ROAD TRIP
CAMDEBOO NATIONAL PARK
Graaff-Reinet

MOUNTAIN ZEBRA NATIONAL PARK
Cradock

The dramatic and varied
landscapes of Camdeboo,
Cradock and Addo have
nurtured numerous literary
greats. Load your car with
books, hiking boots and
braaiwood to follow in the
footsteps of Palmer, Schreiner
and Pringle. By Nick Dall
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CAMDEBOO NATIONAL PARK

“
T

Few people have the good fortune to be born in
a desert. I was. All my life I have been conscious
of my luck. Not, indeed, that we of the Karoo
often think of our land as a desert.
The Plains of Camdeboo by Eve Palmer

“

hese are the opening lines of Eve Palmer’s vast,
understated anthem to the Great Karoo. As I sit
re-reading it in the comfort of my canvas safari
tent, I notice it was first published in 1966, exactly
50 years ago. To read the undisputed set work of the Karoo
within spitting distance of Cranemere, the Palmers’ farm, is
the perfect end to a perfect day.
The day started early, brewing coffee in the camp’s communal kitchen and watching greys turn to pinks over Nqweba
Dam. A shimmering, modern reminder that nothing is possible in the Karoo without water.
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After breakfast I am picked up by James Maarman, a veteran Sergeant Ranger who has walked every bit of the park,
to see places my sedan would never get me. Entry to the
Driekoppe 4x4 route on the other side of Graaff-Reinet is free
for all visitors (remember to pick up the key at reception) but
it sees very little tourist pressure. We crawl up the steep rugged roads through surprisingly green veld, stopping every
now and then to watch as a steenbok or duiker darts into the
distance.
We check out the Waaihoek rustic 4x4 campsite, a flat
piece of ground with a loo and a shower perched halfway up
a mountain. Then we reach Hanglip, a viewpoint with what
seems like the whole of the Karoo at our feet. The view is of
Cranemere and Pearston and beyond.
In the afternoon I take the scenic route to the Valley of
Desolation through the park’s game-viewing section. I meander into the forest on the shores of Nqweba Dam and stop off
at Khwalimanzi bird hide. By the time I finally reach the entrance to the Valley, I feel like I’ve been on a journey, far better
than the alternative, a five-minute dash on the national road.
The day has been hot and now, as muggies swarm in the
relative cool of the evening, I am reminded of the words of
Guy Butler: “I crawled to the very edge of the great cliff, and
lay looking down, elated by the red hawks riding the wind
with ease and daring.”
I am not the only one enjoying the hawks’ show. Two locals
are sipping sundowners on a rock while an elderly couple
picks their way carefully along the stony paths. I introduce
myself to another couple, who are from Austria: “Don’t you
have mountains in Austria?” I ask.
“Not like this,” says Rene.
Lilly nods. “Not like this.”

“
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The Karoo, once you have been given the
hint, is the eroded ruins of a world, the
great lake and its giant reptiles gone but
for a few bones and ripple marks.
Karoo Morning by Guy Butler

“

Right top: Camdeboo’s Driekoppe 4x4
route showcases the
best of the Karoo.
Right bottom:
Boardwalks and
lookout points allow
you to enjoy the
awe-inspiring views
over the Valley of
Desolation.

The Valley of Desolation has to be seen to be believed,
preferably with a copy of CJ Driver’s poem to hand:

It seems as if a builder started here
To make a desert temple out of stone
And then got bored

“

CJ Driver, The Valley of Desolation
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The author brushes up on
Schreiner at Weltevreden
picnic site.

Field guide Dan van
de Vyver leads guided
walks up Salpeterskop.

“

I have Weltevreden all to myself. It’s grassy and shaded and
watched over by the gnarly rock formations of Bankberg. As I
wait for my coals, I lie on the lawn reading Story of an African
Farm. As I finish the bit where Waldo offers his mutton chop
as a sacrifice to God, it is time for me to put my own mutton
chop on a fire.
After lunch I follow the Kranskop road. There aren’t many
animals in this part of the park but the stupefying scenery
more than makes up for it. I set up my tripod on the car bonnet and pose for a selfie next to a sign which warns: “Beware
of lions. Alight from vehicle at own risk.” Schreiner would
scoff at me.
Half an hour later, on the more densely populated Rooiplaat
loop, I spy said lions snoozing in the low grass. As I marvel at
their incredible ability to completely ignore a nearby herd of
zebra, my mind wanders. Mountain Zebra National Park has
three of the Big Five and cheetahs, too, but it is the wide open
spaces and vertiginous views that will stick with me forever.
Suddenly it all makes sense. Who wouldn’t be inspired to
write by these otherworldly landscapes?

MOUNTAIN ZEBRA NATIONAL PARK

The full African moon poured down its light
from the blue sky into the wide, lonely plain.
The dry, sandy earth, with its coating of stunted
Karoo bushes a few inches high, the low hills
that skirted the plain, the milk-bushes with their
long finger-like leaves, all were touched by a
weird and an almost oppressive beauty as they
lay in the white light.

“

The Story of an African Farm by Olive Schreiner

B

rewing storm clouds above yet another horizonless
Karoo panorama beg me to stop and get out at the
summit of the Wapadsberg Pass between GraaffReinet and Cradock. The wind nearly rips the car
door off its hinges as I open it. An ominous and fitting welcome to Schreiner country.
Once I’ve settled in to the campsite, I embark on the 2,5 km
Black Eagle Trail. It’s relatively easy going and all falls within
the fenced area of the camp so there’s no need to worry about
lions or buffaloes. After 15 minutes or so I come to a natural
viewpoint which looks down over the forested camp and beyond, towards the distant mountains which ring the park. I
climb up onto a koppie and lose track of time as the sun slides
below the horizon.
I complete the rest of the walk by the light of the moon
and enjoy some good old-fashioned Eastern Cape hospitality when I get back to the campsite. In the morning, as I hike
the slopes of Salpeterkop with field guide Dan van de Vyver, I
hear Schreiner’s voice again: “Near the centre a small solitary
kopje rose. Alone it lay there, a heap of round ironstones piled
one upon another, as over some giant’s grave.”
That afternoon I buy a braaipack at the shop and set off to
explore the park in my own car. I stop at the Fonteinkloof
picnic site for a much-needed swim. There are a few groups of
people braaing, too, but I have been told that the more remote
Weltevreden campsite is an even better place to while away
an afternoon.
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Fonteinkloof picnic site
is a great place for a
braai and there’s an
amazing pool.
www.wildcard.co.za
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When I reach the main camp I am exhausted and I sleep
well in one of the loveliest of all SANParks’ campsites. The
next morning I take my coffee down to the camp’s subterranean hide, not even 10 metres from the camp waterhole.
A herd of 25-odd buffalo has the same idea and for a good
15 minutes we enjoy our morning beverage together before
going our separate ways.
Two days in Addo and still I haven’t seen an elephant. The
huge beasts can be very hard to spot through the thick spekboom forests, so I drive out to Hapoor waterhole and wait for
them to come to me. While I wait, I dip into Bruce Hewett’s
Elephants in the Addo Mist.
As I’m starting to think I’ve made the wrong a call, “the
massive truth appears” on the horizon. With a cloud of ochre
dust in its slipstream, a breeding herd bounds towards the waterhole. For a few nervy moments it seems that I have parked
in exactly the wrong place, but at the last second they irritably
circumnavigate my car. They do what elephants do in water
and I watch, transfixed until, “They disappear from my astonished gaze and wonder spreads the word across the veld.”

Leave your car
behind and explore
the Zuurberg on a
guided horse trail.

“
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A billowy chaos of naked mountains, rocks,
precipices, and yawning abysses that looked as if
hurled together by some prodigious convulsion of
nature, appalled and bewildered the imagination.
Thomas Pringle in South Africa: 1820–1826

M

“

ost people who’re driving from Mountain Zebra
to Addo go through Paterson on the N10 and
R342, a two-and-a-half-hour journey on good
tar roads. But most people don’t read Thomas
Pringle’s account of crossing the Zuurberg on horseback before they set off. On a map, my plan makes perfect sense: take
the N10 until the R400 junction, from where it’s a 45 km drive
to the Zuurberg section of the Addo Elephant National Park.
The first 30 km or so take me through beautiful flat plains
where steenbokkies and the “outstretched arms” of Schreiner’s
prickly pears abound. At the next junction I heed the barely
legible text of an impossibly rusted road-sign: PE VIA ZUURBERG. Within a few minutes I am transported back to
Pringle’s 1821 as my puny sedan navigates “the tumultuously
uptorn eternal hills” in the Sunday morning drizzle. The next
17 km take me more than two hours. My car scrapes against
the quartzite ridges that dissect the road and, at one point,
I struggle to make it over a poorly maintained cattle grate. I
pass only one other car: an old yellow Golf with a family of
well-dressed churchgoers.
By the time I arrive at the Zuurberg reception I am tingling
with nervous excitement but, it turns out, the day is only
going to get better. The next guided horse-ride departs at
two and I will be the only participant. As I ride through the
mountains with Thembalani Keye, the pink ericas and orange
pincushions make me feel like I’m back home in the Cape
Peninsula, until a stand of cycads on a slope overlooking Port
Elizabeth reminds me that I’m most definitely in the Eastern
Cape. Riding a horse called Gypsy in these mountains is even
better than driving through them. It takes me back 200 years
in an instant.
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The Cattle Baron
restaurant in Addo is
extremely popular —
and with good reason.

READING LIST
The Plains of Camdeboo, Eve Palmer.
Available on special
order from loot.co.za
(R170).

Karoo Morning, Guy
Butler, 1983. Available
on special order from
loot.co.za (R245).
The Story of an African
Farm, Olive Schreiner,
1883. Readily available
throughout South
Africa (from R150) and
online as a free eBook.
Thomas Pringle in
South Africa: 1820–
1826, ed Robert Wahl,
1970. Out of print.
A Literary Guide to the
Eastern Cape: Places
and the Voices of
Writers, Jeanette Eve,
2003. Out of print.

“You don’t have to
be an experienced
rider to join me on
horseback,” says guide
Thembalani Keye.

TRIP PLANNER

The three national
parks in the Eastern
Cape are within easy
driving distance of
Port Elizabeth.
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GETTING THERE Port Elizabeth is the nearest centre to
Addo, Camdeboo and Mountain Zebra national parks. The
parks can be reached along the N2 (Addo), N10 (MZNP)
and R75 (Camdeboo).
ACCOMMODATION Addo offers the widest range of
accommodation, from campsites (R285 a night for two
people) and safari tents (R755 for two) to family chalets
(R1 730 for four).
Camdeboo has campsites (from R220 a night for two)
and safari tents (from R610 for two). See page 10 for more
on Winterhoek Guest House.
Mountain Zebra has campsites (R250 a night for two),
mountain cottages (R820 for two) and family cottages
(R985 for two, R220 an extra adult, R110 a child).
CONTACT SANParks Central Reservations on
012-428-9111, www.sanparks.org

All books are likely
available in libraries
around South Africa,
ask your librarian to
do an inter-branch
search. McNaughton’s
Bookshop in GraaffReinet (karoobooks.
com) has an excellent
selection of new and
second-hand books
about the area.
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