Away With The Fairies

By Wilson Lee

Hogsback, South Africa – We’re on the NI Highway that runs the length of South Africa from Capetown through Johannesburg to the Zimbabwe border at Messina; this country’s Trans Canada Highway and an asphalt metaphor of the larger place.

We’re on  another escape, in grand South African fashion: a car, a cooler full of local milk stout beer, a tent and a vague destination to be determined sometime after the frenetic city of Johannesburg is nothing more than a fading skyline in the rearview mirror.

We’re in a slow promenade of vehicles that range from gleaming European luxury sedans preferred by still-rich Whites and the aspirant Black middle class to the meticulously patched and loved beaters the Black majority can barely afford to drive.

Taunting billboards looming over the highway promise a future is possible, one full of cellphones, imported Italian ceramic tiles and a full range of insurance services. But the glittering rows of tin shacks along the highway suggest a future slightly more problematic.

They say every road in Africa leads to Johannesburg, even the road to nirvana. And that’s where we’re headed, to the Amatola mountains, to a place called Hogsback, where J.R. Tolkien is said to have been inspired to write the Hobbit. It’s a fairy tale place of misty mountains and indigenous rainforests, a place where the dark realities of South Africa can be momentarily forgotten.

The mountain range’s three bare peaks profile the backs of three hogs, giving the place its name. It’s about as far as you can get from the bright lights and dim reality of big city living in South Africa: no sirens, no carjackings, no home invasions, no pollution, and none of the constant tensions that come with living in the most intense city in the world. 

Still, no road trip is ever uneventful, especially here in South Africa. Almost as soon as darkness descends, the roads become treacherous with wandering animals and people. 

As we ascend a hill and begin gathering momentum on the slope down, a dark shadow passes quickly past the right fender, but before it can pass the left side, the sickening sound of metal smashing into flesh fills the quiet night air. 

I struggle to control the car from fishtailing and keep it pointed straight, allowing it to come to an unsteady halt on the side of the road. 

With dread, I gingerly peer in the review mirror hoping against all hope that between the two likely options – person or animal – that it be the latter. Despite the bad karma, I’m relieved to see the silhouette of a cow stumble into a ditch. 

The whole left front end of the car is a mangled mess and there’s splattered mud and blood all over the windshield. But despite the impact, the engine and even the lights work. I pat myself for not losing control of the car and for taking out full insurance.

I turn the car around to look for the cow, but in the darkness I can’t find it and hope the effort appeases the gods enough to warrant forgiveness. I pull into a service station to clean the windshield and assess the damage under fluorescent lights and I’m relieved to find it’s not much worse than the initial assessment.

Shaken, but undeterred, we continue on until the smooth, paved highway gives way to a gravel road that winds its way through the dense forest surrounding the mountain range. 

The car’s highbeams cut an incandescent swathe through the pitch blackness, casting menacing shadows and leading me deeper towards the silhouettes of the magical mountains

The small town centre is bathed in almost complete darkness save for the stray beams of light escaping from the local pub. Everything else is shut for the evening, giving the little town an eerie feeling of desertion.

A narrow lane Ieads us to a backpackers called Away with the Fairies,  a silent and peaceful mountain getaway that evokes a sense of the netherworld. We pitch the tent under the outstretched branches of a pine tree and quickly fall asleep, dreaming of silence, darkness and nothingness.

Daybreak lifts the veil of misty eeriness that had descended on the town and reveals a quaint sunlit mountain town, reminding me of Manali and the Kulu Valley, Indian hill stations where I had sought a similar kind of reprieve many moons ago.

At an altitutde of 1200 metres, the village of Hogsback offers urban escapists the perfect tonic of crisp clear mountain air and inspiring views. We spend the better part of the day lolling on the backyard lawn of the backpackers in contemplative silence, staring at the distinctive Hogsback ridge, the tallest of the three peaks at almost 2000 metres high towering over the town. 

Trails lead from the edge of the backyard, winding through beautiful indigenous forests made up of dense stands of yellowood, assegai and fucshia trees. Sunlight pierces the overhanging canopy of leaves, casting brilliant mottled patterns on the forest floor. 

We follow the echoing sounds of falling water ricocheting off trees and cliffs, which lead us to shimmering rock pools and cascading waterfalls. We stop to wade in the cool water and annoint ourselves with invigorating mountain spring water.

We watch the sun set over the Amatola Mountains from a treehouse perched precariously high in a giant pine.  The view is spectacular and the moment magical. We sit and stare and ponder and dream and soak in the moment wishing it would last a lifetime or at the least long enough to fortify us for the trip back to the hectic reality of Johannesburg.

