
MAPUNGUBWE NATIONAL PARK

Situated some 60 kms north-east of Alldays, lies the Mapungubwe National Park on
the banks of the Limpopo River. It is primarily a World Heritage Site, but also offers
staggeringly beautiful scenery of sandstone formations and dolorite walls interspersed
with immense and ancient baobabs (Adansonia digitata).

These breathtaking views extend down to the Limpopo River with its huge riverine
forests of the Ana tree (Acacia albida), Nyala berry (Xanthocercis zambeziaca),
Apple Leaf (Lonchocarpus capassa) and Fever trees (Acacia xanthophloea).

The Park is also rich in wildlife – ellies, leopard, gemsbok, eland and other plains
game – and boasts over 400 species of birds. There is currently a pride of lions
occasionally visible in the dense mopane bushveld near Schroda Dam.

The Park is divided into two parts, Western and Eastern, with privately owned land
separating the two. Mapungubwe Hill (the Heritage Site) is situated on the Eastern
side, as is their main camp, Leokwe. The tented camp is on the Western side,
accessible through a separate entrance gate off the tarred road (R572) and,
understandably, freezing cold at this time of the year.

A friend and I recently spent two nights in the park and were more than delighted with
the self-catering accommodation at Leokwe. The spacious and very well-appointed
cottages are situated in the bowl of an amphitheatre of fabulous rocks and outcrops
which catch and reflect the morning and evening sun. The cost is R810 per cottage
(sleeps 2) per night. There’s an outdoor braai area, little lounge/dining room, twin
bedroom with loo and basin en suite plus an outdoor shower, and well appointed
kitchen with fridge, microwave, kettle, double hot-plate, toaster and all necessary
crockery and cutlery.

There are no shops at all – except for chocolate bars and cold drinks – so you have to
bring everything with you.

Although they specify 4x4 vehicles for some roads, high clearance is what’s needed.
Along the Limpopo River, a couple of kms from Leokwe, a Treetop Walk has been
built which takes you, looking down on elephant and bushbuck if you’re lucky, to a
hide overlooking the Limpopo River – a super place for sundowners. Not far from the
Treetop Walk are the Confluence Viewpoints which overlook the Shashe River
(dividing Botswana and Zimbabwe) as it joins the Limpopo.

We paid R150 each for the Heritage Tour which departs from the Main Gate at 07h00
and 10h00 aboard a Parks vehicle with a very knowledgeable guide, Leonard. Three
hours later, we returned to find my car had been washed! After a short intro and drive
to the area, you are led by an armed Leonard, through the bush for about 800 meters
to the base of Mapungubwe Hill. A twelve-foot deep pit allows staired access to view
an excavated section of ground showing four different layers of civilization and
occupation. Posters in the pit and Leonard provided most of the answers to our
questions.
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Not far from the excavation site is a sheltered fissure between two sandstone wedges
which had toppled off the hill eons ago. Pik Botha apparently used to sit there, in the
shade, with his bottle of brandy whilst his pals were hunting game in the 60s and 70s.

We then climbed The Hill. I don’t do hills or steps, but being one of the youngest in
the group felt I couldn’t get out of this one – and boy was it worth it! Once at the
top, you look down on an amazing landscape. Apparently the King or Chief used to
live up on top. There are old (800 years old) storage pits, grinding holes in the rocks -
and graves. Three kneeling skeletons adorned with gold necklaces, bangles and rings
were found encased in large pottery jars. This was for ease of transportation should
the tribe had to move, and wish to take their ancestors with them. They were
separate from a further twenty skeletons of lower echelon, one assumes. Leonard’s
knowledge and interpretation is exceptional.

The excavation is being undertaken by the University of Pretoria and currently only
15% has been uncovered. This is where the now famous gold-plated rhino was found,
along with other gold objects and artifacts such as glass beads, from China, India and
Arabia. One assumes that in ancient times you could sail up the Limpopo from the
Indian Ocean – and that trade took place between the East and the inhabitants of
Mapungubwe.

The Park also offers morning; sunset and night game drives (R180 pp) and walks
(R270 pp).

It’s about a five hour drive from Olifants North – either via Alldays or Musina. It is
well worth a visit – in fact it should be compulsory – and reservations for
accommodation can be made via www.sanparks.org.
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