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bhey cal it onionskin weathering,” saps Blessing. “First
one layer comes off, then the next coe. t's just like peeling
an caon.” He taps his boot ca the licherencrusted
surface, which clangs like a looss drain cover: 1 see what
e means: dready this thin granite crust is coming away,
undermined by demental focces. Atzome point it will peel
off completely, like a flake of exfolated =kin.

I'm standing ca the sloping flank of an immense
domed rock, one of the Jess dualas, or whaleboch
that make up the Matobo Hills of scuthwestern

Zimbabwe — known to locals s simply ‘the Matopes™. It's October,
the start of the summer rainy seazon, and the sun is setting oo ancther
Histering day. My private guide, Blessing Mazengn of Bushmen Travel,
is explaining the processes that have fashioned the dramatic terrain
lrwndn:huw mummqgmnbla stretches of time, wind, rin and
ical don hawe sculpted twobillicorpearold granite into this

wonderland of hidden caves and standing stones.

“Metcbo means ‘baldhended” in Sindebele, cur boca | d

faint but perfect owtline of a rhino, from which
this site — the White Rhino Shelter —gets its
name. Blessing tells us how the painters”
colours, mixed from blood, ochre and cther
natural pigmerts, remained intoct for millennia
urtil some thoughtkess enthusissts in the 1920s
atempted to ‘preserve’ them using linseed ol
White rhinos no longer roam Africa in the rumbers of yesterpear,
but they still find an important refuge in these hills, which remain
one of the best ploces on the for a cleee The
next moeming, Blessingand 1 head cut with o Naticnal Parkes ranger,
{dllowing the threetoed tracks to a mud wallow deep inthe bush,
where seven of the endangsned pachyderms are hanging cut. There
is no serme ofthreat: dtheclock p has habi  the
Matobo rhince to humans. Nonetheless, we keep o low peofike as the
great beasts crop the gross just metnes away. A frisky sevenrmocth
ol calf careers in and out of the wallow and gallops arcund its mum,
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says Blessing. Ho tells me thet the name was reputedly coined by King
Mailikezi in the 1840z, when he first set epes onthese bare domes after
journeying with his entourage from the Zulu wars down sauth. The
great ruker made the place his new home.

Mnhkm may be bong gooe, but the weird mo cascape remains,

beoken to every horizon, Whakbacks —some neardy o

lilometro! loog — boom from its densely wooded interstices, like hippos
emerging from a weedchoked laoe. Each is crowned with its own

r mkl‘ o{ 1 bl 0 '™ 14, !hn
suggest everything from anviks and cathedraks toa ma.hurm'rymg her
child oreven a bust of John F Kennedy.

Geology tells us that these fantastical forms are the tops of
vokanic batholiths that punctured the Earth’s perfocating crust and
beve since, owermillices of years, been whittied awery along their
joints. Butit's hard to grasp thet they are merely the product of
erceicn and not the woek of some giart hand — mechanical attritica
rather than inspired creation.

1t's hardly murpising, then, thet this ctherwoddly place has been
revered as sacred since befoce recorded history, casting its spell
ourut,vmwtn has ever settled bere, from the Stooe Ags to
Zimbabwe's dependk And itis equaly unsurpdsing

's war of i
that toduy the hils are nUNE&.’OWaH Heritage Site, celebrated
not caly for their unique gedogy and cultural histoey but also their
rich biodiversity.

Wildlife is certainly plentiful: mult-tued flet lizards sl tter away
at our foet, babo cas bark from the valkey and apair ofklipspringsrs
perch, statuesque, near the summit. But this afterncon our agenda
is archoe clogical: we've come to admire coe of the park’s many
(reputedly around 3000) anciert rock art sites. Blessing leads us bock
down the skpe to o shadowy recess where, in the fading light, I can
make out afrieze of figures — human and animal — ca the back wall.
This is the work cfthe Khoisan, the Stone Age huntergetherer pecple
who inhabited the areathousands of pears ago. Moststriking is the

Inace: Parchad to pounce A brown-hoaded knghishar kesps sn @ye cut for Insact pray on tha woodiand fizor
Opposte: Wid Ia Exploring the hils brings plemtiful rewands. Rock 1igs and ragmacticn plants adom lichan-stalnod kopjes, whera boLkdam and orawces prowida rauge for rock

hinnying like an overexcited pony.

Alter o whilke, the group moves slowly awary, armoured grey gheets
slipping silkently into the mopane. It's been a moving encounter. On the
one hand, timeless: the great animal. ing to provide an unbrok
link with the anciert past. On the cther, sobering the stumps ca their
noses o reminder that these white rhince, like all thar lkind, are severely
threatened, their borns sawn off every two years to make them a less.
tempting target {or poochers. Either way, the scene seems eminently
worthy of a cave painting.

* * *

he Matobo Hills lie just 30km south of Bulawuyo, Zimbabwe's
second city and the cepital of its western Matabeland region.
This is whens I began my jour ney five dyougo.hdwtbm
to rencquaint mysetf with a place I thought 1 knew by well,
having lived and wocked bere back in the late ‘80s. But this tnp is
revealing that there’s a lot more toit than [ had ever grasped back
then, and that the two locations— my and hills— are intimately bound
geth Indud. icorski hering seerns an upt metaphee for my
A s di seems to peel back yet ancther
luprof the region’s u:lhrlllmghltcry
Buhwuyo is often described as a “heritage city’, celebrated for
ll!uﬂmﬂb\ﬂ*.jtmid streets and, overbooking them,
an d hmash of archil thet spans Vi to Art
Deco. However, the city has bong lived in the shadow of Harere, its
lrger and more cosmoplitan sister 360km to the northeast. The
gnlfb:twm the two has widened since indq:andm in 1980, and
toduy B feels itsell vhat shoet-changed and neglected —
dwdcplng,lndaﬁnnm. a proud identity allof its own.
Muxch of this peide rests in knowing that the city has not atways
played second fiddke. “The City of Kings’ was the first capital of
whatwe now know s modem Zimbabwe, founded in the 1890s by
Muilikazi's soa Lobengula ca the site of his father's krual. Furopean
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White rhince graza the clarings, rewaling in saasonal mud walows




setthers arrived in 1893 in the form of Cecil Rhodes' British
South Africa Company and, after the bloody Metabele
Wars, prevailed over Lobengula’s Ndebele, who d
to the Matcbo Hills. By 1923, when the British annexed the
territocy as Southern Rhodesia, Bulowayo was its hub, with a
thriving industrial sector and imp ortant ruilway coanections.
However, from the 1940s, development spread further east
into Mashcnaland, where Salsbury (now Harare) sat at

the heart of the natica’s agricultural breadbasket and =oon

became its capital.
All this, and much moce, 1learn at Bukmayo's renowned
Natural Histocy M eputedly the best in south

Africa. A thunderst oem is beewing as 1 arrive and, whike P'm
buying my entrance ticket, a power cut kils all the lights. The
recepticnist is unfazed — power shedding is per for the course
nowadays —so | press ca regardless, climbing the stairs in
semidarkness and peering at the exhibits by the light of my
pheoe torch.

In the event, the darkness enriches the experience: I feel like
Howard Carter entering Tutankhamn's tomb as I shine my thin beam
©on coo case after another, while the storm rumbles outside. By the
time the lights come back o, Pve wodked my way through multiple
In)v: of humry. studying o scale model of Gret Zimbabwe, admiring

of cultural artefacts and reading the origind draft of
lhu notnncus Rudd Concession, with which the British swindled the
Ndebele out of their land. Downstars on the natural history level,
things become especidly atmospheric, with the world's second hirgest

104 FEBRUMAYAPRL 2004 TRAVELAFRICA

Bulawayo
Awaking ur ghwss
Insight Imo tha oiy's
historkc archkacturs
and a feal for tha abb
and Mow of caly Ife:
tha renowned Navml
History Museum

Is often visked In
combination with the
sl wzy Musaum

mounted ekphant ko cming from the gloaming, and a selection of
snakes and scorpicas lurking in the shadows.
The promised downpour fizzles out und the following day is agan
loudbess and sweltering, Aft finds me on o walkingtour of
Bulawayo with local historian and suthoe Paul Hubbard, Whike most
tourist guides offer wellworn cliches about streets built ‘broad enough
to turn a full span of oxen’, Paul champions keser-known chims.

“I have to blow cur trumpet yet aguin,” be el me, explaining
proudly that the city boasted the country’s first national libeary and is
home tothe caly basilica in the sauthern Hemisphere — specifically
St Mary’s Cathedral Basilica of the Immaculate Concepticn, in
whose genercus shade we enjoy a few minutes respite from the
mercikss October sun.

Puul carries a folder of sepininied archive photcs and we stop
periodically to compare o building today with its image from a
century ago. But he is equally keen that I raise my heod from the past
to take in modemn Bulawayo — the surfoce layer of my metaphorical
onion. Yes, the city may bk a litte dogeared, but it does not seem
the sleepy bockwater that is often painted. The streets are teerning
—with truffic, schookids, traders, commuters —and the vibe is
friendly and surprisingly cosmopoltan. *You can hear more than 30

hinguages on a good day,” says Paul.

It's hard to reconcile this bustle with what I've read about
Zimbabwe's ic woes. Puul explans bow 90 percert of the
local y i informat *Your traditicnd ists have no way

tomeasureit.” In relaticn to the difficulties, be employs a certain
gallows humour: “Thet's very much emblematic of Bubwayo,” be saps

Rock stars The caste ki (fomground) and whakibazts
(beckaround) ar the gaciogical signaturas of the Matmbo Hilk
@achaone representating many mikons of years of anskco

aswe pass o street sculptune by Adsm Madebe whoee fourtains have
all rundry: “It has no waker in it!”

When | retum that evening to the Travellers” Guesthouse, my
pleasingty laid-bock retreat in the keafy suburb of Hillside, I find two
businesamen from Harare sitting by the pool with laptops open. We
shere o Zombezi beer o two, chatting about how this city, despite
its challenges, stil soems to be ticking ower, whilke bulbuls chirrup in
the bouganvilka. After dark, I strol next door to the New Oreans.
restaurant and oeder a biltoag pizza. A saxophoaist plaps a jaxzed up
*heppry birthday’ to a mined party of students.

* * *

1 drive out to Khami Ruins, the country's most important
tneclogical ica after Great Zimbabwe, and ancther
World Hmlage Site. The shoet journey west rewoaks a side to Bulawayo
that you woa't find in the tourist brochures: the petheled roads,
deretict foctodies and overgrown raitway tracks of the oncethriving
industrial quarter; and the ramshackle dwellings and garbage heaps of
the highdensity Western Suburbs.

Khami, bowever, is a dalight. Amazingly, given its UNESCO
credentials, the ploce is deserted, and [ wunder abone between stoos
terraces and passageways mons imposing than I'd anticipated. This
v coce the capital of the Toewa dynasty, which — my guidebook
tells me — amse fromthe collapze cfthe Great Zimbabwe kingdom
in themid 16th century and so flourished long before Malikezi and .~

B ut there are still mone layers to ped back. The next moming,

WHAT'S IN A NAME? BLLAWAYO MEANS PLACE OF SLAUCHTER, NAMED BY KING LOBENCULA AFTER A BATTLE THAT SECURED HE CHEFTAINSHD | 106
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the Ndebede i ions. The brickwock r bles thet of Great
Zimbabwe but & more omate, embellished with its own unique
motifs. Archaeologists have di d impocted arteficts bere that
prove ancient trade links with the Portugoese.

There's caly so much history Ican handle. Besides, it's getting
bhot. I pack away the guidebook and find a shady spet to sit down
und just absocb Khami’s ambience — an alluring blend of antiquity
and wildness. There is litthe dewelopment bere beside a small

and some di signage. M ile, natuns appears
to be reclaiming the place: rock figs send their snaking roots
over boulders, while vervet moakeys scamper abong walks, grey
hombills hop through the trees and vivid rainbow skinks scuttle
into crevices. I'm moce naturalist than archaeologist, and thisis
definitoly how 1 Tike my ruins.

In fact, you needn’t even leave Bulawayo to ind nature running
riot —as Idiscover back in town that afternoon. Just a sheet stmoll
from the Travellers Guesthouse lies Hillside Dams Conservancy, a
P d slice of suburbia that p two reserveirs coce
built to provide the city’s water At just 80 hectares, it is barely half
the size of London's Regent's Park, but strolling its dense woodland
and tumbling kapjes, you could be deep in the bush.

My guide Bernadette Mophindanzanga takes me arcund. We
pass picnic sites and a camping ground, then {dllow trails into
wilder recesses. As we walk, she talks history: how rock art reveals
that this area has been inhabited since the Stooe Age; how it once
provided a favourite R&R refuge for Lobengula himself; and how it
becarne a sanctuary in 1934 after the dams fell into disrepair. Morns
of theee onion Lpers.

“It's very much a spintual place as well,” says Bernadette,
as we pause in the impeessive aloe garden. She explains that
traditional healers are still permitted to harvest medicinal plants
bere. Elewhere, the describes bow the Conservancy is working to
remove invasive gpecios and reestablish indigenous trees, such as the
impressive marulas, kisats and sycamore figs that overhang the traike.
“We're conducting a war against Lantana caman.™

Wildlife is everywhere. Not big game — although the place seoms
made for a browsing kadu — but smaller critters: water moaitors,
tree squirrels, a skender mongoose. Bernadette has seen the winding

¥oap Khanil Just 22%m from Bulaweys,
1ha Impretsive Khami Ruins conprise &
saries of ry-20o0a walled hres
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Aloaloe Over 20 spackes of 3102 and sucoutent Nourish In tha soa ganden &
Hilsida Dems Comsarvency located betwsan tha upper snd lower dans.

track of a large pythen, thaugh net yet the snakeitself Birders
could wander here all day. The trails resound to the strident voices
of browmrhooded kingfisher, black-beaded oricle and redchested
cuckoo, while I spy dinky blue wuxbills flitting between bushes, a
gymogene glhiding overhead and hamer kops stalking the dam walls.

* * *

'odery, most safari itineraries to Zimbabwe focus ca Victoria Falls

andthe farnous naticaal parks of Hwunge and Mana Pools to

the north. Bulawuyo and its environs seldom receive the same
attention. Yet the wild bush of Matnbeland once suppocted vast hords
of game, and the Matcbo Hills — though famed more for landscape
and culture than {or wildlife —are an imp refiyge for
species, inc bding some wery special coes.

To find aut more, I talk to Verity Bowman and Nicky Pegg ot
Damboari, a local comservation NGO, I've already seen some of their
impressive camera trap images caline. Now they tell me how they
founded Dambari in 1997 withthe pemary goal of protecting the
beknguered rhinos ofthe Matobo Hills, but today — suppocied by
overseas donors such as Paigntoa Zoo —they have a broader mission,
working for the betterment of beth the regica’s netural envircament
and the communities who depend uponit.

“We thought it better to make a big impact in a small area than
dabblein a wide one.” says Verity. She explains how Dambari develop
awarencss and skils, incbdingthrough coaservation clube in schooks
around the park boundaries. One goal is to make better use of natural
resources in the commmunal aress to reduce pressure on the park,
which suffers from livestock incursicas. Ancther is to establish o
relinble detaset foc wildlife — hence the cameratrpping

Since Dambari first set up their camera trape in 2011, they hawe
been able to keep closer tabe ca the rhincs and gain a much clearer
idea of which other mammal species use the park (the terrain making
this dmeet impeesible by other means). Resuks have been both
positive and negative. No cheetnh has yet been recoeded, foe example
—which corroborates fears of the species” stoep decline throughout
Matbeleland — and the leopard population, often cited as the ‘densest
in Africa’ on the basis of 1970s surveys, is chearly lower than once
thought. On the plus side, the cameras have recorded every small
camivone species known in Zimbabwe, bar bushy-ailed mongocee,

Whalebacks — some nearly a kilometre long — loom from its densely wooded interstices, ltke hippos
emerging from a weed-choked lake. Each s crowned with its own signature rock formatlons, monumental
balancing boulders that suggest everything from anvils and cathedrals to a mother carrying her child

while a nascent spotted hyena population appears to be increasing.
Surprises have included wikd dogs and, astonishingly, a single dlephant.

The regica’s rich birdlife has also inspired some impressive
coaservation schernes. The Ground Hombill Project was founded
in 2015 to protect this icoaic, endangered species. Director Evans
Mabiza tells me how the bird — known locally & Hindurde—is
rreinside the park, where it finds the habitat too dense, but thrives
in the communal lands cutside. “Culture has contributed to its
coreervation,” b saps, “Pecple respect the bird; they revere it.” He
explans howin the Matopos this tree nesting species has taken to
using holes in rock outcrops, and that schodl children now belp him
to locate nest sitos. “Anyone who shows us a site, it's named after
thermn — they become a nest custodion.”

The Bhck Eagle Project is much clder. In fact. it begen in 1964,
making it the workd's longestrunning beeeding rzptor survey. The bird
in question — now known as Verreaux's engle, to distinguish it from
an Asian species with the same commea name — kves caly in mcky
habitats and subeists almoet entirely ca rock hyraxes. The

Matop s has no shortage of either and hosts the highest
knomm density of this species anywhere,
John Brebner of Birdlife Zimbabwe became
cooedinator of the Black Eagle Project in 2012.

Viewtoa Kil AVemos sagh (s blck
agic) scans for yraxss — s staph dist
—11on a mked vantaga point

When I alight from myy car 2t his Bulmwayo home, his wife Jonny slaps
a baseball cap cn my head, seconds befoce their tame spotted engle
owl swoope in to land on it, taloredirst. Over a cuppa, & | recover,
John shows me the decadesworth of datn be hes inherited, with mops
and recoeds of al known nest sites, many occupied for generations.
Every breeding season, between April and July, he and Jenny wisit
ench site to update their records. The precipitous errain makes this
anarducus task and the couple are gettingno younger. “We need
more young people to do the hiking for us,” saps John. “Besides,
they're good at fixing punctures.” Before 1 leave — returning the
basebal cap caly once I'm safely inside my car —we agree tomeetin
the Matopce to see some of his sites.

* - *

the more it seems that all roads kead to the Matopos. Clearly, thens's

only one thing to da. I check out of the Traveller’s Guesthouse and
bead south to the sacred hills.

This thould, in theory, be a simple haFhour drive. But on Paul
Hubberd's advice, 1 ezchew the main road and instead take a slower,
rougher alterrative to the west. After 45 minutes, I spy whet Pve been
looking for: & rusty signpost directing me to King Mzilikazi’s memorial,
1 pass through a gate, shooing swuy some skinny cows, and park in a
dusty charing beneath an acacia. Here, amodest stone plinth bears a
small plaque. Umzilikazi ka matshobana, nkos dabele, it reads.
“In memory of Maziliknzi, King of the Amandebele Nation." -

l'vvmwrpenlb\xpuka:ldnpiu"' yo. The more I discover,

MEASURE UP: THE VERREAUX'S EACLES WINGCEPAN RANCES FROM 181.2%CM | 107
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Anset: Sunmer viskor The mnpnn bescani &
N of sevr| migrank spackes that amve i the
Matobo Hilks every October

Right: Wall stories Nswanugl Cawa bs one of the
mest accassibio rock art shiss, with sona of the nost

Imprasshe paintings

The heatis inkense—it's caly mid-moming and already the
dashboard shows 39°C. I take @ moment in the shade to imbibe
histoey, before jumping bock into my vehicle. A few miles further
south, the road begins a gentle descent and the first hills swing into
view. The {lat bush is now mone broken and undulating, studded
with boulder formations and stands of eupborbias looking like
uptumed candelabeas Scon, Ican see the park entrance and,
bepond that, vistas of ock stretching to the hocizon. It's every bit as
impeessiwe as I'd hoped.

The Matcbo National Park, Idiscover, is coe of theee “tardis’
locations: on the map, it mensures just 424sq km — a poetage stamp
compured with many Zimbabwe parks — but once you're inside, its
honizoas feel limitless. Thankfully, there's o decent road network
(though rough in places) and helpful signposting, It's thus o perfect
destination foc self-drive.

Foc the first three nights, I'm based at Rowallan Camp, a sechaded
selfcatering retreat alive with birdsong, that sits just inside the park
entrance. I stayin Mamazala's Cottage, which overlooks a looming
dwala named Imadzi, and at sunset ' watch a baboon trocp swagger
in silhouette over its muscular coatours. After dark, I sit by the fire,
whike pckals keen and bushbabies wail in the darkness, Camp warden
Polite Ncube tells me thet a white rhino bull o ccasionally wanders in
during the night to crop the Lywns

It's ca day coe that Blessing takes me to see the White Rhino
Shelter and the {ollowing moming that we go tracking the real thing.
After thet, 'm beft to my own devices. Two days of scenic drives and
knackering cimbs bang more stunning rock art and soukstirring
panceamas, phus a stody drip-feed of wildlife, inchading local specials
such os boulder chat and rock elephant-shrew.

On day three I meet up with John Brebner to take a peek at
some black cagle nests. He points out distant stick platforms ca
precipitous cliff foces and at nest 54, pear Maleme Dam, a single
hunched {ledgling. The youngster’s parerts soon appear, ghding in
tandemn above the ridge as though they own the place —which, in
a vy, they da

The caly place 1 meet other visitors is at Woeld's View, in
the centre of the park, where curio stalls and a car park suggest
a greater tourist pull. As I arrive, two school buses pull up and
disgorge an excited gaggle of schodlkids. They have come all the way
from Gweru— 160km northeast of Bulrwayo —and, like me, are
bereto see the grawe of Cecil John Rhodes, who was buned on this
spat, as he requested, on 10 Apeil 1902,

The site is undeniably spectacular. The beass plaque marking the
grave sits atop a granite dome named Malindidzimu, surrounded by
360 degrees of gobsmacking panccama and ringed by huge, spherical
boulders that form an apparmt guard of honour. This unspoilt
grandeur tokes me alitle aback, given Zimbabwe's repudisticn ofits
coloaial past. It certninly contrasts with the ancaymeous patch of bush
where Mzilikazi is commemocated.

A display of archive photos at the site museum show scenes from
the funeral — an Afuir of great pageantry and vast expense, in which
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the beeny coffin was hauled up the rock on two gun carmiages by o
toam of ten cxen. The great and the good of coleaial Bulawayo stand
sclemn-{oced beside the grave. Littls could they have imagined the
pyhdly notous scene today: scones of schoolkids racing each other
up the rock and posing beside the plaque for setfies. Task cos of their
teachers what she thinks about the place. “Well, it’s the past,” the
shrugs. “You can't destroy the past.”

* * *

market bodge built ingeniously into o lrge kopje on the park

outskirts. Even my room here feels like pert of the landscape,
with a granite rock foce behind my bed and a bouler screening the
bathrocen. The lodge"s infinity swimming podl —also buik into natural
mck — offers blessed relief from the heat. After a blissful dip, 1 catch up
with my thoughts over a cokd beer at the pool bar, while rock agamas
prostrate themselves on the path like sanworshippers on the Riviera.

I reflect on thatelusive “sense of ploce” that we travel writers
love to wax hyrical about What exactly does it comprise? kit the
phrsicd landscape — the rivers and rocks? kit the history — the
pecple who've been here; the things they've keft behind? Is it
nature — the wikllife, birdscag, scert of the plants? Or is itscme
combinaticn cfall of the above?

Whatever these mysterious propertes might be, fow places in my
expenence combine them quite as powerfully as do Bulawayo and
the Matobo Hills Beneath each Laper of that peeling caica —if you'll -~

F;my last 24 hours in the Matopos I decamp to Amalinda, an



with National Perks or
through your kodge O this case, Amalings), helps 12 fund tino protecticn.

Bolow: Royal sighting The Bac braasted roler was 0nos known 2s Mzikaxis ok,
ranod by tha Mandsb ek king buried In Matobo.

Abows: Pracious Rovenue from guided walks, booked directly

excuse my stretching the metapbor to breaking point — ane pot more
riches and revelatioas, from the rock art to the rhinos and the Khoisan
to the coloniaks. And the more you peel, the more you reveal, until you
roalise that its stratification s its identity; you'll never reach a core.

My last dary davrs with scattered cloud, and beeakfnst brings tak
of imminent ruin. Toaight I fly home, but first my guide Kevin Dawa
has one adverture left for me. 1 must show you Bambata,” he insists,
“It's my fvourite cave™. And 20, two hours Lter, ofter lurching over the
boulderstrewn riverbeds of the wild Whowi sector, we have parked the
Land Cruiser beneath the shade of a wild olive tree and are {dlowing
a narrow wooded tral between looming cliffs. Kevin has seen keopard
inthis area (*four and a half times!"™), and today be points out the
territocial tree rubbings of a notodously grumpy black thino bull.
“Don't woery, these are two weeks old.” be reassures me.

We emerge at the foot of a huge granite dome. Overbead, thunder
clouds are piling up andthe air feels pregnant with ran. Kevin
stiides aheod of meup the exposed mek. As we go, be explains thet
‘Bambata’ derives from an old Zuhu woed for “caress” and is said to
reflect Mzilikazi's vertigo, the king reputedly hugging the slope when
be visited this sacred site.

Near the top, we shoulder through a screen of bushes into o large,
perfectly semicircubr cave, where a spectacular mural emblazooed
ocroes the bock wall stops me inmy trocks. There are elephant, girnffe,
laxdu and numerous other ani mals, phs human figures hurting,
dancing and deeping, dl delineuted with wondrous precision. There
are akso strange “focmlings” — abstract stippled ovals that remain
unexplained Whet do these images tell us, I wonder? Are they a
record of actual events oc the fantasy outpourings of shamanic ritual?
Kevin peefors to avoid simplistic answers. “We should acknowledge
our ignocunce and try net to interpeet with a 21 st-century mind,” be
says. “Really, it's guesswock upoa guesswock.”

It's timne to go. Outside, a =ky of glowering purple now hangs over
the hills like a werws poised to break. European
beeecaters dart and wheel low overbead, &£
snapping & the insectdilled air. Foc a
second | seeus as a ock painting: two
isolated stick igures on a wall of granite, Then
lightning splits the hodizon. “Better hurry,” saps
Kevin, us the first £ raindrope hit my face, =
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Bulawayo

Moast city hotels are favoured by business travellers, with
leisure tourists prefierring to stay In one of the owner-run gusst
housas set Inlush suburben gardens, which offer altogsther
more relaxad and homey lodgings. Mike Unwin stayed at
Travellers’ Guesthouse, near Hilksids Dams Conssrvancy.

The Matobo MHills
Tha National Park Is Just a half-hour drive from Bulswayo, which
makes It very doable as a day-trp from the cky. To get the full
experenca, however, It Is worth spending a few nights inthe
hils — k is welksuitad for self-drive travelers (who can aasily
get supples in Bulawayo) or slldnclusive stays.

Sell-catering
ZimParks op=ratas a range
of cottages and bodges at
Maleme Dam and other
locations, and campsite
faclilties are avallable

at a couple of private
operations. Mike Urmwin
stzyed st Rowallan Camp,
on the former site of the
Girl Guidas’ Asscclation
within Matobo Natioral
Park, which offers three
styles of sccommodstion:
Umkhombo Tented Camp,
Mamazalss Cottage and
Sandersons Camp.

Caterad

while there isn't an
abundance of lodga
operators here, thare s a
decant sslection across 8
faidy wide price rangs, all T
of which Includa a range Umihombo Torted Con m.,
of activities. Mika stayed canpl mmm
at the long-established (Butawayc), Manazalas

and renowned Amalinda U e Dt
Ccamp, which s Ingenlously

sat within the rock to creata a unique sensa of place.

Mike Unwin's trfp was facilitated by the UK-based spaciallst
tour operator Expert Africa, and he flew In and out of
Bulawayo on Ethioplan Alrines.



