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Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Depart London.  

Day 2 Arrive Johannesburg & transfer 

Golden Gate National Park.  

Day 3/6 Royal Natal National Park.  

Day 7/8 Giant’s Castle Game Reserve. 

Day 9/10 Underberg & Sani Pass. 

Day 11/12 Howick. 

Day 13 Depart Durban. 

Day 14 Arrive London. 

 

Departs 
January. 

Focus 
A wildlife tour with a special emphasis on plants. 

Grading 
Grade A/B – Easy to moderate walks.  

Dates and Prices 
Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk (tour code ZAF02). 

Highlights: 

 Spectacular scenery of the Drakensberg Mountains. 

 Botanise along the world-famous Sani Pass.  

 Flowers including Agapanthus campanulatus, 

Heperantha coccinea & Watsonia confusa.  

 Visit the Umgeni Valley Nature Reserve & Howick Falls. 

 Abundant birdlife including Drakensberg Rockjumper, 

Ground Woodpecker & Lammergeier. 

 Led by a Naturetrek botanist & local naturalist guide.  

 

 

From top: Drakensberg Mountains, Common Sugarbush & Kniphofia 
caulescens. Photos courtesy of Shutterstock Ltd & Maureen Ponting.  
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Introduction 

Every southern spring, botanists from around the globe are drawn to the carpets of flowers that light up South 

Africa’s Western Cape, but few realise that in January, 1,600 kilometres further east, another floral show bursts 

into bloom. It may be less showy than Namaqualand, but the alpine flowers that carpet the spectacular 

Drakensberg escarpment and high moorland of Lesotho are every bit as fascinating. It is not just the flowers that 

draw naturalists to this dramatic region, however, for KwaZulu-Natal’s varied landscapes and habitats – from mist-

shrouded mountains to lush coastal wetlands – are home to an equally exciting array of birds, mammals and reptiles 

too. Although this exciting tour will focus primarily on the summer flowers of the Drakensberg escarpment, it will 

also introduce you to some of the other varied wildlife that lives here. 

 

Itinerary 

NB - Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, adverse 

weather & other local considerations can necessitate some re-ordering of the programme during the 

course of the tour, though this will always be done to maximise the best use of the time and weather 

conditions available.   

Day 1  Depart London 

We depart from London Heathrow in the early evening on board our scheduled British Airways or South African 

Airways flight bound for Johannesburg. 

Day 2 Golden Gate Highlands National Park 

We arrive in Johannesburg around 0900 hours where we will meet our local expert 

naturalist guide and drive south to Golden Gate Highlands National Park in the 

foothills of the Maluti Mountains on the border of the small kingdom of Lesotho. 

The park takes its name from natural sentinel-like ‘gate posts’ of sandstone, which 

glow deep orange in the late afternoon sun. The vegetation is predominantly 

mountain grassland (this is South Africa’s only nationally protected portion of the 

threatened grassland biome), with pockets of indigenous forest and thicket in the 

ravines. Numerous wildflowers dot the grasslands and these include species of 

Watsonia confusa, Agapanthus Scilla and Hypoxis. Rare antelope such as Oribi, Mountain 

Reedbuck and Grey Rhebok are found here, as are the more ubiquitous Burchell’s 

Zebra and Chacma Baboon.  

 

Birds we will be looking out for include the endemic Cape Vulture, Lammergeier, Jackal Buzzard, Verreauxs’ Eagle, 

Red-chested Sparrowhawk and Rock Kestrel amongst the raptors while passerines include the bizarre Long-tailed 

Widowbird. 

Day 3 – 6  Royal Natal National Park 

The next morning, we’ll move on to the Royal Natal National Park for a four-night stay, split between two nights 

in Witsieshoek on the western side of the park and two nights at Thendele Camp on the eastern side of the reserve. 

Malachite Sunbird  

Watsonia confusa  
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The Royal Natal National Park protects the Drakensberg’s most famous vista, the magnificent ‘Drakensberg 

Amphitheatre’. These 1,000-metre high basalt cliffs stretch for over 5 kilometres and create a wonderful backdrop 

to our botanising and exploration. We will spend our time here wandering the reserve’s upland grassland and forest 

patches in search of the blues of Agapanthus campanulatus, the whites and greens of Zantedeschia albomaculata and the 

striking pink flowers of Hesperanthus grandiflora. Gurney’s Sugarbird are frequently seen feeding within the protea 

patches, whilst other species to look out for include Cape Vulture and the beautiful Malachite Sunbird.  

Day 7 – 8 Giant’s Castle Game Reserve 

Moving on, we will make our way down to the central Drakensberg Mountains, where we use Giant’s Castle Game 

Reserve as our base for the next two nights. Our camp is situated next to the Bushman’s River, backed by the 

dramatic central range of the Drakensberg Mountains, whose rocky peaks and high escarpments create the outline 

of a sleeping giant. Here we will explore the extensive grasslands and forested gullies in search of an exciting variety 

of interesting flowers such as Crocosmia paniculata, Crocosmia aurea and Hesperantha coccinea (Crimson Flag). Eland (the 

largest of Africa’s Antelope), Bushbuck, Klipspringer, Mountain Reedbuck and troops of Chacma Baboons are 

some of the mammals we need to keep a lookout for, whilst birds of note include Lammergeier, Ground 

Woodpecker, Gurney’s Sugarbird (around the flowering proteas), Bush Blackcap, Southern Double-collared 

Sunbird and Cape Rock Thrush. 

Day 9 – 10  Underberg & Sani Pass 

From Giant’s Castle Game Reserve we will skirt around the base of the main range to the small town of Underberg 

in the Southern Drakensberg. The drive of around 240 kilometres will take us much of the day with plenty of stops 

enroute. It will, however, be filled with spectacular scenery and interesting wildlife which, with luck, may include 

all three of the region’s cranes – Grey Crowned, Blue and Wattled. We’ll stay overnight at a hotel near the town of 

Underberg. 

 

We’ll have the next full day to enjoy the botany, other 

wildlife and dramatic scenery of the Sani Pass and the high 

plateau in Lesotho. We will wind our way slowly up this 

spectacular road through the grasslands of the lower slopes 

and up into the subalpine heath-like vegetation on the tops, 

which is somewhat more reminiscent of the arid Karoo to 

the south and west. The pass is approximately 9 kilometres 

in length and climbs 1,332 vertical metres to an altitude of 

2,876 metres. Flowers are abundant and may include 

Cyrtanthus stenanthus, Kniphofia laxiflora and the pink Watsonia 

confusa, while the Black-faced Orchid Corycium dracomonatum is sometimes found on the steeper slopes. A variety of 

interesting birds also occur along the pass and we will be on the lookout for Drakensberg Rockjumper, Sickle-

winged Chat, Lammergeier and Southern Bald Ibis, whilst a search along the stream on the plateau might reveal 

the strange-looking Maluti River Frog. Mammals to look for include Chacma Baboon, Grey Rhebok and Sloggett’s 

Vlei Rat. 

Sani Pass  

Sani Pass  
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We will take a packed lunch to enjoy at a scenic spot and then return to Underberg in the late afternoon after what 

will probably prove to be one of the highlights of the tour.   

Day 11 – 12 Howick 

Leaving the mountains behind us we will travel down to the midlands town 

of Howick for two nights. Our main target here will be the Umgeni Valley 

Nature Reserve, which lies in a valley created by the Umgeni River, after it 

cascades over the majestic Howick Falls. The greater part of the reserve 

lies within the spectacular gorge below the falls, while the upper part is the 

fringe of a rolling upland plateau. The Umgeni Valley Reserve is home to 

a fascinating and rich flora which includes an interesting variety of cycads 

and dracaenas and the spectacular Natal Candelabra Flower (Brunsvigia 

natalensis). 

 

Mammals include Southern Giraffe, Burchell’s Zebra and Eland plus a 

diverse and colourful assemblage of birds such as the elusive Narina Trogon and the huge Crowned Eagle.  

Day 13 Depart Durban 

Finally, we must make our way to the city of Durban from where we catch our return flight home (via 

Johannesburg).  

Day 14 Arrive London 

We arrive back in London around 0700 hours this morning having experienced the floral, birding and scenic 

highlights of the Drakensberg Mountains and KwaZulu-Natal.  

 

Tour grading 

Grade A/B – This is an easy to moderately difficult tour. We will try to spend as much of the day as possible out 

on foot. Although most walks are short and gentle and over mostly easy terrain, even good paths can be rough 

and stony in places. There are two longer walks included in the itinerary, one of which is around 2.5 miles in length 

and the other around 5 miles in length. The latter is an all-day walk taken at a leisurely pace with a picnic lunch 

enroute.   

Weather 

This is a summer rainfall region and January is midsummer. Temperatures during the days will range from warm 

to cool in the highlands to hot and humid at the coast. The nights can get cold at this time of year at high altitude 

and even during the middle of the day the temperature will drop if the cloud rolls in. Rainfall is usually of the 

thunderstorm type – mornings starting clear with clouds building from midday to produce scattered short sharp 

storms in the afternoon. 

Brunsvigia natalensis 
 

http://www.sa-venues.com/attractionskzn/howick-falls.htm
http://www.sa-venues.com/wildlife/wildlife_zebra.htm
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Your transport 

We use 10-seater Toyota Quantums for this tour. All passengers will have access to a window seat, but in common 

with the vast majority of ‘safari’ vehicles in South Africa, the Quantums do not have an opening ‘pop-top’. It 

should be noted that we will spend as much time as possible out on foot on this holiday and will be mostly using 

the minibuses to get from A to B. For the drive up the Sani Pass we will switch to a couple of 4-wheel drive 

vehicles.  

Food & accommodation included in the price 

All accommodation and meals are included in the cost of this holiday with the exception of lunches. On this tour 

we use a mix of comfortable hotels, guesthouses and game lodges; all rooms with private facilities. Single occupancy 

is available at the supplement price outlined on our website and in our main brochure.  

 

Please note that it may, on rare occasions, be necessary to change the one or more of the camps and lodges outlined 

above. You can be assured, however, that any alternate lodge or camp will be of the same standard as the original 

and all will be in excellent areas for mammals, birds and other wildlife.  

Extra expenses 

Please note that the following expenses are excluded from the cost of the holiday and are paid locally. Any 

necessary Visas (not needed for UK citizens), locally paid airport taxes, additional activities and drives not outlined 

above, lunches (allow around £150), drinks, tips and all items of a personal nature.  

 

How to book your place 

In order to book a place on this holiday, you will need to read the Naturetrek terms and conditions in the back of 

our brochure or on our website, and then book either online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, by calling us on 01962 

733051, or by completing and returning the booking form in the brochure together with a deposit of 20% of the 

holiday cost.  If you do not have a copy of this brochure, please call us on 01962 733051.  

 

Images courtesy of Shutterstock Ltd, D Tattersfield and M Ponting 

 


