Kingdom in the Sky
Tiny Lesotho may be poor economically but it is very rich in natural treasures Friendly people of this mountainous country survi
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MALEALEA, LESOTHO—We cross the South Africa-Lesotho border at Maseru, Lesotho's capital and only city, late at night. Fatigued after a five-hour journey from Johannesburg, we drive the next two hours south toward Malealea in near silence, awed by the eerily dark landscape silhouetted by a full moon. The crunch of the dirt road beneath the wheels of our rental car is the only assurance that we remain on sound footing as we meander through the treacherous mountain terrain of the Mokhele Range in the southern highlands. 

The night watchman lets us through the gates of the lodge, greeting our late arrival with a mumbled khotso, the Lesotho word for hello, which literally means peace. Under a blanket of twinkling stars and a radiant moon, we pitch our tents and immediately fall asleep, enveloped by the epic silence of the mountain night surrounding us. 

With dawn comes the full splendour of Lesotho's majestic mountains, plunging valleys, verdant fields of maize and wheat, trickling mountain streams — and skies so blue and so high. It's only in the clarity of the morning sun that it becomes clear why Lesotho is called the Kingdom in the Sky or the Rooftop of Africa. 

Completely surrounded by South Africa, Lesotho is a mountainous landlocked country that boasts some of the most spectacular alpine scenery anywhere on the continent and, arguably, the world. It claims the highest point in southern Africa, Mount Thaba-Ntlenyana at 3,482 metres, which is also the second highest peak in Africa south of Kenya's Mt. Kilimanjaro; the highest road pass in Africa at 3,275 metres; and the highest single-drop waterfall in southern Africa, Maletsunyane Falls at 192 metres, even higher than Zimbabwe's famed Victoria Falls. 

The entire country is a virtual mountain fortress and its inaccessibility explains in large part how Lesotho, under the 19th-century leadership of King Moshoeshoe the Great, managed to resist the encroachments of successive waves of invaders. But its protective geography also isolated the nascent kingdom and limited its development, almost preserving it in a time warp. Even today, an estimated 90 per cent of the population exists on subsistence farming on the sloping sides of mountains and green carpeted valleys. It is a picturesque and even romantic scene, which makes it all the more difficult to reconcile the impoverished reality of the Basotho people, almost half of whom live on less than $1 a day. 

The pervasiveness of the poverty has compelled many lodge operators in Lesotho to adopt socially progressive business practices, incorporating surrounding villages into their tours by renting ponies from villagers, hiring local guides and huts. Such efforts spread the limited amount of tourist money flowing into Lesotho among local villagers and helps salve the conscience of many visitors who feel uneasy travelling in such an underdeveloped country. 

It was in this context — beauty and poverty — that we set out on our first hike, a five-hour trek that takes us through the surrounding landscape around Malealea. Accompanied by our guide Johannes, we follow ochre coloured dirt trails across the rolling hillsides of the valleys, up and down craggy mountain slopes, through rutted riverbeds, and villages made up of small thatched-roof rondavels. We pass lone shepherd boys wrapped in wool blankets, and their flocks of sheep, cows and small herds of Basotho ponies perched precariously, but surely, on mountain ledges. We wander through an untouched alpine wonderland that evokes a sense of discovery that must have been felt by the first Sotho settlers who arrived around the late 16th century. 

The hike whets our appetite for further exploration and the next day we exchange our hiking boots for Basotho ponies, the preferred mode of transportation for the Basotho. Under a glaring and unforgiving African sun, our day-long pony trek takes us over terrain only the sure-footed ponies can traverse. Stepping with certainty, the ponies gingerly navigate the rocky mountain face, leaving behind hoof prints in the dirt and cascading rocks down the mountain slope. Galloping through meadows, ambling along burbling streams or bounding from rock to rock like mountain goats, the ponies take us high into the magical Maluti Mountains, where we picnic by a waterfall, swim in a mountain spring-fed pool and climb into the crevice of a rock face to decipher the meaning of faded 30,000-year-old rock paintings. 

We're back on the road from Malealea heading north toward Maseru on our way to Semonkong, a one-horse town deep in the Maluti Mountains. The distance is less than 200 kilometres, but the drive over winding mountain dirt roads takes well over four hours. 

The eerie sense of the netherworld we experienced arriving in darkness is replaced by a sense of awe at the view of mountaintops along the horizon as we drive almost into the clouds. It's a measure of how stunningly beautiful the country is that driving is almost as much a thrill as hiking or pony trekking. This is definitely 4x4 territory and in many places the exclusive domain of Basotho ponies, but with a lot of coaxing, our sedan manages to tackle the bumpy steep dirt roads carved into the sides of mountains. 

Nestled on the eastern slopes of the Thaba Putsoa range, Semonkong, like Malealea, feels like one of the remotest places on Earth. Once a secret outlaw hideaway, the town has a Wild West feel that's authenticated by the ponies tied up in front of the few stores that make up the dusty town centre. Semonkong, which means "Place of Smoke" is named after the mist that rises from the nearby Maletsunyane Falls, the highest single-drop falls in southern Africa. And it's to this magical destination that our guide Sephako leads our ponies. 

Again, over awe-inspiring terrain, our ever-reliable ponies pick their way through the rocky landscape, climbing and descending with surprising agility. Less than an hour later, we arrive at a panorama that leaves us breathless. 

A steady drizzle keeps us from making the one-hour hike to the bottom of the falls, but we sit on the edge of a cliff and stare into the gorge, mesmerized by the relentless cascade of the falls. It's only when the drizzle turns to a downpour that we reluctantly mount our ponies and gently nudge them back toward the warm hearth of the lodge. 

After only a week, it's difficult to leave, but the pace of life and development in Lesotho is so glacial that the rugged natural beauty of the country will likely be preserved in its present pristine state for many years to come. And, of course, there is the drive back from Semonkong to the Maseru border crossing into South Africa as a final imprint of The Kingdom in the Sky. 


For information, go to Lesotho's Web site at http://www.ltb.org.ls 
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