GREAT OUTDOORS

Into the Great

Wide Open
Pony-trekking in the mountains of Lesotho is
a sure-fire way to reconnect with the magic of
nature, says Kim Chaloner, who saddled up for the
ride of her life. • Photographs by Pippa Hetherington

A

s I enter the dark, low-ceilinged
tack room to collect my saddle,
stirrups and riding hat, my heart
feels like it might burst through
my chest. I’m so nervous, I can
hardly breathe. Trying to appear at ease is
only making things worse. I walk outside,
trailing my eyes on the ground, willing a
mounting-block to appear. It doesn’t.
With pleading eyes, I implore Phakane,
our experienced and patient pony-trekking
guide, to hold on tight to Selina, the squat,
jet-black pony that will be my chaperone for
the next two days, while I clamber aboard.
Okay, I’m on. In seconds, my thighs are
burning.
My friend Pippa, an experienced rider,
looks regal and accomplished on her mount,
Thaba Ntsu, Sesotho for Black Mountain.
They’re well off the starting blocks while I
fumble and fidget, repeatedly asking Selina
to get a move on. I yank the reins to the left
and to the right, dig in my heels, and she
starts to walk. In the wrong direction.
Phakane declares, in no uncertain terms,
that by the end of this two-day trekking
expedition, “You will be a capable rider. But
first, you need to get things moving!”
I’m feeling stressed and giddy. Must be the
thin air. We’re really high up. Phakane hands
me a branch. I must assert my authority.
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But no amount of tapping her sturdy rump
will motivate Selina to gather momentum.
“Potlaka!” Hurry up! Phakane loses patience
with her, or maybe with me, and decides we
should swap.
Minutes later , I am riding Sunflower through
the Malealea Valley in the heart of the Thaba
Putsoa range in the Highlands of Lesotho.
“Ho lokile?” asks Phakane, “Everything okay?”
E-ea. Yes.
The crisp blue skies stretch out before us as
we plod along slowly, one behind the other
in a straight line formation. I chat nervously
to mask my apprehension. One step at a
time, just take it slowly. I feel a little startled
as the winding path starts to dip. I can’t see
it undulating out towards the horizon. Does
this mean we’re heading downhill?
We reach a vantage point from which we
survey a sheer cliff-face that drops, abruptly,
down to the river. There’s a narrow, jagged
path that wends its way, via repeated
hairpin bends, each one necessitating an
almost 180-degree change of direction as
the path draws near the water’s edge. How
am I going to do this?
I press the balls of my feet into the stirrups ,
clench my thigh muscles and lean back, hips
rolling, into my saddle, allowing the reins to
slacken as Sunflower picks her way steadily
down the rocky path, tripping occasionally

I can’t hide my elation as we touch down in the cool,
calm waters. We made it!

over loose stones, yet thankfully never fully
losing her footing. I can’t hide my elation
as we touch down in the cool, calm waters
of the Makhaleng River that snakes its way
through the canyon. We made it!
I look up, momentarily blinded by the
sun, and realise we now have to make
our way up the opposite riverbank, along
the scar-tissue-like paths slashed into the
mountainside. I lean forward in my saddle,
tighten my grip on the reins and whisper
sweet messages of encouragement in my
little pony’s ear. In mere minutes we’re up!
I start to relax. I soak up the landscape,
revelling in our vast, silent surroundings.
The scaly tentacles of succulent sisal plants
reach out towards us as we pass them by.
We greet a Basotho woman in a thick wool
blanket, wielding an axe one shoulder and a
mound of firewood on the other.
Further along, an upturned trailer stands
in front of a sandstone cottage, pumpkins
spilling out onto the yellow grass. As we
round a bend, we’re startled by the heehawing of a donkey, stubbornly standing his
ground in the middle of the road. I gingerly
guide Sunflower around him.
I’m aware of the rustling of mealie stalks in
the gentle breeze. We draw up to a village.
The children run after our little party, waving
excitedly and calling out, “I love you! u
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TRAVEL ADVISORY
> How to get there. We flew to
Bloemfontein International Airport, hired
a car and drove through Wepener (where
we stopped at the local supermarket to
buy food), entered Lesotho at Van Rooyen’s
Border Gate, drove through Mafeteng and
then on to Malealea Lodge via Makhakhe.
The roads are good and have minimal
potholes.
> What to expect. Besides pony-trekking
excursions lasting from two days and one
night to six days and five nights, Malealea
Lodge offers village walks, mountain hikes
and scenic 4x4 day drives. The lodge is a
model of eco tourism and community
empowerment, boasting choir and
dance groups, an historic trading store,
a handicraft centre, a cultural museum,
and a community sports centre. For more
information, visit www.malealea.com.
> What to pack. Meals are available if
you stay at the lodge, but you’ll need to
provide your own food for a pony-trekking
excursion. There is a trading store on site
for basic supplies, but don’t forget your
passport, sleeping bag, torch, rain suit,
warm clothing, towels, sunscreen, hat,
candles, water bottle, water-purification
tablets and a first-aid kit.
>Sesotho 101. Some helpful phrases…
Lumela. Hello.
U phela joang. How are you?
Ke batla pere e bonolo. I need a quiet
horse.
Tsamaya handle. Travel well.
Sala hantle. Stay well.
Kea leboha. Thank you.
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I love you!”, momentarily distracted from
their daily chores of tending livestock, or
collecting water from the nearby spring.
And then, with a jolt, we’re brought back
to the 21st century by the doef doef doef of
a kwaito tune, broadcast from a cassetteplayer on the hilltop to the furthest reaches
of the sandstone valley.
I marvel at sweet-natured Sunflower’s
four-wheel-drive sure-footedness. I’ve been
in the saddle for three hours when she starts
yanking on the reins, determined to munch
on the dry yellow grass at her feet. It’s
lunch-time. I’m sun-kissed, perspiring and
ravenous.

I lean forward in my
saddle, tighten my
grip on the reins and
whisper sweet messages
of encouragement in my
little pony’s ear.
We come to a stop and alight at a grassy
patch overlooking the Mohaba River.
Phakane reaches into his saddle bag for our
lunch packs of wholewheat sandwiches,
fruit juice and chocolate bars provided by
the lodge. We’re going to need the energy.
We lie down and stretch out on the
ground, engulfed by the sense of majestic
nothingness, as the horses roam and nibble
and make the most of their freedom.
In the distance a rusty, weathered sign
reads, “Water is Life”. I survey the parched
landscape and the dongas that scar the
earth just beyond the dry river bed. It feels
wonderful to be so immersed in nature. I feel
small and insignificant, at the mercy of the
elements, yet also empowered. I savour the
space, the clear skies and the smattering of
wispy clouds. In two short days this magical
experience will be a distant memory.
At three o’clock we’re welcomed at
Rasebetsane village, where we’ll spend the
night. A gaggle of mutts is lying stretched
out, nose to toe, in the sunshine. There’s
still time to hike the two-hour return route

up to the thundering 80-metre Ribaneng
waterfall. We struggle to keep up with our
lean-limbed guide, a villager clad in Nike
takkies and traditional Basotho dress, who is
setting quite a pace.
As we breathlessly approach the cascading
waterfall, a rainbow appears against the
dramatic mountain backdrop. We don’t
make it all the way to the falls, but pick a
vantage point some distance below, where
we laze on a sun-warmed bank of rocks and
gaze, deliciously tired now, at the cloudspeckled sky. We marvel at our dishevelled
reflections in the sparkling mountain pools.
Back at our little clay hut, we prepare a
spicy-vegetable pasta on a gas stove, gather
around a campfire and tuck in with relish. It’s
barely six o’clock, and all the village children,
donkeys, sheep and horses have been put to
bed. In the semi-darkness I hear the jinglejangle of bells as the goats are herded back
into their pens after a day spent roaming the
mountain flanks.
I’m aware of them peering at me as they
try to escape their herder’s clutches. One
by one, he removes the bells from around
their necks. Finally, silence. An inquisitive
dog mills around, sniffing for scraps from
our meal. The wind is fanning the flames
of the fire, as Pippa, Phakane and I stare
soundlessly into the glowing embers. After
a day of fresh, open air we’re almost too tired
to speak. I never imagined I could traverse
canyons and rocky trails, and wade through
water, on horseback.
We bid goodnight to the star-filled sky and
the crescent moon and, after a rather icy bird
bath, retire to our mats and sleeping bags on
the floor of our little rondavel. I fall asleep to
the sounds of dogs barking in the distance
and cattle rustling in the dust.
Tomorrow we’ll wake at dawn to the
sound of a crowing rooster, and make our
way, slowly and steadily, back to our starting
point at Malealea Lodge. The words of Mervyn
Bosworth-Smith, founder of the Malealea
Trading Store in the 1900’s, etched onto a
plaque at the Gates of Paradise as you enter
the Malealea Valley, echo in my head as I start
to dream: “Wayfarer, pause and look upon the
gateway to paradise.” Kea thabile, I am happy.
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The village children run after our
party, waving excitedly and calling
out, “I love you! I love you!”

