Amadiba Adventures

By Wilson Lee

Port Edward, South Africa – I’m behind the wheel of a combi barrelling down a serpentine portion of the N3 highway that connects Johannesburg to the eastern coast of South Africa. 

The driver, ill and dizzy and maybe a little drunk, is passed out in one of the back seats, his head lolling from side to side as I navigate the minivan that normally serves as public transport for poor, Black South Africans towards Port Edward.

We are seven Canadians representing the breadth of the country from Edmonton to Montreal and a South African friend whose patience with our idiosyncrasies has earned him honourary status among this eclectic group of wandering souls.

We’re on our way to begin a four-day hike along the northern portion of the Wild Coast, the stretch of treacherously beautiful and desolate coast named by shipwrecked sailors.

The mood is ecstatic and with every passing kilometre the excitement grows. The five hundred kilometre drive southeast through the foothills of the Drakensberg mountain range is the perfect prelude to a hike that is widely considered one of the most progressive and successful eco-tourism ventures in South Africa.

Bracketed by the Mzamba River to the north, the Mtentu River to the south, the Indian Ocean to the East and the rolling grasslands of the Transkei to the west, the Amadiba Trail offers expanses of unspoiled beach, gently rolling hills, thundering waterfalls, crystal clear rivers, unique geological formations, dolphins, whales, seabirds, shipwrecks, woodlands and endless amounts of inspiration.

Founded on the core principle of respect for both the people and environment of the Wild Coast, Amadiba Adventures is geared to creating a culturally and spiritually uplifting experience.

Established as an eco-tourism initiative in 1997, Amadiba Adventures incorporates the AmaMpondo people and local governments in creating a community-centred and community-driven project. At every level, including planning, implementation, operation and management, local communities participate. 

The result is a tourism venture that provides a welcome relief from the soul-less,  large-scale resorts that have monopolized the benefits of tourism for a small group of investors.

Fittingly, we depart from the grounds of the Wild Coast Sun Casino. We hike through the expansive parking lot, past the intricately manicured golf course, and once we’re beyond the riding stables and on the resort’s beachfront, the characterless forms of the casino and hotel buildings don’t look as offensive, just ridiculous. 

Within minutes our hiking boots are off and we’re trudging barefeet along the beach. The sand squeaks through our toes, a gentle breeze tickles our exposed skin and the sun shines as it always does in South Africa, gloriously.

On one side, waves white in frothing fury crash against the coast unrelentlessly, powerfully. On the other side, dunes undulate gently, hypnotically. Off to the horizon, the aqua blue of the Indian Ocean’s tranquility meets the azure blue of Africa’s big sky. And beyond, an endless stretch of desolate beach. 

Listening to the soothing and symphonic sounds of waves, birds and wind, we hike in near silence lost in our own thoughts. With each step the accumulated stress of big city living dissipates. Tension rolls of aching shoulders and strained necks like a cascading waterfall and the clutter of the mind’s daily preoccupations lift like a hazy cloud. 

In big, hungry gulps we swallow the crisp sea breeze and annoint ourselves in the salty sea spray. We hike in utter isolation, save for the occasional villager fishing for rock cod, tilling fields of maize or tending flocks of sheep. 

Trudging along wide expanses of beach, fording rivers, bounding over rocky outcroppings and tracing narrow footpaths over rolling grassland, we cover the first 18km in seven hours, arriving at the first bush camp feeling physically exhausted but mentally and spiritually invigorated.

We are welcomed by a small staff made up of local villagers who maintain the camp’s cluster of safari tents nestled along the bank of the Kwanyana River. An inviting campfire and a humble dinner await us. 

As the horizon slowly swallows the burning orange sun, a cool veil of darkness slowly descends upon us. We sit around the crackling embers of the fire and watch the sparks dance into the air and share the private moments of the day with each other late into the starry night.

The second day begins with a sense of exhiliration as we awaken to the haunting beauty of the Wild Coast’s morning calm. We continue our hike along ochre-coloured footpaths carved into the verdant carpet of grassland that seems to stretch infinitely.

We pass roaming herds of Wildebeest grazing in the far distance and thatched rondavels of the AmaMpondo peoples’ traditional homesteads. We wave at farmers toiling in their fields and shepherd boys keeping a sharp eye on their sheep. All the while, we revel in the Transkei’s grand sense of space and openness.

A literal graveyard for ships, the coastline speaks of endless stories of lost souls and treasures. Like tombstones, rusted portions of keels and hulls jut out of the sand, silent reminders of past shipwrecks and tragedies. We clamber along the deck of a Korean tanker that went aground thirty years ago to pose for pictures. The brown metal crumbles as we balance precariously and step gingerly over its sloping deck. 

We arrive at the second camp set in a wooded gorge overlooking the jagged rock face of the Mtentu River’s mouth. A hot outdoor shower under a blanket of twinkling stars and a traditional dinner of roasted yams and maize meal eases us into another tranquil night. 

We spend the next day canoeing up the Mtentu River, cliff diving and lazing on hot sand under Africa’s ever-generous sun thinking how progressive tourism never felt so good. 

The hike back, 26 kilometres in nine hours, leaves us feeling both exhilirated and tired. Surreally, we return to the caricatured world of the Wild Coast Sun Casino. The feel of soft, warm sand gives way to the smooth asphalt of the resort’s driveway. Now we’re trudging past sleek luxury cars, a BP gas station, golf carts and highway signs. 

We drive back to the hectic reality of life in Johannesburg in near silence, enlightened by the experience, rejuvenated and reconnected to both nature and each other, and ready to face the urban jungle all over again. 

www.wild-coast.co.za

