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Remote Ithala Game Reserve offers plenty of wildlife 
action in an exquisite landscape. Yet 40 years ago 
there was nothing. By Scott Ramsay

VIEW TO  
FOREVER
Ithala’s lookout 
points offer dra-
matic vistas.

Born again
The 4x4’s engine whined and groaned. guide russell xaba 

changed down into second gear, and strained his eyes to peer through the 
mist. The tyres skidded and slipped, trying to gain traction up the rocky 
mountain slope.

we were heading into the clouds of ithala game reserve in northern KwaZulu-natal, 
onto the high escarpment. Behind us the rugged terrain fell away steeply, tumbling down 
to the subtropical coastline of the indian ocean, only 100 kilometres to the east.

For two days summer thunderstorms had drenched the land and we had seen almost 
no wild animals, except for a few disgruntled wildebeest and zebra. Then a giant appa-
rition came floating silently down through the clouds towards us. Like a tipsy, portly 
monk who’d quaffed too many pints of some heavenly brew, it meandered this way 
and that, tiptoeing down the steep mountains. russell veered the 4x4 onto the edge of 
the track, out of the elephant’s way. 
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The bull harrumphed with a shake of his 
head and a toss of his trunk. Then the rest 
of the gang followed. a breeding herd of 
females and juveniles emerged from the 
mist, sauntering deftly down the precipitous 
incline into the valley below. Before colonial 
hunters arrived in the 1850s, elephants had 
almost always lived here, moving where 
they wished, no matter the terrain.

historical records show wildlife was once 
abundant, but it changed for the worse in 
1884 when King dinuzulu granted over one 
million hectares of land to 800 Boer farmers, 
who proclaimed it as their “nieuwe repub-
liek”. intensive hunting ensued, then the 
rinderpest epidemic of 1896 destroyed most 
of the remaining wildlife. in the early 1900s, 
two gold mines near the Pongola river 
attracted hundreds of labourers. some wild-
life returned to the area, only to be wiped 
out by the anti-nagana campaign from 1915 
to 1950, when authorities purposely shot all 
animals, in the mistaken belief that it would 
rid the area of tsetse flies and therefore 
sleeping sickness. 

when the natal Parks Board bought four 
farms totalling 8 488 hectares and ithala was 
proclaimed a protected area in March 1973, 
there was almost nothing left bar a few grey 
duiker, klipspringer, reedbuck, steenbok and 
vervet monkeys. This spectacular landscape 
had lost not only its wild animals, but also 
its spirit.

rangers set about the task of re-wilding 
ithala. First the land was progressively 
expanded to its current 29 653 hectares. it 
took several years to rehabilitate the eroded 
gulleys and overgrazed grasslands, but soon 
thereafter almost all the original animal 
species were re-introduced, including big 
game such as white rhino, black rhino, kudu, 
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1. ithala’s road network stretches from the rocky 
highlands to the subtropical valleys below. 2. the 
main camp, ntshondwe, is situated on a ridge. 3. new 
life is flourishing. 4. the bright bloom of pride of De 
kaap Bauhinia galpinii. 5. the view over the thalu 
river from thalu Bush Camp. 6. Dainty cat’s whiskers 
Ocimum obovatum. 7. raindrops look jewel-like on 
Melinis repens. 8. eland thrive in the park. 9. Chironia 
palustris flowers during the summer rain season.
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BIG FOOT
Ithala boasts 
around 150 
elephants.

Think of a mixture between uKhahlamba- 
Drakensberg, Golden Gate and Hluhluwe.
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giraffe, eland, impala, tsessebe, warthog, 
wildebeest, zebra and red hartebeest.

re-introduced predators included spotted 
and brown hyena, caracal and cheetah, 
although the latter has since been removed. 
rangers also brought back buffalo, with 
ithala now having the largest disease-free 
population in the province. even baboon, 
bush pig, porcupine and rock python were 
re-introduced.

and yes, elephants with a penchant for 
mountain climbing thrive. a century after 
the last elephant was shot in the area, 50 
juvenile elephants from Kruger were  
released between 1990 and 1993, to re-
establish natural disturbance of the vegeta-
tion and promote species diversity. 

“at some point we will need to manage 
the population, probably through contra-
ception, because the current number of 
about 150 elephants is too high for ithala’s 
relatively small size,” said russell xaba.

of the original species, only roan ante-

lope and lion were not re-introduced, the 
latter because of the inadequate fences 
and threats to surrounding farming areas. 
These days leopard is the apex predator, 
and ithala has one of the highest densities 
in the country (see page 22). 

“Leopards probably never left the area,” 
remarked ecologist rickert van der west-
huizen. “They’re doing exceptionally well be-
cause there’s no competition from lions, and 
the rugged terrain is the perfect habitat.”

over the next day, the weather cleared 
and the animals emerged in droves, loving 
the sunshine as much as we were. “The 
grasslands attract good numbers of white 
rhino,” said russell, “although the sourveld 
grazing does limit their breeding success.” 

ithala is probably more important, 
though, for its black rhinos, which were the 
main reason for the park’s proclamation. 
They thrive in the acacia thickets that line 
the park’s four tributary rivers, all of which 
flow into the Pongola. “This is one of the 

best breeding areas in southern africa for 
them. They love the terrain and vegetation, 
especially all the sickle bush.” 

ithala’s anti-poaching teams have had 
much success, losing a far lower percent-
age of rhinos than many other public 
reserves in africa. “we have few commu-
nities around the park,” russell explained, 
“and the rough terrain makes it difficult to 
traverse if you don’t know it.” 

ithala’s landscape limits the road 
network, but the 84 kilometres of roads 
provide good viewing of wildlife and 
scenery, with elevated views and mountain 
backgrounds. Think of a mixture between 
uKhahlamba-drakensberg, golden gate 
and hluhluwe, with good densities of large 
african mammals.

on the way back to ntshondwe, ithala’s 
main camp situated high up on the slopes 
of ngotshe mountain at 1 030 metres, we 
were intercepted by a variety of plains 
game: impala, red hartebeest, kudu, 

eland and several of the park’s name-
sake, giraffe. as we drove, precocious 
male pin-tailed whydas and red-collared 
widowbirds buzzed us, their long tails 
flowing flirtatiously in the breeze. above 
the cliffs of ntshondwe we spotted a pair 
of Verreaux’s eagles, doing what these 
regal raptors do best, soaring high above 
the riff-raff below. Crowned eagles are 
regularly sighted too, flying low over the 
riverine forest and watched carefully by 
vervet monkeys.

russell and i ended our exploration at 
the horace rall viewpoint, a spectacular 
spot high up on ngotshe Mountain look-
ing north over ithala’s deeply incised  
valleys and hills towards the Pongola 
river. it seemed remarkable that all these 
creatures were in the park below us.

More remarkable is how, thanks to the 
foresight and hard work of conservation-
ists, the spectacular wilderness of ithala 
has been reclaimed.  

The LIe 
of The 
LanD
At its southern 
end, Ithala Game 
Reserve looks like 
the foothills of the 
Drakensberg, with 
huge dolerite and 
sandstone cliffs, 
forested kloofs and 
emerald sourveld 
grasslands. Noted for 
its ancient geological 
structures, dating 
back three billion 
years, Ithala has one 
of the most dramatic 
altitudinal variances 
of any protected area 
in South Africa.

From the 1 400 m 
escarpment in the 
south of the park, 
where mist and rain 
bring cool tempera-
tures, the terrain 
falls dramatically to 
400 metres at the 
Pongola River Valley, 
the northern bound-
ary. Here the intense 
heat and humidity is 
typical of north-
ern Zululand. The 
distance between 
these two opposite 
places is a mere 16 
kilometres.

This extreme 
diversity of climate, 
vegetation, soil 
types and animals 
in a relatively small 
area, some 300 
square kilometres, 
makes Ithala one of 
the most surprising 
parks in the country. 
It is a superb exam-
ple of how land can 
be re-wilded.

ranger Dalton nkosi

the landscape in ithala is rich and varied. the park has a road network of 84 kilometres.
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“what a great day at the 
office!” – Zamani Myeza.

      Leopard hoT SpoT
regular camera-trap surveys of leopards in ithala 
have revealed one of the highest densities of 
these predators in south africa. in 2014, Panthera, 
Wildlife act and ezemvelo kZn Wildlife estimated 
the density at 10.3 leopards per 100 square 
kilometres. this suggests that roughly 30 leop-
ards have territories in ithala at any given time. 
Compared to hluhluwe-iMfolozi’s 7.5 or Mkhuze’s 
6.9 and some private reserves at 2.7, ithala is 
theoretically the best place in the province to see 
leopards. the area around ntshondwe main camp 
is a leopard hot spot, so be sure to keep your eyes 
peeled while driving in and out of camp. 

Ithala is designated as an Important Bird Area  
by Birdlife South Africa, with 323 recorded 
bird species. Forty years of conservation has 
certainly paid off because, after many years, the 
rare blue crane has returned. Although there are 
only three pairs, their presence in the grasslands 
is a great sight. 

Another bird that has made a big comeback is 
the red-billed oxpecker. In 1994, after decades of 
absence, 97 were re-introduced. The elimination 
of almost all the wildlife meant they had no ticks 
to feed on, but now that the animals are back, 
they are thriving.

Less often seen but critical from a conserva-
tion perspective is the rare and near-threatened 
hinged-back tortoise and 10 species of frog that 
are found nowhere else except in Ithala and  
surrounds. In the Pongola River, the suckermouth 
and southern-barred minnow are considered 
vulnerable to invasive alien fish.

Trip pLanneR
Getting there
ithala is located off the r69 near louwsburg, 
between the towns of Pongola and Vryheid.  
gPs main gate: s27 32.801 e31 18.813.

accommodation 
MaIn caMp ntshondwe has 39 self-catering, two- 
to six-bed chalets and a six-bed guest lodge with its 
own attendant and dip-pool. a licensed restaurant 
and cafeteria serve buffet and à la carte meals. the 
camp is unfenced. rates start at r840 a night.

BuSh caMpS Mbizo is in the west on the thalu 
river, with two four-bed thatched units with shower 
and toilet. r1 750 for five people, r210 an extra 
person. thalu, also on the river, sleeps four in two 
bedrooms on either side of a central lounge and 
dining area, with shower and toilet. r1 260 for 
three people, r210 an extra person. Mhlangeni lies 
on top of a rocky outcrop and has the best views 
of all, looking out over the ncence river. there are 
five two-bed units, three showers and toilets and a 
braai deck overlooking the river. r2 450 for seven 
people, r210 an extra person.

caMpSITe Doornkraal is near Mbizo, and has 
basic facilities for 20 people, with showers, toilets 
and kitchen, with a thatched communal dining 
area. no caravans allowed. r130 a person.

activities 
WaLk guided morning and afternoon walks, and 
morning and sundowner drives, are offered from 
ntshondwe. two self-guided walks start at main 
camp, offering great views along the escarpment. 
4x4 three 4x4 trails are Bivane in the north-west, 
ntshamanzi in the centre and ncence in the north-
east, only open to guests at Mhlangeni.
pIcnIc two recommended picnic sites are  
Phongolo, on the main river in the north, and  
onverwacht, near the main entrance in the south.
LookouTS two excellent viewing sites include 
Phuzamoya (‘Drink the wind’), reached on foot 
about 600 metres from the ngubhu loop road in 
the south, and horace rall, accessed from outside 
the reserve — ask for the key at reception.
feeS Day visitors r60 an adult, r30 a child, Wild 
Card members get free entry.

conTacT Book with ezemvelo Central reserva-
tions on 033-845-1000 or www.kznwildlife.com

Special ticks

Look for wildlife on 
a self-guided walk 
from Ntshondwe. 
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