


3,000 have now been captured and translocated. The white rhino
have even been put back on the hunting list and hunters from all
over the world pay astronomical sums to shoot one. We have run
out of wild land for more white rhino, so it is natural that they
should now be culled. We are very proud of this extraordinary
success story in wildlife conservation. A rare wild animal was
brought from the verge of extinction to be put back on the
hunting list in 77 years.

Following that was the capture and translocation of antelope.
I remember very clearly trying to shoot impala with a dart—a
very slow and totally inefficient method of capture. A man nam-
ed Jan Oelofse then developed a new technique of driving the
herds into entrapments of plastic sheeting. Where in the past we
were able to capture 100 antelope in a year, we could now catch
6,000 in three months. Once caught they were sent to restock
other areas in South Africa. That technique has never been fully
appreciated, but it is a technique that can save wildlife on the
continent of Africa because it is a management tool of enormous
importance. There is resistance to this technique being used
elsewhere in Africa because the idea originated in South
Africa—an example of political philosophies being carried to the
most idiotic extremes.

The Wilderness Trails

While all this was going on, a great political struggle for the
land was taking place—the land adjoining the reserve and the
reserve itself. Cattle farmers wanted the land; black tribal people
wanted the land; and we were sandwiched in the middle. That is
what led to the establishment of Natal Parks Board trails,
because I knew by then that if it was possible to give people the
same sort of experience that I had, of walking the wild country
and being out there with the Zulu, then it would be possible to
do something to save the place. And that is what we did.

We took young people, businessmen, and politicians out for
three days at a time, sat around the fire at night, and talked in
ways that are not possible in circles of so-called civilized com-
munities. Lots of lessons were learned there, not only for those
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on their first trek, but also for those of us who worked in the
game reserves.

Magqubu Ntombela

The values of tribal people in our culture and in our
technological society have been overlooked, yet they have an
enormous contribution to make. They speak a different language
from ourselves, probably an intuitive language if we need to
describe it. Magqubu is always an example of that. Wherever he
went he would be intuitively in tune with his environment. He
was infallible in his judgment. The only time I ever made
mistakes was when I ignored what he had to say. He can’t read
or write, but his knowledge of the land is unsurpassed. He can
pick up a feather and tell you a whole story.

Once he picked up the small hoof of a bushbuck on the edge
of a river, and he told me a great story of how a lion had come
and chased the bushbuck, pounced upon it, killed it, and eaten
part of it, and then he showed me where the crocodiles had
come up to finish it. He has a way of reading what is beyond us
and a way of listening too. We are so busy talking, we have
forgotten how to listen.

I remember being with a group of people on a trail.
Magqubu led us down along the Black Umfolozi River, and it
was just beginning to get dark when we saw a pride of lions
across the river. Magqubu said to me, “We must be quiet
tonight; the lions are going to kill.” And as it got dark, I heard
a bushbuck coming up the river barking (it is one of the barking
antelope), and the next moment I heard it run into the river, the
growling of the lion, and the thud, and finally the last gasp. We
could see nothing at all, but Magqubu was able to describe ex-
actly what was happening in the pitch darkness. We sat there un-
til I heard a pebble drop, and he said, “Those are the young
cubs coming down.” Sure enough, we heard the mother growl
and go back through the water and bring the cubs one by one to
feed. Then shortly after that there was another sound, and he
said, “Those are the crocodiles.” I said, “How can you possibly
know?” He said, “If you will listen, you can hear”” He describ-
ed the croc skimming along with its head above the water and
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brought to my attention the sound of the water splashing upon its
throat. It was coming to feed on the remains of the bushbuck.

The Wilderness Leadership School

These organized treks or trails have led to the establishment
of trails in the Kruger National Park and in other areas in South
Africa. And they led me to start the Wilderness Leadership
School, the first nongovernmental organization of its kind. To
keep the Wilderness Leadership School going became the
greatest struggle of my life. I left the Natal Parks Board in 1974,
after 22 years service, and gave the Wilderness Leadership
School my full-time attention. I again learned lessons, even at
the age of 47. Working for the Natal Parks I took the salary for
granted. The accountant knocks on your door each month to give
you your check. When you are running a private organization
and have to find money yourself, the situation is quite different,
and it was a lesson in my life.

It has, however, been enormously rewarding, because out of
the Wilderness Leadership School came the International
Wilderness Leadership Foundation and the World Wilderness
Congresses and friendships with people from almost every conti-
nent. I was given the opportunity of taking multi-racial groups—
whose members were hostile toward one another—and watching
the wilderness calm them down until they began to see each
other as individuals and not just as people from different races
or cultures.

As part of the experience of the wilderness trek—and we
never have more than seven people at a time—we take turns in
keeping watch at night. Often I would lie near the fire and study
the person on watch without him or her being aware of my
scrutiny. There would be lions or hyenas or elephants calling in
the night, and the magic of Africa would weave its spell. The
people on watch were told that they were there to protect their
companions, because if a lion or a rhino stumbled into camp,
people could be injured. For some participants it was the first
time they had ever been alone, and I remember two young boys
from Los Angeles who had never seen the stars before. To them
the blazing constellations of the southern hemisphere were an
awesome experience, leaving them tearful when they later tried
to describe the heavens full of stars.
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A Spiritual Experience

One of the interesting lessons that has come out of the trails
of the Wilderness Leadership School is the written experiences
of many of the young people who have participated. You have to
bear in mind that there were a lot of exciting moments on these
trips, canoeing among hippo and crocodile, looking at feeding
lions, and hearing leopard and hyena pass close to the unenclos-
ed and simple camp. But their essays were not about the ex-
citements of the trail; the majority wrote about their time on the
watch. It was in fact a spiritual experience they were having,
similar to the prophets of old who went into the desert or the
mountains to have the time alone to meditate. T.E. Lawrence
puts it best in his book, Seven Pillars of Wisdom. He writes:
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This creed of the desert seemed inexpressible in words, and
indeed in thought. It was easily felt as an influence, and
those who went into the desert long enough to forget its
open spaces and its emptiness were inevitably thrust upon
God as the only refuge and rhythm of being . . . . This
faith of the desert was impossible in the towns. It was at
once too strange, too simple, too impalpable for export and
common use. The idea, the ground-belief of all Semitic
creeds was waiting there, but it had to be diluted to be
made comprehensible to us. The scream of a bat was too
shrill for many ears: the desert spirit escaped through our
coarser texture. The prophets returned from the desert with
their glimpse of God, and through their stained medium (as
through a dark glass) showed something of the majesty and
brilliance whose full vision would blind, deafen, silence us,
serve us as it had served the Beduin, setting him uncouth,
a man apart.

The World Wilderness Congresses

At the end of every trek, we have an indaba, a Zulu word
for a gathering. The participants sit in a circle, and each person
has the opportunity of having their say.

In 1975, Magqubu and I were on a trail, and at the end of
the five days, when we sat in the circle and had the indaba,
Magqubu said, “It is time now for a big indaba, a great gather-
ing of all those who have been on the trail.” Magqubu’s state-
ment made me think, and I began working on a plan that led to
the First World Wilderness Congress in Johannesburg, South
Africa, in 1977. It took place at a time of political turmoil
following the riots in Soweto in 1976, but the World Wilderness
Congress was an outstanding success in both local and interna-
tional terms. For the first time in the history of South African
nature conservation, there were black tribal game scouts and a
Bushman sharing the congress platform with senior cabinet
ministers, writers, artists, scientists, international bankers, and
leaders in commerce and industry. Many international conserva-
tionists risked the ire of their respective governments and in
some cases their own organizations so that they could show their
solidarity with what we were doing for conservation in South
Africa. We were the guardians of national parks, game reserves,
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and endangered species that in the end belong to or are the
responsibility of all mankind.

From Johannesburg the World Wilderness Congress went to
Cairns on the Great Barrier Reef of Australia. The third one was
held at Inverness and Findhorn in the north of Scotland. The
Fourth World Wilderness Congress was in Denver and Estes Park
in Colorado. I know many of you were there, and I believe it
was the most successful Congress we have had. Some 65 nations
participated, and it was a mini United Nations gathering without
the rancor.

At all the congresses there was a representation of
indigenous peoples, and I believe that their contribution made an
important impact. The indigenous people symbolize the rejected
part of ourselves; they are filled with much ancient wisdom that
in many ways holds the key to the future of all societies. Many
of the guides in the Wilderness Leadership School are tribal
people and in using them on equal terms, in fact on terms
sometimes unequal for us, we have made a contribution to the
building of something new, not only in South Africa, but in the
world.

A Single Green Leaf

The symbol of the Wilderness Leadership School is the leaf
of the Erythrina caffra or coral tree as it is called in America.
The three-pointed leaf represents the philosophy of the
Wilderness Leadership School: Man to God, Man to Man, and
Man to Earth. The leaf was chosen 25 years ago by Magqubu
Ntombela who said when he handed it to me, “Thatha lokho—
take this leaf. It is the tree of the settlements of people as well
as of the wilderness.” I knew the tree well. In summer the leaves
are green; in winter the leaves drop and blood red flowers take
their place. It symbolizes the growth that man must undergo in
order to become whole.

The idea of using a leaf as a symbol came from my reading
of Grey Owl, an Englishman who became an Ojibway Indian in
Ontario, Canada. Toward the end of his life Grey Owl said,
“You are tired with years of civilization; I come and offer you—
what? A single green leaf.”” In 1987 we brought the leaf back to
North America as a symbol of the Fourth World Wilderness
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Congress. A statuette of Grey Owl holding the leaf was made by
Jonathan Bronson, and it was awarded to the leader of the
delegation from the People’s Republic of China in recognition of
their conservation work.

One very important aspect of the Wilderness Leadership
School’s trails is that the school does not want to pit the par-
ticipants against nature for any reason whatsoever. There are
organizations that do this, and perhaps it is an aid in character
building, but it is not our way. We tried it when the school first
began, but something vital was lost. We hope now to provide not
only a conservation awareness, but a deepening of the spirit too.

Courage and Hope

In the conservation movement, which all of us here this
evening are part of, there is a time when there is a great sense
of helplessness. No matter where one goes in the world we see
these dreadful mistakes that we are trying to right. We see a
terrible ravaging of our world: the pollution of the rivers and
seas, collapse of the catchments, advance of deserts, and now
pollution of outer space. It can be overwhelming for anyone who
is sensitive; it can drive them to a point of despair and madness
in wondering if we will ever get it right. But those of us in the
conservation movement live on and battle for what we know to
be right, and I do not believe that it will be in vain. Today, with
a group of university students, we discussed this theme for a mo-
ment, this overwhelming avalanche of destruction that is facing
all of us, and the inclination to give up against something that is
very hard to fight.

I told them the story of Thermopylae where some 300
Spartans under King Leonidas held the pass for three days
against an overwhelming mass of Persians in 480 B.C. In our
modern computer age, I wonder what the computer would reply,
if given the information, if asked what chance the Spartans had.
I believe the computer would have told them to run, and run like
hell. But they did not, and although they were annihilated, their
courage and endurance has come down through the ages:
“Stranger bear word to the Spartans that we lie here keeping
their charge.” So let us take courage, and if we face an
overwhelming mass of people intent upon destroying our
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conservation work, we will sell ourselves at great cost, and
through this inspire those who follow us.

I hope I have conveyed to you my feeling for the essence of
the lecture title, “Using Wilderness Experiences to Enhance
Human Potential and Understanding.” Everything I have achieved
in my own life, I owe to the wilderness experience. I have seen
countless other lives molded and changed by encounters with
wilderness; in most cases, only a few days in the wilderness
atmosphere has been enough to change a life of despair into one
of hope.

To again quote Sigurd Olson: “When the history of the 20th
century is written, I believe that the conservation movement will
be regarded as the most important aspect of our century. Perhaps
even the only redeeming feature.”

I thank you for your patience this evening and for the
opportunity of being with you. In conclusion, let me remind you
of the story in Greek mythology of Pandora’s Box. You will
remember that when it was opened all the bees representing the
ills of the world flew out. Only one remained, and it was the
bee of hope. So it is always upon hope that we must build our
future. We have to hold onto it, because the very moment we
give up hope, we have lost.

I would again like to thank your college and the university
for inviting me to talk this evening. In your dean, Dr. John
Hendee, you have a man who has in a balanced way served the
cause of conservation for a long time. It has been a privilege to
know and to work with him since the Second World Wilderness
Congress in Scotland in 1983.

I also thank Ed Krumpe for a most instructive journey
yesterday and for his many other kindnesses. Vance Martin, the
president of the International Wilderness Leadership Foundation,
the sponsoring organization of the Fourth World Wilderness Con-
gress, is here this evening. I first met him in 1980 at the Second
World Wilderness Congress in Australia. He has done a wonder-
ful job in putting the Third and the Fourth World Wilderness
Congresses together.
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Finally, I must thank my colleagues in South Africa with
whom I have worked for 36 years in the cause of conservation
and wilderness. Some—Norman Deane, Ken Rochat, and Owen
Letley—have passed into the next world, but others, such as
Nick Steele, Hugh Dent, Barry Clements, John Tinley, Ken
Tinley, Mediceni Gumede, Bruce Dell, Gqakaza Ntombela, Paul
Dutton, John Clark, Jack Vincent, Drummond Densham, and
Magqubu Ntombela, carry on the struggle.

God, bless Africa,
Guard her children,
Guide her leaders,
And give her peace.
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