South Africa 2009
This account is written by my sister, Diana.
Friday 17th July 2009
This is the start of our great new adventure to South Africa.  Jonny got us safely to Heathrow at 3.45 despite loads of traffic on the M25 and we went straight to book in and were given seats 70 A and C and hoped they were next to one another.

We were checked through to duty free and spent the next 3 hours there waiting to be called to gate 56, about as far away as it could possibly be, but actually we enjoyed the walk.  We finally boarded the Air bus 340-600 with its quite huge turbo fan engines and pretty logoed winglets.  We found our seats and were sitting next to a group of 42 pupils (Ys11, 12 and 13) and 4 teachers from a school in the Isle of Man on their way to a netball/football tournament tour in ZA.  I thought how courageous their teachers were – they were very well behaved on the flight.  They were jolly friendly and fairly noisy especially the young farmer!

Our seats were quite spacious and we had loads of leg room.  The flight left a very wet London at 7.15 and we followed our 10 hour journey on the seat back computers which also showed the picture from the tail camera, most strange.  All you could see in the dark were the flashing lights.  My personal computer screen did not work very well but I still managed to watch a couple of films most of the way through.  The food was ok and plenty for the flight, and I had masses of water plus my extra bottles for the landing.  David slept really well with his ear plugs and eyes covered and the rake of the chair was quite good.  
Saturday 18th July

I slept really fitfully for a very short time and then something would wake me still it was all ok.  We were woken up at 5.15 for breakfast which was ok.  My ears were fine the whole way using my earplugs and chewing gum and taking frequent sips of water and of course massaging behind my ear.
We deplaned and found ourselves in a long queue for passport control and entry into ZA and then customs.  David was questioned by a policeman about where he was going; perhaps it’s the new beard – not fully grown yet!  No problems through customs and Michelle’s instructions were great for getting through OR Tambo in Jo’burg to the check in desk for our Durban flight.  I ‘phoned Michelle to say we should be in Durban at about 10, then they told us the flight would be a little delayed, in the end only by about 10 minutes.  We set off at 9.15 on a much smaller plane and were in seats 25 a and b again with lots of leg room and next to the window for David and I sat next to a lady from Durban who warned us about how cold it would be in Richmond!  It was about 22C but much colder at night.  

We were served a bacon croissant and more water.  David enjoyed looking out of the window and really all I could see was very brown and barren areas between green and yellow cultivated spaces. There were some irrigation circles to be seen.  I dozed a little and then we began to descend this time I had not put my earplugs in correctly and my ear began to hurt straight away and it was horrid for about 10 minutes despite the gum and water and then my ear popped and it was suddenly better.  We landed really gently and taxied for ages to the buildings just like in Jo’burg.  I suppose it is because there is just so much space which is why both Durban and Jo’burg sprawl for such a long way all around in every direction, also because of the population.

We quickly retrieved our luggage despite it arriving about last and I tried to call Michelle but again no reply. So we walked out with me trying to phone when I literally walked into a huge hug from Kevin – how lovely.  Then Michelle hugged me too.  What a great welcome - thank you.  I was expecting to have to jump into a vehicle in the waiting area but they had already parked.  Kevin took my bags and we walked to Colin’s landrover which he had very kindly lent to Kevin and Michelle because their Toyota is in having a service in preparation for our trip.  
So we are in Africa and yes it is jolly warm.  I felt the heat of the sun through the plane window on our journey to Durban and was jolly surprised to find out how hot it was.  

Michelle paid for the car park and we set off.  The turning circle in the landy is quite large but we were comfortable enough in the sideways seats in the back.  Michelle drove really well.  Lots of differences 4 way stops on the road and the first person there goes first; and it works!  Take care with pedestrians and at the traffic lights with lots of people trying to sell you things.  Already I can see what a huge country it is, very expansive with something to see on every side in sprawling Durban.  We saw the sea from the plane but not from the ground.  It was incredibly blue.  There are some definite shanty areas in Durban with tiny tin huts for wooden huts.  There are also loads of areas of huge brick built houses with tall fences around them often with security outside and electric fences or razor wire on top.  Some areas are safer then others.
There are two main roads between Durban and Pietermaritzburg a huge toll 3 lane dual carriageway and Michelle and Kevin use this when they are just going from one place to another but there is also a quieter more interesting back roads route which we took, prettier and more African going through some rural villages.  It was great really fantastic and amazing places.  There has been so much to see and take in just in our first hour.  We called in to meet Carol and Darryl on our way, they have a fabulous house, Darryl was repainting the deck and braai areas both fully roofed and over the garage and work room.  They have a massive house with a beautiful salt water aquarium with sea anemones and lots of different fishes in it.  A great bar area with bar seats and lovely living room with loads of seating.  It was lovely.  We had a cold drink with them and stayed for about 30 mins.  Time to move on towards Pietermaritzburg and more open countryside and lots of expensive fenced in buildings around C and D, possibly since it is near the main road, once again dual carriageway with but only a line between us and the traffic opposite.  We drove past some large factory units Dulux was one and there were lots of chicken farms since most black Africans prefer chicken to beef so there were lots of KFC outlets and the whites tend to prefer Wimpy and Steers (similar). 
We then arrived at the 1000 hills area which is really amazing to see there are so many hills all around in this area covered with houses.  Each one seems to have a round house (rondavel) in it as well as rectangular ones, most of these have corrugated iron roofs Michelle thinks maybe they use European rectangular style because of the corrugated iron, it fits easier perhaps.    The view from the cliff top near where Catherynn, Hayden, Connor and Nathan have a house at present is just fabulous and we saw it on a misty, hazy day.  I am looking forward to a second viewing hopefully on a sunny day.  We looked around their house and at the views and they all arrived home.  They are emigrating to Carlisle (UK) on the 5th of August so they are really busy sorting out the house which they hope to rent out.  Once again we were offered a juice and it as lovely to meet more of Kevin’s family.  
We moved on once more this time through expansive countryside there is just so much to see. We saw a monkey on the road and its baby was waiting in the bushes it quickly ran off.  They are not very popular certainly with Kevin and Colin; a lot of people look on them as pests and shoot at them.

We stopped at a market area between Pietermaritzburg and Richmond, apparently very few white people shop there and I saw about 14 people get out of a local taxi, people carrier.  Apparently the last government ordered al the old ‘death trap’ taxis off the road and replaced then with new people carriers which are unsafe when driven fast (always) and overloaded.  So Kevin warned us to look our carefully for them when we drive.  We bought some rolls and cheese for our lunch when we reach Richmond.

We all climbed into the landy, David and I had to climb over our luggage and then Michelle forgot to turn off the alarm at first but luckily it beeped a reminder before turning off the engine so we were alright.  We carried on along the old main road and took in all the sights, too much really to remember everything but very interesting and exciting.  It was great.

We stopped at the Fawlty Duck for lunch at 2ish and eventually had cheese and tomato toasted sandwiches, they had run out of food yesterday.  We all enjoyed playing with the sweet puppies that were there very fluffy and cute.  

We then stopped in Richmond itself at the new shopping mall, quite small and definitely my preference, to buy some more food for the family braai (bbq) tomorrow, Sunday, everyone is coming including Colin and Pat’s best friends Bob and Lesley.  We went to the superspar and bought rolls, mince for Michelle’s home made burgers, and sausage (wors), charcoal, fruit and vegs for the coleslaw then we went to the  Bottle Store for whisky, beer and cider.

We finally reached Pat and Colin’s at about 4.00 and quickly settled into Michelle and Kevin’s cottage which is situated in Pat and Colin’s large garden.  The house is being re-thatched and it’s taking twice as long as they originally said.  The cottage is beautifully fitted out with kitchen/living room, bedroom and bathroom.  They have some lovely pine furniture and a gas heater too.
We went to the house for a lovely supper of roast beef and vegs, followed by fruit sponge pudding and custard, very English and warming too.  There was a fire in the lounge.  The roof looks fantastic where it has been replaced and the plaiting around the chimney is quite special too.  

We sat a listened to some 60’s music and chatted until about 8.00 then we were both so tired that we went to bed.  We were lovely and warm and snuggled under the duvet and blanket.  

Sunday 19th July 

I woke up several times in the night with lots of strange noises but I soon went back to sleep and finally work up at 7.30.  We have both slept really well.

At 8.30 Micky came round and we had a rusk and tea when we all walked into Richmond for more bits for the braai and had a drink in the Cinnamon cafe opposite and part of the superspar.  Lovely hot chocolate and toast, a good way to start the day!
We walked back to the house and prepared salads and coleslaw. The pineapple certainly tastes better here than at home and the pawpaw was tasty too.

Everyone began to arrive just after 11.00 Bob and Lesley, Carol and Darryl, Catherine, Hayden, Connor and Nathan, Ruth, Joe, Veronica, Mark, Jason and Cameron, Pat and Colin, Michelle and Kevin and David and I.  Everyone brought their own meat and drink and cooks themselves.  Pat had made a potjkie which was excellent, we had Michelle’s home made burgers, which were great and we tried wors (sausage) very tasty.  Of course we ate too much as usual but it was lovely to meet everyone.  Lovely to see all Pat’s girls get on so well together and Ron too with her aunts.  All the boys played together also which was great.  Lesley and Bob are very nice too, they are off hunting tomorrow.  

We cleared up and went for a walk to meet the 5 donkeys in the orchard full of lemon, grapefruit and lots of orange trees.  Also lots of vervet (pesky) monkeys which tend to waste all the fruit including the avocados on the tree in the garden.   The monkeys take one bit out of a piece of fruit if its not ripe they throw it away and take another and just continue like this – extremely annoying. Michelle and I picked some oranges to juice and it was so lovely tasting I hope to do this again.  

Well its 6.00 and we are sitting in the cottage me writing and David reading just relaxing before we join the others for a small supper – hopefully no one will have to do any work.

Colin and Pat had to get the Africa room cleared out ready for them to start on the roof tomorrow. We are going to have to have another early night tonight since we are still rather sleepy.

Monday 20th July

I did not sleep too well but I feel fine.  David tapped me awake once and it was only 3.00 not 7.00 as I thought!

I had a shower today which is really hot and fast too.  Michelle and Kevin came over and showered too and then we packed our things into Colin’s landrover ready for our few days by the sea.  We set off at 9.00.  Kevin was driving today and we headed along the toll road to Durban, well it’s partly toll but not all.  There is less traffic after the toll and it really is a much more direct route than the one we took yesterday and so a little quicker.  It was good to see some of the same areas that we saw on Saturday to realise where we were.  The 1000 hills area looks great even from the road.  There are lots of really long lorries with a trailer too and taxis and one or two busses.  Lots of people are walking along the side of the road the other side of the yellow line, some collecting litter
and others are collecting the long grass which can be used to thatch their roofs. 

It took us over an hour to reach Durban by which time Kevin was having some trouble changing gear in the landy and it was getting more and more difficult each time.  We all thought it would improve as the engine got warmer but we were wrong.  We stopped at the Indian Ocean where there were really large beakers and lots of surfers and having a great time.  We walked along a large, clean, well bricked, in lots of different colours and patterns beside the lovely which sandy beach and just watched the youngsters swimming and surfing in their designated areas.  Then we saw 3 policemen on horseback they were resting and talking to their boss and all seemed very relaxed.  Maybe because their three week winter holiday is over and all the children are back at school now for their final term of the year, I think.  So there was hardly anyone about and we were almost alone on the promenade.  Two guys tried to sell us belts and sunglasses and there was an incredibly colourful rickshaw which the guy wanted us to photograph if we did not take a ride, we did neither.  Then as we returned to the landy we passed lots of stalls along the road mostly selling the same things, animals of wood of all different sizes from tiny to huge, colourful wall hangings, bead necklaces, arm and head bands and key rings and really colourful materials of all shapes and sizes.  There must have been 30 to 40 stalls and so far we have not spent a rand or a cent.

We stopped for a coke near the sea and saw the police horses again.  One was very lame and looked like it had a swollen knee.  A super looking horsebox turned up and all thee horses were collected.  It took less than 5 minutes to load them all.  It reminded Michelle and I of all the difficult times we have had in the past trying to load our horses in boxes.  
Michelle and I decided to have a little paddle in the Indian Ocean; I can now add this to my Atlantic and Pacific Ocean paddles.  The sea was so incredibly clear beyond the breaking point, it was amazing.  I really did want to get in further but the sea was really cold and then a large wave came in and soaked me above the knees oh well, no problem I will soon be dry.  We washed the sand off our feet and arrived back at the landrover which started ok but Kevin had great difficulty in getting it into reverse but eventually he managed it then using the GPS Michelle got us to the mall nearby which was huge. 

When we arrived Kevin needed to get the landy into reverse to get into a space but he was unable to  so the three of us pushed the vehicle back so he was able to move forwards so get out.  We went into the lofty mall which was very clean and quiet.  There were so many gadget, clothes, sports, games shops and cafes, restaurants and fast food places that I could not count them all.  As it was 1.00 is we decided to lunch in the plaza, which is covered and attached to the mall.  We chose John Dorey and David ate Calamari and Hake, Kevin had prawns, Michelle had calamari and I had ribs and chicken.  It all came to 245r with the drinks about £20.  We all enjoyed our meal.

We then looked around the mall and as I was quite cold we went to Mr Price and bought some t-shirts and polo-necks.  We came across a surf machine just outside the mall which was amazing and the children and adults were enjoying themselves.  We returned to the landy and decided it would be most sensible to return to Richmond to see what Colin could do about the car.  Kevin managed to get it going and into 2nd gear then when we got onto the freeway he had to stop it and put it into 4th gear and start it up and he did a fantastic job of getting us home.  Thankfully we only had one stop at the toll gate and once again Kevin managed to start in 4th gear, I still don’t quite know how he got going but he did.  He was worried about how he was going to get off the freeway but he managed to get us on to the right road even though it was a right turn and uphill, thankfully the gap was in exactly the right place for us.  I was a little worried that we would not make it but Kevin worked some magic and coaxed the car home.  I was really impressed with his driving.  Three cheers for Kevin.

Colin and Pat were stunned to see us and at first I don’t think Colin believed Michelle when she said about the lack of gears.  Colin, Pat and Kevin set to work on the problem and finally found that there was not oil in the gear box, Colin did not know there was a nozzle for the oil until he found it!  

Michelle, David and I played hockey with Jason and Mark, it was great fun if a little tiring.  I insisted on my golden rule not sticks above the waist.  It was a very enjoyable half hour and then their Dad arrived so off the twin went and we were able to have a well earned rest!    
Well thank goodness Colin was able to get the clutch working properly and he thinks it will be fine for us to leave again tomorrow and to stay away, in fact he has ‘ordered’ us to stay away.  

We stayed in the house for about an hour chatting and hearing about Adelle and Ryan’s wedding next May.  We also heard about Desiree’s dress nightmare and marriage last year.  Then we returned to the cottage and had welsh rarebit for tea with coleslaw from yesterday.  It was lovely.  Michelle and Kevin heard that their Toyota needs a little more money spending on it for the fans.  

We are really tired again even though it is only 7.30. I think it is because the sun goes down so early and it is almost immediately dark so our body clocks are in a spin I think.  It is lovely and cosy in the cottage.  In spite of the car trouble I have really enjoyed my day and it was great to paddle in the ocean.
Tuesday 21st July

Well it’s 6.30 and light outside and today we are once again setting off for our North East Coast tour and hopefully today the landy will behave.  We had a light breakfast and then set off about 8.15, I feel like I know this road to Durban now!  We arrived in Durban about 9.15 then we were taken, mistakenly on a tour of a really posh area of Durban, all high walls, electric fences, razor wire and security guards, they certainly weren’t taking any chances.  There seemed to be some great property but you really could not see what it was like.  We eventually found our way to the old North Coast Road and continued on our way north next to the Indian Ocean in all its wild glory.  We did stop for a short walk and paddled again.  We are about 100 k from Durban now.

We turned off to go to the Harold Johnson trail and Zulu museum near the Tugela River and its mouth and there was a picnic site nearby which overlooked the Tugela River about 3k away near Fort Pearson.  We had a lovely meal of cheesy buns and ham and then paid 10r each for the view and 20r for the deposit on the key to get to Fort Pearson and we drove the 3k to the graveyard for an Anglo Zulu war site, it is beautifully kept and it was quite moving to see 8 graves to unknown British soldiers.  There was a grave for a baby and 2 other very posh graves.  We began to walk to the Ultimatum Tree but as we weren’t sure exactly how far it was Kevin got the landy and we began to follow him.  It was perfect weather for a walk sunny and warm but not too hot. We drove the final half k to the car park and found this was the roof we had seen from our picnic site and we read all about the battle, it was very interesting and then we walked further up the hill to where the fort was originally built and I could easily see why, you could see for miles all around it was fantastic and right above the river too.  We then followed the path which took us over the road between Durban and Richards Bay, by a footbridge.  I did not particularly enjoy walking over the bridge but it was worth it when we reached the Ultimatum Tree site originally planted in 1879, unfortunately the tree was burned and then flooded out so there is a replacement there now.  We were now right next to the Tugela River and we heard a fish eagle and then saw it flying under the bridge.  We returned to the landy and then took the key back for our deposit which Kevin left for the conservation pot – brilliant.  

Off we went again this time I was in the front seat and almost all we could see in the countryside was sugar cane at all the stages of its life it seems to have a rolling programme of growth.  We went past lots of really well loaded lorries with a trailer, the norm here, and then past a smoky factory which was probably a sugar cane processing plant.  One lorry was stopped on the side of the road dolling out 2 to 5 pieces of sugar cane to young and old black people who either just walked them home or chewed on them as they walked along.  Not long before we had seen two monkeys on the road side pulling sugar canes into the trees, I presume they had cut them down themselves, but I’m not sure.

It was about 2.30 and the sides of the roads were filled with school children walking home.  They begin at 8.00 and the little ones finish at 12.30 older ones at 1.30 and the oldest at 2.30.  After school a lot of them play games which their parents pay for.

We continued along the coast road but quite far inland and I could not always see the sea.  Michelle was using the GPS which works really well on the open roads but due to the small screen, as it can be hand held for walking, means it is quite hard to see where roads go in the town so that is why it took a little while to find the correct road in Durban.  Michelle was relieved to find the coast road again and she uses a map sometimes to make sure of her directions – she really is excellent with it.

We drive some more and at about 3.30 we arrived at Ezemelo KZN Wildlife Reserve, Umlalazi, which is  forest reserve with lots of birds and wildlife about 15 minutes through the forest and very hilly dunes to the Ocean. 
We booked in for 2 nights.  Michelle and Kevin have not been here before so its new to us all.  It cost 800 r for two nights per couple and we have a large beautiful wooden cabin with kitchen, lounge, braai, 2 bedrooms and a large bathroom with shower.  Perfect.  As soon as we got to the shop I began spending money, I bought a gorgeous pair of bootees for Ron’s baby shower, they are leather with a rhino on them.  We got some firewood for the braai.

We found our cabin and were just about to unload when I was called to see 2 zebra, mother and son just wandering around the cabins and then mum was next to the braai, an amazing sight.  Then we saw a red duiker and two monkeys.  What a superb start to our true African adventure.  This is so different to the township of Richmond, you could be almost anywhere.  We unloaded the landy and had a quick drink before going to watch the sun going down by the sea via the quite high dunes.  We had a lovely walk following a duiker through the forest and then we crossed a track and then came to the dunes and finally the ocean.  It was quite hard work walking in the dunes but it was certainly worth every step, to come to the top and see the ocean gently pounding the shore.  We stopped at the top of the second dune and took some shots of the sun as it nearly disappeared and then Kevin and David went down to paddle as they had not yet done so.  I took some pictures to try to show the extent of the beach which was lost in spray on either side and to me it looked fantastic.  

We returned to the cabin and saw the duiker again but there was too little light for a photo.  It was 5.45 pm and we lit the braai, Kevin had been foraging for wood and soon had it blazing away, some of his logs are huge and sometimes fall off the fire so we have to be vigilant.  In the dark it was difficult to believe that it was only 6.15.  We sat about chatting and drinking and had a wonderful time getting to know each other in this setting and it was lovely.  We jus did not stop chatting all evening.  At 6.45 Michelle and Kevin went to make supper seafood curry, I was a little apprehensive but it was lovely.  We started with potato samoosa which we dipped in hot chilli sauce a little too hot for my coke, the others found it ok with their bushmills, followed by red then white wine. They all slept very well they said.  I did give some of the squid tentacles to David otherwise eating in the dark probably  and I’m not buying the cheese again it was awful bendy and tasteless it ended up in the bin.  Being by the bush TV (fire) was so relaxing I can quite understand why M and K just love their life at present and what they love about Africa.  We are just sitting by the fire, in the dark but we’re quite warm, listening to the ocean, the cicadas and just relaxing – heaven.   M and K look so well on their retirement and in this setting I’m just not surprised.  I am delighted that they have been able to do this and we are so lucky to have been invited to share some of their time here.  

I e-mailed home to day and it took me three goes to send it but it has gone.  I read the Tuesday paper and it has lots of news I had already heard about from home.  Its 9.00 and all the others are in bed so I’m off the join David.

Wednesday 22nd July

Its 7.00 and I’ve just woken up.  Well actually during the night I was awake several times with so many strange animal noises and calls, I was not sure what they were and not sure if some were in danger or not it was odd.  Apart from the hadedas (iridescent wing coloured birds) which are really noisy it is jolly peaceful.  There is just now a loud dawn chorus but I can’t actually see the birds even though it is now nearly 8.00.  There are a lot of coral trees around the cabin with bright red flowers very pretty.  There are lots of aloe trees too, they just continue to grow upwards and the lower leaves turn brown and fall off leaving a dark coloured trunk.  A lot of the trees seem to be deciduous but some have only half their leaves on most peculiar.  There are mozi guards on all the windows and doors and louvered windows which let in quite a lot of light and wind which is currently jolly refreshing.  

Everyone else was up by 8.15 so we had rusks and drinks, dunking them is the best!  Michelle and I went out looking for birds and saw a lovely little sunbird on the coral flowers collecting the nectar they have a long curved beak.  They are quite shy and flash about from flower to flower it took me a little while to get used to the bins and find them but I am getting better.  We also saw a green pigeon, yes they are everywhere.  We walked in a large circle around our cabin and the other 5 nearby but only saw the cleaners and several large butterflies beautiful colours but flitting by really quickly.  Lots of birds – shrikes, hadedas and a couple Michelle was not sure about.  We went to the local spar for more food for our sandwiches and the braai tonight and on our way back went along to the raffia monument and while we were there we spotted a crested eagle on a telegraph pole and Michelle and David managed to get a few shots of him despite his flying from pole to pole to try to escape them.

We all decided to go along the mangrove walk past the lagoons and to the car park near the slip way on the other side of one of the lagoons.  It was fairly warm but better in the trees.  We saw a duiker again and several monkeys around the toilet block and some people near the lagoons too everyone was quite friendly.  M and K always greet everyone with sawabona, good day, how are you? Which obviously helps.  

We passed some rhododendron type trees to begin with then came to the mangrove trees where it was much wetter.  There were climbing winkles on lots of the trees so it must be tidal and the mud was still fairly wet.  We saw some mudskippers and more winkles and some fiddler crabs with such a colourful large pincer, they are well named. We saw some black crabs mostly tiny ones all along the water’s edge they looked like babies.  The sand was packed really hard in places with just holes in it of all different sizes.  The climbing winkles were some 2 foot off the ground in places.  We saw cormorants and white fronted cormorants, egrets, brown headed kingfishers, a pied kingfisher and some zebra, one was in foal.  The zebra were very peaceful and quite quiet near the car park. A sign said beware of the crocodiles and hippo but we did not see any, maybe that sign was for people who took the boat rides.

We got back to the cabin at 1.00 for lunch of cheese and ham sandwiches and crisps.  At 2.00 we walked along the forest/jungle trail and hoped to reach the beach.  Somehow our walk was a little longer and hotter than we expected since the signs led us in the wrong direction so we had to turn back and try again.  It was quite dense in places and sometimes we could hear the ocean and at others it was completely quiet.  We saw a few birds, hadedas and shrikes and a duiker.  It was quite hard walking up and down on sand at times and wooden steps at other times.  Some of the trailing tree bits were quite brittle and I could not imagine them holding Tarzan up when he swung from branch to branch, it broke when Michelle pulled it.  

We finally reached the beach via a long planked pathway and Michelle and I once again paddled and of course I got my shorts wet yet again!  Gosh the water was cold but lovely for my feet it felt great.  The sand was very soft and our feet kept getting sucked under as the tide receded it really did pull at us.  Our feet were covered to our ankles with each wave it was great fun.  We walked back to the pathway with difficulty because the sand was so soft, well I was quite slow it did not stop Michelle.  We got back to the cabin at 4.45 only half an hour to sun set.  

We have spent almost all day outside today wonderful this must be the best part of African life being outside all the time.  It must be very different in Richmond since it is a lot colder there.  We all collected some fire wood today so we have a lot to burn now.  We were looking forward to pork for supper but it turned out to be ham, so we had an odd supper but the wors was good and the salad too and baked potatoes begun in the microwave and finished in the braai. We all enjoyed a shower and I certainly felt refreshed after mine, it was hot and a fast stream of water too.  We left the towels outside to dry.

We finally ate at about 8.00 but we all enjoyed our chat and drink around the fire so it was not a problem.  Michelle and Kevin were telling us about some of the wonderful places they have stayed and how alone they have been and how they have loved it, all very interesting.  We now have neighbours a family of 4 who have gone out for a meal.

It really is so peaceful here even when Kevin had a short war with the monkeys who are a perfect nuisance.  I’m not sure who won but Kevin did enjoy trying to creep up on them.  The braai kept going really well with the charcoal we bought today and our wood.  It was a fabulous warm evening made even better by the bush TV.  

Thursday 23rd July

Well its 6.45 and I’m getting up.  I had a much better night and only used one pillow so I was more comfortable.  The pillow is very bouncy and light but the beds are wonderfully hard.  The sun was up at 6.35 and I missed it.  There is now just enough light for me to see to write with the curtains open.  

Its 7.30 and the birds are incredibly noisy again thought once again I can’t see them.  I have just heard a train pull off from Mtuzuni, it must be on the tracks we saw yesterday near the eagle.  The birds quietened down a little after the train but they have started up again now.  I can see some very high up on a tree probably trying to get some rays from the sun.  Michelle said they are starlings with iridescent wings.  I also can see a pied bird which is a white eared barbet which is very noisy it is eating the black berries on the tree.

We packed  up the landy and were off by 9.00 on our way to Richards Bay, a posh holiday centre.  Today it is quite cloudy and the sky looks more like an English summer sky than African winter one.  We hope to find some bird parks in Richards Bay.  As we neared the city the sky became darker and darker and then it began to rain quite large drops but we were not deterred by them.  I did not like the look of Richards Bay at all very built up with lots of huge factories and power stations and loads of pylons everywhere.  This is a really popular and expensive holiday resort but does not look like it from this direction.  We followed the GPS instructions only to be told we had to buy our entry ticket from elsewhere but we decided not to bother.  We drove through some fabulous houses which looked very expensive as did the hotels on to the view point which would probably have been great in the right weather.  We were blown about and got a little wet as it was blowing a gale there were lots of white horses at sea and some brave surfers.  We found our way to the beach park and looked for some information but could not find any so we drove off since everything looked closed.  

We headed back to Durban and on the way we found a great museum to Chief Albert Luthuli one of the founders of the ANC alongside Nelson Mandela it was very interesting and informative.  He received a Nobel peace prize in 1960 but was not allowed out of the country to collect it until 1961.  

Then we had lunch in the landy while Kevin drove along in the rain, actually it worked really well and tasted great too.  Even the cups we bought were very useful too.

We returned along the toll road so every so many k we had to find between 2 and 27 r to pay our way, luckily we had quite a lot of change in Michelle’s purse.

We arrived at Pietermaritzburg about 4.00 to collect the Prado, but we had to wait for about half an hour for it and it was really cold in the shop which had a heavy iron gate which was locked and so we hid behind some of the tents etc which were for sale.  I think we were all wearing the wrong clothes for this part of Africa in the winter.  Michelle and I had just spent the past hour in the landy covered in the sleeping bag for warmth and I don’t think either of us really thought about it.  We had previously used it to cover our kit in the back of the landy.  David and Kevin raced off in the Prado and we followed a little more sedately to Richmond.  It was really cold in the landy because one of the vents would not shut properly and in the end I held the sleeping bag over the vent so that Michelle did not become too cold, especially her hands.  Thankfully we soon arrived at Richmond not too far behind David and Kevin.  It was about 5.00 and we unpacked everything and I changed into long trousers and a couple of warm tops.  

David and I joined M,K, Pat and Colin for a wonderful bobote with rice followed by a lovely pudding and ice cream and listened to Pat telling me about her job at the school next door.  I hope to have time to see around it when we get back from our trip next week.  Then we all sort of watched a daft American film and went to bed about 8.30.

Friday 24th July

I can’t believe that we have been here for almost one week or that a week ago I was still at school!  What happens to time when you are so thoroughly enjoying yourself???  I have never relaxed so quickly at holiday time before this is obviously the thing for me to do, to go away as soon as possible after the end of term.  

Well I work up early this morning and heard the twins going past to Pat and Colin’s but only because I was awake anyway.  Apparently they we quite amazed that we were awake at that time.  

We got up about 8.00 and again had the muesli rusks, they are so filling and enjoyable.  We went to Jet and bought some more warm clothes and jeans so hopefully this will be enough for us to keep warm.  My jeans are huge but keep me very warm and David’s jeans and top look good too.  

At 8.45 we left for Tala, a nearby game park - the finest game reserve in Durban according to the great picture book we purchased for 100r, great value and lovely to see the pictures and tick off the creatures we have seen.  

We were just moving off up the hill when I spotted the hippos on the sand bank out of the water M and K have not seen them out before so back we went to get some great pictures.  There were 14 hippos in all sunning themselves on the sandbank in the lake made from damming the river which is what they seem to do all over the place.  There were lots of different age hippos one was resting its head on the bottom of another and they looked really sweet!  We moved off and were lucky enough to see Ostrich, Burchell’s Zebra, blue wildebeest, grey duiker, common warthogs, Egyptian geese, brown hooded kingfishers, reed cormorants, little grebe, grey heron, an African spoonbill, common fiscal shrike and hiding amongst some bushes some giraffe, and finally a kudu, lots of impala and a nyala.

It was an absolutely fantastic day out and so great to see all these animals in their almost natural setting just like you normally see on the TV or in films but these are only yards away from us.  Actually the giraffe were quite some way away.  Michelle just spotted them and it is quite amazing how quickly these large creatures can just disappear in the bush, there were 6 altogether.  It was so brilliant.  Actually when I noticed the nyala first I was most delighted and I took a not too brilliant shot of it too.  Just seeing the wild animals in the bush was superb, especially the warthog mum and her little ones which charged along the path with, of course, their tails straight up in the air.  It was funnier still when one of the little ones was left behind and when it realised it was alone, it shot off at a real rate of knots.  All the shy animals in the bush just disappear so quickly that often we did not have time to think about taking a picture.  Some rushed off as the break squeaked on so sometimes we saw nothing.  M and K were disappointed that we did not find the rhino but that is life on the game reserve they just are not where you are all the time.  

We had a lovely picnic next to the large cold swimming pool not far from the hippo pond and there were lots of birds watching to see if we would leave them any tip bits.  I have just realised that it is only 2.00 and we have seen so much, it does not seem possible since we only arrived at about 10.00.  What a wonderful day yet again, thank you Michelle and Kevin.

We made our way back to Richmond about 40 minute away and went shopping for the next 2 days meals and drinks of course.  We got back to the cottage and unloaded everything from the really comfortable Toyota and got everything ready for an early start tomorrow.  I am really looking forward to our 10 day trip in the prado there is so much room and because of the way in which M and K have got it fitted out everything is easy to fit in to it.  They have kitted it out really excellently and made their camping lives so much easier when they go away.  Kevin bought various metal cage bits and then built the cage from wood so they can put 6 strong plastic boxes marked with whatever is inside and then they do not need to take them out unless they are b and b ing.  On top of this base there is a flat board a bit like a false bottom to the truck so everything is really safe and out of sight.  It looks brilliant.  They also have sun shades on each of the rear windows so that these keep everything cooler and of course out of sight too.  There is also a cage on top of the vehicle, which they can add extras to if and when necessary, like water, wood or petrol.

Michelle spent the next two hours sorting out our food, drink, clothes and so on into boxes for the next 10 days.  She also has several bags for the food.  They usually take a freezer box with them but not this time.  All is now ready for us to leave early tomorrow morning.

Kevin and David pumped up the tyres that Kevin had let down while we were at Tala today and which was useful when both David and Kevin drove off road on the sandy tracks.  Oh I forgot, Kevin is a great driver and I feel very safe when he is driving, it’s lovely.  He let David drive today and at first it was a little scary but luckily he soon began to improve and with lots of instruction from Kevin he did get much better.  I think he enjoyed it too.

David and I then went in the Prado into Richmond library they were jolly efficient and very friendly too.  David took a few shots of Richmond high street with lots of stalls selling fruit, vegs and some material. It was very colourful once again.  When we got back David and I went to collect some oranges and lemons so that we can take some juice with us tomorrow.  We made 500ml of lemon juice and 1 l of orange juice.  I had a glass full of orange juice and it is so refreshing, it’s fabulous.

At 6.30 we went over to the house with M, K and Colin because Pat has gone out with some friends tonight.  We had bacon wrapped sausages with cheesy topped mash, beans and green beans it was lovely, I still have not cooked a meal here it must be my turn when we return.  We watched a rugby game between the Sharks and the Bulls it was a jolly good hard game with only one try and some horrible looking tackles and great passes and kicks.  Actually I really quite enjoyed it, not sure why it is surely no different to rugby at home.

Despite the fire I was a little cold even with my 5 layers, I really can’t believe how cold it is here in Richmond but there really has been a very cold eastern breeze all day today.

I really am looking forward to our trip and safari that Michelle has organised for the next 10 days and I am amazed at the area we are going to cover.

Saturday 25th July.

It’s David’s birthday and the start of our trip which includes a safari to the Kruger whoopee!!!  We were all ready just after 8.00 so off we went with a quick trip to the spar shop.  We left for the Drakensberg Mountains which are 3,300m high and very long. They begin near Queenstown and go up past Lesotho and on almost to Mozambique, we went to the Royal Natal Park near Tugela Falls.  The same Tugela as we saw on the coast last week. 

This Toyota prado is so much more comfortable than the landy I am glad we had this now, we are sitting facing forward which makes looking out much easier.  I am grateful for the use of the landy but this is easier for this trip.  There is loads of room and Michelle packs everything away so efficiently and quickly it is very impressive.  She says that this time it was not so easy because they have our bits to fit in and not all their usual equipment since we are not camping.  Also this time nearly everything will have to be taken out since we are not camping but there are three of us to move everything around so it should not be too difficult.  We will leave the packing and unpacking to Michelle and we will do the tooing and frooing. 

On the way we stopped at Howick Falls which is on one of the Midlands tourist trails. They are very impressive about 400foot and considering the time of year and the dam above them, there was quite a lot of water cascading beautifully over them.  It was obviously washing day too and lots of people were there which I find amazing.  We could also hear some drums coming from there but we could not see any.  David and I decided to go to look at Howick museum but alas it was not open at 10.10 though the sign said they opened at 10.  Oh well, not to worry.  We took a look at some of the shops and bought some bits at the stalls nearby, there were some lovely wooden and stone animal carving but we decided they might be too heavy.  Then we all had a drink at the cafe where M and K have stopped before and enjoyed half an hour in the sunshine.

We drove on to Nottingham Road and stopped at the leather shop for Kevin to put in an order for two scabbards for some of his knives, this is to keep them sharp and safe when they are travelling.   There was a lovely selection of leather goods including handbags, I was tempted but managed not to spend any money.  

Then we went to the brewery where David and Michelle bought some beer.  We then went for a drink which everyone agreed was very tasty and this was supposed to be our elevenses so I, of course, had hot chocolate.  As soon as we saw the menu we changed our minds and stayed for lunch which was a great deal better than the wimpy we had been heading for.  We had nutty freshly baked bread and butter, followed by ribs and chips for M, and all the rest of us had prickly pig beef pie it was gorgeous, (beef cooked in beer) with light flaky pastry all for £30 including the drinks – amazing.  M and K will almost certainly return when they come back for their scabbards and I really don’t blame them what a lovely meal they can look forward to and the drinks too of course.  

We decided to stop at a Fort near to Estcourt which M and K have visited before but unfortunately despite saying it was open the gates were definitely locked to we had to move on.  It did look in a state of some disrepair.  Michelle was rather disappointed partly because she liked it and possibly because we had left the faster freeway just to come here specially. Not to worry, these things happen. 

We continued on our way west to the Drakensberg Mountains which certainly are a long way away and since they are so high can easily be seen from a long way off.  We can’t see all of them in the haze but they look really high.  They are very impressive especially from a long way off and looking across at them; they were domineering the horizon, and being able to see across the flat land to some quite high hills and then the mountains tower above them.  David took a few photos on the way to show how very different the peaks are.  The mountains are volcanic and you can see some of the plugs to the extinct lava holes.  As we got nearer we decided to take several photos so Michelle stopped the prado and there was an odd sound then she restarted the engine.  Kevin looked into the engine and found some broken belts, one of which was fitted only yesterday.  Kevin was very philosophical about it and decided that as it was from the air conditioning and we were not using it he would leave it until Monday to get it fixed in Ladysmith, we hope.  

As we drew nearer to the mountains they seemed to grow and grow and we found that we are staying near the amphitheatre (which is shown in the film Zulu although it is not very near Rourke’s Drift) this is the part I kept looking at and hoping we would be visiting.  How luck am I to be actually going there.  They are impressive from afar and even more so close to.  I am looking forward to our walk tomorrow – weather permitting.  We eventually arrived at Thendale about 1500m and we are in the upper village in cabin no 27 a beautiful thatched 2 bed roomed cottage with a huge kitchen/diner/lounge and large rooms.  We have a fantastic view of the amphitheatre and the Policeman’s Helmet which we hope to reach tomorrow, from our rooms and the lounge.  On arriving at the cabin we were greeted by some guinea fowl looking desperately for food and one has a limp and the other two were being horrid to it - typical. We saw a common duiker.  There are signs in the cottage saying beware of baboons, so we shall have to see, apparently they are able to open doors and are very destructive so we must keep them locked.  

David and I went back to the shop for some wood for the braai and the fire indoors if necessary while we watch the rugby match between the Sprinboks and All Blacks.  I also found some zambuk in the shop so I bought some for mum and myself, I have not seen it in England for years.  The game seemed to be jolly vicious to me and was won by the Sprinboks, 28-19 once again I quite enjoyed it.  We had pizza and salad while watching the game, none of us was very hungry after our lovely lunch.  

Once again we had a great evening looking at all our photos not surprisingly David and Michelle have lots of the same photos.  Then we just chatted again.  David took a photo of the Southern Cross and then we just watched the bush TV again.  All in all its been another great day in South Africa.  I’m late to bed today its 10.30.   

Sunday 26th July

Well I woke up quite early at 6.40 but I felt a little cold so I decided to stay in bed until 7.45.  Late up for me today.  Michelle was outside taking photos from before 7.00.  These are really beautiful mountains which greeted us this morning so very clear and bright.  Not so many in the dawn chorus today.  The views are superb so many different browns and greens and the sky is so blue all over.

We had a large cooked breakfast today to set us up for our walk to the Policeman’s Helmet a lovely range not too high about 3k direct route but about 6 as we walk zigzagging up to it along animal paths at times.  We have not seen any animals today and only a few birds a robin and thrush.  Michelle took a photo of us all at the beginning of our walk just to prove we are together, I think.  We had to register where we were going and how long it should take and then when we finish we have to sign back in.  I must say I am not sure just how ready I am for the walk and nor is David but we seem to have managed it really quite well.  To begin with the path was very well defined and went along quite wide tracks with hard sometimes man made paths then it became les distinct and was often fairly overgrown by the long rough almost reedy, pointed grass.  At times it scratched our legs and at others it poked my stomach it was so long.  It really did zig and zag round the hillsides and following the contours of the mountain and we crossed several narrow dykes some of which were very pretty and it was lovely to hear the water bubbling over the pebbles in places.  Other than that it was really quiet and still and very peaceful and there were so many different views as we twisted and turned along our route.  It was so deceptive about how far we went because of the twists and of course of how far you still had to go to get to the top.  It was not just uphill there were several occasions when we were going downhill too and little disconcerting because you know you will have to go up yet again.  I found it hard to keep up with M and K at times so I decided to keep to David’s pace which suited me better and I stopped feeling light headed.  It took us 2 hours to reach the summit of our walk but it did not really feel like it probably because I was enjoying myself with all the amazing views it was just fantastic.  There were so many different shapes to see in the walls of the mountains it was incredible soon we could see thatched houses and all sorts – the imagination is a wonderful thing.  There really were so many different greens, browns, greys and yellows everywhere it was superb.  The helmet kept on altering as we turned and neared it quite amazing.  I was astounded when I saw that it was so far apart from the rest of the range from a distance it looked as if it was all joined together but them we would see the neck and the nose and the hat and exactly why it has this name.  From some angles it resembles a pit helmet it just depends on where you are.  There was quite a large plateau to cross at one point before we came to the top which we had been unable to see from below and then we almost reached the helmet when I came across a ladder.  No one had told me about this before, just as well or I probably would not have come up.  It was quite horrid to climb but when I was that close I just had to.  The ladder rungs are embedded in the ground between two large boulders which make up the end of the mountain before the helmet. As it was I did find it a bit scary but decided that as I had come this far I just had to finish the climb, I just looked where I had to put my feet and did not look either up or down, I think it was jolly steep at this point, but I don’t know for sure.  David was very proud of me and so was I but I do often say going down can be even worse.

Michelle rewarded us with some chocolate which was delicious and so very welcome and a lovely long drink too of very cold water.  I was staggered to realise exactly how big the Policeman’s Helmet really is up close, and we were actually only at his neck we could not get any higher.  Even the photos do not really do justice.  On the way up I spotted the moon and David took a picture of the two together, it looks great.  Michelle and David took several photos of us all at the top and I took some to show the views below us.  The Tugela River was below us almost at its source.  We saw some other people on one of the many other walks they looked like ants. I think you could stay here a week and find a different walk for each day.  

When we had rested for about half an hour it was time to come down the ladder they said I could go down forwards, not likely it was bad enough going down backwards and I am delighted I did not have to look down all the way I just cannot do that.  I gave my pole to Michelle for the ladder bit and then used them again on my walk down they certainly prevented me from falling a couple of times.  There are some very narrow paths which are deep within the grass and often there are rocks or stones hidden to trip one up.  Sometimes it was slippery stones which made me slip too.  

I did find most of the way back easier well most of the time it was downhill but once again not always.  Where it was quite steep downhill I found the poles very useful and sometimes I had to grab at the grass to stop me from falling.  I did keep looking back at the helmet just to remind myself that I has actually got to the top and I still kept on looking at the wonderful views on the way back.

We finally got back to the base and signed in at 2.20 inside our time by 10 minutes and I am very proud of our achievement and I have quite sore feet to prove it!

We sat in the sun for about 15 minutes in the back garden moving every few minutes just to stay in the sum the large range behind us took the sun away very quickly.  Its only 3.00 and the sun has gone from our mountain side.  I can’t quite believe it even when I look at my watch.

We are going to have Michelle and Kevin’s fantastic braai hamburgers for supper with bacon and cheese buns and my chips and a salad great – I’m starving and so is everyone else.  I’m also exhausted and that is probably why I feel freezing cold and so Kevin has lit the fire in the lounge and everyone else is outside next to the braai.  I am having a cup of hot chocolate to help me to warm up and they are all outside with their beers.  Actually cooking the chips has helped me to warm up too but I’ve only been outside for a very short while.

We ate our meal at the table and it tasted so good.  I had pineapple and cheddar cheese for pudding and the others had smelly cheese and biscuits.

Yet again we have had another wonderful day with M and K in South Africa.  We can certainly understand why they love it here in the mountains.  This is their 3rd or 4th trip here and Kevin says it is a different experience each time.

We have looked at all the wonderful photos so far and Michelle has used her photo suite to join some up to make great panoramic shots and one of David’s too, hopefully we can get it framed when we get home.

I can’t believe that I am so very tired at 6.00 and 7.00pm.  We went to bed at 7.30 but it’s now 8.30 and I am going to sleep now.

Monday 27th July

I was up at 6.15 today to catch the sunrise, well actually I beat it by 40 minutes.  I took several shots of the amphitheatre with clouds below it which I am fairly pleased with. I also took the sun coming up but they are not great shots.  I tried to take some of the bulbul birds and guinea flow but they were really too far away.  I missed the wood pecker but I did see it and heard it too.   The cape robin was too far away too.  I did enjoy my early morning hour out today.

Everyone was up by 8.15 and we had a light breakfast today and made up cheesy rolls and ham for lunch.  We left the Drakensberg at 9.00 and spent the next 1 and a half hours driving to Ladysmith.

We stopped at Spionkop battle site in the way about 20 minutes from Ladysmith.  It was a beautifully kept site dating from 1899 a lovely entry gate donated by the British. There were lots of well kept burial sites and a good walk to follow with a guide booklet to tell us exactly what happened and where it happened it was really interesting.  

On the way up I remembered seeing what I thought was a dead beast in the field but I thought no more about it until we were coming back.  Michelle said look at all those birds circling quite close to the track and it was vultures.  There must have been about 20 vultures on the ground and lots more circling above it.  They really are quite ugly on the ground and fairly aggressive too one another and of course to the pied crows too.  They are really graceful in the air and I can see where hang gliders must have got the idea from.  They just turn and go along almost without a care in the world and when they come into land their wings stall them quite quickly and all the ones I saw landed quite gracefully too.  When the owner comes all he will find is bones.  It was a black beast with a little white on it.  This is what happens in Africa – life and death.

We moved to Wagon Point and had our lunch here on the Plateau.  A battle was fought here too just outside Ladysmith when it was besieged to try to stop the Boers from capturing it.  They were under siege for 118 days and thankfully were relieved by the British but there were 1400 deaths and only 500 Boer deaths.  It does not mention how many natives were killed.  They were used on both sides to try to get messages through the siege.  It was very well documented and preserved too.  

On to Ladysmith and Michelle and Kevin dropped us at the museum and went shopping and to the Toyota garage to get the prado fixed.  The museum was really good very informative and some great interactive bits which made the battle more easy to understand and clearer.  What struck me most at Spionkop was the amazing views it was really so expansive on all sides.  Also the ground which is extremely hard and full of iron looking boulders – no wonder the British were unable to dig any useful deep trenches.  It made me think of the waste of human life and for what?  They were arguing over diamonds and gold, how surprising and of course over the ownership of the land.  MADNESS,

Eventually the Toyota was finished it took about an hour longer than we expected and was ready by about 4.30.  Michelle and I were looking for a card for her to send to a friend whose husband has just died but we could not find a suitable one.  Kevin and David picked us up outside the museum and we set off for our base for tonight.

We are based about 10 k outside Ladysmith, it was a little basic but otherwise all was ok.  We had to eat inside because there was no light outside.  We did use the braai for our supper of pizza and ribs, followed by cheese and biscuits –lovely.

We went to bed quite early once again about 9.00.  When we first arrived we noticed there was no oven or sink still we were told to leave our washing up in the bowl so we have.  We had some funny air conditioning but it did help to warm the place up.  

Tuesday 28th July

Today we have to travel 420k to get to Barbeton not too far from the Kruger.  We are going almost due North.  

David and I bathed to ease our backs and my thighs which are sore from the downhill walking at Drakensberg.  David’s back is sore from slipping on the walk and jarring his back.  I then had to wash the wire rack from the braai in the bath well it is almost clean now.

Everyone was up by 7.30 so we decided to get going since we have such a long journey today.  We were packed and left at 8.00 as we agreed there was nothing to stay for.  Still we have slept well and we were all just warm enough.  Everyone wore socks in bed except David and I had an extra top on too.

We arrived near Newcastle at 9.00 and had a wimpy breakfast which was good and lovely and I had hot chocolate again.  It was a lovely filling meal just what we needed.  We went to Game and bought a sports bag so that we have enough space for our luggage to get home.

We had a long stop at Fort Amiel which is in Newcastle.  It was brilliant and the guy there gave us a potted history of the fort Zulu v Boer mostly.  It certainly was high up above the town and very well preserved. There was a lot to see and read and we must have been there at least an hour.  We were given loads of information about the battles which we will have to read later.

We were told by the guide to expect lots of hold ups on our journey to Barbeton because they are doing lots of road works on the main route. Michelle thought that it would be best to go this way so we just went.  Kevin carried on driving and he just does not seem to get tired.  I think I get more tired than either he or Michelle does.  Michelle used the GPS and we followed this route.  There really were lots of stops and lots of traffic but we were very lucky most of the times and had only a few hold ups.  The longest one was about 6 minutes.  

David drove for one of the sets of the road works but he did not seem to be enjoying the drive, the road certainly was a mess with loads of pot holes and drops down on one side or the other which was eventually going to be tarmac. It is such a long winded job here all by hand and so many people are involved well at least that means lots more people have jobs.  We were heading for Ermelo to buy food for the next 3 days in the Kruger. Michelle thought it would be better to buy it before we go to the park.  We seemed to buy lots of food but I am sure the four of us will eat it.

After this Kevin drove to Carolina and when we got there I offered to drive to Barbeton.  I did enjoy most of the drive apart from the roller coaster effect which has really hurt my right ear.  It was just like on the plane but my mind was on the driving so maybe that was a better idea.  We got up to about 1500m and then almost immediately we went down really low and then up again it was amazing.  The Prado is lovely to drive so long as you remember to keep the revs up when approaching a hill and most of them seem to be really long and because of the roller coaster affect it was easy to get the speed up usually to get up the other side.  I did find some of the driving a bit scary because the road ahead just disappeared even when I knew there was a car in front of me but it was just nowhere to be seen ahead of me.  The long drive up the highest hill was very twisty too, the sign said tight bends for 7k and it was not joking.  I found it easier going up though I did have to change down several times and in the final leg I stayed in 4th for quite some time because the slope was so steep and twisty.  The guys behind me obviously thought I should have been going faster because they passed me as soon as they could and I was quite relieved by this.  

David said that at times it was amazing to see the steep drops so I am glad I was driving and did not have to look at them.  Most of the time the land we were passing was just dry and yellow grass - used for thatching we think.  There were lots of cattle, lots of narrow brooks and different townships.  Now we’re in another province Mpumalanga and the language is no longer Zulu. The houses have lots of different colours on them some blue, black and green.  Still quite a poor area and only one room houses but they can add one on for an extra room.

Eventually at about 5.00 we arrived at Barbeton and following the GPS we went quite wrong but eventually found Fountains Bath where we are staying tonight.  I found myself driving up a very steep hill which Michelle says goes to Swaziland.  So I had to find somewhere to turn around.  We returned to Barbeton and followed a sign to the B and B. Unfortunately we missed the right turn first time but eventually found our way.  We were offered two cottages but as we eat together it was easier just to take one – it cost the same either way.  The owner is formerly from Lancashire we think.

Once again Michelle made a lovely meal for us thai chilli sauce, chicken and vegs in wraps they were delicious.  I made us a fruit salad to follow, they all had some klip brandy with it.  Apparently it is not very nice on its own but ok with the fruit and biscuits we bought.  I had some chocolate biscuits rather than the coconut ones.  

We are going to set off really early tomorrow to get to the Kruger for 9.00 so off to bed at 9.00 again.

Wednesday 29th July

Its 6.00 and we are all up.  I woke up at 5.15 and had a shower which was lovely and warm.  We had rusks and a drink again today and we were packed up and away by 6.30.  It’s 120k to the Crocodile Gate at the Kruger and we hope to be there by 9.00.  The going was good not too much traffic but lots of children leaving home to walk to school it 6.45 so they must have quite a walk since school begins at 8.00 so some of them have about an hours walk to school or maybe some of them bus in to some schools?  This will be quite difficult for our children to understand.  

We have made good time and we stopped for petrol once and then again toward to Mozambique border, well we just turned off before it to get to the Crocodile Gate and the Kruger.  The countryside on our journey today was a little sugar cane, not like Richmond, but mostly oranges, mangoes, pawpaw and bananas all covered in blue plastic bags.  We think they are to deter the monkeys.

Apparently the fruit and nuts from here are for Jo’burg and possibly to export too.  

We continued our journey and finally stopped to refuel again 600r this time.  We watched some men building next to the petrol station and there were so many of them there it seemed there was no room to work.  One was throwing bricks up to three others who were giving them to the brickie.  One was on the ground just clearing up and he did not have a hard hat on.  On we went still lots of bananas and mangoes.  

We reached the park gates and had to sign in, no payment yet.  We drove in and straight over the bridge we saw several birds including a stork, blackwinged stilt, guinea fowl, glossy starlings, a francolin, red hornbill, burchell’s coucal, a magpie shrike, a lilac breasted roller, a white vulture, a goliath heron, a yellow billed stork, a saddle billed stork, a grey go away bird, an eagle, a hammerkop, a blacksmiths plover, a black bellied bustard, red billed ox peckers and 2 ground hornbills killing a tortoise.  We saw a waterbuck, impala, giraffe, blue wildebeest, warthogs, elephants, Burchell’s zebra, vervet monkeys one of which tried to attack Michelle because she did not offer to feed it when someone else had just done so, it was horrible, some hippos one of which crossed the road in front of us, kudu, crocodiles and then I spotted a baby one by the bridge it was only about 18 inches long, a turtle, terrapin, water buffalo, baboons, a klipspringer, dwarf mongoose and two rhino which seemed to be squaring up to one another the smaller one was the more aggressive and grunted a little, this was a definite highlight since I spotted them.  The lone elephant by the pool was cool too since he was strutting about and posing he looked great.  We had our lunch overlooking the river which was lovely.

We arrived at Pretoriuskop Camp where we are staying for the next two nights and I had to pay 140r each for the conservation for being foreign visitors, a good idea I think.  M and K are members and pay for a year they can then get into lots of different camps in ZA.  

Kevin got the braai going almost immediately and we had a lovely supper, too much really of chicken kebabs followed by Michelle’s lovely burgers, we only just managed to eat them.  

A superb day today and here we are staying in lovely round huts next door to one another.  We intend to get up at 5.45 tomorrow to get to the water hole for sun up.

Thursday 30th July

Well it’s 5.50 and the alarm has just woken us up.  We intend to leave the camp at 6.00 and come back for a fried breakfast later.  We went to the nearest water hole Shithave but sadly there were no animals to be seen on the land only one hippo almost submerged like it was last night.  There were a few birds.  Michelle drove us around for about 2 hours and we did see a few large animals like the Rhino I caught sight of but actually I thought it was an elephant.  Here we go again fabulous beasts to see.

At 9.00 we returned for a lovely cooked breakfast from the communal hob in the cook/wash house.  Then we set off after visiting the shop for tonight’s food.  We visited another water hole at mestel and saw lots of animals.  There were loads of birds again today and now I am beginning to remember some of their names.  

Today we saw these birds, Egyptian geese, little plover, glossy starling, yellow and red hornbills, blacksmiths plover, magpie shrike, drongo, helmeted guinea fowl, black stork, white heron, fish eagle, hadedas, lizard buzzard, saddle billed stork, well actually we saw 4 of them the mum can to feed the three young we were very lucky to see this, woolly necked stork, jocana, great egret, white faced duck, lilac breasted roller, white crested helmet shrike, pied kingfisher, go away bird, European bee eater, goliath heron, bateleur, hammerkops, brown hooded kingfisher, crested franklins, a green backed heron, an African hoopoe and a black bellied bustard.  AMAZING!

The animals we saw included hippos, giraffe, rhino, kudu, waterbuck, impala these are the most common wildlife in the park, waterbuck, zebra, a baboon, vervet monkeys, lioness hiding in a bush and as we came back two hours later she moved and we had the pleasure of watching her, water buffalo, elephants, crocodiles, tree squirrel, a honey badger, this was a real find since they are nocturnal normally, it was digging just off the road, Michelle spotted it of course, and a warthog family.

The reptiles we saw today were a terrapin, a water monitor lizard and a dead striped skaapsteker snake.  

We have had a second fantastic day in the Kruger and we have only been around one small corner of it.  Oh to have more time here and be able to go to some of the different areas and possibly have a hut near a water hole now that would be something – next time!!!

Tonight we were supposed to be eating blesbok and water buffalo but we failed to notice that it said they were for potjkie and so David has rushed up to the shop to try to buy some supper for us.  Alas he forgot his money so I had to rush up to get it so at least we have something to eat.  

We had a hilarious time around the bush TV tonight, although it did take a little while for it to get started again after our meal and we were all in good spirits.  I think the amarula had quite a lot to do with this, David and Michelle managed to finish the bottle tonight!  As we were sitting down we noticed a small mouse running around under Kevin’s chair and he was worried that it was going to rush up his trouser leg so we kept teasing him about it.  I then decided to tuck my trousers into my socks too just like Kevin, just in case it decided to rush up my leg.  The mouse seemed to like Kevin’s chair best and then it went under the braai Michelle presumed it must be cold and hungry so David gave it some bread which it quickly grabbed and rushed away.  At this point some much larger mice/rats appeared and grabbed more bread we decided enough was enough and did not give them any more food.  Then all we could hear was the mice scurrying about next to the huts.  It was a most hilarious 30 minutes I must say, really enjoyable and very silly.

So far we have seen 27 different species of creature including the reptiles and 40 different birds – incredible.  It really does make a difference having Michelle’s eagle eyes even when she is driving it’s wonderful.

Friday 31st July

Well I was woken up once in the night by a car alarm, apparently it went off twice and was Michelle’s. I thought it was from somewhere else.  Michelle sorted it out the second time by switching off the central locking. I woke up at 4.00 and did a little writing but my torch ran out of both sets of battery so I went back to sleep.  

Today we are having bacon butties for breakfast and then driving a little way through the Kruger to the Phabeni Gate and then we are off to the private game reserve Arathusa.

We left the site at 9.00 and went back to the water hole we were at yesterday and saw several birds and some zebra who today decided they would drink, well one of them did anyway.  Then some waterbuck came to drink and there was a hippo on the bank too.

We finally left the Kruger at 11.50 and I offered to drive to Arathusa.  We filled up with 400r of diesel and bought some drinks then off we went.  We wanted to arrive about 1.30 but Michelle said it might take us 2 hours to get there so we shall see.  

I quite enjoyed driving again and then we turned off the tarmac roads and went on some gravel roads and saw the real Africa with loads of school children leaving school at 12.30 since it is Friday and they all finish at this time.  We were driving through lots of small villages and each one had a least one school it seemed and there was a ramp (they call it a bridge) on either side of the entrance to slow the cars down and some of them are really quite a bump so I did go over them quite slowly.  We then found ourselves on a weird road which was parallel to a newer part and I really was not sure where I should be driving especially since other people were on the other side to me.  Kevin said to stay in 5th gear for better fuel economy so I did as best I could and to keep the revs up and stay at around 60k, well I did try to most of the time.  At first I found this quite hard but soon I began to enjoy it.  Then when we were about 50k from Arathusa just outside Rolle there was a tremendous bang and the prado just stopped.  I thought I must have hit a pot hole and got a burst tyre, but not it was MUCH WORSE than that.  The Wheel has COME off completely and the car is resting on it.  We had just gone over a single lane bridge and I was being over taken by one of many taxis as we went up the hill when this happened and now we are just not going anywhere.

The axle is broken and the wheel is holding the truck up off the ground.  It was not my fault at all, it has just happened but I still feel really bad about it.  It occurred about 3 minutes after Kevin said its ok Toyotas are built for these roads!!!!

Well, I have to say, we were extremely lucky with all the help we were offered almost immediately.  First Sipho, the local headmaster, stopped to offer help, ‘I am the person you need. You have no need to worry!’ He contacted his friend a local policeman and a police car, complete with Inspector and Constable, appeared within 10 minutes to direct traffic and see we were all safe.  It was great to be treated so well.  We became the main attraction with faces popping you along the way and there were so many full taxis racing past it was incredible, this is certainly a main highway to several busy villages.  Sipho teaches tourism at the local secondary school, and so he particularly wanted to ensure our safety.  He also called a local tow truck which quickly came out but we were unable to use them because the budget insurance company said no, not that they had any idea where we were, even when Sipho tried to explain, well they are 350k away in Jo’burg.  The next person to arrive was the local vicar and he said hello can I help and he chatted to Sipho as they are friends.

Michelle phone Arathusa to inform them of our predicament and at the same time a large white guy pulled up in his truck with a logo on the side and asked where we were headed and when we said Arathusa he said I own it!!!  He then took over completely as we were guests at his game reserve.  How lucky for us that we happened to be using the back way to his reserve.  He normally tells his guests to arrive along a more formal road, but with Michelle’s GPS this was the best route for us.  Hannes has a number of Toyota trucks on the reserve and so knew immediately who to phone for help.  He contacted Sox a local rescue truck which quickly arrived and then had to figure out how on earth to get this broken Toyota onto his truck, which after a couple of goes he managed. This after Hannes has somehow managed to get the wheel off completely with the aid of Kevin’s tools, then he lifted the really heavy wheel and all its broken pieces into the rear of the Toyota, thank goodness he is so strong.    Then the tow truck was driven for an hour and a half to White River where a large local Toyota outlet is and since it is Friday afternoon nothing will happen to the truck until Monday am.  

Hannes waited with us for the people carrier and trailer that he has at Arathusa and this duly arrived about 40 minutes later.  Hannes’s wife and child with nanny carried on to Arathusa before us, his wife informing me that we would be missing the night bush ride.  Well, at this stage I did not care about anything except us being rescued from the side of the road and taken to Arathusa.

Throughout all of this Michelle and Kevin remained incredibly calm and so kept us calm too, almost as if it could have happened anywhere.  The insurance people have been all but useless so in spite of this we have been so very lucky with all the outcomes of this.

Sipho said to David it was a lucky day for him to meet two new friends, thank the Lord.  We have exchanged telephone numbers and our e-mail and will await the outcome; he has said he will visit in December!

Well when we finally managed to get all the equipment from the Toyota into the trailer; how it all fitted in, I really don’t know.  We all piled into the car and off we went with Hannes at the wheel and he really does drive quickly.  I now understand what Kevin meant since this is a Toyota too!  We were driving on dirt tracks often with a corrugated iron surface and thus incredibly bumpy and quite noisy.  Hannes and his wife drive this route about 3 times a week when they are staying at Arathusa which they do very infrequently, since he has a business near White River.  So I think we are luckier still that he was here this particular weekend.  THANK YOU.  He was amazed that Michelle had chosen this route and we were grateful that Michelle’s route was the one that Hannes followed and we went past lots of really small villages on the way and a few slightly larger ones too, one even had a hospital, I think.  Hannes has offered to contact the garage for us on Monday to see if and when they can fix it, and to see when they can get the parts we need.  We will then have to decide what we are going to do.  David and I need to get back to Richmond for Thursday to collect the rest of our luggage and most importantly our passports.  Maybe we ought to have brought them!

We arrived at the game reserve and we have missed the evening drive, it began at 3.30 and its now nearly 5.00.  Well not to worry, at least we are here and the truck is being taken care of and thank goodness all four of us are alright and only the truck was broken.

We all had a drink to help us to relax a little.  Then we each had a bath and changed to await the bar opening at 7.00 and then at 7.30 the others will be back from their drive.  There is enough room for 20 guests but currently we are 18 for snacks and dinner, we were called by a drum.

We had Aubergine with cheese, tomato and basil lovely and tasty.  Then I had oxtail on mash with sweet potato, too sweet for me, and courgette.   It was lovely and the meat just fell off the bone. David and M and K all had fish which they all liked. This was followed by crème caramel, great.

There was a beautiful, large round bush fire tonight in the middle of the half circle we formed with our individual tables for our meal, and we each had a blanket for the cold wind. It makes it quite hard to have a conversation but David sat next to an American couple, there were some Brits, 2 French and 2 Dutch and 2 more Americans, father and son.  We will be in a truck with 6 others and our ranger Andre tomorrow, our tracker is Rufus.  I’m really full and jolly tired after today so it’s off to bed at 9.30

Saturday 1st August

Well being me, I did not sleep really very well last night despite the extremely comfortable bed. It is even more comfortable than ours at home!  I was worrying about the truck and how we are going to get back to Richmond, silly I know since everything else needs to be sorted first.

David set his alarm for 5.25 and we had a knock on the door at 5.30 as promised in order to have rusks and a drink before we leave. It really is jolly cold thank goodness we each have a thick woolly blanket around us and plenty of layers of clothes. There were 10 of us in the truck M and K in the middle and David and I middle and back and off we went with 2 French, 2 Dutch and 2 Americans.  We were informed of the rules no hands out of the truck, not standing up, keep quiet.   It seemed that we very quickly saw the blue wildebeest on the nearby airfield.  Then it was quite some time before we saw much at all just a few hornbills, drongos and starlings and then I saw a large buzzard overhead and then, of course, some impala.

Rufus saw some large lion paw prints and we followed them and found 2 lions, 2 lionesses and 2 cubs.  Fantastic!  Wow! Wow! Wow! Wonderful!  We stayed watching them for about 20 minutes they were moving about trying to get comfortable after their huge meal all their tummies were immense and they just kept moving about.  The truck was moved several times to ensure everyone was able to see all the lions.  It was amazing just to see them lazing about as all cats do.  They we not in the least bit bothered by us apparently they recognise the outline and therefore do not worry about the trucks so long as you follow the rules.  They we all obviously too full and too uncomfortable but they have to gorge since they just do not know when the next meal will be.  Amazingly the next animals we saw were jackals they were sniffing around hoping to be able to grab a piece of the buffalo kill.  One was a striped jackal and the other a black backed one and they came from different directions.  At first I thought on was going to grab a piece but one of the lionesses got up and wondered over to the kill and lay down and licked a piece and then we could hear her teeth  biting at the skin, very scary, at this point the jackals disappeared.

We are able to be so close to the animals on the truck it is amazing and wonderful too.

We then carried on and soon we were told there was a cheetah nearby and this has not been seen on Arathusa for the last 3 months.  We are so lucky once again.  We’ve found it and its just padding along the road in front of the other truck we are following, just to see it walking along so gracefully is astounding.  Andre is now really following her, he has just turned off the track and into the bush, Rufus is directing him to avoid large trees and trunks on the ground it is astonishing, I did not really think this would happen.  I can hardly believe my eyes, it is fantastic.  Alas we have some to an area we are not allowed to drive into so Andre is literally racing along the track to get us to a point where we hope to see her again on another track.  I can see the tree tops moving from the other following truck so we are not too far away from the cheetah again.  We know she is coming towards us now – incredible.  She has stopped and looks as if she is having a pooh!! Well who cares, we are all taking shots of her and its brilliant to be so close and in front of her.  She is just constantly looking around and does not seem to care about the two trucks.  She finishes and move towards us even Andre is delighted and we certainly are.  How on earth can this our first trip be topped?

After a few more minutes she moved away and then she went back to the area we could not be so we moved on and we found an elephant matriarch and some youngsters, one is about 18 months old not that big and still suckling I think amazing.  Their trunks have more muscles in them than most mammals have (I think).  They are amazingly clever with what they can pick up.  Their trunks can hold up to 7 inches of water?!

We then saw 2 bataleur eagles possibly a mum and dad of the youngster that we saw near the lions.  They are really quite large and definitely have more colour than the youngsters.  They don’t mature until they are about 7 years old.  Well because of watching the lions and the cheetah we are about 20 minute late returning to the huts, still never mind, who cares after a morning like this, breakfast will wait. 

As we arrived back at the cabins Hannes came out to see Michelle and Kevin and said he had spoken to the owner of the garage who will be ordering the parts required and says the truck should be fixed by Tuesday afternoon – astounding indeed, we can’t believe that is possible.  Hannes must have some pull with the garage.  So this is our next piece of incredible good luck, we have only booked into Arathusa for 2 nights so we all wondered where we would be going to on Sunday night.  Hannes has just told us that amazingly for the next 2 nights, Sunday and Monday he has 2 cabins each with double beds available and these are the only 2 nights we could have had for the season.  HOW LUCKY ARE WE?????  Not only are we lucky but we are delighted, I know it will be quite expensive but we could not have asked for a better place to be stuck in these circumstances.  WHOOPPEEEEE!!!!

We have spoken to Pat about our passports and baggage and incredibly Desiree is in Pietermaritzburg as we speak and Pat will ask if Desiree can bring our things back with her to Jo’burg ready for us on Thursday.  We are going to contact the Flight Centre to ask if we can cancel our tickets from Durban to Jo’burg and just come home from Jo’burg.  

Well we all had a little rest before lunch and I got really cold in our room, not sure why but I soon warmed up outside.  We had a lovely lunch of sundried tomatoes on flaky pastry followed by salad, coleslaw, meat and noodles followed by key lime pie – gorgeous but really too much food.  We are not doing much exercise; hopefully tomorrow we can have a bush walk.  We enjoyed the company of a young French couple and a new English/SA couple.

We then had a short half hour break before our evening safari which began at 3.30.  We sat in the front 2 seats behind Andre, once again we have lots of clothes with us, not all on to begin with but I already have my blanket on me because of the movement of the truck which is often quite fast.  Michelle is behind David and next to the French Couple and Kevin is in the back with the Dutch Couple.  The American boy is in the front and his Dad is next to me. (Strange relationship there, almost too touchy feely for a 15 year old – each to their own I suppose).  

We set off and saw the African fish eagle drop his catch on the bank and he flew up into a nearby tree. Andre stopped the truck saying he was sure the eagle would quickly fly down to collect his catch.  After about 5 minutes we drove off since the eagle did not come down.  This just goes to show that they are wild animals and are not trained to keep the tourists/visitors happy!

We saw a Nyala (antelope) we told Andre and he stopped it looks quite like the Kudu except one has a lumpy back.  Then we saw impala again but we did not stop everyone has seen lots of them.  We drove on for about an hour before seeing anything else and then we struck gold, a Leopard who was looking for some prey since she was jolly skinny and at one point she saw the kudu but decided it was too large, and then she ignored the zebra which also ignored the leopard and then we and she saw the honey badger, which is beautiful but apparently very vicious.  The honey badger was with her three young.  I was amazed to hear that they are really vicious, since they look really sweet, and will happily fight a leopard and have been known to kill a leopard.  We continued following the leopard for about 10 minutes which was fantastic and then lost her in the bush.  I really am not sure which was better the cheetah or the leopard – both were wonderful.  

Further on we came across a family of warthogs and three rather nervous looking giraffe, maybe because of the giraffe.  Then we saw the lions again only this time there was only one female and she was calling either to the older female or the lions.  We hoped that the lions might roar back since they can hear one another up to 8k away.  Sadly there was no roar perhaps they were still too full or too lazy to bother.  I thought the cubs looked smaller this evening than this morning, not sure why.  It was superb just watching the interaction between the cubs and the cubs and their mum, just amazing. One of the cubs took a fancy to us and decided to look menacingly at us and came towards the truck- it will be really menacing in years to come, just lovely now.  

We also saw a hyena – wow – the striped jackal was there too and it sat down to look at us, then we saw a white tailed mongoose, a dwarf mongoose, a civet which funnily enough is related to the mongoose.  The civet eats poisonous millipedes although they secrete a type of cyanide; the civet just seems to thrive on it.  One apparently ate a puff adder once and although it was bitten by the adder it ate half of it, then it went into a long sleep and when it woke up it finished its meal – how incredible.  We then saw a scrub hare and some vultures which are waiting to take over from the lions at their kill site.  No wonder there are only a few bones left.   

We next saw two different leopards, an old blind lady and an old gent too.  They we finishing off a kill which they had, we were told, stolen from a younger leopard yesterday.   It was simply amazing to watch him eating and hear the crunching of the bones and all this was happening just a few feet away from us. 

We returned to the cabins to another great meal of butternut squash soup, I had pork in dijonaise sauce with rice followed by chocolate moose.  Great food and lovely company tonight the French couple who Kevin told about his Erasmus project were very interested since he came from that village and knew several of the people Kevin talked about and of course about all the places he said about.  It really was very interesting. The Americans were good company too.  

We have had another absolutely fantastic day today and another 2 to go – incredible.  Roll on 5.30 tomorrow morning and our bush walk I hope.

Sunday 2nd August 2009

We woke up just before our knock again this morning.  We both heard lots of rain in the night and the bricks on the path are still wet.  We also heard the lions roaring several times, it was great to hear because we are safe inside a building. 

No drink today just a rusk and off we went at 6.05.  Andre had been told that 2 lionesses and 2 cubs were on the road and he quickly took us to find them.  We followed and watched them for at least 20 minutes and it was wonderful to see the interaction between the cubs and the mother. Well actually there were 2 mothers but the old lady has given her cub up to the younger although they are about 2 months different in age and obviously in size.  It is wonderful to see the cubs stalking mum and each other and even us at times really great.  It is so amazing to be so close to these wild animals and feel so safe – superb.

Another message came through about a leopard and once again we went through the bush, very close to the incredibly thorny acacia trees, the ones that giraffes love to eat – utter madness.  It was great fun and then Rufus spotted a small female leopard.  This one was different to the ones we saw last night even I could see that they were slightly different.  There are about 12 which regularly come to Arathusa and they all have names, they have all been seen recently in the area.

We caught a glimpse of wild cat and it really only was a glimpse but that was because he was so shy and dashed away when he saw the lions bearing down upon him.  The Nyala male and female, we saw, were not exactly frightened more a little wary and they slowly moved off as did the impala a little more hastily.  Rufus had found the males by listening to the impalas alarm call –great.  I think I heard the call too over the noise of the engine but I did not know what it was.

The 2 males, the same ones as yesterday, Mr T and Kinky Tail look superb and at one point they came so close to the truck and to Kevin that he quickly drew in  his arms and the camera, yes it was that close – fantastic.  Kevin did look really worried and I am not surprised he had been looking at Kinky tail through his lens and when he looked up there was the lion almost in his face. Several of us laughed at this point and Andre told us off, he said we had to be quite and very careful especially when the lions were so close to us.  We moved over to the other side of the drinking pool and hoped to see them drink sadly they decided not to have a drink.  Andre had got his huge camera out ready for a shot – but it was not to be and even he was disappointed.  Oh well, you have to remember that these animals are not trained to follow orders or wishes.

A tree squirrel rushed away from the lions, not that they were interested they are still too full from their buffalo.  There were lots of francolins (partridge like birds) about too. 

Apparently once it rains the lion, lionesses, rhino and other large creatures all go around marking their territory by spraying their wee. That is why the lions were on the move.  Then it began to rain, not very much but it was 8.45 and we were quite close to the cabins so we came home early for breakfast.  Andre cancelled our bush walk too as it was raining, hopefully it will go ahead tomorrow. 

We spoke to Pat and said that we need to meet Desiree and Catherynn at the airport at Jo’burg on Wednesday to collect our luggage and passports.  Catherynn is moving to England on Wednesday.  David and I are now waiting for our luggage to be moved into cabin 6 from 9 where we are at present; luckily Michelle and Kevin do not have to move all their stuff, especially from the fridge which is stuffed full of food, some of which we were unable to use.  

I had a continental breakfast today and then we just waited around while they moved us to room 6.  It is very slightly smaller than number 9 and there is a leak in the roof to one side of the bathroom and the outside shower floods when we empty the bath though we don’t mind that.  We are closer to the bar this time and next to the walkway to the kitchen.

We just sat around doing crosswords and reading and chatting until lunchtime which was very nice, rice and curry meal balls with coffee/vanilla bomb shaped pudding, quite nice actually.  We also had cheese and biscuits, not sure if this should have been our starter or pudding.  

The weather has improved a little and there is almost a full blue sky so hopefully our drive tonight will be alright.  

We left again at 3.30 and once again we are all dressed up and tonight I have my waterproof jacket too for warmth as much as anything else.  Andre said we needed to go along the road first since he had seen some vultures circling around this morning when he went to the village and he wanted to see what they were after.  We did not actually find anything.  While we drove along I thought I saw a reptile of some sort on one of the termite hills, but I was too slow to shout out so in the end I did nothing and I am cross with myself.  Still not point in worrying about it now. Silly me

We found the 2 lionesses again and their cubs and stayed with them for about 15 minutes they were so sweet and still very lovely together.  The mum pushed the older one off her teats she obviously thinks it needs to be weaned but she still happily suckled the younger one.  He soon got the picture and left her alone. It really was fascinating to watch them playing together and then napping just having fun.  When we moved on both the cubs got up to stare at us but they stayed where they were.  The lions we have seen are all from the same pride the Styx, like the river that the dead cross to get to hell or heaven in Greek mythology. 

Later we found the 2 males again more or less where they were this morning and I was delighted that I spotted Mr T before he was pointed out to me; I am improving with this spotting lark.  We stayed with them for a short while and then we went off in search of elephants but we had no luck.  We were told that there were some wild dogs hunting but again we did not see them since they went onto the Mala Mala land and we are not allowed to trespass on their land.  We continued on our drive but sadly did not see any more animals and then at 6.30 we stopped for our usual sundowner, we order a drink at lunchtime to have during our drive it really is great, just stopping in the wild having just seen wild animals of all sorts and then we are walking around not so very far from them.  

Someone noticed the clouds above us cumuli nimbus, it was directly above us and then we saw lighting. The colours were fantastic so bright and clear.  It think it means that the thunder is really close and then we saw a bolt directly above us and the clap well it was a real bang, crash was immediately above us too.  It was really quite frightening but I was not scared.  We quickly finished our drinks and donned the ponchos that Rufus had got out for us and leapt back on board the truck as the rain began to fall in buckets.  Andre drove really quickly back to the cabins and we slid around several corner it was a real dash for cover.  We all got soaked in spite of the ponchos and blankets.  Sadly that was the end of our drive for today.  Luckily most of us dried out quite quickly but Rufus must have been soaked despite his poncho and Andre too since he had to drive and look where we were going.  We have been promised a little longer drive tomorrow to make up for today.

We just sat around the camp and did some crosswords and little more washing, well actually I had to dry out my clothes that I had washed earlier since, they we wetter than before.  Luckily for me the maids had brought most of my clothes in so they weren’t too wet and hopefully they will be dry by tomorrow.

For dinner today we were at the breakfast tables just in case it rains again and so not bush TV.  We had camembert risotto as a starter it was ok and then chicken, potatoes and vegs, David had beef which he said was superb.  It was followed by a light bread and butter pudding with poached pears.  There was lots of chat about tonight’s drives and different people’s trips throughout Africa.  We both feel jolly tired tonight possibly because we have not done so much today. 

Monday 3rd August

I woke up at 3.40 today and dozed until 5.00 then we got up at 5.30 with a knock at the door again and we are ready for our bus drive.  Everyone was ready except the two new Swiss ladies who did not come until 6.10.  We had to go and get our own blankets from our rooms today; the normal ones were still wet from yesterday!   Off we went.

Lots of impala of course, then 5 male Kudu, followed by 4 females they don’t usually feed together.  One looked like a buck since only the males have horns not antlers.  The horn like the rhino is made from keratin, hair.  We then saw a young but huge, tawny owl with a francolin in its talon. It is the largest owl in Africa wing span wise.  

We saw zebra and young giraffe then 5 rhino again and three had become separated from the older two who were grunting and calling to them.  It was fascinating to watch them sniffing and listening to the female calling them.  Their eyesight is atrocious and so this is the only way they can find one another and they did eventually.  They blow through their nostrils to one another much like horses I suppose.  Andre said that if the rhinos are on Mala Mala land they use this noise to attract them back to Arathusa.  

We saw the hold hyena hole which Andre thought they might have returned to but it was abandoned when we saw it.

We saw steenbok, a slender mongoose just sitting on a termite hill, which can be up to 40 years old and each one lasts as long as the queen, each new queen builds a new termite hill.  We stopped next to a large termite hill first thing and Andre was amazed to see the amount of steam pouring out of the hole even he has never seen this before.  

We returned home and had our cooked breakfast, lovely as usual accompanied by everyone’s bush drive stories.   We had to be quite quick in order to be ready for our walk at 10.00

There were 6 of us accompanying Andre us 4 and the Dutch couple who are really nice and we have got to know, they now live in Spain.  We had to walk in single file behind Andre and not speak.  We had to click our fingers to gain his attention.  I happened to be directly behind him so when I head fingers click behind me I copied.  It really was tremendously interesting and informative.  We sad lots of tracks (spoor) of birds and animals and Andre point out monkey, and wildebeest tracks to us first.  We saw the wildebeest first and they reacted very differently to us on foot to in the truck it was amazing.  We were really close to them now having seen them across the drinking pond at the lodge.  He told us about some of the trees too and not to use one for cooking because it is poisonous and he showed us the sap once he had snapped off the leaf at the joint it was a little like rubber.  We walked in a circle around the lodge and came upon the water buck which we had first seen at breakfast across the pond and they we quite ok with us because we stopped still for a few moments to watch them  and they more or less ignored us as we walked on.  The three hippos remained in the water as we walked round the waterhole, I was quite grateful for this.  We saw the Egyptian geese quite close up and the green heron too. 

We have been told not to go out of our cabins at night and I thought nothing of it until today when I realised that we were just able to walk around the water hole and then straight into the cabins.  There really is not fence or barrier of any kind to stop any of the wild animals coming onto the site.  Each day when we go off on our bush trip Andre jokingly has said I must shut the doors to stop the hyenas from attacking the leather suite – maybe he’s not actually joking!!!

We have a lovely lunch once again after a short rest.  It was deep fried camembert followed by a lovely mushroom quiche, a chef special according to the staff and then an apple and raisin pudding.

I had a reply to my e-mail to Jay at the Flight Centre saying if we cancelled the trip from Durban our tickets would be totally cancelled and we would have to buy new tickets to get home.  Of course I have a panic about this and rushed to get David and Michelle who thought something bad must have happened at home.  David was not worried nor was Michelle and I got a little cross at this.  However, after David spoke to SAA in Jo’burg and asked if it was ok if we turned up by car rather than plane and they said it was OK, I apologised to Michelle for being so short with her.  I have said I want to get to Jo’burg before our plane leaves Durban, so we can book in and I can actually know all is well.  That only means we have to be there three hours before our flight, just like we were at Heathrow. 

Now I am ready for our last evening bush ride and we saw a very poorly hyena it could not put down its left rear leg at all.  Andre said it had probably been in a fight, and come of rather the worse, with a lion.  Despite its looking really scary in the dark I did feel very sorry for it, the first time I would have thought that possible for such an ugly creature.  Rufus said he thought it would be luck to survive knowing that the Styx pride are around.  We also saw impala, nyala, kudu, a fully grown slender mongoose, and lots of birds again, the lilac breasted roller it really is beautiful especially when its flying, a blacksmith’s plover and lots of francolins everywhere especially running out from under the wheels of the truck.  We also saw a bull rhino which was quite happy when w stopped to watch it, it actually took no notice of us at all, but then it is used to the truck outline and probably that is all it could see. 

We had our nightcap in the open ground where we were yesterday but today the sky looked lovely and thankfully there we not rain clouds.  I am amazed at how close we really are to wild animals on these occasions but we are all quite safe. Next came the huge herd of elephants it was so wonderful first we saw one, then three, then five then I really don’t know how many but Rufus said probably about 30 in all.  It really is amazing to be in the truck simply surrounded by these magnificent beasts just pulling leaves off the branches or pulling up very yellow almost dead grass.  They just completely ignore us, well I did think at one point one of the younger bulls was cross with us, I have a picture of him with his trunk in the air and his ears were flapping a little, and another showing just how close to us he came Andre and Kevin are either side of him!  When I noticed that Andre was totally relaxed I realised that we were in no danger so I was quite ok.  This is just superb and really incredible.  There were several youngsters and a real baby too of about 2 to 3 months and still suckling.  It was pushed around by several of the mature females just keeping it out of trouble or keeping it moving, I think.  Its mum stayed between it and us as they walked past the truck but Andre thought it was only because the calf was after milk and not for safety reasons for the calf.  He did not think the mother would have minded us being next to the calf – quite amazing.  This is another experience that I will never forget and I think it was even better than watching the rhinos, the lions and the leopard and cheetah.  The elephants just keep on moving across the bush and they ignore us as we move on with them it really is quite breathtaking.

We then went on quite a long drive to try to find the leopard but sadly to no avail but it was an enjoyable drive particularly on the sand track.  I kept thinking Michelle and Kevin have done this how brilliant.  At one point Andre nearly stalled the engine, but I think he did it on purpose because Michelle said he really ought to be in low ratio, but it was good fun anyway.  

We found some zebra but we had to keep the lights off them since they get very upset in the light so we soon moved on.  All in all a wonderful evening bush drive.

Yet again we had a lovely meal, once more seated in our half circle around the round bush fire (TV) with our blankets and me with an extra top on since it is a little breezy.  Cheese, followed by ostrich which David and I enjoyed but Michelle and Kevin found a little tough.  However the vegetables we even more underdone tonight, not the chefs forte.  It was followed by apple flan which was lovely and then we were off to bed at 9.00 once again.  I really am jolly tired.

Tuesday 4th August.

Its Kevin’s birthday today and we were supposed to be arriving back in Richmond today – well our plans certainly have changed!

It is our last day at Arathusa very sadly, I really can’t believe that we have been here for the past 4 nights how time really does fly when you are having a fantastic time.  

Again we were up at 5.30 ready for our knock and again no tea just a rusk for us.  We were in the truck and ready to go at 5.55 but we had to wait for the new ‘typical American couple’ who were late, 6.05 and surprised that they were the last to arrive.  He really is like Homer Simpson and She was telling us all about their 2 week trip taking in some of Europe, 4 days in Africa and 4 days in India going via Heathrow – they must be crackers!!

I can’t believe that this is our last and 7th bush drive all of them have been absolutely wonderful and different in so many ways.  I hope Kevin has a memorable birthday drive.

Straight away we noticed that the hippos have returned to the watering hole next to the cabins, our luck there are two of them I think but all we can see is submerged backs.  Maybe we will see more on our return. I am really pleased to see them here.

Then we spotted baboons high up in a tree asleep with only their tails hanging down they really did look jolly funny and it seems that they do this to catch the first rays of the sun in the morning.  Next we saw a wonderful group of slender mongoose there were about 15 of them living in a deserted termite mound.  They like the termite mounds and probably use more than one as bolt holes for safety against predators particularly birds. There was a tree squirrel which had a little squabble with one of the mongoose and then they both went their separate ways.  The squirrel then decided to scare the woodpecker which was on the next tree but it only flapped at the squirrel and kept on pecking, it was great to watch.  The mongooses tended to rush about when they were in the open, scared of being caught by birds, and as soon as they found some sort of cover, grass, logs, a termite mound they would begin looking for grubs and worms it really was lovely watching them and to be able to see them for such a long time it must have been 15 minutes.  We then saw the usual waterbuck and warthog.  How can I say usual!!

Michelle then spotted two vultures high up in a tree, they were white backed vultures and once he had stopped the truck Andre spotted, in a tree behind them a very unusual sight a lappat faced vulture they have the largest wing span of all African birds.  Andre decided to search the area for the kill otherwise the vultures would not be there.  We followed a track and I noticed a creature to our left and it was a hyena which was also sniffing the air so he too was looking for the kill site.  We followed the hyena for a little while and then lost it so Andre taking his rifle and going Rufus walked off, leaving us in the truck in utter silence, to look for the kill site.  We all watched them go, like hawks, then I spotted them across the way through the trees and so did Kevin, and then we could see some movement between them and the truck and we realised that it was the hyena and it seemed to be pulling at something and it was wagging its tail.  Then we heard crunching sounds it must have been eating the bones it really was amazingly loud.  We both had bins on the hyena but most of the others on the truck were unable to see where we were looking.   

 At last Andre and Rufus returned, and they were delighted with our find, they had walked a large circle around us but had not found the kill site.  Kevin and I excitedly pointed out our find and Andre drove the truck into the bush and we arrived at the exact spot where it was feeding well about 2 yards away, and the smell was not very nice, but not as bad as it had been at the lion kill!  Andre said he thought this buffalo had died of old age or something he did not think it was a kill and that the vultures had got there first since one side but purely to the bone and the other still had some meat on it.  There is nothing the rangers can do for the animals, there is absolutely no interference because that would change the eco system and some animals could become extinct so they just have to wait for the inevitable to happen.  The lone hyena was having great difficulty trying to turn the buffalo over on its own, it makes sense that these creatures usually are in packs.  I asked if it would allow other hyenas to eat too and was told they would have to be from its pack, it would fight ones from other groups.  The spotted hyena reminded me of Mouldy, at one point, when it used its paws to try and hold part of the buffalo down so that it could pull more easily at the hide.  We could hear its incredibly sharp teeth scrunching and sawing at the hide which is really tough especially after a few days death.  It was trying to slice through the hide and it was having such a difficult time.  It was totally fascinating and spell-binding to watch we must have been there for about half an hour just changing the position of the truck so we could get ‘wonderful’ pictures of this creature.  I was sorry to leave at it was morning nibble time.  This time I did not feel at all scared of the creature, it looked so different to the one we saw last night, it must just have been the light, I suppose.

We only drove off about 3 minutes away from the hyena to the open area once again.  I know we are safe because Andre and Rufus are constantly looking out into the bush I dare say they get in trouble if they lose any of their clients!

We only saw a few impala and waterbuck on our return to the cabins and of course wonderfully the hippos are still in the watering hole so we will be able to get a closer look at them after breakfast.

We all had a huge breakfast today since we are travelling and most probably will not have time for lunch.   I had juice, yogurt, fruit, toast and jam followed by bacon and scrambled eggs and then I had a muffin and jam – I feel too full to move now!!  We had to vacate our rooms by 10.30 today and then wait around for our transport at 12.00 to White River about 150K away to collect the Toyota.  We did our final packing and got everything out onto the patio area outside our roundel.  

Michelle got our bill and worked it out, definitely in our favour, since they paid for all the drinks at the bar, which was very kind of her.  We have just over 10,000 rand to pay about £880 including tips which are about 2300r and the shirt David bought.  Well, we have had the most amazing past 4 days and especially the bonus two days.  THANK YOU.  We are also so very grateful of Hannes and the staff of Arathusa for all the help they have given us particularly over the truck.

We sat around just chatting and looking at the water hole and the hippos in particular trying to figure out if there were just two or it there was a third and then I spotted the smaller one the other side of one of the large ones and yes there  are three.  They just hardly move at all and obviously the water hole is not that deep since the older ones must be standing on the ground.  We paid our bills and then we were off.

Well I did not expect Andre and Rufus to come and collect our luggage but they did and they put it into the trailer too.  Mikah is to be our driver to White River today and it will probably take about 2 hours to get there.  Once again we are in the people carrier with the trailer on the back. Mikah is not driving quite as fast at Hannes did thank goodness since it really is jolly bumpy.  I think we are taking the exact same route as the one we came here one.  If forgot to say we had to be counted into the reserve area when we arrived and so we have to be signed out too.  When we got to the outside track we saw our Dutch friends walking along the road, they go for a walk each day and avoid lunch so that they do not get tempted to put on more weight.  They are here for 8 days – wow.  They said to Michelle and Kevin that they are looking forward to seeing their web site when they return to Spain.  

We drove past the amazing number of schools again and since it is going home time for some they are all walking along the road still looking marvellously smart, I just wish English school children could see them and think we could do that too!!  I have just realised that this is a very different route since we are on metalled roads so soon, this must be the way they tell visitors to take much more comfortable but quite a bit longer.  We saw the village of Rolle where our brake happened and recognised the track we took to get there.  What memories!  

Kevin and Michelle sat in the middle and David in the front, after a little while David found out why.  Mikah asked a few questions and then he and David became ‘new best friends’, David turned round and said now I understand why I’m in the front and we all had a little laugh about this.  David actually did ask him a lot about himself and then about football.  In 2010 it is the world cup football championship and as we have found out it is happening in South Africa there are signs and stadium everywhere, we have seen the one in Durban and now in NuisportNelspruit there is another one we have just driven past. Some of the Africans we have spoken to are really excited about it.

I did not really take an awful lot of notice of the journey this time, I was in the very back and I felt quite sad since we have left Arathusa and I am trying to catch up on my sleep a little.  It was jolly hot in the car so I had several drinks of water, kindly provided by Arathusa.  It must have been about 2.45 when we finally reached White River and the Toyota garage which is fixing the truck.  Michelle and Kevin went in with Mikah to see what the score was, Michelle and Kevin were expecting the worst and that the truck would not be ready, but HOORAY it is almost ready they said it will be done by 4.30.  

Mikah drove us to the White River Lodge a Forever Resort, not really the sort of place we have used before this trip, we’ve provisionally booked and it is only 500metres from the garage.  We booked in 540r per couple, that’s ok.  But we did not want to have to transfer all the masses of baggage to the conference room and then back onto Kevin’s Toyota to we asked Mikah if he minded waiting until the truck was ready.  He spoke to Hannes who has offered him accommodation for tonight and so he stayed with us and we all went to the bar for a drink. 

It was a pleasant hour and a half David and Mikah swapped some words for hello, welcome and how are you, different to Zulu so interesting.  Michelle and Kevin went for the van about 4.30 and then a young couple sat down near us and hearing our accents spoke to me and he hails from England but has been in SA since marrying 10 years ago and was with his SA wife they were waiting for their children to finish their games lessons before heading home.  They have not been to this bar before and just decided to try it out.  It was just interesting chatting to them about anything.  One topic was language but as he said English is best since there are so many tribal languages all over Africa.  

Finally Michelle and Kevin arrived with the working Toyota – HOORAY once again!  We moved all the baggage from the trailer to the Toyota much to the amusement of the porters in the hotel seeing these women doing lots of the work, especially Michelle who knows exactly where everything lives.  It is just wonderful to know that it is whole and we will be able to get to Johannesburg tomorrow.  David gave his best friend Kevin’s tip and he was delighted with it and gave David a beaming smile once he realised how much he had been given.

We went upstairs to have a shower and rest before our meal.  Our shower took ages to warm up and then David nearly burned in it, how odd these showers are. Michelle called in to tell us there were e-mails from Rob and Granny so we went to read them.  All is well at home which is great and everyone went up to Grandma’s last Sunday – that great too.

We met up in the foyer and went to Casa de Africa which is attached to the lodge and as soon as we saw that there was not one other person in there Kevin had bad vibes  and became quite suspicious about staying and although we ordered some wine and eventually some soup for David and I, it would have to have been packet soup since they did not know what sort of soup it was 2 minutes before.  We were all getting cold feet at this point and when both the waiter and manager left the building, Kevin nearly opened the wine himself instead we left.  We met the manager on our way out and he said ‘I had to get the wine opener because someone has taken it’. We said not our problem we are going and we went. Unfortunately as we reached the car park Michelle realised that she had left her glasses in the restaurant. Kevin returned for them and just took them out of the manager’s hands.  As he came back to us the waiter asked why we were leaving and we just ignored him. 

Michelle went up to their room to collect the GPS and Toyota keys so that we can find somewhere to eat where we feel comfortable.  We drove about 2k to a Spur, Michelle and Kevin have used them before and like them.  We shared a mixed starter of calamari, ribs, beef and chicken wings, it was lovely.  These were followed by ribs with chips and small onion pieces they were delicious and we all greatly enjoyed it.  David told the waitress to remember that it was Kevin’s birthday.  Kevin and I decided to have an ice cream to follow and Kevin’s came with a lit sparkler and all the waiters and waitresses came over to sing and clap for Kevin.  He was quite shocked since they never celebrate any birthdays or anniversaries so it was quite special.  I thought it was a lovely way to end our day.  I was amazingly allowed to drive back, only because everyone else had drunk too much.  We went to bed about 9.30 tonight and off to sleep.

Wednesday 5th August

We all got up about 7.00 although I had been awake since about 4.45 not surprising for me since for the last 4 days we have been up at 5.30.  I did manage to get back to sleep for a short while only not to worry I feel quite awake now.

We left our room at about 7.45 to go for a little walk really just around the White River Lodge and we looked at the pool and Boma which both have the definite look of winter and disuse about them. 

We met Kevin in the car park and then went for our buffet breakfast in the Casa de Africa, Michelle soon joined us, everything about it was better today and there were more people there too.  Some fruit, cereal toast, eggs and bacon it was ok.

We loaded up the Toyota and left for our long drive to Jo’burg about 350k.  It was less busy in White River than I expected at this time of the day but we soon left the town and found our way quite quickly to the toll road and off we set again with Kevin driving.  I must say it really is lovely to be back in the Prado again and to have is going well is great – no more problems I truly hope.

At first the countryside was truly amazing, so many hills, almost mountains all around us, loads of different greens and browns it was wonderful to see.  The kilometres are rolling past really quickly and at this point there is so much to see that really helps.  Some of the towns we passed were extremely colourful and set up on the hillsides in places were their names, some were even in white stones, in letters several feel high and some were easier to see than others.   There was one section of the road called Elands which was 60k long and Eland is the name of the river which we kept on crossing and re-crossing about 10 times I think.  It was lovely to watch it growing as we drove along and it was bubbling with lots of white water over the rocks and far below in the gorge it was a lovely part of the drive.  At one place we were at 1649m according to the GPS. 

At this point we were on the high veld and it really is so amazingly open and the land just goes on for kilometres and the expanse is so vast I really can hardly believe what I am seeing.  These roads are so very boring I just don’t know how Kevin keeps awake I am feeling drowsy just looking at them.  The roads are just STRAIGHT, no bends and only a few ups and downs and even some rolling hills in places.  In fact one the rolling hills we drove along I found it so difficult to see the brow of the hill even though I knew there was a large lorry in front of us we just could not see it.  There were a few tolls to pay once again along the way more change used up.  

We stopped for a break at one of the one stop sites and Kevin took a look at the tyre which had come off and taken the weight of the truck last Friday and noticed that the small hole he had seen yesterday had grown and he was a little worried about it.  He said we would have to get it fixed jolly soon.  Also there was a small chip in the windscreen from a stone kicked up by a large lorry and this also needs sorting since they often drive on very bumpy unmettalled roads the shock would ruin the windscreen.  There was nothing we could do until we reached Jo’burg.

We just carried on this time with Michelle driving and I really was feeling quite tired myself but it really does not seem to affect Michelle or Kevin, they just keep on driving.

Eventually we reached the outskirts of Jo’burg and we are in the province of Gauteng.  When I say outskirts I really to mean this we are still about 50k from the centre. Luckily Michelle has the address where we are meeting Catherynn, Hayden and the boys, so we can collect our bags and passports, on the GPS and David is doing really well following the instructions to get us there.  They were at least an hour away from the hotel where we are meeting so Kevin decided to get the windscreen fixed and the tyres if possible.  We left the hotel complex and went to the mall we had seen the windscreen was quickly fixed but they did not have the correct tyres so Michelle and Kevin proceeded to change the front tyre for the spare.  I really do not know where either of them get their strength from to do this job, first of all the wheel had only just been put on with power wrench so it must have been really tight but Kevin beat it and got it undone.  The wheels are really heavy as I said when Hannes put it in the back of the truck, how Kevin managed to get the spare off and then the broken wheel back as a spare I really do not know – it was incredible to watch.  David and I helped as best we could but Kevin was the only one dressed for the job.  They completed it in a very short time and we returned to the hotel. Kevin will get the tyres changed tomorrow on their way back to Richmond.

We finally found Catherynn and family in Spur next to the hotel and said our goodbyes to them and then collected our luggage – we really are very grateful to Catherynn for bringing it all up for us when they have had to get everything ready to emigrate.  We wished them all a safe journey to Carlisle.

We finally found our lodgings for tonight, it was a really difficult find even with the GPS but we are here and safe.  I was amazed at the amount of traffic even though it is rush hour and the speed too quite frightening.  There really were so many taxis and so many lorries.  

We were shown to our rooms and then David and I sorted out our packing and got our bags ready for tomorrow’s flight.  We had a bath and a short rest and then had a quiet drink in the garden in the last rays of the sun.  

At 7.00 we drove to the shopping mall to find somewhere to eat and eventually chose the spur again.  We had another great meal there, our last meal in ZA for 2009 and talked about our past three weeks.  I really can’t believe that we have been in ZA for three weeks we have done so much, covered so many kilometres a seen so many wonderful and exciting sites and so many animals it has been the most breathtaking and magnificent holiday ever.  This has definitely been a holiday of a lifetime which we both are determined to repeat in some way next summer.  We got to bed at 9.30 once again.

Thursday 6th August

I woke up at 5.15 having not enjoyed a great night’s sleep, I think I ate too much last night and some of the aeroplanes were noisy last night but this morning they do not seem to be quite so noisy.

We had our breakfast at about 8.00 today in the house and were the only ones there and we once again had cereal and bacon with scrambled eggs so that we won’t need any lunch again.

We watched Michelle and Kevin load up the Toyota with lots of regret; I really would love to stay here and continue out wonderful holiday.  I took a few pictures of the truck so that I can explain to Granny more fully exactly how good the alterations are for Michelle and Kevin’s use.  I never understood before how useful it really is and how they can so easily use everything straight from the truck when they are camping.  It really does make their lives so much easier and sensible.  I was very sorry to see them go and carry on with their wonderful life.  

We had to wait until 10.00 for our taxi driver Richard to arrive to take us on our tour of Soweto, Michelle had kindly organised this for us, her last job for our holiday she has been so resourceful since a lot of the time our holiday has had to be re arranged for various reasons – the roof and then the wheel!

Our driver came at 10.00 and took us on a half hour drive to Soweto around the ring road which skirts the heart of the city of Johannesburg.  The traffic was pretty awful but he managed to skirt around it several times to get us there amazingly quickly considering the jams although it actually took just under an hour.  .  

As we entered Soweto we were met by our guide Denghani who lives in Soweto and told us all about it over the four hours we were there.  He explained that this vast city within a city contains over 1 and a half million people nearly a third of the total population of Johannesburg.  Soweto is an acronym for South West Township originally designed to be a township for black people who were forcibly removed from Jo’burg in the 1930’s when the white population feared being ‘swamped’ by them.  Originally it was 10 miles from the city limits it now joins the city.  Nowadays, the township, a city in itself, contains three distinct lifestyles.  There is a lower class living in shacks and shanties with no electricity or running water and having to use standpipes and chemical toilets at the end of every dusty street.  There is a thriving middle class in Soweto with brick or block built houses most of which have mains services.  There is also an upper class population many of whom are Rand millionaires living in parts of Soweto.

We first saw the lower class area and we were shown around, on foot, by another guide who took us to meet Patricia, an older lady living in one of the shanties who explained many of the tribulations she had to endure.  Despite this she and her neighbours, especially the children, seemed a reasonably happy bunch, thankful for what they did have but none the less envious of the middle class.  We saw a pre-school day centre and met some of the children there.  After this short tour we went to see some of the street vendors selling trinkets and ornaments and we bought a couple of reminders.

We then drove past two cooling towers from a now demolished power station that have been painted with beautiful pictures and advertisements.  David took some photos of them.  We drove a little further and saw Winnie Mandela’s house complete with bullet proof windows.  We visited Nelson Mandela’s old house, now a museum, and afterwards went to the Apartheid  Museum which showed what happened in 1976 when the Afrikaner Government decided to make everyone learn Maths and Science in Africaans instead of English, this was to ensure the Blacks did badly in their exams and were unable to get jobs. We also went to the Hector Peterson Monument which showed where the 13 year old was killed by the white policemen during, an initially peaceful demonstration by school children.  

We were then taken to a huge shopping mall and market where we visited a monument to the ending of Apartheid and the setting up of a majority government.  There were 10 statements of basic human rights followed by ways that these were adapted to the South African constitution.  I thought it was an amazing monument and was delighted that we were shown it.

Later we drove to another monument, the Orlando Monument dedicated to the man who provided private funding to the Government for the building of the initial Soweto.  We walked up to the top, with a very informative guide who had been to London as part of a South African Dance Troup last year, they performed at the Royal Variety Performance and he was very interesting to talk to and to hear his views.  When we were up there we looked over the township of Soweto and it really is immense and so vast that I could hardly believe how large it was.  He also took us to the home of a now dead soothsayer who, in pictures, years ago, predicted the twin towers disaster, 11/9 – amazingly.  It was a most interesting tour.

By now it was 2.30 and I was beginning to worry that we would not get back to our b and b in time to get to the airport.  However it only took us about 35 minutes to get back to the hotel and so we finally returned to the hotel at 4.00, I must say that I was worried that we were going to be late back, but luckily this was not the case.  We then were taken to the airport by the b and b owners but when we arrived we found that the Flight Centre had told us to go to the wrong terminal, not that it mattered because we soon found the correct place.  I am delighted to say that we booked in before we were supposed to have left Durban so I am now happy and relaxed and know that we are going to be able to get home to Heathrow.

We had to wait for about three hours for our flight and had some food while waiting, but there was a bit of a mix up and they forgot to give our order in so we only just made it to boarding in time.  At no time did the board say we were to board so we just sat waiting, thinking that it was odd when so many other people were queuing to board.  David asked a lady nearby where she was going and she said our flight no. so we quickly joined the queue for the busses to the plane and very soon we were aboard. Once again we are in a and c this time in row 68 a little closer to the wings. There is hardly anyone on the plane this time and lots of people are moving to get more space. Of course, we just sat in our places and actually we were quite comfortable.  We both even managed to sleep I think in my case this was helped by not having my seat back computer so when the viewers were switched off I donned my eye patch and went to sleep.  David wore his ear plugs and eye patch and slept like a baby most of the time.  We ate well and I had lots of drink too.  Then we were woken up at 5.15 for our breakfast which was ok and unfortunately we were early and I hoped that meant that we would be able to land early, I hoped too soon and we were stacked for about 25 minutes and until we got down to about 8000 foot my ear was really painful once again though it is much better when I have a drink nearly all the time.  I was delighted to land safely and then we quickly collected our luggage and we thankfully found Robert waiting for us, ready to take us home.

We have had the most wonderful holiday and are extremely grateful to Michelle, Kevin, Pat and Colin for being in South Africa and making this fantastic visit possible.

