Lowveld – Tracking Course 2012
Monday January 30th – Sunday February 5th
We were based at Moholoholo Mountain View Lodge while we attended a Tracking Course that we’d booked earlier this year.
We had a great time and learnt loads – but no time to write my diary as we were so busy all day!

 There were 4 other people on the course:

Sean, who was the guy who ran the photography workshop that we attended last September (and who had suggested this course when we said we were interested in tracking).

Cecile, originally from France but she then moved to Reunion and is now married to David, a Pastor who used to live in Zimbabwe.  They now mostly live near Hoedspruit but Cecile still works (teaching) in Reunion for part of the year.

Tim and Geralyn, an English couple who, for several years, have spent 3 months of the year travelling in Africa.

Some days other people would join us for a while, mostly local guides who are improving their tracking skills.  We were, by far, the most inexperienced on the course but it didn’t matter as everyone was learning.

Colin, who ran the course, is a great teacher and ensured that we had a varied timetable.  Sometimes he would mark out tracks for us to try and identify, other times he would point out a track and tell us what it was, explaining the different characteristics.  One afternoon we followed one of the trackers who was following a rhino – how he knew where it was going through some of the bush I’ve no idea!  Another time we tracked each other.  4 people walked off along a track and then sometimes off into the bush and then after 4 minutes the rest had to track them!  One afternoon was spent at the nearby  Moholoholo Rehabilitation Centre where we got to see some of the birds and animals close up – even stroking a cheetah and a bateleur!  We also saw a tiny rhino calf, just a few weeks old that had been abandoned.
Although it’s called a Tracking Course it actually deals with more than just animals tracks as we looked at signs as well, for example where wildebeest, rhino or warthog have rubbed against a tree or where dung beetles have buried a ball of dung.  There are lots of sandy tracks at Moholoholo so plenty of places to look for tracks and signs of antelope, giraffe, zebra, cat (no lions or cheetahs though!) hyena, jackal, mongooses, birds, lizards, tortoises, beetles etc etc.
On the final day there was an assessment and as well as the 6 of us on the course there were 2 other guides, Julie and Gerald, who were hoping to improve their scores.  From the assessment you can get Tracking Levels 1 to 4 depending on your score – 70% for level 1 up to 100% for Level 4.  As we’d started with almost nil knowledge we reckoned that we’d be more than happy with around 50% whereas Sean, who had already got 95% previously was hoping for 100% (which he got!!)  Kevin ended up with just over 50% and I got 66% which I was very pleased with.
As well as improving our knowledge of tracking and signs we also found that we now look at animals and birds in a different way, looking at how they move, what they’re doing etc.  All in all we both loved the course and want to go back later this year or next year to learn more.
Sunday February 5th
After breakfast at Moholoholo we said goodbye, drove to Hoedspruit to buy supplies and then on to Satara Rest Camp in the Kruger National Park.  All the best camping spots by the fence were taken but we found a nice shady spot and soon had our tent and awning up.

In the evening we saw a hyena just the other side of the fence and a honey badger going around the bins in the camp – we’d seen one at Satara 18 months ago when we spent a night here with Diana and David.

Monday February 6th
Didn’t feel like driving out early today but still got up around 6am.  Several groups camped by the fence left so we decided to move and found a wonderful spot with good shade right next to the fence and had moved there by 9am!

In the late afternoon we went out for a drive and had a great sighting of a leopard in a tree.  After a mostly overcast day the sun had come out and was, by then, shining on the leopard who was panting a lot and after 5 minutes or so it got up, stretched and then came down the tree, crossed the road and disappeared into the grass.  Hopefully some of the photos will come out OK!
Tuesday February 7th
Up at 5.15am and headed off on a drive after coffee and rusks.  We followed the tar road north and eventually got to Oliphants Rest Camp.  There was plenty of evidence of recent flood damage.  The railing on the main bridge had been bent and broken by the force of the water and parts of the Balule Bridge had been completely washed away.  On sandy or muddy sections of road we looked out for tracks and at a lookout point over the Timbavati Rive saw some clear cat prints which we identified as leopard.  We got back to Satara around 2.30pm.
In the evening we saw hyena lots of times walking alongside the fence, on one occasion we could see 3 of them.  Mostly they ignored each other and they totally ignored us on the other side of the fence.  Campers are asked not to throw bones over the fence but we can only assume that some people do otherwise the hyenas wouldn’t bother to patrol the fence.
 Wednesday February 8th
I went out early for a few hours but there wasn’t much about but I did arrive at a big dam just in time to see a large group of impala plus some zebra and wildebeest come down to drink.

Washed the sheets, duvet cover and towels in the machine (hot today so it will dry quickly) and then caught up with putting photos onto the computer and catching up with this diary.  Tomorrow we’re heading toward Polokwane and then Botswana.
Thursday February 9th
Drove nearly 400km to Polokwane, arrived around 3pm and booked into the Game Reserve for a couple of nights.  

Friday February 10th
Drove into town to do a bit of shopping then back to the Reserve.  In the afternoon we had a drive around the Reserve for a couple of hours but didn’t see much, just a few zebra, wildebeest and impala.

Saturday February 11th
To Botswana – see separate diary.
