just sits there in a tree all day long - it seems to be a myth that they actually do the fishing thing! Oh, animals are soooo predictable!

Now, take for instance the warthog. They dig for roots, using their curved tusks or nibble the short grass even shorter, and if there is no grass to nibble on, they dig out the grass that isn’t - I know - I once had a decent lawn at my bush cottage, that is until the warthogs discovered it. First they mowed it right down to ground level, and then they started digging up the roots until there was less than nothing left. Oh yes, and when they get a fright, they dash off, wiry tails straight up in the air, with a little flag waving on top. 

And of course they love wallowing in the mud, especially if they can turn your garden into a mud bath. You never ever see them after dark, ‘cause then they hide in some hole or other. 

Warthogs are sooo predictable. 

Or are they really?

Mosbolletjie and I are very busy doing our own thing, sitting beside our camp fire. It can become very, very dark in the bush, as there are no street lights. The bush symphony is just starting to warm up - lions chatting to each other in their booming, roaring voices down by the Crocodile river. A lone lame-legged-wolf (hyena, that is) is singing his heart-breaking, bone-chilling song: “Whoop, Whoop, whoooeee”, hoping that some lovely lame-legged-lady-wolf would answer to his wooing. Everything is so peaceful - so tranquil. Until suddenly the peace is shattered when a dry twig cracks with the sound of a whip during the great trek. I nearly fall off my chair, and my heart goes: “Thump-thump-thump” high up in my throat. Mosbolletjie grabs the million candlepower flashlight. My eyes follow the blinding beam. And then...... horror of all horrors!

Peering out of the  groping claws of a sickle bush, is the most horrid face you can think of - that is if you could actually call this horror-mask a face. Two nasty red eyes that you can hardly see between all the rough wrinkles, spell darkness and meanness. He utters a grunt and walks straight to the seeds that Mosbolletjie threw out earlier for the cute little duiker.

A warthog! I cannot believe my eyes! In the middle of the night!? It just does not make sense! Warthogs never ever walk about in the night. Or do they?

Makes you think: You think you know somebody, but actually you do not know him at all! Yes, it is easy to point fingers at someone else. Take for instance that famous rugby star, Joost. When his dark doings came to light, everybody fried him. But what about your own life? Isn’t there a dark secret or two that nobody else knows about? 

Well, to get back to the story - we take notice of our weird visitor, and carry on with our braai. The embers are ready, and I throw a length of Boerewors on the grid. The aroma of herbs and tasty meat fills the air. I look over my shoulder - the warthog is still there, but he has finished the seeds, and now he just stands there, staring at us. I feel very uncomfortable with this mean face in my back. “I don’t like him standing there”, Mosbolletjie says, “please do something!”

So I do something - I shout obscenities at him, but he does not seem to mind at all. I try to chase him, but he grunts, and sees it as an invitation to come and join us at our braai. I pick up a piece of fire-wood and hurl it at the creature. He thinks that it is something edible, and instead of running away, he moves even closer, hoping that the next handout is a bit more tasty.

I shout at him: “Go home! It is night! Warthogs sleep at night - they don’t go walking around. The lions will eat you!” “What lions?” he seems to ask. I pick up a stone and throw it at the hog. It hits a tender spot. He gives a squeal and looks at me with a question mark on his face. I throw another stone, and he starts getting the message. After the third stone, he runs off. “Thank goodness!”, I sigh.

But not five minutes later, he is back again, this time from a different direction. Eventually he does get the message, but not before making a total nuisance of himself.

We love having animals around us. The timid duiker is one of our favourites - he seems to be so vulnerable. And the cute little bush babies - we go “Aaaaah”, every time they come to visit. Then there is our friendly genet - very shy, but oh so cute. At night time, these animals are welcomed with open arms. But the grumpy old warthog is a different story altogether.

The question is, how do we (you and me) come over to other people? Are we like the warthog - grumpy, unfriendly, disgruntled? Are we the perfect picture of unfriendliness? Jesus taught us to love one another. When Paul describes what love should look like in 1 Corinthians 13, he mentions that love should be friendly, caring etc. The idea is actually that our whole life should portray the love of Jesus.


Willie of the Lowveld

 

Just the other night Mosbolletjie and I were sitting on our verandah in Ballito, all on our own - peering into the dancing flames of a little fire. And I said to Mosbolletjie that there was a deep longing in my innards to be in the bush - just to feel and hear and smell the peace and quiet that only the bush can give you. The bush was calling me!

Yes, the peace and quiet of the Bush also called old Willie. And he found exactly the thing he was longing for. But a few years later, there was also a higher calling of even greater peace and quiet - one which Willie could not refuse. But more about him a little later .........

Over the years the Lowveld had it’s fair share of odd characters. Take for instance the very strange Colonel Ludwig von Steinaecker. He was a short little fellow with a mustache like a buffalo’s horns. He wore an oversized uniform and a sword much too long for his stature. And he had a huge appetite for whisky. 

During the Anglo-Boer war he joined the British forces, although he was actually Prussian. They gave him the job of cook, which he hated because it was boring. 

At the time there was a problem at the border between South-Africa and Mozambique, as the Boers were moving weapons and troops between the two countries. Steinaecker came up with a plan to blow up a railway bridge that linked the two countries and gave the Boers access to Mozambique. His seniors were sold on the idea, and they gave this clever Prussian the rank of Major. The task to blow up the bridge was on his shoulders. He was given a handful of troops to go along with him. When they got to Komatipoort where this strategic bridge was situated, they found that the Boer-troops had already passed. They could not return empty-handed, so they decided to blow up the bridge at Malelane. For the British forces, this was a catastrophe, as this stopped them from following the Boer troops.

Somehow he talked himself out of this tough situation so well, that his superiors gave him the rank of colonel, and put him in charge of three hundred troops to guard the Mozambique border. To combat malaria, they were supplied with cases of whisky. Maybe the most famous of Steinaecker’s troops, was the notorious Harry Wolhuther, the game warden that killed the lion that attacked him, with a glorified kitchen knife.

Now, for those of you acquainted with the Lowveld, will know that this area can become unbearably hot. But in this stinking heat, Steinaecker wore a uniform consisting of riding breeches, high leather boots, a double-breasted coat that reached down to his knees and a cap embroidered with silver. Huge tassels and medals and epaulets decorated the coat. His oversized sword was fixed to a broad leather belt.

After all the trouble the British forces went through to establish the regiment called “Steinaecker’s Horse”,  they had more trouble from lions than they ever had from the Boer forces.

But it is not Steinaecker I want to tell you about - it is Willie. He was almost as colourful as Steinaecker himself. But not only did he live a colourful life - he also died in a colourful way.

Willie used to be the main chef in the Hotel Edward in Durban. He got restless, travelled to Spain, got married to a beautiful Spanish lady, and eventually landed up in the Lowveld in Marloth Park. They never had a lot of money, and even his transport was not exactly what you could call luxury. Whenever Willie was on his way, somewhere in Marloth Park, everybody knew about it. No vehicle of his ever had a silencer - there were more important things in life.

Willie started building himself a small business in Marloth Park. He started off with a nursery, and if you could believe everything he said, he could teach the professor in botany a thing or two. Not many people in Marloth Park, however, bought plants, so he started a cleaning business and garden service. He went about his rounds on a three-wheeler with a trailer - of course without a silencer. You could hear this circus approaching miles away. On the three-wheeler was Willie, a huge guy with a huge hat. And trailing behind, his staff, wide-eyed and white with fear, holding on for dear life onto the rim of the trailer. On arrival, Willie would rev the bike noisily, because this contraption had no brakes either - there were more important things in life, you know! To get this thing to stop properly, he would throw a few turns, with a chorus of protest rising up from the inhabitants of the trailer.

No matter at what time of the day Willie pitched up - he was always just in time for a beer, because of the heat, you know. Even early morning was a good time for a beer! And with a beer in hand, it was always time to tell about his experiences in the bush. Like the time when he was travelling to a certain place, when suddenly he noticed a large herd of elephant standing in the middle of the road. Of course he could not stop (his three-wheeler, as you know, does not have the luxury of brakes), so he did the best he could - he swung his bike into the bush and travelled around the herd, dodging sickle bush and trees and boulders. It was no mean task to keep his vehicle from overturning or crashing into some obstacle. But wonders never cease to happen, and Willie managed to get the vehicle back on the road without too much damage. However, when Willie looked back to see if his passengers were okay, there was not a single passenger in sight. The had all disappeared on the way. Maybe I would have done the same!

Another one of Willie’s stories tells about one of the guys that worked for him. On that particular day, Willie had some business to do at the municipal offices. Suddenly they heard someone screaming - someone in great trouble. Willie immediately recognized the voice of his worker. The only trouble was, that this man was at his home, and that was at least three kilometers away. Willie rushed back home, only to find a huge male lion standing in front of the worker’s tin shack. Inside he could hear the poor guy squealing. 

Willie grabbed his pistol and pumped the ground beneath the lion’s dirty paws full of lead, at which the cat turned tail and disappeared at high speed. Only then Willie could release the prisoner.

He then told Willie that he wanted to go visit one of his friends. Not far from the house, this mean cat was suddenly standing right in his way. He turned around and ran as he had never run before in his entire life. He could actually feel the lion’s breath in his neck. He only just made it to his shack, and he slammed the door right in the animal’s hungry face. The lion stood there, growling, fully aware that his evening meal was behind that door. Inside, the poor man could hear the lion breathing through the gaps, and he could also smell that this cat needed some breath freshener very urgently. It was then that he started shouting for help.

Willie said that that heavy smell was still hanging in the shack, but it was definitely not from the lion’s bad breath - it was much, much worse than that!

Food was still in Willie’s blood - he was longing to once again see the pleasure on people’s faces when they tasted his exquisite dishes. So he started a restaurant. Unfortunately the rules of the town clearly stated that no business was to be run in this town. Willie ran his restaurant from his house, which made it unlawful. So he made a plan: You could come to his house, where he also had his nursery (apparently a nursery was not a business!). There you could buy a Marula tree for your garden. The price would depend on how many prawns you eat.

And there you could sit in his restaurant under the stars, listening to the music of the bush, while Willie was preparing the most amazing dishes on an open fire in his “kitchen”. And while the aroma of prawn fried in butter filled the air, you would suddenly remember that there was a bottle of red wine that just happened to be lying around in the boot of your car.

And so you would sit there, having prawns-a-la-Willie while waiting for your Marula tree to be fetched. And normally you would forget about your little tree completely and return home without the item that you actually visited Willie for.

Then one day I saw an article in a Sunday newspaper about a man who died in the Lowveld. He was buried in Komatipoort early the previous Sunday morning. But, the article said, this was no ordinary funeral. Before this man passed away, his last request was that he was not to be buried in a coffin. And so, on that Sunday morning, just after sunrise, it was a strange procession that moved into the cemetery in Komatipoort. The pallbearers were carrying a strange object that resembled a huge easy-chair, covered with a sheet. Willie’s request was that he be buried, sitting in his favourite chair. Someone said afterwards that she was sure that she saw his pipe and tobacco pouch still on his lap. 

Willie was buried under a thorn tree - he made sure that he left this world with a big bang! He truly lived a colourful life, and he departed in an equally colourful way. 


Baboon Business

 

Probably the most fascinating animal in the bush, apart, maybe from the elephant, is the wily primate, the baboon. In a certain way they are so human! Maybe it is this “human” trait in the baboon that makes him so mischievous, sometimes even criminal, and lands him in trouble whenever he comes into contact with man.

Indeed these creatures are very clever, and they learn very quickly who to be scared of, and who they can intimidate. They know very well that they cannot take any chances with a grown man, especially if he has one of those “sticks” with a hole in the centre - the type that makes a loud “bang” when the man pulls the trigger. That is a very dangerous stick! They have also learnt that the female human is totally useless - all she can do is to scream, and of course most female baboons can do the same - even much better! You can take your chances with these female humans, and intimidate them as much as you like. They are not dangerous at all.

But the baboon will use every trick in the book if there is food involved. In nature, getting enough food to keep you alive and happy, involves hard work for a baboon. Food does not normally come easily, especially in the dry winter months when insects and fruit are scarce. Fortunately for them, baboons are omnivorous, meaning that like their human relatives (?) they will eat anything that could possibly be edible, whether it is fruit, grubs, spiders or meat. They are even known to grab a baby antelope and devour it. 

Gathering food will therefore normally constitute climbing trees in search of fruit, overturning rocks in search of worms, spiders and even the guys with the sting in it’s tail - the scorpion. They also spend a lot of time digging for edible roots and bulbs. I have also seen them standing in shallow water to get to edible water plants. Raiding bird’s nests, is one of their favourite pastimes.

So, you will agree with me that gathering food is hard work. It is therefore not surprising that a baboon will revert to easier ways of getting food if the opportunity arises. And that is where us humans come into the picture. Our garbage is normally full of all sorts of edible stuff. A baboon will learn quickly that he only has to open a garbage can to get a fair supply of food. At Sea Point in the Cape, they came to the conclusion that it is even easier to get food by simply intimidating some stupid tourist. They give up their hamburgers for nothing.

In the Kruger Park, they learned that especially the overseas tourists will give them all sorts of tasty titbits, just to see them beg. And if the guy is selfish and keeps the food for himself, simply jumping up and grabbing it is easy enough. And if all else fails, he will even jump right into the vehicle and help himself, amid screams of anguish from the passengers.

Our baboon story started one beautiful morning with Mosbolletjie and I deciding to do a bit of serious bird watching at a beautiful spot called Lily Pond. This is a very secluded little dam, surrounded by very dense bush, consisting mainly of  Eastern Rhigozums - a horrible thorny shrub that will transform into a breathtaking yellow mass of flowers at the first spring rains. All sorts of birds and even other animals congregate at this place, making it ideal for bird watching. It is at this very spot that David met his buffalo, but that is another story for another day.

Armed with a camera, binoculars, folding chairs and bird books, the two of us go on our hike down to Lily Pond, and settle in the shade of a Marula tree. In awe we watch a Thick-billed Weaver using ingenious engineering skills to construct a home for the missus between two reed shafts. Painstakingly he threads the lengths of grass into this nest, so that there is not a single string out of place. A  Burchell’s coucal sings his bubbling song, reminding you of a spring bubbling up from the depths of the earth.

We sit there, watching and listening in awe, praising God for this sheer beauty. Closer to paradise you can not get. How awesome is His creation. The song of birds fill the air around us, and we know that God is great and good and Almighty, and that His art-works have no comparison.

An hour goes by like the wink of an eye, and suddenly we realize that we are actually hungry - it is time to return home. But emerging from the bush, we notice that all is not very kosher at the house. We see José, a guy that we employ part-time to tend the garden, running around in front of the house, swinging his arms like a windmill, while shouting abuse at some invisible beings. We are just in time to see the tail-end of a troop of baboons disappearing, fleeing from this mad monster.

At first I cannot understand what the commotion is all about. In a mixture of Shangaan and Afrikaans he babbles something about baboons getting into the house. I try to explain to him that this is not possible, as we locked the door, and that nobody (not even a baboon) can get through the burglar bars. And even if they could, there is still the tough mosquito netting. 

José grins knowingly, and then points to the lounge window. To my horror I notice a hole torn through the metal mosquito gauze. Studying the hole, I come to the conclusion that only a very small baboon could have passed through that opening. Hesitantly I unlock the door, hoping not to find any little trapped baboons inside. I peer inside, just to see a mess that I had not anticipated in my wildest dreams.

Very carefully Mosbolletjie and I enter the house, followed by a head-shaking José, talking to himself all the time. All the kitchen cupboards are wide open. The guys in the grey coats did not miss a single door. The cupboards are totally stripped of anything edible, bar a bottle of cooking oil. In my mind’s eye I can see them scurrying around, tasting everything that looks edible. The stuff that is not to their liking, is cast aside. Empty plastic bags, half-eaten fruit, orange peels and banana peels are scattered all over the place. One old guy got hold of a bag of flour. It was torn open, and to the delight of all the others, he chased everybody in sight, scattering white flour over the furniture, the floor and everybody else.

Unfortunately their game did not stay in the kitchen - through the lounge, the toilet, the bathroom, the bedrooms they ran - over the cupboards, over the beds, until every single item in the entire house was a proper mess.

Then the game got boring and they started leaving the house as they came in - in single file through that one tiny opening in the lounge window. But just then disaster struck: one of the guys that had already emerged from the games-room noticed José coming round the bend. He shouted a warning, and then everybody tried to get out through the same opening at the same time. They panicked. When a baboon panics, he defecates, and that is exactly what the guys that got trapped inside did. The harder they tried to escape, the more the panic, and the bigger the mess.

It is this mess that we find when we walk into the house. The smell is unbearable. I want to cry!

We take an inventory of the damage, and come to the conclusion that the grey-coats did not leave us a single food-item, apart from the contents of the deepfreeze, which they could not open. Oh yes, there are a few things in life - only a few! - that is too much for their intelligence. There is not a single square centimeter of the house that is clean, except for the back bedroom, where they could not find anything worth messing up.

Then starts the big clean-up. We bring in the hosepipe and start washing out the house from one side. The walls, the counter-tops - everything has to be scrubbed. Halfway through we take a short break to catch our breath. The game-ranger drives past and stops to hear if everything is OK at the Nel’s house. No, it is not, and we tell him about our ordeal. 

Vaughn, the ranger, finds this very amusing. Then he tells us a strange story about a similar tragedy that struck him. The same burglars had paid him a visit. But it is what happened afterwards that really bugged him. He says that the baboon troop walked past his house the following day, and the old leader was shouting abuse at him. One of his fellow-wardens then told him that he could clearly hear the old guy saying that one of his youngsters was trapped in his house. He says that he laughed at this stupid comment, but the warden was adamant. So they started a search. Vaughn says that he could not believe his eyes when they eventually found not only one, but two young baboons trapped in his attic, clinging to the rafters and scared to death.

I listen to his far-fetched story. Vaughn is known for telling stories that you have to take with a pinch of salt!

And so it is back to the old grindstone for us. We scrub and shake out flour and disinfect, and late afternoon our cottage is good as new once again, with a strong scent of Jeyes Fluid hanging in the air, with a hint (maybe a little more than just a hint) of baboon-dung. 

Without José’s help we would never have conquered this huge task. We thank him out of the depth of our hearts, and he leaves to go back to his room down the road. Half an hour later he is back, bringing with him half a bag of mealiemeal. He noticed that we had no food in the house, and this was just a little something to help us through the night. My eyes well up with tears. José is from Mozambique. He has very few possessions in life, but he has a heart as big as a school bus. I feel small, very small indeed, and I can hardly get the words out to thank him, as he turns around to go and spend his night alone in his room with only a small candle to give him light.

At sunset, Mosbolletjie and I sit on the verandah, too tired to do anything - contemplating the day’s ordeal, and just relaxing. One thing that keeps returning to my thoughts, is José’s deed. I see myself as a practicing Christian, living out a Christian life. However what I witnessed today, puts me to shame. How many times in my life, have I looked the other way when noticing somebody in trouble? I feel like a worm! José had nothing, but he was still willing to give, even the little bit that he had. Isn't that perhaps the love that Jesus spoke about when He said that we should love one another?

Mosbolletjie’s nerves are still shattered from the morning’s happenings, and she keeps hearing noises. No matter how tired I might be, I have to go and have a look - there is something in the house. I try to calm her by explaining that after that day’s spring-clean there could not even be a flea left in the house. But she is adamant, and I lift my weary body to tend to her command. 

In the twilight I notice a movement in the house. But for that matter, it could also just be my imagination - Mosbolletjie's stories now playing havoc with my brains. I look again, but there is absolutely nothing. Mosbolletjie urges me to go inside and to just make dead sure that our house is totally devoid of all living beings. I shine the torch, and come to the conclusion that there is absolutely no creature, living or dead. But still she is not satisfied, and so I search the entire house for something illusive.

As I shine the torch under the bed in the back bedroom, to my utter astonishment I find a young baboon, cringing in the furthest corner - shivering with fear. How could we ever have missed him?

I talk to him, plead with him, shout at him, but he refuses to move from his corner. At the same time I am scared myself, for a baboon - even a young one - can be a very dangerous animal. What if he attacks me out of self-defence?

And then I get an idea: Some time ago we bought a gas pistol. This thing is supposed to knock out any intruder, so I fetch my pistol and after first asking the baboon to forgive me, I point the pistol under the bed and pull the trigger. The shot does not “knock out” the animal, but merely makes life very uncomfortable for him under the bed. In a flash he jumps out, but seeing me standing in his only exit way, he jumps onto the bed, then the pelmet, the cupboard and then he launches himself into the rafters. Making small squealing noises, he refuses point blank to let go from up there.

Suddenly I realize that I am blocking his only way to freedom. I leave the room, hoping that this would entice him to let go, but to no avail. Mosbolletjie and I go outside and watch the poor critter through the window. He seems to be quite at home up there. Then I get another good idea: I fire yet another shot of this unpleasant spray at the little chap, of course first asking him to forgive me again. This prompts him to let go. As he does his six meter free-fall, he starts running in mid-air, screaming blue murder. This is one ordeal that he will never forget in his entire life.

We shut the back bedroom door - there is a heavy smell hanging in that room. Tomorrow is another day to wash out that room!


Impala Hunt

 

It is an absolutely perfect evening in the bush, as Mosbolletjie and I, with our three offspring, Jaco, Anita and Ria, sit around our camp fire. Earlier in the evening we had the bush concert in all it’s glory, with the lions roaring so loudly that the windows seemed to rattle. About 200 meters down towards Komatipoort, Oom Boet Bosch has his rondavel-cottage. From what I could gather, these lions must have been right on his verandah.

But now peace and quiet has once again settled upon us, with only the distant murmuring of the river and the occasional night jar and scops-owl breaking the silence. It is almost bed time, and our fire is dying down, with small blue flames dancing on the red-hot embers. Oh, what pure bliss!

Suddenly our night is shattered. It sounds like a military convoy invading our tranquil bush-town. The still night air is filled with the horrible humming sounds of vehicles, and I can see spotlights flashing, obviously searching for something. As they get closer and closer to us, I can make out voices of people shouting and laughing. 

By now I am fuming - how can people be so inconsiderate! Obviously it is a crowd having a huge party - no sober person can ever make that much noise!

Being an honorary game ranger for Marloth Park, I brace myself to put a stop to this nonsense, as I watch in anticipation, the flashes of the spotlights approaching through the bush. “Come on Dad”, the kids urge me, “Stop them!”. When they turn into our street, I jump up and take up my authoritive position in the middle of the road. The headlights of the front vehicle blind me, but I keep my position (and my pose), and stop the criminal.

To my astonishment the driver greets me - he even knows my name. In the first vehicle is the municipal manager, Andre, and Cor, the mayor. Then they explain: There are too many Impala in Marloth Park, and they had to get rid of some of them. One of the local farmers decided to buy forty Impala, and so he gathered all his friends to come and catch them. Their modus operandii would be to drive up to a herd, blind them with spotlights, and then jump off the vehicles and catch them. Easy! 

This guy had quite enough willing helpers, especially when he told them that he would supply the liquid refreshments - and that would definitely not be soft drinks! I notice crates of beer and brandy on the back of the pickup.

Andre and Cor only went along to see that everything was done to their instructions. But I keep wondering why the honorary rangers were never told about this operation? “Want to join us?”, Andre asks. Of course - this could only be fun! And I jump onto the back of their Land Cruiser. Jaco decides that this is one opportunity not to be missed, but he would like to be where all the action is, so he jumps onto one of the hunting vehicles. There he recognizes Oom Boet Bosch, one of the town’s board members - an elderly fellow. 

And off we go, hunting Impala with spotlights. On the vehicles behind me, I can hear guys singing, and I wonder how much of those liquid refreshments have already been consumed. From the looks of things, these guys have been getting training in the art of Impala-catching all afternoon, and you cannot do training with a dry throat.

Then we spot a herd of Impala. We stop. The spotlights are on. The catchers jump off the back of the vehicles, and run to grab the stunned antelope, of course just standing there, looking at them. But then these hunters find out that it is not quite as easy as it sounded when they got their training. These Impala don’t just stand there, as they are supposed to do. As soon as the hunters jump off, the buck start running. The other problem is that the spotlight-handlers are not all that sober any more, and they cannot keep their spotlights still. Instead of keeping the beam on the animal in chase, a spotlight operator would search for rabbits in the shrubs and owls in the treetops, totally losing the animal that he is supposed to light up.

And so we move on, searching for another herd of Impala - one that will actually stand still and let the poor guys do their job. We find one, and off the catchers go, chasing the antelope through dense sickle bush. Unfortunately the animals are more used to this kind of environment than the men, and they disappear long before their perpetrators can reach them. Then the spotlight-handlers see that the animals are gone - no need for spotlights any more! And they switch them off. The poor catchers are of course left in total darkness right in the middle of the cluster of sickle bush. If you know sickle bush, then you will appreciate it’s horrible thorns. The amount of cursing arising out of the bush is enough to make a sailor green with envy. Not only is the bush riddled with sickle bush, but also with knob-thorn and wait-a-bit trees, both with hook-thorns that won’t let go once they have grabbed hold of you. 

Finally, after the umpteenth try, the farmer decides that this is definitely not working - they have to devise another plan. Maybe it is the fact that they stop in the road, and let the guys run into the bush, that causes their problem. They should get closer to the animals!

At the next sighting, the vehicles are driven right into the bush, over rocks and through ditches, in between the sharp thorns of the sickle bush. I can hear the thorns scratching the paint off their expensive vehicles. I can also hear a lot of moaning and shouting and cursing going on, in the back of the pickups. We stop to wait for the vehicles to emerge from the bush, loaded to the brim with captured Impala. But as they appear, there is still not a single Impala in their possession. 

Jaco jumps off the vehicle and comes running towards us. “I am not staying on that vehicle a single second longer!”, he moans. As he jumps onto the back with me, I see Oom Boet Bosch limping towards us as well. Clearly he is in a lot of pain. “That lot is dangerous!”, Jaco tells me, as we help Oom Boet onto the vehicle. 

Oom Boet was sitting on the rim in the back of their pickup. Next to him, sat a huge guy - huge in width. On one of their wild chases through the bush, their vehicle struck a ditch. Oom Boet was launched out of the vehicle like a rocket. While he was airborne, he noticed this huge farmer also flying next to him. Unfortunately he was not really designed for this flying thing, so he had to come down to earth, which he struck with great intensity. Being an old man, he expected a few fractured body-parts, so he just lay there, wondering what was broken. Eventually he decided that he might just not die yet, so he opened his eyes. Next to him he saw this mountain of blubber, and it was not moving. Inspecting it closer, he found that it was actually breathing. When the fat guy eventually woke up, he did not even realize that he actually fell off the pickup. He was so intoxicated, that he fell like a sack of potatoes, without injuring anything!

It was at this stage that Jaco decided that this was a dangerous place to be, and Oom Boet followed suit.

“Enough is enough”, remarks Andre. It is already past midnight, and still not a single Impala had been caught. We decide to return home and leave the farmer and his gang to carry on on their own. In such a drunken state, they can do no animal any harm.

On our way back I ask Oom Boet about the lions I heard roaring at his house earlier in the evening. “Oh yes”, he replies, “I heard them too. But no, they were nowhere near my house - they were on the other side of the river!” Just shows you how far sound can travel in the still of the night, and how one can be mistaken.

Andre drops Jaco and me off at home. Mosbolletjie and the girls are in bed already. I walk to the fire in the hope of still finding some warmth - it is reduced to white ashes. I get into bed, but the excitement of the evening still rushes through my brain. Alcohol can make a fool out of you, I conclude. Those guys made complete asses of themselves. I smile as I remember one incident where we saw a Duiker hiding in a small shrub. I shone my spotlight right on it, as I saw one of the guys that was charging an Impala, heading straight for the Duiker. To my surprise he ran almost right over the little animal without noticing it. At that moment things became a bit too hot for the Duiker, so it jumped up and ran like crazy. Yes, alcohol is a horrible thing. But maybe I am wrong - there is nothing wrong with alcohol in itself - it is what you do with it! I enjoy my red wine, but I don’t make a pig out of myself. 

You can make a god out of alcohol - that is when you abuse it. And I am not talking about alcoholics - I am talking about the social drinker that does not know when to stop. A party cannot happen without a few cases of beer. But thinking of it - it is not only alcohol. You can make a god out of sport as well, and food and....... The horror is that you can even make a god out of church or religion! If your church or your religion becomes more important than God, then you have a serious problem.

In the distance I hear the little nightjar singing: “Good Lord, deliver us.” Oh yes, how very comforting! The most important thing in life is that the Lord Jesus came to deliver us from sin. “Thank you, Lord”, I sigh, “Thank you that You have also delivered me from sin.”

I turn around and go to sleep - a deep, beautiful, peaceful sleep.


David and the Buffalo

 

We arrive at Bhungani for our summer holiday. The Lowveld may not be the most ideal place on earth in December - it can become unbearably hot. But still it is paradise. We quickly unpack, and then I grab a beer to cool off on the verandah. The first thing I do while relaxing, is to read through the visitors book to see if there was anything interesting that happened in our absence. 

On the last page I read of David’s visit, full of interesting incidents, and beautifully illustrated with pencil sketches of all the animals they saw. On the last line there is a sketch of a furious buffalo and a short comment, saying that they would tell me about the buffalo incident when they saw me again.

David is the headmaster of Stanger Primary school - a well known man on the North Coast. He heard about my bush cottage, and decided that it would be the ideal place to get away from school and difficult children and meetings and personnel problems and impossible parents. 

So when the December holidays arrived, they packed their mountain bikes, and exchanged the sweltering, humid heat of the North Coast for the totally unbearable dry heat of the Lowveld. The temperature stays in the forties all the time, but they relax, and that is the most important. The kids enjoy themselves riding their mountain bikes through the bush, while they encounter all sorts of game. They do this all day long, while they leave the two “old people” in peace. For David, this is paradise complete.

I am very curious about David’s note about the buffalo. I ask Anna, an old Swazi lady that we employ part-time to maintain the house, if she knew anything. “Hoeeee, daai man es blou van die kolle”, she says, waving her arms, “Hy es stukkend!” (David is full of blue bruises. He was badly injured). And then suddenly Anna is in a great hurry to get home: “Es amper donker - ek bang daai deng hy lyk sos bees - hy es banja kwaai!” (It is getting dark soon - I am scared of this thing that looks like a bull - he is angry!).

Hurriedly Anna hobbles down the road to the room she shares with José. We start settling for a night at the camp fire, and we keep wondering what had actually happened to David. Whatever it was - it could not have been a delightful experience. Soon David and his buffalo is forgotten as we indulge in listening to all the sounds of the bush - the elephants, the hyenas, the hippos and all the birds of the night. And of course there is the crackling of our comforting little fire. We are all tired from the long drive, and it is still quite early when one-by-one we sneak off to bed.

When I wake up, the sun is already hanging high in the sky, pumping heat waves down to the Lowveld. I take a drive to the little shop to get some supplies. “Did you hear about the guy that was chased by the buffalo?”, someone asks. “No?”, I try to get to the story.  According to this guy, the poor fellow was chased (or tossed) into a tree by an angry buffalo, and he has been in Nelspruit Hospital ever since, still fighting for his life. I cannot believe the story - David would have said if it was that serious.

From the shop I drive up to the Municipal offices. There I hear a totally different story: The poor fellow was trampled to death by this furious, horned monster. From someone else I hear that this guy was chased by the buffalo, but he was very lucky, as he saw a thorny bush, and he dived right into it. Of course he was torn to shreds by the thorns, but it could have been much worse.

I quickly learn that the bush telegraph in Marloth park is not a reliable one at all! Maybe it is all the thorn bushes along the way that distort the original message so badly , that it arrives as a totally different story on the other side. Who can you actually believe? What did happen to my old friend?

Not long after this a different incident made me realize how this message can become so much distorted - it is all a matter of communication gone haywire. 

On this particular day Anna comes running up the road, white as a sheet. Immediately we see that something horrible went wrong. Her clothes are hanging in shreds. “Daai buffalo hy my gajag”, she gasps, “Ek gaklim by die boom”. She must have had a terrible ordeal, we could gather. She was chased by a buffalo, and she escaped with her life by climbing a thorn tree, just out of reach of the furious horns. Her dress was torn by the horrible thorns as she climbed the tree. I find it a bit difficult to see old Anna climbing a tree - she can hardly walk properly, let alone climb trees!

But we had it all wrong. Anna finds it very difficult to communicate in this White language. Later, when one of her friends walks past, we ask her what had actually happened to Anna. And she explains: “Anna was walking through the veldt when she saw a buffalo. Actually he was just standing there minding his own business. But Anna does not trust any buffalo, so she started running. She did not look where she was going - she was making sure that the buffalo was not following her, and then she ran right into a thorny shrub. And that is why her clothes were torn.”

Just shows you how easy it is to get a story totally wrong!

But to get back to our summer holiday - every time we go for a walk or a drive, we see buffalo somewhere. Thank goodness, when we see them on foot, they are far away, and of course we keep our distance. But one seems to forget that these are not the only dangerous animals about.

Our neighbour comes up the road on his mountain bike, peddling like crazy. I think to myself that he must be completely mad riding like that in this terrible heat. But I soon find out that perhaps he was not all that crazy. “I just saw a lion!”,  he gasps, “I was riding my bike, when I saw him disappearing into the shrubs in front of me. I did not bother to see if he is still there.” “That was wise”, I say to myself. I gather my family and we drive down to the spot where he described the big cat to be. 

On the way down to the river, we pass an old buffalo bull, not more than a hundred meters from where the lion is supposed to be. Looking at the old guy, I can see that he is not the friendliest fellow that I have ever come across. To my horror, not fifty meters further, I come across a German lady, on foot. I stop and offer her a lift.  “No sank you”, she says, smiling from ear to ear, “I woz caught between ze buffalo und ze lion! How exciting!”

We do not find the lion. “He went into the shrubs right there”, someone says. We strain our eyes, but Kitty is gone. Discouraged we drive home. Our summer holiday has come to an end. But I look forward to hearing the buffalo story - the true story - from David.

The next Sunday I meet David at church - I am so glad to see him alive, and still with all his limbs attached. He lifts his trouser-leg and shows me the marks on his leg. “The buffalo”, he nods.

It was one of those stinking hot afternoons. The kids did not care about the heat - full of energy they got onto their mountain bikes and rode off, leaving the adults to be horizontally suspended until it became a bit cooler. Late afternoon they woke up and recuperated on the verandah. The kids were still at large, but that did not worry them. However when the sun started getting very low, they decided that it might be a good idea to go and make sure that they were OK. 

They started walking down towards the river, as this was where the kids were most likely to be. On the spur of the moment, David decided to take a shortcut through the bush, while the others stayed on the road. The direction David walked, would take him on the side of an open field, past the very dense bush of Lily Pond. 

It was a quiet stroll in the evening air, and the smells of the bush filled David’s lungs. How beautiful to spend time alone in nature, totally lost in your own thoughts. David was quite used to the bush, being a regular hunter, and knowing exactly what to expect. 

But what happened next, he never in his wildest dreams expected right in the tranquil town of Marloth Park. As he walked past a small opening in the dense bush at Lily Pond, he saw what every hunter dreads most in his life - an angry buffalo that means business. Immediately he knew that there was big trouble coming - this heap of muscle was not more than ten meters from him. David looked for a tree and started running. But it was too late already. The next moment, the animal was on top of him, without any warning. 

Fortunately for David, the buffalo had no time to take proper aim, so he was hit by the boss (the flat part of the horns), and not the sharp points. This knocked David flat on the ground, face down. The buffalo hesitated for a moment, swung his razor-sharp horns over David’s back and tore his shirt without touching his skin. Then this ton of muscles stepped on David’s leg, almost crushing it. The next moment he was past. David did not waste time to let the scoundrel turn around - in one jump he was halfway up a Knob-thorn tree, out of the buffalo’s reach.

But it was not really necessary - the old bull had decided not to return. In pain David limped back home, but not until he made absolutely sure that the buffalo was not returning to finish him off.

David is a guy that knows the bush very well. He knew exactly what to expect from the buffalo. One new thing that he learnt from that experience, was that a buffalo leaves a very pungent smell on any subject it touches. Where the horns struck his shirt, there was a heavy smell that they could not even remove by washing.

When the buffalo struck David, he lost his R800 worth pair of Ray ban sunglasses. With his leg in pain, he could not go back to fetch it. And so good old José once again came to his rescue. 

David made an offer of R50 if he could find the glasses. José hesitated - this beast was not very kosher right now. But a day later, when he had cooled down, José came to claim his prize, smiling from ear to ear. He also gave David a piece of root - something they use in Mozambique to keep the buffaloes away. If David wore that root around his neck, no buffalo would ever come near him again.

David is not superstitious, but that root is still in his car’s glove compartment. Why? Sentiment.


Roaring Cats in Paradise

 

Everybody will agree with me that if ever there was a paradise, then it is Marloth Park. It is quiet, peaceful - no blaring TV’s, away from the city hustle and bustle. Here you can really get to terms with nature. But any paradise has it’s monster - Adam and Eve’s had a snake. In Marloth Park it is the king of the jungle himself - the extra-outsize roaring kitty - the lion. Since the Parks Board put up a monster of a fence after the 2000 floods, lions do not cross the border between Kruger and the town as regularly as they used to. But before that......

After the first summer rains, the Crocodile river would flow strongly, and lions, being quite normal cats, do not like swimming - actually, they hate it! At those times Marloth Park would be mostly free from lions. In the dry months, however, this town is happy hunting ground for the cats with the loud voices. And many stories were told about near-death experiences with them. 

According to Johnny, a well known character in the early years of Marloth, it was exceptionally bad in the 80’s, during a particularly heavy drought. The Impala died in their thousands (he said) and there were so many lions about, that you could not dare even setting foot outside your house - you might just step on a lion’s tail! Well, you had to take what he said with a pinch of salt, but the fact is that there were lions about.

Another fellow told me of a hair-raising experience that he had. One fine day he was sitting on his verandah, contemplating life. It was one of those perfect days, with the birds singing, and everything was so peaceful that he almost fell asleep. A feeling of total bliss came over him.

Suddenly his peace was shattered when he heard a terrible commotion - branches breaking and loud snorts coming from an Impala. Before he could even wake up properly, this snorting Impala came crashing out of the bush, right through his verandah, almost trampling his toes. Of course he was in a terrible state of shock. Heart thumping wildly in his throat, he looked in total amazement at this Impala as it disappeared into the bush on the other side of the verandah. 

He was still pondering the animal’s strange behaviour, when he heard more branches breaking. To his horror he sat there, unable to even move, watching a yellow, furry form exploding out of the bush right towards him. The lion was coming right at him, still sitting there on the verandah. One single, majestic jump had the lion landing right onto the verandah. He saw his last moments coming. But the lion did not even notice him - all he had in mind was the Impala. The lion rushed right past him, almost touching him, and disappeared after the antelope into the bush.

Although he did not actually say so, I am sure that he had to get a stiff tot of tiger’s milk to calm down his totally shattered nerves. To come face to face with a lion on such short notice and with so little space between you and him, surely is no joke.

Our next-door neighbour also had a close encounter with a yellow cat one day. Behind her house there is a water hole. She told me that while she was hanging out her washing, she saw a movement out of the corner of her eye. She did not really take notice of it, because the duiker often come walking past in day time. But something did not seem quite right, and she turned around to take a good look. And what she saw almost made her heart stop. Not more than twenty yards from her there was a lion, casually walking past her towards the water hole, not even looking in her direction. She did not wait to see if he actually did go for a drink!

This lady was lucky to have a “soft” encounter with the big cat. Others were less lucky. Cor Dippenaar is a building contractor in Marloth Park(also the mayor). He told me the story of an encounter that his workers had. They were building a new house for somebody, and the workers pitched their little tent on the site. It was a warm summer’s night, and after chatting around the fire till late, they decided to go to bed. All evening the lions had been roaring, but they were quite used to it - never even gave it a serious thought. Because of the heat, they even left their tent flaps wide open.

In the early hours of the morning, one of the guys woke up. Screams echoed through the dark night. He jumped out of bed. The first thing he noticed was that his partner was not in the tent with him any more. He called, but the only answer he got was more screaming. In the faint moonlight he saw a movement. To his horror he realized that it was his partner disappearing into the night, being pulled out of the tent by something. Then he makes out the form of the lion. This thing had his partner by the foot, and he seemed to think that this was some kind of toy! He was actually playing with his screaming “doll”!

The guy started shouting at the beast and flung objects at it, and eventually the lion got the message, and hesitantly moved away. Only then did he notice that there were actually two lions. The victim was unhurt, except for a totally shattered ego. The lion actually only got hold of his blanket. The poor guy held on for dear life, and he was dragged outside. 

The next morning, after a very long night where sleep was definitely no option, they got the full picture. From what they could make out from the size of the tracks - these were two young, playful lions, and they did not think that these construction workers could actually be edible. All they wanted to do was play!

Being a full-time resident of Marloth Park, Cor had many encounters with lions - most of them, fortunately, only sightings from the safety of his vehicle. He was the mayor of the town, and it often happened that he had to entertain V I Ps. On one such occasion, he decided to take this important chap for a drive around the wilderness area, called Lion Spruit. This area used to be a hunting farm, but the town decided to buy it, and subsequently it was incorporated into the town. It was decided, however, that this would never become a residential area. His two young sons asked if they could tag along to Lion Spruit. Cor agreed, and they jumped onto the back of the vehicle.

At one particular spot there was a complete skeleton of a giraffe lying some fifty meters off the road. The two men got out to have a look at this rarity. In the mean time the two boys were up to mischief. A few days before they had made a plaster cast of a lion’s tracks, and they desperately wanted to try out these huge paw-prints. In the soft sand, they carefully “walked” their “lion”, letting the tracks cross right over the footprints of the two men. In a hurry they then followed Cor and his visitor, and took a keen interest in the fallen giraffe.

Cor was quite surprised to see their interest, because they had seen this skeleton many times before. But he said nothing - he expected some kind of mischief.

They walked back to the vehicle, and suddenly one of the boys stopped. “Dad”, he asked, with a face dripping with innocence, “What kind of animal’s tracks are these?” The poor visitor’s eyes widened. He gasped, for what he saw there right in front of his eyes, drained all the blood out of his face. Lion prints! Right over his own footprints! He started running as Cor and the boys were holding their tummies with laughter. He was not amused. But after thinking it over, he had to agree that this was actually a very clever trick, and the actors were brilliant.

Sadly one of the boys was attacked a few years later by an animal much more dangerous than a lion. He did not survive the attack. While doing military service he was bitten by an Anopheles mosquito and contracted malaria. Even though he was treated in the military hospital, the doctors did not notice that he had malaria, until it was too late.

What do you do when you come face to face with an angry lion? Your first reaction is to run. Coming to think of it - it would be safer to find the nearest tree and climb as fast as you can. The only problem is, that lions are cats, and as everybody knows, cats (and for that matter, lions) are quite good at climbing trees - much better than humans! 

The experts say that the best thing to do is to stand very still. Running is the worst you could do, for then you become prey. There is one exception: if your lion is a female with cubs, then you do not just stand there. That is the time when you are really knee-deep in trouble!

Rev. Freddie Bloem was a regular visitor to Marloth Park. He loved the bush with all his heart. Oom Freddie, as he was lovingly known by everybody, had one big problem - he suffered from emphysema. His doctor told him that there was nothing that they could do for him. However, if he did a lot of walking, it could ease his discomfort. 

And so, at Oom Freddie’s next visit to Marloth Park, he decided to do just that. Early every morning you would find him walking briskly, always with a smile on his face. He loved walking through the bush, listening to the birds and filling his tortured lungs with clean, fresh air, devoid of any of the dirty pollution that soils the Gauteng air.

That particular morning he set off with a song in his heart. But hardly had he started walking, when he noticed that he had a companion - his little dog. Now, one of the bye-laws of the town is that no pets are allowed, due to the abundance of wild animals. He thought that hiding the dog in his house would do nobody harm, but taking him along on a walk was really taking a risk. So he turned around to first escort the mutt home - an act that possibly saved his life.

Once again Oom Freddie sets off - this time with even more vigour. This is not just an easy stroll - he walks to get proper training from it - doctor’s orders! This does not mean that he can not enjoy the bush, the fresh scents of all the plants, the song of birds, the tiny flowers hiding between tufts of grass. The road is rough, and he keeps his eyes on the ground in front of him to avoid stepping into some hole and perhaps spraining his ankle. Oom Freddie’s thoughts are far, far away.

Then it is as if someone taps him on the shoulder: “Hey Freddie, look in front of you”, the voice seems to say. He looks up, and stops in his tracks. Not more than three meters from him, is a female lion, standing right in front of him, glaring at him - softly growling. Immediately his instinct screams at him: “Run Freddie, run!”

But there is some communication error between his mind and his feet - they refuse to move. His eyes grow wide as dinner plates, and his heart is thumping so loudly, that he is sure the lioness can hear it beating. A little voice deep inside him says: “Freddie, if you move, you are dead meat!” He bluntly refuses to believe the voice, and he tells his body to do the disappearing act, in a great hurry. His body does not seem to understand the command at all.

In fact Oom Freddie got such a fright that he froze right there on his feet, totally unable to move. And there he stands, looking the lion in the eyes. And the lion, totally confused by this phenomenon, does likewise. She just stands there as if frozen. 

Then some movement elsewhere distracts her mind from this would-be breakfast. She turns her head to have a good look. This gives Oom Freddie the chance to move back a step or two. Then she turns back to give him another good glare. Large cold drops of sweat stream down Oom Freddie’s neck. Is this the end of the road for him? What a horrible way to go! 

No, he is not scared of death - he is more than willing to meet his Saviour right at this moment. But to be helped through Heaven’s gates by means of a lion’s jaws - not a very comforting thought!

Once again the lion seems to be distracted, and she looks over her shoulder. And once again Oom Freddie shuffles away a couple of steps. The big cat glares at him, once again with fire in her eyes. This is now becoming a psychological combat. Who will be the first to give in? Hours seem to pass with the speed of thick syrup dripping out of a bottle. 

Is she going to eat him after all? He hopes that death comes quickly and painlessly. But what about his family? Will they ever know what happened to him? But oh, it is comforting to know that his left-overs will be scattered under the thorn trees in his beloved Marloth Park.

The cat is not happy - she is used to winning every battle. What went wrong with this one? But she decides that she will not let anybody know that she had actually lost - and at that to some sickly human! How degrading! She decides to make it look as if she had lost interest in this un-appetizing piece of bleached meat. Bitter about her defeat, she turns and walks into the bush as stately as possible.

With legs shaking uncontrollably, Oom Freddie retreats and heads back home. He had been shaken right to his very foundations. He fell down on the couch, shaking, almost unable to tell about his terrible ordeal.

Afterwards he learnt that he was actually saved by his little dog’s unwanted excursion. Only a few minutes before he stumbled onto this lioness, somebody saw no less than five lions crossing the road at that same spot. Had he continued on his first attempt to walk, he would surely have walked right into this troop of lions. And that might have had a totally different outcome.

Yes, Oom Freddie was spared a gruesome death on that day, but only a year later he was called for higher duty. This time he could meet his Creator, prepared, peacefully and without the fear of being eaten alive.


The Quelea Jive

 

It is mid-winter. The late summer rains did not come, and it is dry - very, very dry. The only little patch of green is where Anna had been watering the lawn. On our way to Marloth Park, we saw vast patches of forest and grassland in mourning - burnt to ashes by runaway forest fires. It is indeed a bleak (black?) picture.

On our arrival we cook a huge pot of mieliepap, without salt of course, just the way the birds like it. We throw maize kernels in front of the verandah and hang fruit - red apples - on the branches. The response is overwhelming! From all over, our feathered friends come rushing in, in order to participate in the festival. This sudden abundance is something you cannot just ignore. Everywhere you hear cries of: “Food! Wow! Food”, And I'm sure I could hear one guy actually singing: “Food, Glorious Food! Hot Sausage and Mustard.”

Starlings and francolins, hornbills and bulbuls, barbets, sparrows and finches, weavers and waxbills, guinea fowl, pigeons and grey loeries - all the who’s who of the feather-world is there. Everybody has only one thing in mind: to get as much of this unexpected bounty into their crops in as short a time as possible.

A kurrichane thrush comes walking past, trying his very best to look very dignified. But the riff-raff is in his way: “Excuse me. . . excuse. . . Please let me pass through!” But all his polite requests fall on deaf ears. Eventually he feels compelled to go and sit on a low branch, his back turned to the mob. Two warthogs emerge from the bush, grunting - their bloodshot eyes staring longingly at a rapidly diminishing pile of maize. Thankfully they fall on their knees, stammering something like a prayer of thanks, and then they attack the kernels with fervour. 

Later, when the worst rush is over, a little Duiker emerges from the shrubs and very reluctantly moves closer to the food. Two dwarf-mongooses that plucked up all their courage to get something to eat, are scared away by him, and they dash away as the Duiker saunters up to the maize kernels.

Eventually the porridge is cooked and cooled, ready for lunch. From somewhere, far away, the sound of a thousand little voices rise up out of the earth. Everyone seems to be talking at the same time, and nobody is listening to what anybody else is saying. Gradually, the sound of voices gets closer and closer, until General (Mrs.) Mongoose’s shiny black nose pokes through the dry grass. There before her eyes is a feast of mieliepap (unsalted)! I can clearly hear her saying: “Come children, let us go to the table like a troop of civilized banded mongooses.”

But it is too late already, for the next instant there is a thundering stampede of hungry banded bodies, pushing each other out of the way to get there first. Grunting, moaning, screaming, hissing they dig in, grabbing huge chunks of mieliepap and they run away to try and get a bit of privacy. If one gets a larger piece than the rest, the fight is on. Poor Mrs general tries her very best to talk some order into her troop, but it is all in vain. Only when everybody has had his fill, they start to calm down, and they indulge in a soft twittering chatter. On the lady general’s command they take their leave in an orderly (?) manner, chatting as they disappear the way they came.

Evening arrives without a single moment of silence. Only when total darkness falls, the last of the twittering dies down. Mosbolletjie and I can finally relax at our fire, but only after chasing the dumb warthog that bluntly refuses to take his leave. Does he not realize that there are lions about? And does he not know that warthog is the favourite dish of the big cats? No, for his own safety he simply has to leave!

Out of nowhere, a large, grey shadow suddenly appears. Huge mournful eyes stare at us. A pair of ears like satellite dishes pick up the slightest sound. Gracefully the Kudu bends down at the mieliepap. A piece of pap the size of a rugby ball, disappears down her throat with a huge gulp. For an encore she picks all the apples off the trees. For a few minutes she just stands there staring at us, saying: “It is finished - the food, you know...”. Getting no response from us, she simply disappears without a sound.

Dawn breaks in pure gold .... and brown and blue and yellow, red and green. At first light everyone is back, and they have also brought along with them, all their friends and their friends as well. A flight of weavers accidentally fly past. They cannot believe their eyes - down there they see a feast waiting just for them. “Food!”, shouts one scoundrel. “Food! Food!”, and then they literally fall out of the sky. They have discovered Egypt without a single pyramid!

The whole area in front of the verandah has come to life. Thirteen guinea fowl in their black silk stockings and blue hats do the jive, kicking op a cloud of dust and stones. A laughing dove is pestering an unwilling female while two turtle doves search in vain for maize kernels in the dust cloud. A black-collared barbet and his mate are very lucky to find half an orange all to themselves. The other half is being sucked dry by a starling hanging upside down. Five grey loeries have encompassed an apple hanging on a thin twig, and do all sorts of tricks to try and balance themselves on the same twig. This is no time to try and look dignified!

Two starlings got hold of a bone with a scrap of meat left on it. There is a tug of war going on, but at the same time they have to stay out of the way of the Yellow-billed hornbills, also desperately trying to get in on the act.

Around the bird bath, it is teeming with finches, weavers, robins, mannikins, sparrows and buntings. A single tiny blue waxbill flies in, landing in the middle of all the turmoil. Very soon he discovers that this is a huge mistake, and again he flies off. His early departure was a very wise move!

And then they arrive - the red-billed Queleas.

These small birds are known to fly about in vast swarms. They are not exactly welcome on farms - especially where wheat is produced. These birds can reap havoc, destroying hectares of wheat in a single season.

In the wild, however they are very fascinating creatures, seemingly with a huge psychological problem. These stupid birds will never sit still for long. 

On their arrival, they dive for the crushed maize and immediately start gorging themselves. Fifteen seconds later, as if on a sign of their leader, they fly off noisily. They don’t go far - only to the nearest branch, where they pack the twigs to the maximum capacity. Ten seconds later they simply fall out of the branches, eating like the world’s worse gluttons, only to rise to the branch in a noisy flapping of wings, fifteen seconds later. This carries on and on and on until there is not a single scrap of food left.

The problem with these gluttons is that they also have an effect on all the other birds. When they fly up to the branch, all the other birds get a big fright. They also fly, wondering what the big danger was that moved the queleas to so suddenly fly away. In the mean time, the queleas had their ten second branch-sit, and they descend, leaving all the other feathered fellows still wondering about this weird behaviour. Only after the fourth round will they think of getting down to the ground again. But by then the queleas’s hormones would play havoc with them once again, and they would fly up, just as everybody else reaches the ground, resulting in everybody getting a fright, and the whole mad action is repeated.

By the time the other birds eventually settle down to eat, there is nothing left to be eaten.

Hunger is a terrible thing, especially when there is no food. But then, on the other hand, if you don’t get hungry - how will you ever know that your body needs food? This could be dangerous, as your body will eventually start withering away, until you are just a piece of biltong, and subsequently dead. When a baby needs food, he will let you know in no uncertain terms. If he does not get his food very soon, he will scream blue murder.

Peter wrote (1 Peter 2:1-10) that in exactly the same way that a baby cries (screams) for food, we should hunger and scream for the Word of God. We should drink it - eat it, devour it. If a baby is not fed, it will die. Likewise we will die spiritually if we do not “eat” God’s Word. A baby cannot grow if he does not get enough to eat. Likewise we cannot grow spiritually without enough of the Word.

The Queleas of the Bush are, in a certain way, an excellent example for us. They gorge themselves with seed. But have you ever seen an overweight Quealea? They simply cannot eat enough of the seeds. In the same way you simply cannot get enough of the Word. It does not make you spiritually fat, but healthy.

Something else we could learn from them, is that when they see food, they invite all their friends to come and join in the feast. The more the merrier! We should not selfishly keep what we learn from the Word to ourselves. Like Queleas we should invite who-ever is willing to listen to have part in the wonderful Word.

The Word of God is there for us in great abundance - go tell it on the mountains, over the hills and everywhere!

Thank goodness, there is an end to everything, and so there is also an end to this day of throwing out maize, making mieliepap, hanging fruit in the branches - ad infinitum! And then darkness falls on the bush, and we have to chase the warthog so that he can go home to save him from being eaten by the lion, before I can sink into my chair at the fire - dog-tired!

But then comes an unexpected bonus in the form of a tiny ball of fluff with a huge bushy tail and eyes like dinner plates. As if from nowhere, he appears, jumping from tree to tree and landing on a branch right next to the verandah. Half a banana stuck on a nail is just what he is looking for. The small bush-baby clings to the branch with tiny match-stick fingers, all the time turning his head in all directions. He takes a bite or two from the banana and in one huge effortless jump disappears into the night. Two minutes later he is back again, takes a bite or two and disappears. He will come again and again and again, until there is nothing left of the juicy banana.

The little Duiker is back, looking for maize kernels. The kudu with the satellite-dish ears returns to finish off the mieliepap and clear the trees of apples. Lion sings a booming lullaby, rattling the window panes. Mosbolletjie crawls into bed, exhausted. Tomorrow morning we will again hang apples in the trees, cook mieliepap, throw out maize kernels, and when it gets dark, we will chase the warthog (so that the lion does not catch him). 

To go to the bush, to have a rest, is hard work - believe me!


A Night In The Bush

 

It is quiet, dead-quiet. In the distance we can hear the Great Crocodile where the white water rushes over the rapids. There is no moon, and it is pitch dark. The only source of light is our fire. Without saying a word, Mosbolletjie and I sit there, watching the wonderful patterns in the flames - fairies dancing on a fiery log; an ant-eater with his long pig-like snout, licking the flames with his ultra-long tongue - his red eye glowing dangerously, watching me. The dark night strikes fear in my heart.

From the direction of the river a deep booming, vulgar laugh sounds up: “Huh-huh-huh Hoeeeee huh-huh”. Some Egyptian geese protest against the Hippo’s laughing, swearing at him in Egyptian. There are many trees around the house. Behind them is just the dark, creepy night. Staring into the bush, I am sure I can see a movement. But then when I look again, there is absolutely nothing - or is there?

A tiny pearl-spotted owl wings into the circle of light and lands on one of the lower branches of a tree. He turns his head this way, that way and almost right around. Then he notices a slight movement in the grass. Like lightning he is down, grabbing an insect on the ground, and once again goes back to his perch on the branch.

The silence is deafening. Mosbolletjie and I are lost in our thoughts. God’s creation is wonderful - everything is so perfect - so absolutely complete. I can just imagine what Paradise must have looked like. And how wonderful will it be one day when the new heavens and the new earth comes into being.

It is becoming quite late, and I remember about the store room that is standing open. Mosbolletjie decides to come with me - just incase..... Behind the house, away from the glow of the fire, it is pitch dark. I take the million candle-power torch, just to make sure that there are no creepy-crawlies lurking in the dark. All is well.

I switch off the spotlight. Then we notice the millions of stars. Where-ever we look, the sky is alight with tiny light-spots. In the total darkness of the bush, away from the light-pollution of the city, everything is so much brighter and clearer. We see the Southern Cross. Mosbolletjie points at the two bright stars near this constellation. Yes, the pointers. Alpha Centauri is the star closest to earth - only a bit more than four light years from us. It’s neighbour, Beta Centauri is 490 light years away. This means that you look back into history - what you see, already happened more than four years ago if you look at Alpha Centauri. But at the same time, looking at the star next to him, you look at history already 490 years old. This is mind-boggling!

But there is more: Alpha Centauri is actually a twin star. Here is another star involved - Proxima Centauri. These two stars are relatively close together, and circle around each other. Which one of the two am I actually now looking at?

Then something else strikes me: Those millions and millions of stars that we are looking at - they all belong to the Milky Way. We can not see any other stars with the naked eye. The Milky Way, being a galaxy, looking something like a huge flat disk, constitutes something like 300 000 million stars in it. It is 100 000 light years in diameter. And the fact is that there are millions of galaxies like the Milky Way in the universe - some of them much, much bigger even than the Milky Way.  

I gasp at the thought. How very big and powerful must the Creator of all this be! The Bible teaches us that Jesus is the One Who created this all. 

Somewhere, very far away, we can hear the soft, deep tones of a lion communicating with his harem. A cool breeze comes from the river - it is as if I can sense the voice of God in it, saying: My child, you do not have to understand all of this. My grace is all you need.” A great peace surrounds me, making me feel very close to God. Yes, He made all of this, and He is still in total control of it all.

The cool air urges Mosbolletjie and I to seek the warmth of our bed. I notice a movement outside: two fruit bats are enjoying the banana we left for the bush-baby. Peace and quiet enfolds me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Silent night, Bushveld night,

All is calm, all is bright.

Far away, just the old lion’s song,

This is where I will always belong.

God is still in control.

God's Grace and Peace over all.


Spots Spell Death

 

The day starts like any other normal day - almost chilly, with a fresh morning breeze, carrying on it’s wings the sounds of the morning. The first sound is the call of the francolin, stating loudly that the night is over, and with that all the dangers that go with the night. Then a couple of Guinea Fowls sing their raspy song: “Chi-chi-tjirr-tjirrrrrrrr”. And then the whole bush comes to life. A Duiker takes a few hasty bites from the lawn, and then disappears for the day, before the sun catches him about. A Turtle Dove is almost prophetic in chanting: “Work slowly, work slowly.”. Does he know that the day would become a hot one?

As the first rays of the sun strike the tree tops, there already seems to be a strange glow in the cloud-less sky. I get this strange feeling that this would be a day of blood and sweat. At ten in the morning, a northerly wind starts blowing. Locals call this wind the Salati, meaning that it comes from the Salati-area. 

When the grey loerie cries “Twelve-a-clock”, the wind is already blowing it’s fiery breath over the Lowveld. Your nose and lips and eyes dry out; the wind burns your lungs; your eyes become red and sandy.

The Lowveld can at times become unbearably hot. And a day like that can creep past very slowly. It is at times like this that we close the windows and doors and draw the curtains to try and lock out the heat. You stay inside and try to take a nap. But before long it becomes too hot to sleep, even inside the relatively cool thatched house.

After what seems to be an eternity, the day is done, and we give a sigh of relief as we move out onto the verandah. We step into a heat wave, but at least it is a bit more bearable than early afternoon. Finally the red-hot sun sinks into the arms of a sickle bush. The wind has died down, making life a wee bit more bearable. With the sun disappearing, there comes a slight coolness. A small herd of Impala come sauntering past, on their way to the water hole. Tonight they really need that water. We also see the neon-stripes of some zebra on their way to the water.

Suddenly it is night - pitch dark night. There is not even a hint of a moon. But the myriad of stars on the expanse shine as bright as few people have ever experienced it. Words cannot describe it to it’s real value. Soon a little fire is crackling comfortingly, and the aroma of our meat sizzling on the embers mix with the aroma of thorn trees and wild herbs. It turns out to be a perfect evening.

The peace and quiet is overwhelming - no street lights, no TV’s, no radios - not even the sound of a vehicle anywhere. The only sound we hear is that of the bush - a lion grunting far away, a nightjar. Then total silence once again. Totally exhausted by the terrible heat of the day, we decide to turn in.

We pack up and move into the house. But it is like walking into an oven. Outside it has cooled down, but the heat of the day has accumulated inside the house. We realize that it would be pure self-torture to sleep in the house.  I make a suggestion: why do we not sleep on the verandah? Mosbolletjie is reluctant - there are predators around. But the thought starts growing on us. We take two mattresses out to the verandah to make our sleep comfortable. It is pure bliss to lie down with a cool breeze stroking your face. We lie, chatting for a while, and then I hear my sweetheart’s rhythmic breathing.

For me the circumstances are unusual, and I find it difficult to fall asleep. I lie there, contemplating life. Far away I can hear the faint rushing of water over the huge granite boulders of the Crocodile river. Oh, how beautiful it is just to be here - what a wonderful grace was bestowed upon me.

I get the fright of my life when suddenly I hear hooves thundering past, quite close to the house. “Zebra”, I think. What could be their problem? I strain my eyes to try and see something, but it is still pitch dark. What I cannot understand, is the fact that they did not make a noise at all - just their hooves striking the rocky ground. Something has got to be after them. No zebra in his right frame of mind would run like that in this kind of darkness - they can not possibly see where they are going!

Then I hear it: a rhythmic sound, something like someone cutting a log with a large hand saw. What could that possibly be? The second time I hear it, I recognize the sound: Leopard! So that must be what scared the living daylight out of the zebras! Again the leopard utters his raspy roar on the west side of the house. Then all is quiet - dead quiet. I strain every sense in my body to try and hear what is happening. Ten very slow minutes tick-tick-tick by. Then leopard talks again, actually he only whispers. To the north-west I hear his menacing voice. Does he know that the two of us are sleeping on the exposed verandah? Of course he does - with his acute sense of smell, he must surely be aware of us!

Again I hear his growls - now towards the north, but still much too close for comfort. I am sure he can see us - his night vision is excellent. I start realizing that this dangerous beast is busy walking in a semi-circle around our house. Why? Again I strain my eyes to try and peer into the night. My eyes feel like two pieces of raw liver. Again and again I hear his raspy roar continuing on his circle around us - north-east, then due east. I imagine hearing all sorts of sounds. “The Lord is my Shepherd, nothing will harm me....”. I am as tense as a guitar string - my neck is in a spasm. “Even though I go through the dark valley of death, I shall not be afraid....”. How close could he be? Is he actually stalking us? “You are with me, Lord, even in the shadow of a hungry Leopard! I shall not fear....”

Is it possible that this leopard can be a man-eater? Why is he circling us? Surely he would not do this if he did not have a mean plan? I remember reading somewhere that leopards can indeed become man-eaters. The guy that wrote the article said that there were no less than twenty eight known cases of man-eating leopards - all of them were animals in a good condition - not old or sickly animals. What about this one? Am I perhaps it’s prey? I am not scared to die, but being eaten by a leopard - it normally rips a man to shreds with those razor-sharp claws.

If you are so lucky to survive a leopard attack, you may be scarred for life. “Please Lord, keep Your hands over me and my dear Mosbolletjie! And if I have to die, please let it be quick and painless.”

The night is painfully, unbearably long - minutes feel like hours. My neck is at breaking point - spasms tormenting me. I listen with my whole body. When is this night ever going to end? I think again of that very first night in the bush - the night when I thought we were going to be carried away by a hyena. How could I have made the same mistake again? I decide that I would not fall asleep! As long as I am awake, I could keep watch over Mosbolletjie. Oh what bliss to be able to sleep through all this like she does - totally unaware of all the drama.

My eyes become very, very heavy. My body pleads for some sleep - just five minutes. My brain shouts: “No! Do not dare! You will be leopard-food!”

The spotted cat is now quiet. Is he still around? My poor neck! Oh, my poor, tormented neck. I cannot take the strain any more. 

My eyes close.

I am woken by the loud calls of a francolin. “Good morning sunshine!”, I hear Mosbolletjie’s bubbling voice. With great effort I open my bloodshot eyes, take one look at the rising red ball of fire, turn over and sleep like a baby.


There’s a Jungle 

on my Lawn

 

Mosbolletjie is not a happy lady, to say the least. And poor me, I’m in a lot of trouble. Oh, it is hard to be a man! She accuses me of creating a potentially dangerous situation (to use her own words), and if I did not do something about it very soon, there would be trouble.

This whole thing started early one morning, while I was sitting on the verandah, sipping my steaming mug of  Boeretroos (coffee, that is). My big problem is, that after a few days of doing nothing in the bush, I start getting restless. And then I think of all sorts of things to do. And this is exactly what happened that morning. As I sat there, peering over the steam of my coffee mug, I saw the vast lawn in front of the house. A few years have passed since that terrible struggle to get a few shoots growing, and José did an excellent job of keeping the lawn growing.

The only problem was, that I did not like what I saw there in front of me. José was busy creating a town-garden in the bush. In my mind’s eye I could see a jungle of natural vegetation arising in the very centre of this vast, lush, green lawn. I remember somebody calling these huge lawns a green desert.

Without consulting Mosbolletjie for her opinion, I start planning. Conditions are absolutely perfect for my master plan. I scan my eyes over the bush. All over I can see lush tufts of wild grass, shrubs and wild flowers. It has been an exceptionally good season, and you can virtually hear the grass growing. I take a deep breath, filling my lungs with the aroma of the bush - all the wonderful smells of wild flowers and herbs and  thorn trees. This is just the last bit of motivation that I need to jump to work.

Quickly I grab my hiking boots and hat and take off into the bush, armed with a bucket and pick-axe. Everything is still soaking wet with dew. In awe I watch the crystal droplets on the blades of bright green grass, shining like colourful diamonds. A Golden Orb spider’s web is a masterpiece decorated with tiny pearls, suspended between two sickle bushes. The ground is covered in white spider’s webs of all shapes and sizes, and I have to watch every step so as not to tread on one of these nifty predators.

My safari takes me to an area where the grass is lush and green. I sink the pick into the stony soil and lever out a large tuft of grass. It takes only three tufts to fill the entire bucket. I return to the house to plant these wild tufts right in the middle of the manicured lawn. Then I am back again, digging out wild grass. I make sure that I leave enough behind, so as not to scar the bush. Five, six times I make my journey. Then I start mixing the grass with all kind of shrubs to make it interesting and look authentic.

In the meantime Mosbolletjie is still busy inside the house, doing her chores - without the faintest clue of what is happening outside. When she eventually emerges with our second mug of coffee for the morning, she notices something very weird - something is not exactly like she last saw our garden. Very proud of my handiwork, I join her on the verandah. Her reaction is one of mixed emotions. She cannot decide whether she likes it or hates it. No, hate is perhaps the wrong word, but she is very dubious about the safety-aspect, as this brand new jungle is arising right next to the spot where we sit at night, having our braai.

Enthusiastically I take her on a guided tour, explaining my ideas. She thinks that my creation needs some colour. What about a few wild flowers? Again I go on a safari, looking for wild flowers. I find some yellow ones, and purple and orange and white. With new vigour I dig out more tufts of grass and shrubs, and I even sneak in a few proper weeds, just to make it look real. With great effort I roll in some rocks and boulders to round off my work of art.

By the time the day is done, I am totally done as well. My tender office hands are covered in blisters and cuts, and my legs are covered in bruises and scratches. I get a fire going, and sink my weary body into a folding chair, with an ice cold beer in my hand. Oh what bliss! My poor back is in agony. Mosbolletjie joins me, and we sit watching the sun set while the fire is crackling joyfully. I feast my eyes on my artful creation, while a francolin announces noisily that night is about to happen.

But something is worrying Mosbolletjie. Every now and then I notice her looking over her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”, I want to know. It is this tall grass right in our backs that does not feel quite right. It is so dense, that anything could hide in it. I can feel the tension mounting - what ever made me decide to cultivate a jungle like this at our braai? Does it not worry me that I have created a very dangerous situation? I can clearly remember how she actually gave me advice: “Put this rock over there!”, and “That scrub will look better standing on that side!”. But I dare not say anything, because peace in the bush is worth much more than simply winning an argument. So, like a good man should do, I creep into my grotto of silence and braai our meat without saying a word.

The next day I do the final touches to my work of art - move a rock here; plant another tuft of grass there; add a bit more colour with some wild flowers. No matter what Mosbolletjie thinks - I am proud of what I have achieved. Mosbolletjie actually even compliments me on my masterpiece.

Come evening, we sit in our usual place at the fireside, listening to the bush getting ready for the night - the francolin screaming his head off; the bulbul having a fit; the guinea fowl chattering noisily; the turtle-dove singing good night. The flames in our fire dance merrily, while on the side, our black three-legged pot is blowing steam - the aroma of mieliepap filling the air. The sun settles into the thorn trees for the night, the sky slowly cooling down from bright orange to purple and eventually blue. 

Suddenly I get a strange feeling, as if someone is watching me. An ice-cold chill runs down my painful spine. A faint slithering sound in the grass makes me look around. Mosbolletjie is also staring at my wonderful creation, but not exactly filled with wonder. She is ready to jump at the slightest movement. The look in her eyes clearly says: “Yes! I told you so!”. But the next second it turns into an “Aaaaah!”. In the semi-dark we make out a tiny little black face, with a sweet little shiny, black nose. Another one appears next to it, and another one. The one comes scurrying out, followed by a dozen more banded mongooses. They don’t waste time - quickly looking to see if there is anything worth eating. It is getting very late for a mongoose to be about. One little guy jumps onto the log next to Mosbolletjie. Suddenly he realizes that he is standing next to one of those dangerous human-things. He falls off and runs as if he is being chased by a leopard. The rest decide that this could be a good time to go home, and they follow him, chatting all the way.

As if this was the signal, the bush concert starts. The first soloist is, as usual, the old lame-legged wolf, singing his wooing song. Lion does not like being left out, and answers with a deep, booming roar, followed by a huff, a puff and a few grunts. Hippo, as usual laughs a vulgar laugh at these two clowns: “Hoeeeeee-ho-ho-ho humph-huch...”, down by the giant old Jackal Berry tree. Watching over us, are millions and millions of stars, shining so bright that you can almost read a book by their light.

Suddenly Mosbolletjie pumps me in the ribs with her elbow - something she likes doing, especially while we are sleeping and I accidentally start snoring. This time, however I was not snoring (not that I do normally snore - don’t get me wrong). The moment her elbow hits my ribs, I know that there’s trouble. So I look at where she is pointing - of course in the direction of my creation. I don’t see anything, but Mosbolletjie says that she is sure she heard a twig breaking. I strain my eyes. Nothing! Mosbolletjie is adamant: there is something! The hairs on my neck are standing at attention. My heart goes: “Thump-ety, thump-thump”

Then, out of the dense bush steps a Kudu, staring at us with those huge eyes. Another Kudu appears, and another. All you can see of them, are those eyes and three pairs of satellite dish ears sticking out of the tall grass. 

And suddenly the night is more beautiful than ever. Mosbolletjie has accepted my creation.


Daan and the Horns

 

On the shelf above my good friend Daan Nolte’s pub I notice a humungous vertebra. All evening I ogle this unusual bone, obviously part of a huge animal. Eventually I cannot hide my curiosity any longer, and I ask the question: “That vertebra - who was the original owner, and why is the owner no more?”

Daan had been waiting all evening for somebody to ask that question, and by the way Daan is scuffling his feathers, I can see that there is one big story coming. 

Daan met the love of his life, Annamarie, and the obvious thing happened (in those years it was still obvious) - they got married. And of course, a wedding has got to have a honeymoon, and so Daan and Annamarie went on a proper honeymoon, travelling in their ancient VW Kombi from the Natal Midlands down to Cape Town. 

But Daan decided that no honeymoon would be complete without a visit to the Kruger Park, so they went to the Cape via Kruger. 

And that was where all the trouble started - trouble that put the twinkle in his bride’s eye.

Daan could not remember much of their stay in the Park (I wonder why!), but on their way out, near Orpen Gate, it happened - the thing that gave Daan nightmares for months afterwards. As they were driving along, enjoying the bush, Annamarie noticed something strange in the tall grass. Some hundred and fifty meters from the road, was the complete skeleton of a buffalo - still quite fresh. Annamarie looked and looked, and slowly a yearning formed deep in her innards. And that yearning turned into a burning desire. All Annamarie could see, was those horns - the most beautiful pair of buffalo horns that she had ever seen. In her mind’s eye she could picture those horns hanging above their fireplace in the lounge where everybody would admire it.

“Daantjie, Love”, she started, “Aren’t those horns just magnificent?” Poor Daan could feel something big coming his way. Daantjie, do you really, really love me?” Daan went ice cold - even though he was married only for a few days, he instinctively knew that when a woman asks a man whether he really, really loved her, there was one enormous heap of trouble coming his way.

Daan, being an accountant, started doing some serious calculations, and his findings were not very comforting. In the first place, they were in the Kruger National Park, and everybody knows that nobody is allowed to set foot outside your vehicle. Secondly, those horns were a long way from the road - it was not just a case of quickly jumping out, grabbing the horns and getting back in the car. The third finding was not a very comforting one: that buffalo was devoured by some hungry lions. The skeleton looked still quite fresh, so they could not have been too far off. What if they were still lying somewhere close by, guarding their kill? And then of course, there were the game rangers - if he was caught collecting bones in the park, he would surely be locked up.

But his calculations did not quite tally, for next to him sat his beautiful bride with stars in her eyes and a “Pleeeeze Daantjie”. And he was still her hero. Now, who in his right frame of mind would shatter the dreams of his biggest fan?

And so Daan got out of the Kombi, scared stiff, but not showing his fears. The hundred odd meters to the bones felt like a kilometer. But that was not the worst: only when he reached the skeleton, did he realize how fresh the kill really was. It could not have happened more than three days before. But there was another, much bigger problem: the head was still firmly attached to the rest of the skeleton. 

Daan took the bull by the horns (literally), and he started wrestling with the late beast. This way and that way he turned the huge scull, sweat pouring down his face. One can only imagine the brutal strength of those tendons in a buffalo’s neck, in order to keep the massive head up. But two thoughts flashed through Daan’s head simultaneously, giving him super-human strength: the lions that might still be in the vicinity, and of course his bride watching him perform a very brave action just for her.

And so, with one last superhuman effort, Daan snapped the tendons. Then followed another huge struggle - to get those heavy horns to their vehicle. Straining every muscle in his body, he carried the horns to his ecstatic bride. He had his trophy, and he desperately wanted to present it to her, so he struggled on, relentlessly.

How Daan ever actually made it to the Kombi, is a mystery. But their biggest problem was still to come. They had to get those horns into the Kombi. Then another thought struck Daan: how do you hide such a huge pair of horns so that the game rangers would not notice them at the gate? But first they had to fit it in. Even though a Kombi is a spacious vehicle, fitting buffalo horns in it, is not quite the easiest thing in life. They tried this way and that, but there was no way that those horns would fit. All they needed was a measly five more centimeters.

Annamarie was in tears: she so desperately wanted those horns, but then she realized that it was totally impossible. That was one desire that she simply had to live without. Then Annamarie decided that those horns actually looked much better on it’s original owner after all. And maybe the thing that finally convinced her, was the terrible smell. It was still a very long way to the Cape, and they had to live with that pong all the way.

For Daan this was a huge relief, so he laid the horns down beside the road. But his bride was not satisfied with that. How would the poor buffalo feel to be separated from his head for the rest of his life? Daan had to take the horns back to it’s owner. Now it was Daan’s turn to be in tears, but being a man and being his bride’s biggest hero, he had to smile and struggle back to the skeleton. By this time Daan could not care a damn if the lions ate him alive.

With the scull and horns eventually in place, Daan decided that he could not leave empty handed, so he took out his pocket knife and cut the tendons of the neck vertebra just behind the head. This was no mean task, but Daan was adamant that he had to have something. The vertebra was carefully wrapped in plastic to keep the stench of rotting meat from spreading in the car on their honeymoon.

When you are in love, you will do anything to keep your loved one happy, and to make a huge impression on him or her. But actually it is not only to make an impression - true love urges one to do anything - even to give his own life for the sake of his loved one.

The biggest love story ever, was the one of Jesus, Who gave up His life of glory to become a human being. He was (still is!) the King of all kings. Yet His birth happened, not in the luxury and splendour of a palace, but in a smelly stable. The thirty odd years that He spent as a human, was riddled with humiliation of any kind. Even His own family rejected Him. Especially the last three years was a great struggle of hard work and great hardship - all because of His great love for all mankind. And then, eventually He was tortured and executed in the most painful and horrible way imaginable. This He did so that we - you and I - can have everlasting life, simply by believing in Him.

The question is: what do we do to say “Thank You”? How do we return our love for Him? That is a question that each must answer for himself.

And Daan? Today, this buffalo vertebra is displayed where everybody can see it, proudly telling of a great love, and the struggle of a man to please his bride.


Hornbills Have Teeth!

 

On a visit to the Lowveld, the most prominent bird-species you will probably find (apart from the glossy starlings) are the hornbills. Firstly there are the arrogant, scared-of-nothing yellow-billed hornbills, dominating all the other birds. Second in line is the cheeky red-billed hornbill with his red lipstick lips. In the coastal forests of Zululand, it is the trumpeter hornbill - one of the ugliest birds ever created - that is king of the treetops. His bone-chilling cries will echo through the forest like Vuvuzelas in a soccer stadium. His call resembles that of a baby with colic, crying his heart out.

And then there is the gentle grey hornbill.

Mosbolletjie and I leave early morning, even before sunrise, for a day-visit to the Kruger. At the Afsaal picnic spot we stop for breakfast. It is a beautiful site on the bank of a small stream. Many huge old trees give plenty of shade. 

Under one of these old trees we spread our table cloth on a picnic table. Around us a cacophony of bird sounds fill the air. I look up into the branches - strung in like pearls, are a myriad of birds of all descriptions, but mainly hornbills. Staring at us, they sit there, watching our every move.

Our neighbour accidentally drops a few crumbs. Like a blanket, the birds drop from the branches, completely covering the spot, wriggling, pecking, fighting and gulping down every morsel. Within two seconds, the crumbs are cleared, and the birds are back on their perches.

Neighbour on the other side is busy frying bacon and eggs on a gas braai. I swing around as I hear Mrs. Neighbour screaming. I am just in time to see a hornbill disappearing into the branches with their breakfast - a large piece of bacon that he grabbed straight from the braai. Mrs. Neighbour is giggling nervously - she cannot decide whether this is a joke or a tragedy.

We had hardly spread our table cloth, when one of those arrogant yellow-billed hornbills makes a soft landing on the table. He gives me a sideways look with one eye, and then he shuffles until he is sitting directly opposite me, and he looks me straight in the eye. And there he parks himself.

At first I turn a blind eye, pretending not to notice him at all. But he stretches his neck to such an extent that he gives me a square look, as if he is trying his best to hypnotize me. Every now and then he changes his stare to see if my sandwich is still in my plate. I can actually see him drooling - the desire for that juicy dish eating him. I fear for the safety of my sandwich, and I cover it with my hands, but he seems to be looking right through my hands with x-ray vision.

And so he sits there, one minute drooling over my sandwich, and the next trying to out-stare me. I feel like a dog - guilty of withholding food from the hungry! That is a big mistake, for he notices it immediately, and he puts on his “I-am-so-terribly-hungry” face.

I am on the point of surrendering my sandwich to him, when I suddenly come to realize what I am doing. Is it not the very same bully of a bird that dominates all the other smaller and weaker birds? The poor, delicate grey hornbill is one of his biggest victims. Whenever there is food about, the yellow bill will dive on the poor grey the moment he touches the food, driving him off with his dangerous yellow saber, threatening to dismember him if he dares to return. Poor grey will then go and sit on a branch, pleading for a little something to eat, his sorrowful begging touching your heart strings so that you feel like crying with him.

Brought back to my senses, I eat my sandwich without leaving him a single crumb. Annoyed, he flies off, but only after swearing at me in a language I cannot repeat in the pages of this book.

Late afternoon, after a hard day in the Kruger, Mosbolletjie and I relax on our verandah. On the wings of the wind comes the sweet, mournful melody of the grey hornbill: a plaintive “Fee, fee, fee-u, fee-u”. I feel so sorry for the poor bird. Mosbolletjie fetches some bread crumbs as he settles on a branch in front of the verandah. She mixes the bread with crushed walnut. Very wary, he settles and carefully picks out the walnut from between the bread crumbs.

Two glossy starlings notice the food, and they come screaming in, landing right in the centre of the grey’s dinner. Apologetically he stands aside, allowing the two gluttons to gulp down as much food as they can.

It strikes me that this grey hornbill is in fact a very handsome bird. Maybe he is not as colourful as his yellow- and red-billed cousins, and he may not have the blood-curdling voice of his Zululand cousin, but he has some very striking features, some of which are found in very few birds indeed. His neat suit consists of a dark-grey jacket with creamy-white edges, and he wears a white shirt. 

But it is not his clothes that differentiate him from the others - no, it is his facial expressions. Very prominent on his almost-black face, are a pair of snow-white eyebrows. His long black bill has very delicate cream insets. The female has much more cream in the bill than the male, and typical of all females - she wears lipstick on the tip of her bill!

The lower bill has very fine parallel lines resembling teeth.  But it is only when he opens his bill that you get the shock: a row of formidable teeth grin at you, filling you with new respect for this beautiful bird.

Listening to the plaintive song of the grey hornbill, fills one with a deep sympathy for the poor creature. He is oppressed so much, not only being bullied by the yellow- and red-billed hornbills, but also by a lot of other birds, some of them much smaller than himself. The go-away birds (grey loeries) will pick (peck?) on him; the starling will shout at him, and even the bulbuls will tread on poor grey. And all that, while he has all the right equipment to defend himself very efficiently. Not only does he have a dangerous, razor-sharp bill, but also the one thing that most birds lack - teeth.

In a certain way, hornbills can be compared with humans. Which one of the hornbills am I? Am I the arrogant, yellow-billed hornbill, treading on everybody to get to the top of the roost? Or maybe I am the cheeky red-billed hornbill that acts like a fox-terrier - snapping and biting and pinching other people. Perhaps I am the trumpeter hornbill, moaning about every little thing that goes wrong. 

Jesus taught us to rather be like the grey hornbill. Even though we have all the right equipment to stand up for our rights, we should rather stand back. He taught us to turn the other cheek as well, if someone slaps you in the face, and if someone demands of you to carry his baggage for a mile, then offer to him that you would carry it even further.

Most of all, the grey hornbill teaches us to be humble. It is not easy. But being a true Christian is definitely not easy! But oh! It is worth every step of the way!


Invasion of the Big Cats

 

The fence between The Kruger Park and Marloth Park was rapidly deteriorating - being trampled down by elephants and at the same time the warthogs dug holes under the fence, making it a national highway for anyone who wanted to cross the border - in or out. The Parks Board did their best (?) to repair the fence from time to time, and this did make it a little difficult for the big cats to move freely but not much.

And then came the new millennium that everybody feared so much. The dreaded first of January came and went without Armageddon happening. But just as everybody started relaxing, in February of that year, unusual rains caused the Crocodile and Sabi rivers to come down. Anxiously people living near these rivers watched the water rise and rise, until huge masses of water swept down in raging floods that cannot be described in mere words. In Skukuza, the Sabi swept right through the restaurant that is elevated high above the river.

The Crocodile swept away everything in it’s path. In Marloth Park people had to be rescued from their rooftops, and even now, ten years later, the evidence of the floods can still be seen. One of the victims of the floods was the fence. Vast areas of fence was simply ripped out of the ground and swept down to Mozambique. This, of course, threw the gates wide open for any kind of animal to wander over the border as they liked. The lions could now pick and choose where they wanted to hunt.

Up to this time, there were many instances where man and cat came face-to face. But now it was inevitable that there would actually be clashes between them, and someone was going to get hurt. Lions are normally wary of humans, and they will avoid contact. But as soon as darkness falls, then it is a different story - then they become very brave, and they will attack a human. This fact urged the authorities to put a curfew on the town - between sunset and sunrise, nobody is allowed to walk around in the town.

The first warning of danger came when one of the security guys went for a visit one evening after work. He was peddling along happily on his bicycle, looking forward to this party with his friends. It was getting dark already, but he hoped nobody would see him, because then he would be in serious trouble. A meeting with the big cats did not even cross his mind. The gravel roads in Marloth Park are not exactly the smoothest in the country. Riding a bicycle, you have got to watch where you are going to avoid striking a rock or a pothole. And that was exactly what this guy was doing. So when he came around the bend in the road, he did not see the obstruction straight away. As a matter of fact, he saw the obstruction way too late. He tried to apply brakes, but the bike simply went sliding forward on the loose gravel. His eyes were like dinner plates as he saw the inevitable happening. In the middle of the narrow road were half a dozen lions, and there was no way that he was going to stop before slamming right into them. Screaming, he backpedalled, but to no avail. A split second before he hit the big cat, he was off the bike and running for dear life.

Lucky for him, the lions were also caught in total surprise. All they saw was something running right into them - something that might or might not be edible. One of the lions caught the thing and started killing it, but to his dismay he found that it had no taste, and it hurt his teeth. By that time the bicycle was a total wreck already. At the same time, the pedlar was a long way from the lions, still running for dear life and screaming blue murder.

Not long after this incident, another one of the security guys was also on his way to visit a friend, pedalling just after sunset. In the back of his head he had this worry about lions - his friend had this scare not long before. So he was on the lookout for these cats. But still, it was almost too late when he spotted them standing in the road. In a cloud of dust and stones flying, he made a u-turn and pedalled for dear life, thankful that he saw the cats in time. 

But his visit he did not want to miss, so he decided to take an alternative route to his friend. He made sure that he made a wide deviation around the lions.

But the lions probably got a fright when they saw him, and they ran off. What he did not know, was that the lions ran off in the same direction as his deviation. The result was that it so happened that their paths crossed at exactly the same time. When he saw them, it was too late, and he landed right in between the angry cats. This time they knew which one was the edible one, and one of the lions grabbed hold of the poor guy.

Fortunately for him, at that moment somebody drove by in a car and saw what happened. The lady pushed her car in between the lions and scared them off. The poor man was badly mauled, having horrible wounds on his upper leg. He was rushed to hospital where he stayed for a long time. His time had not yet come, and he is still working in Marloth Park.

Shortly after this, there was a third incident. This guy was walking through the bush, once again just after sunset. He was quite used to the bush, and not scared at all, because this was what he did every day. Only, this time there was something in the tall grass that was not there all the previous times - a couple of lions. When he saw them, it was too late already. The lion grabbed him by the arm. But this fellow was not going to let some dirty, lowdown lion eat him. He tried to retreat, and in the act the lion let go for a moment. At the same time the guy somehow dived right out of his shirt. He turned tail and ran as fast as his two legs could carry him. The lion was distracted by the shirt, not knowing what to do with it, so he tore it to shreds, giving the lucky man the chance to get to safety. He escaped with a rather bad bite mark on his arm.

At that time, we had a young girl, Dolly, servicing our house. Our house was not the only one she serviced. She would walk from house to house, taking shortcuts through the dense bush. We warned her about the danger of meeting lions, but she was young and knew much better.

One day we got a “Please call me” from Dolly (she was always out of airtime). We called her back, and found a very excited Dolly, babbling about lions. After we managed to calm her down, it appeared that she was carrying a bundle of washing to our house, taking her normal shortcut. The next moment she came face to face with the lions. She screamed and started running, leaving the bundle of washing in the bush, and she ran out of her brand new pair of shoes. Thank goodness - she was quite close to the house at that time. As she was talking to us, she was looking through the window at the lions  still standing outside the house, wondering what had happened to their breakfast.

Dolly was in such a hurry to get into the house, that she did not even think of disarming the alarm. At the reaction unit, the “intrusion” was detected, and Dries, the owner of the security company rushed out there to see if there was an entry into the house. He expected to find baboons, as this was at the time a big problem. Dries got out of his Beach Buggy and walked around the house to check all the windows. As he walked around the corner, he came face to face with the lions. Needless to say, he did not quite stand there, waiting to see what they were up to.

The lions did eventually leave, and Dolly was freed from her jail. However, the washing and her precious shoes stayed where she left it until the next day, when she got enough courage to go and fetch it.

There was one more incident after this. He was from Mozambique. He was there illegally and his intentions were not quite kosher. That night he climbed onto the roof of a house and stole a solar panel. He had done this many times before. With the panel balanced on his head, he found his way though the bush, staying away from the roads. This was a grave mistake. He walked right into the jaws of a large male lion. The next morning they found his remains - a foot and a piece of scull. His ID book was still intact, which was the only way of identifying what was left of him.

This incident marked the end of the lions in Marloth. The troop in Marloth Park were removed. The killer was shot. Shortly afterwards the Parks Board began erecting the new lion-proof fence.

Peter wrote (1 Peter 5:8): “Be vigilant and cautious at all times, for that enemy of yours, the devil, roams around like a lion roaring, seeking someone to devour.” Some people think that the lions of Marloth Park are fables - stories. These lions are a reality. In the same way, the devil is no fable - he is a reality, and he is very dangerous. Do not take chances with him! He is furious, because his prey was stolen from him when Jesus paid the price at Golgotha.

The facts are:

Firstly, the devil and his army will do anything possible to try and steal you away from God. He is no weak being - Peter calls him a roaring lion.

The second fact is that Jesus won the battle when He died on the cross. Although the devil is powerful, he is not able to rob you from Jesus if you are a believer.

The third fact is that if you live close to God, you increase the distance between you and the devil, because he cannot exist in the pure Light of God.

And today? There are no lions in Marloth Park. Well, from time to time the warthogs do dig holes under the fence, large enough for a lion to get through. I have heard rumours of lion-sightings in the town, but they are still to be proved. What do you think - are there lions out there?
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