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There is plenty of scientific research that explains why humans

need nature, but South African writer and photographer Scott

Ramsay believes that, at the heart of it all, we need the wilderness

because it is our original home. For him, being out in the wild is
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essential. And, after searching for a long time, the untamed terrain

of his home country guided him to a deep sense of belonging and

meaning – and a love for South Africa’s natural heritage.

   The country’s national parks, nature reserves and marine

protected areas are the finest symbols of this natural heritage.

They give South Africans a unique identity. South Africa is the

third-most biodiverse nation on Earth, after Indonesia and Brazil.

The country occupies only two percent of the planet’s terrestrial

surface area, yet it is home to 10 percent of the world’s plant

species, seven percent of the vertebrate species and six percent of

the insect species.

   Nowadays, the country’s parks are fragments of the wilderness

that once existed. However, much has also been saved and

nurtured back to its former glory. The goal now is to ensure that

more land and ocean is given protection, and Scott feels strongly

that - considering South Africa’s remarkable biodiversity - the

country needs to lead the world in conservation. It is his aim to

encourage this in his new coffee-table book, South Africa’s Wildest

Places, of which we take a sneak peek in this week's gallery.

   So enjoy these excerpts and the descriptions, written by the

author himself, about each of these wild places. We hope that it

encourages you to then turn off your cellphone and step away from

the TV screen; to explore South Africa’s wildest places and give

yourself the opportunity to reconnect with something larger than

ourselves.

   

Navigation: Click on the 'Next’ or ‘Back’ buttons above

each image to see the gallery.

    

If you like what you see, you can find out more about the book and

https://www.lovewildafrica.com/product/south-africas-wildest-places-book/#intro
https://www.lovewildafrica.com/product/south-africas-wildest-places-book/#intro


the author on the last page of this gallery. And don't hesitate to

pre-order his book and explore the 30 finest national parks and

nature reserves in South Africa from your living room.

     

https://www.lovewildafrica.com/product/south-africas-wildest-places-book/#intro
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South Africa’s Wildest Places

About the author

For three years, Scott Ramsay explored South Africa’s wildest

places, and his heart still soars when he looks at his photographs

and remembers all the wild moments. He keeps these memories

alive by continually offering the world great stories and insights of

the wilderness through his photography and by interviewing the

experts who work in the protected areas that he loves.

   Through his work, Scott hopes to inspire others to travel to the

continent’s national parks and nature reserves, which Scott

believes are Africa’s greatest assets and deserve to be protected at

any cost - not only for their sake but for our own survival. For

Scott, nothing can come close to listening to the howls of spotted

hyenas under a full moon or swimming alongside a pod of wild

dolphins. He finds encounters like these to be refreshingly

genuine, spontaneous and humbling. And he's happy that, thanks

to a few farsighted conservationists and committed naturalists,

South Africa’s protected areas are mostly thriving, and more and

more people are learning the lessons of the wilderness.

   The wild places and animals of South Africa have shaped Scott’s

soul. Quite simply, he loves them, and his new book, South

Africa’s Wildest Places, is his attempt to share some of this. So

pre-order your copy here and join Scott on an unforgettable

adventure, which he hopes will inspire you to explore these wild

places for yourself, so that you, too, may fall in love.

https://www.lovewildafrica.com/product/south-africas-wildest-places-book/#intro
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An aardvark walks across the road in Tankwa Karoo National Park ©Scott Ramsay,

www.LoveWildAfrica.com

Tankwa Karoo National Park, Northern Cape

The sun was falling in the western sky, as the stars sparkled softly

in anticipation of the night’s imminent arrival. I drove west along a
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deserted dirt road; a trail of golden dust in my wake. My

destination was in Varschfontein, an adobe cottage in the far west

of the Tankwa Karoo National Park.

   As the sun touched the horizon, a strange silhouette ambled

towards me on the road. An aardvark! The pointed ears, long

snout, stooping gait and reptilian tail left no doubt.

   These secretive creatures’ crepuscular habits make them difficult

to see. For a hundred years, the Tankwa’s wild animals were

driven from the land by farmers. The harmless aardvark

(Orycteropus afer), which eats termites, was shot on sight because

it would dig under fences, leaving holes that predators, such as

caracals and jackals, would use to hunt goats and sheep.

   Now the wilderness is rebounding. And along with the

resurgence comes a sense of serendipity that cannot be matched in

the predictable modern world.

     



◄ Back Next ◄
Picture 15 of 16

  

Cape gannets in West Coast National Park ©Scott Ramsay, www.LoveWildAfrica.com

West Coast National Park, Western Cape

Malgas Island in Saldanha Bay is part of West Coast National Park

and it’s home to about 30,000 breeding pairs of Cape gannets

(Morus capensis), making it the largest colony of its kind. These
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impressive marine birds breed only in Southern Africa and can fly

almost 500 kilometres per day over the open oceans in search of

sardines. Once they locate a school of these fish, they divebomb

into the ocean from the air, piercing the water like missiles.

   In the past few decades, Cape gannet numbers have crashed by

about 50 percent, as a result of overfishing of sardines by

commercial trawlers. Oil spills from tankers also pose a big threat.

This species is now listed as Vulnerable on the IUCN red list, and

they only occur on six islands off the Namibian and South African

coastline. Forced to fly further and further in search of food, Cape

gannets have to expend more energy and, with the reduction in

sardines, resort to feeding on nutrient-poor fish offal from boats.
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The full moon rises over Wolfberg Arch ©Scott Ramsay, www.LoveWildAfrica.com

Cederberg, Western Cape

The Wolfberg Arch stood tall, illuminated by the full moon. This

famous sandstone rock formation stands 20 metres high and 60

metres wide, sculpted over aeons by inexorable weathering and
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erosion.

   I’d hiked to the top of the Cederberg to stay overnight at this

distinctive landmark and, even though it was the middle of winter,

the night sky was clear and bright. I crept into my sleeping bag to

escape the near-freezing temperatures and for a while watched

shooting stars streak across the sky. Around midnight I woke up to

a deep rumble. The ground seemed to shake. Rockfall! I could hear

boulders rolling down a nearby cliff. From my sleeping bag I

looked up at the arch, but it still stood firm. The Cederberg, like all

mountains, seems so permanent and solid, but all rock eventually

turns to dust.

   The Milky Way had thrown itself across the sky; millions of

diamonds sprinkled on a sheet of black velvet. I got up to take a

few pictures. The moon seemed so close that I instinctively

reached out to touch it. The arch looked like a gateway to another

universe.
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Eland in Mkambati Nature Reserve ©Scott Ramsay, www.LoveWildAfrica.com

Mkambati Nature Reserve, Eastern Cape

Everyone has their own idea of paradise - it could be a mountain

peak, a sparkling cove, an endless beach or a savanna filled with

wildlife. If you visit Mkambati, then there is another version of
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paradise awaiting you. This is arguably the finest part of South

Africa’s Wild Coast. Calm beaches offer respite from the huge

crashing waves, emerald grasslands roll down to the shores, and

eland and hartebeest stand against the blue backdrop of the warm

Indian Ocean, where dolphins and humpback whales make a

regular appearance. It is probably what most of the east coast of

South Africa looked like a few hundred years ago - plenty of

wildlife sharing their space with cattle, while locals lived a life

deeply connected to the rhythms of nature.

   If there were ever an animal that defined the soul of South Africa,

perhaps the eland (Taurotragus oryx) is it. Revered and honoured

by the original San bushmen and women, this species was by far

the most commonly painted animal in the thousands of rock art

shelters in South Africa, and it held a deep spiritual meaning for

the first people of this beautiful land.
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A giraffe ambles across the riverbed in Hluhluwe-Imfolozi Game Reserve ©Scott Ramsay,

www.LoveWildAfrica.com

Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Park, KwaZulu-Natal

While walking the four-day iMfolozi Wilderness Trail, we stopped
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one afternoon on top of some cliffs to admire this giraffe ambling

across the White uMfolozi River. The prospect of an African safari

without giraffes is incomprehensible, yet it’s a very real possibility.

The gentle, loping creature is the forgotten species of wildlife

research and conservation. While other species like lions,

elephants and rhinos claim the headlines, giraffes are arguably the

biggest untold tragedy of African wildlife.

   A century ago, probably more than two million of these ungulates

roamed the continent. By the turn of the 21st century, largely as a

result of hunting, that number had dropped dramatically to fewer

than 150,000. Today, there are no more than 80,000, and their

numbers continue to drop, yet there has been very little research

on giraffes compared to other prominent species. The main causes

of this population decline seem to be loss and degradation of

habitat, as well as bushmeat poaching - their long legs and necks

are susceptible to snares, and they often die from infection or

suffocation if the snare chokes their necks.
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A big tusker in Tembe Elephant Reserve ©Scott Ramsay, www.LoveWildAfrica.com

Tembe Elephant Park, KwaZulu-Natal

Some of the biggest tuskers in Africa are found not only in national

parks such as Kruger and Amboseli, but also in a far smaller, less
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famous reserve in northern KwaZulu-Natal. Near the north-east

coast of South Africa, on the border of Mozambique, several

hundred elephants roam the sand forests and swamps of Tembe

Elephant Park. These giants have always been here, escaping

hunters in the 18th and 19th century by hiding in forests of

mahogany and tamboti trees that grow in ancient marine sand, left

by a retreating ocean long ago.

     There are a few hundred elephants in the 300km² park and, if

there’s one thing you’re guaranteed to see here, it’s the largest

animal on Earth. The Tembe specimens are descendants of a long

line of survivors and a few of the bulls carry tusks that are among

the heaviest and longest in Africa, making Tembe an exceptionally

important protected area on the continent. With the dramatic

increase in elephant poaching, Tembe’s elephants are extremely

vulnerable, but the park’s anti-poaching teams are among the best

in Africa.
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A Natal tree frog perches on a reed in iSimangaliso Wetland Park ©Scott Ramsay,

www.LoveWildAfrica.com

iSimangaliso Wetland Park, KwaZulu-Natal

Many frogs look cute and make for rewarding photography, but

they also play a critical role in ecosystems that makes them one of
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the most important animals on Earth.

   This Natal tree frog (Leptopelis natalensis) is found only in

KwaZulu-Natal and feeds on a variety of insects, including large

numbers of mosquito larvae. In Africa, where malaria is a serious

health risk, frogs prove to be a free and natural pest control. Frogs

are also a major food source for predators, especially snakes, some

of which feed exclusively on frogs.

   At iSimangaliso, frogs are thriving thanks to the clearing of

invasive alien tree plantations. Many of the natural wetlands have

now been restored, as more than 14,000 hectares of pine and gum

trees have been removed. And the frogs are croaking their delight,

including several very rare species such as the rare Pickersgill’s

reed frog, whistling rain frog and spotted shovel-nosed frog.
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Top of Mnweni Pass in uKhahlamba-Drakensberg ©Scott Ramsay, www.LoveWildAfrica.com

uKhahlamba-Drakensberg World Heritage Site,

KwaZulu-Natal

Mountains do good things to me. When I struggle to make sense of

my place in the world, I know that it’s time to climb a mountain. I
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lace up my boots, pack my camera bag and I look up. I put one

foot in front of the other and head skywards. My cold body adapts

slowly to the gradient. My legs ache and my heart beats fast.

Butterflies swoosh alongside me. Sunlight refracts off the dew.

Emerald forests in the kloof offer me an unconditional embrace.

Wild flowers wink and flirt. I can’t resist - I stop often and

photograph as many as I can, losing myself in their impossible

colours; doing my best to capture a little bit of their magic. I notice

a tiny spider or a glittering beetle, almost imperceptible to the

naked eye, but large and in focus through my macro lens. “How

did you get so beautiful?” I ask.

   Even though I’m on my own, I don’t feel lonely. I’m in the

company of a million living beings - each a kindred spirit made of

the same chemical elements as me. I keep going, drawn onwards

and upwards. I know the place I am going to, even though I’ve

never been there before. I will find what I’m looking for. This

evening I will sleep on a mountain, overlooking the basalt cliffs of

the Amphitheatre in uKhahlamba-Drakensberg Park. This is the

source of the Tukhela River, whose waterfall plunges more than

600m down, as if to say: “I am a great river, from beginning to

end.” I take a few photos, attempting to squeeze billions of years of

exquisite four-dimensional evolution onto a 3.5cm two-

dimensional camera sensor. But I try nevertheless, because it’s the

only way I know how to pay my respects to something that cannot

be described or truly captured.

   I know that tonight I’ll dream wild dreams. As Earth’s star sets, a

trillion more take its place. Now I surrender, I let go, and my place

in the world is made clear. Like a beetle, flower, tree or star, I’m

valuable and brilliant, a marvel of creation, but just a tiny piece of

the whole. Despite the beauty and the wonder, I am a bit scared. I



am a diurnal animal after all, and night time heralds a primeval

wariness. But baboons bark on the cliffs above me, comforting me.

“We see you,” they say. “We will watch over you tonight.” The chill

on the wind sends me into my sleeping bag and I drift into

slumber. I’ve missed this feeling.

     

http://www.jacislodges.co.za/safari/specialized-birding-safari-with-martin-benadie-trevor-hardaker


◄ Back Next ◄
Picture 8 of 16

  

An elephant crossing in Mapungubwe National Park ©Scott Ramsay, www.LoveWildAfrica.com

Mapungubwe National Park, Limpopo

Late one afternoon, I walked onto the lookout deck at the

confluence of the Limpopo and Shashe rivers in Mapungubwe

National Park. This is where South Africa meets Botswana and
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Zimbabwe, and it forms part of a larger transfrontier conservation

area. I had visited this spot several times before, waiting for decent

light in order to photograph the epic vista. The sun went down,

and I sat down and enjoyed the special atmosphere of this ancient

land, where the first formal civilisation in Southern Africa

flourished from 900 to 1200 AD.

   I was lost in my thoughts, but I happened to snap out of my

reverie and realise what was happening - a breeding herd of about

90 elephants was walking across this ancient landscape. They were

crossing from the Tuli Block in Botswana into Zimbabwe, and I

was the only one to witness this quintessentially African scene. It

was a question of just being in the right place at the right time.

And it proved why large, open, unfenced (but protected) areas are

so important for conservation of wildlife, as if animals can’t move

large distances in search of food, it makes it that much harder for

them to survive.
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A female leopard yawns on a boulder near Berg-en-Dal camp in southern Kruger ©Scott

Ramsay, www.LoveWildAfrica.com

Kruger National Park, Mpumalanga

The winter sun had just disappeared when I came across this

pretty lady lying on a boulder. There was no one else around; only
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me and her. She looked at me briefly, then went back to grooming

herself. One-on-one moments with Kruger’s wild animals are still

very possible, despite the hundreds of thousands of tourists

visiting the park every year. If he’d been alive still, Colonel James

Stevenson-Hamilton would have been impressed – and probably

relieved – at the sight of the leopard (Panthera pardus). The

cantankerous, determined Scotsman was the first warden of

Kruger and laid the solid foundations for its future success.

   In the early 1900s, leopards and all other predators, including

lion, cheetah, wild dog and hyena, were shot on sight. People

believed predators were reducing antelope populations, which had

already been shot to near-extermination by hunters. With the

advent of enlightened conservation thinking, and the flood of

tourists who came to admire the leopards and lions, the shooting

stopped and now Kruger is a stronghold for Africa’s elusive

leopard.
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