86 FAIRLADY NOVEMBER 2005




In the

lootsteps
of my

ancestors

Following the sprawling 3
trail of an expedition
undertaken 142 years

ago by ox-wagon, a »
R modern-day explorer f%
e sets out to complete S

the journey from Durban

to Victoria Falls on foot
- and is rewarded with
the true spirit of Africa:
generous, enthusiastic
e and protective of itsown

companion for the entine

2 000km walk, rest on the .
bank of the Ngotwane River. WDrdS Pat]'lcla Gl‘ﬂ‘l
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sessions of petty one-upmanship.

We had an ‘explorer” in the clan, one of the early hunter/adven-  with arcane references to kraals and pans that as Sse=s
turers who'd been transfixed by Livingstone’s recently published  where did they go? 1 jumped into my car and s
description of the mighty Smoke that Thunders, and had vowed  ing hundreds of kilometres and speaking 1o Bussasuss

to go and see this phenomenal cas-
cade with his brother Robert. Their
quest turned into o remarkable
odyssey 1o the “far interior” of our
continent, long before it became
the object of gold lust and imperi-
alist ambition,

But only in my mid-40s did
| finally pick up the journal and
read about their struggles to reach
the heartbeat of Africa. And | was
riveted. Here was a description of
a land that had long since disap-
peared. teaming with game, its
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ir Richard’s diary had been a
precious pIece of Glyn memorabilia
for 142 vears, the source of pride 10 fam-
ily elders and grist to many of my school-
girl boasts. *Well my ancestor got to the
Victoria Falls just after David Living-
stone, so there!” | crowed in playground

O Patricia used_ the
142-year-old diary utéeer rivers un-dammed and its people &8
ancestor Sir Richard Glyn g ;
to plot her routs from their tr .+r£1lt|on:- .'1.nd power mtl::a:'. A=
T N Aol battle against thirst and deprvasas

i . anything 1'd ever encountered. L e
@ Sue Oxborrow sorts oul . . : P
provision for six weeks In 1 would follow their trail, walk =
Botswana. wagon ruts and see what had becose
scape they'd traversed.

But the diary was vague m placss

who could help me S
course. | leamed Sat .
of oxen, horses, dos=

which all nesded = S
the 1863 party had 10 follow the
great river systems of South Afri-
ca, Botswana and Zimbabwe — a
route that would provide me with
some exciting off-road romps and
four-and-a-half months of camping
on my beloved soul-soil. At times
| would have to make pragmatic
diversions 1n order to aveid clam-
bering over dozens of farm fences.



but by the time | set off from the Royal
Hotel in Durban (as they had done) on
16 March (as they had done). | was con-
fident | would mimic their journey with
80 percent accuracy. And | would stick
10 their timetable. Where they stopped 10
rest and stock up on provisions, 50 would
1. When the wagons moved, so would 1.
And, barring serious injury, | would do
my utmost 1o reach the Falls, like they
did, on 22 July.
ichard and Robert took
three English pointers: 1
would take my African
dog. Tapiwa, whom | had
found dying on the side of
the road after another long
walk through Zimbabwe
a few years back. They
had three wagons and dozens of staff:
I would have two Isuzu 4x4s, and be accompanied by John Kerr
and Lovis Changuion 1o make our camps and help find the sto-
ries we sought from a long-gone land and its peoples. Discovery
Health’s Vitality 10 000 Steps programme would sponsor my legs.
in an effort to demonstrate the health benefits of walking. By the
time 1 got to the Falls, we calculated the pedometer on my belt
would have registered 3 million steps.

In the first months of the trip. those steps were clocking up at
an alarming rate. Sister, did those wagons move! The
colony of Natal was already well established at the
time of my forebears” visit and the roads well used,
making for relatively fast travel. What is now the
Comrades Marathon route was a veritable highway
by contemporary standards and 1 clocked up more
than 30km a day for six days a week, The old Glyns
rested on Sundays, but | had no such lay-up. We were

© Patricia the Marine,
talking co-ordinates with a
back-up by satellite phone,
and covering up against the
sun reflecting off the grey
sands of the Makgadikgadi
Pans, below right.

© Camping on the Oid
Hunter’s Road, between

making a movie of this adventure
{with Karin Slater and Franci Cronjé).
1 was writing a book (posted in weekly
episodes on Discoverv’s website), so
we had interviews to do and historical
tomes to research. [t was all too much
and | was getting catatonically tired -
at the expense of the other team mem-
bers, who were routinely having their
heads bitten off by their exhausted and
bad-tempered leader.

If 1 wanted a day to dally and still
keep up with the old party. 1 would
have to up my distances to 42km a day.
This was doable, because within two
weeks of the start | was a true walk-
ing machine, my heart and legs strong,
my joy at being on the hoof for eight
hours a day in the great outdoors soar-
ing higher and higher.

But the bar would be raised steadily on this trip. Next, | had
to climb onto the vast central African plateau via Bezuidenhout’s
Pass through the Drakensberg. The Pass is one of seven cut through
the mountains by early trekkers, but it fell into disuse decades
ago and is now (thankfully) closed to traffic. The vehicles had 1o
drive around and meet me at its crest, after a rare and wondrous
glimpse of the Africa that Richard and Robert enjoved - remote
and wild. People on its lower reaches were still living as they had
4 century ago, hunting small game with dogs and
transporting goeds with teams of oxen, which they
managed with all the guile and animal-insight of
today’s horse whisperers.

After Harrismith, 1 walked the long dirt roads
through the Free State. having many extra kilo-
metres added to my walk by the old-timers’ navi-
gational blunders and need for water. We

Botswana and Zimbahwe.




© Patricia and Tapiwa, her
African dog, take a moment
to rest on the Mooi River road.

© Sue Oxborrow scans for
lion on the 0id Hunter's Road,

crossed the Vaal at exactly the same drift. rested up
for a week on its banks owtside Potchefstroom (the
largest commercial centre on the subcontinent in
the 19th century and an essential stock-up town for
my forebears) before heading north for the Dwars-
berg and thence Botswana.

And all the time it appearced as if the ancestors
were with me. Strange coincidences kept occurring — like finding
ourselves camping on the very foundations of the old Boer hunter
Jan Viljoen's farmhouse, where Richard and Robert had sought
advice on their passage through the wilderness ahead. Here they
had changed their stafT (as I did, bringing on board Sue Oxborrow,
a dear friend and back-up dynamo. to replace Louis), loaded up
with more goods for the desert ahead (as we did) and bought big-
ger oxen to cope with the heavy sands of the Kalahari,

ut | had no such luck, My feet would now have 1o stomp

through that deep. fine silt all the way to the Falls. and

at a rate of 35km per day. It gave me thighs I'm still

trying to get rid of! Now, at times, the Isuzus would not

be able to shadow me. | would have to navigate alone

to rendezvous points by means of maps and a Garmin
GPS. And let me tell you. as | waved
the eam poodbye for the first ume and
disappeared into that hot, thorny terrain,
| was terrified! But there’s nothing like
necessity to make you leamn fast. With
John's help. | soon felt like some kind of
US Marine on a military recce. rattling
off co-ordinates to my back-up and
emerging triumphant from the bush to
find our little camps on the banks of the
rivers we were following.

Several times we ran out of water. §
just as my forebears had. and were saved
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a ribbon track on the border
between Botswana and
Zimbabwe.

by the kindness of people living on isolated cat-
tle posts. It was hot, gruelling work. but it had its
rewards, the greatest of which was finding a small
puppy, struggling through what appeared to be her
last hours on earth in a desperate search for food
and water. one eye irreparably damaged by a cobra.
Should we rescue her? We were, after all. heading
for Big Five country, where dogs (sick puppies in particular) are
tasty snacks for leopards and lions. What right had 1 to lumber my
team with this extra burden? Fortunately, though. Sue and John are
animal nutters too and there are times, we agreed. when you just
can’t turn away. There was no vet for hundreds of kilometres, but
over the next few weeks Mpho pulled through on love and some
Hill'’s pet food. We moved on. our little family all the richer for this
increasingly exuberant addition.

Disaster {or near disaster) struck at the Makgadikgadi Pans,
where John sank one of the vehicles into the treacherous clay of
this ancient lake bed, and Sue spent two days and a night trying to
winch it out. That left me alone. unsupported. for 35km through
a grey lunar land. forced to carry my provisions in a backpack,
but with the chance now to experience the peace that comes with
meditation in an utterly silent. visu-
ally uniform world. By the end of this
stretch of the journey, | had come
the knowledge that if there’s a god, she
lives at Sowa Pan.

And now 1 needed her north of
Nata, where | spent two weeks walking
among the infamous beasties of Africa.
armed only with a canister of pepper
spray and a boat flare. The Old Hunter’s
Road (as it is now known) snakes up
the border between Botswana and Zim-
babwe along a series of pans that =




