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Africa June 12 to Oct 4, 2007 

Dave Cox in Pretoria, S Africa, Tue. June 19, 2007  

Hello everyone.  Last Tuesday I commenced what I hope to be a four month tour of 8 or 9 countries of 

southern Africa.  The flight from Phoenix via London to Johannesburg was uneventful but, as expected, 

awful.  Almost 10 hours in the air to London, 4 hours in Heathrow, followed by almost 11 hours to Or 

Tambo Airport outside of Johannesburg and Pretoria.  The time difference is 9 hours, but, surprisingly, I 

had almost no jet lag this trip.  

I opted to stay in Pretoria rather than Johannesburg for my initial days due to the crime statistics for most 

of central Johannesburg.  My first couple of days were comfortable in a beautiful backyard guesthouse at 

a B&B.  Around the pool I identified my first 11 new bird species for the continent, including the large, long 

tailed, crested grey lourie, the small crested white backed mousebird, and the crested barbet, along with 

4 species of new doves and the black eyed bulbul.  As should be apparent, before traveling, online, I 

found a gorgeous out-of-print guide book to all of southern Africaôs 1250 species of birds (the US has only 

half as many species).  

The third day I had to move to a house across the street  (same B&B) which was dreary, and required me 

to carry around 7 different keys, three of which were the old large keyhole type.  The owners of the B&B 

apparently are on security overload, coupling locked gates, triple locked double doors, electric fence and 

full time security guard.  Yesterday I had to change guesthouses altogether due to a full booking at the 

first.  I am now in the Des Amis B&B with an absolutely lovely couple as proprietors, Africaans who spent 

many years during and now after formal Apartheid.  (The Africaans people originally were called the 

Boers, of Dutch ancestry, who first settled southern Africa in the 1700s.  The language, also called 

Africaans, basically is the same as old Flemish.)  Having already spent a couple of days touring 

Sterkfontain and Pilanesburg with Samuel (discussed below), a black Zulu who grew up in a township 

part of Soweto, also during formal Apartheid, the insight into the differing views of what has happened 

and is happening between the races in this country is simply fascinating.  I will hold off on making too 

many observations until I have spent a little more time here.   The Des Amis guesthouse is much more 

relaxed, with no locked doors or gates except at night.  Rather than 7 keys, I carry none.  

On Saturday I took a day trip to the Sterkfontain Cave in what is called the ñCradle of Humankindò region.  

My ignorance is such that I had thought that most Australopithicus hominids were found in the Rift Valley 

area in central east Africa.  In fact, most have been found in the small region just southwest of 

Johannesburg, and particularly in the Sterkfontain Cave.  Here were found the first Australopithicus 

Africans skull in 1936, the famous Mrs Plis in 1947, an Australopithicus skull from about 2.5 millions years 

ago, thought for some reason for over 50 years to have been a young female, but now viewed as 

probably male.  These along with about 500 other Australopithicus fossils and thousands of extinct animal 

fossils make this the almost certain richest source of human evolution evidence.  Also here were 

discovered the a large number of  Oldowan and Acheulean  stone tools from 2 to 1.5 million years ago.  

Finally, and most famously, just 10 years ago they discovered the almost 100% complete skeleton of 

Australopithicus ever found, named ñLittle Footò.  The ñLittle Footò name comes from the original 

discovery of just part of the foot in a stone on the floor of the cave.  For three days they searched for, and 

then found, the exact spot on the wall of the cave chamber from where the stone had broken.  Here, upon 

gradually removing the surrounding stone breccia, was discovered the complete embedded skeleton, 

which still is being excavated today.  The breccia from which it is being removed dates it to 4 million years 

ago.  Perhaps our earliest ancestor to date.   We spent about an hour and half in the cave itself, although 

the passageway to the area where Little Foot is being excavated is blocked and heavily secured.  In other 
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areas can be seen current small ceiling holes into the cave, and evidence of the past collapsed ceiling 

holes, into which prehistoric animals and early hominids fell.  On the surface these small openings are 

covered with brush in rough country.  It was easy for animals and hominids, especially if fleeing a 

predator, to fall deep into the cave, subsequently to become embedded and fossilized, with the slowly 

settling dust and debris from the ceiling of the cave forming breccia, which hardens similar to cement.  

 

We also visited the Rhino and Lion Park, an endangered animal breeding area, where the wildlife lives in 

very large open areas, but predators are separated from prey, and the animals are fed.  An excellent 

opportunity to easily see many hard to find species in natural settings, but not really the same adventure 

as being totally in the wild.  On Sunday I took a very long 14 hour day trip up to Pilanesburg National 

Park, the fourth largest park in the South African system, and all totally wild.  Here were the opportunities 

to see all of the Big Five (so-called from big game hunting days, these are the most dangerous, the lion, 

cape buffalo, leopard, elephant and rhino)as well as most of the antelope species, giraffes, hippos 

ostriches and zebras.   I saw the big cats in the Rhino and Lion Park, but not in Pilanesburg, although a 

pair of lions was constantly stirring up the antelope at one watering hole.  I did get to see over half of the 

African antelope, including waterbuck, springbok, steenbok, hartebeast, roan, kudu, impala, and 

wildebeast, along with hippos, zebras, giraffe, white rhinos, several bull elephants and a herd of 35 

elephants, with babies, on a trek, all in line behind the matriarch.  Also dozens of fascinating birds, 

including the sacred ibis.  All in all tiring but eventful, as my trip is being built in large around viewing 

wildlife.  I have close to a couple of hundred photos already, some quite nice of the animals.  I brought 

along a smaller APS size sensor digital camera body (the new 10MP Rebel XTi) so that my 300mm lens 

acts almost as a 500mm lens;  long enough for good wildlife photos, without carrying the huge weight and 

size of a true 500mm lens together with full size sensor body.  

 

I have found a great restaurant-tavern called Eastwoods, on Eastwood St, near my B&B, with outside 

seating, very reasonable beer prices, and a great special on its T-Bone steak dinner.  Rather than 

potatoes with the meals, I have ordered paps en sous (in sauce).  Pap is a South African staple of the 

black population, made from ground and soaked maize, it essentially is the same as the ancient New 

World tamales without filling.  The maize, brought from the Americas, was introduced by the Europeans a 

couple of centuries ago in southern Africa.  

 

I probably will arrange for a day trip tomorrow into Soweto, where the ó76 uprising started when the 

government tried to force the schools to teach Africaans, and ultimately the birthplace of the end of 

Apartheid.   I am looking to arrange a camping safari for four days in Kruger National Park, the largest 

and crown-jewel of South Africaôs wildlife preserves.   After that, I hope to travel a few days in Swaziland, 

still ruled by a Swazi king, chosen not by birthright but by selection of a ñkingôs motherò upon the death of 

the prior king.   From there I will travel into Mozambique.  I was advised to arrange for a visa here in 

Pretoria, which I did yesterday.  To my dismay I found Mozambique has, within the last half year, really 

ñstuckò it to the Americans by raising the visa fee to 750 rand, about $106 US dollars, which is required to 

be deposited in a national bank prior to receiving the visa.  I reluctantly paid and took care of the details 

yesterday.  I am warned that similar changes may have occurred for travel in Malawi and Zambia.  We will 

see.  So far all is quite exciting and very interesting.  Till later.  Dave Cox   
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