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It’s been 20 years since Pafuri was returned to the Makuleke 
people. Meet two guides who escort visitors through the 
incredible heritage of one of Kruger’s wildest, richest regions. 
By Morgan Trimble

HOME RANGE
As a member of 
the Makuleke, 
trails guide 
Alweet Hlungwani 
calls Pafuri home.

Walk talkthe
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In Kruger’s far north, the Limpopo 
and Luvuvhu rivers carve out a 
wedge of paradise that hosts some of 
the park’s most dramatic landscapes, 

prolific biodiversity and fascinating histo-
ry. This is Pafuri, a swathe of conservation 
land which, for the past two decades, has 
been back in the hands of the Makuleke 
people following one of the first successful 
land claims since the dawn of South Afri-
can democracy. 

In 1969, the Makuleke were evicted from 
their homes on land subsequently incorpo-
rated into the Kruger National Park. After 
their claim was won, the Makuleke agreed 
their land would remain under conserva-
tion in joint management with SANParks. 
The agreement also prioritised training 
and employment opportunities. On a trip 
to Pafuri, I met two guides making the 
most of these opportunities.

Alweet Hlungwani, king of the trails
I met Alweet Hlungwani on a trails camp 
at ReturnAfrica, set on the banks of the 
Luvuvhu amid majestic ana and ma-
hogany trees. Alweet’s excellent guiding 
started at dawn as, over coffee, he pointed 
out an African goshawk’s staccato call. We 
eventually glimpsed the soaring raptor 
through the canopy.

Alweet grew up a mere 10 kilometres 
from Kruger but didn’t visit the park 
until his late teens. Shortly thereafter, he 
was selected for the Makuleke Training 
Project, developed by community 
elders to prepare Makuleke to work in 
conservation and business. Alweet used 
the programme as a springboard to a 
successful guiding career.

His proudest qualification so far is 
that of lead trails guide. Alweet is only 
the third Makuleke to achieve this elite 

Kruger’s Pafuri region is also known as the garden of the park, especially for its impressive trees. Alweet’s excellent guiding 
started at dawn as, over coffee, 

he pointed out an African 
goshawk’s staccato call. 
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Alweet scans 
the skies while 
guiding guests 
in Pafuri.
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status with support from the Makuleke 
Communal Property Association and Re-
turnAfrica. Taking guests walking in Big 
Five territory is a serious responsibility, so 
the list of requirements to become a lead 
trails guide is daunting: specialist guiding 
and first-aid certificates, trails theory, ad-
vanced rifle qualification, scores of hours 
of experience as a back-up guide and a 
logbook detailing 60 encounters with 
dangerous game, all followed by a gruel-
ling practical assessment.

On our walks, it became clear that Al-
weet doesn’t shy from personal challenges. 
Not only is he an excellent trails guide 
with a keen ear for bird calls and amazing 
intuition for animal behaviour, he regaled 
us with knowledge of archaeology, geo-
logy, history, botany and astronomy. 

We trekked round Pafuri, along river-
banks, over rocky hills, to Ramsar wet-
lands, and through fever tree forests, 
baobab groves and the historic Hutwini 
Gorge. Alweet pointed out hundreds of 
interesting things, including the territorial 
drumming of a bearded woodpecker, doz-
ens of wildflowers, an agitated squirrel who 
revealed a lurking owl, an elephant shrew 
bounding between rocks, iron artefacts in 
now-vanished Makuleke villages and stone 

tools from much earlier inhabitants, an 
ancient board game called ncuva carved in 
a rock slab, and a curious buffalo herd that 
approached amazingly close.   

Alweet has been teaching himself to 
identify butterflies, a task that, to me, 
seemed impossible. “Sometimes the brain 
underestimates its capacity,” explained 
Alweet. “There was a time when I hated 
birds because I didn’t know anything about 
them. I started looking at them, learning 
about them and loving them. It’s amazing 
how the brain works, how it can go from 
nothing to building up little pieces of in-
formation. Eventually I could identify birds 
flying at a distance with no binoculars. 
Before, this seemed impossible.”     

Trails guide isn’t the final qualifica-
tion for Alweet, who has registered for 
a correspondence degree in community 
development. “I love guiding but I can’t 
do it forever. Conservation has shaped my 
perspective in life, and I want to go back 
and help in the community when I retire 
from guiding.” 

Phanny Risimati, birder extraordinaire
On our last day, Alweet led me to one 
more sighting I’d been seeking, a re-
nowned birder named Phanny Risimati. 

PEOPLE IN PARKS

1 Alweet had to meet exacting criteria to qualify as a lead trails guide. 2 A bushveld rain frog. 3 Who 
doesn’t dream of working in this office? 4 The fruit of the toad tree (visit www.wildcard.co.za for more).
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These curious buffalo were admired from a safe distance.



ADVERTORIAL

The Rainforest Wide Brim Hat
Summer in South Africa is 
generally hot, especially if 
you find yourself in Kruger, 
KwaZulu-Natal or the 
Northern Cape. Keep safe 
from the sun by packing a hat 
that covers your face, ears 
and neck. It’s an essential for 
walking trails and all other 
outdoor adventures. Designed 
to fit snugly for all day wear 
and made from moisture-
wicking fabric, this hat has 
mesh vents to keep you dry. 

The Rhino Short Sleeve 
Neutral colours on wilderness 
walks are a must. When 
entering wildlife territory on 
foot, you are expected to dress 
appropriately in bush colours.  
Part of HI-TEC’s bush range, 
the Rhino short-sleeved shirt 
is an outdoor favourite. Keep 
gadgets close-by in the double 
patch pockets and have peace 
of mind knowing your shirt 
offers durability through the 
100% cotton twill make-up. 
It is lightweight, versatile and 
looks great on and off the trail.

The Camina 25L Backpack
This daypack is the perfect 
accessory for storing 
daily essentials when 
walking through the 
bush in search of the Big 
Five. It’s convenient and 
comfortable with features 
that include an ergonomic 
back, tightening features, 
side mesh pockets and a 
daisy chain for clipping your 
walking poles. 

The Ravus Vent Mid 
This outdoor crossover men’s 
walking boot will keep your feet 
comfortable throughout your 
walking safari. It’s breathable 
and provides superior grip in 
tougher terrains thanks to an 
M-D Traction outsole. Ultimate 
comfort for the ultimate wildlife 
experience is ensured with a 
compression-moulded EVA 
midsole. The gusseted tongue 
makes sure you avoid debris on 
those challenging walks. Ideal 
for all your outdoor adventures 
to come! Exclusive to Cape 
Union Mart. 
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I’d looked for Phanny in Shingwedzi 
where I heard he could point out exceed-
ingly rare birds on breaks from his job in 
the shop. I was disappointed to learn he 
didn’t work there anymore but thrilled to 
find him in Pafuri.

Phanny started working in Kruger in 
1995 at Letaba’s shop. Occasionally, he got 
the chance to join night drives and found 
a passion for the bush. During the day, 
he’d study guidebooks in the shop to learn 
about what he’d seen. He memorised not 
only every bird species but the page num-
ber for each one. Eventually, with his talent 
for birding, he became a community guide 
for BirdLife. 

Later Phanny, who was born in Pafuri not 

far from Crooks Corner and lived through 
the forced removals, got a job as a bartender 
in one of the Pafuri lodges. “With bartend-
ing you pour a G&T and just stand there. I 
needed more things to learn.” So, at nearly 
50 years old, Phanny took a scholarship for 
guide training from the Makuleke Commu-
nal Property Association. 

“I thought, let me go for the best future,” 
explained Phanny. “This is home and I 
want to stay home.” Now he is accumulat-
ing experience ahead of his practical as-
sessment as a trails guide. “I love to walk 
because every day you learn something. 
Alweet is the one who made me feel like 
I am up for the challenge. He proved that 
it’s possible.” /

Guide Phanny Risimati excels 
at identifying birds such as 
this grey-headed kingfisher, a 
summer migrant to Kruger.

Working as a shop assistant in Kruger unlocked Phanny’s passion for nature, particularly birds.
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