WILD WOMEN

Defenders
of the earth
By Melissa Siebert
Photos by Karin Schermbrucker

The bush is their office, no day is the
same and problem solving may require a
gun. Game rangers are the protectors of
our wildlife and most beautiful spaces,
and they’re no longer all men.

STANDING GUARD
Pafuri Section Ranger
Sandra Basson on
patrol at her “special
place”: Mutale Gorge.
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“I never do anything in isolation,”

FEVER TREE
FOREST
This is one of
Pafuri’s most
magical spots.

Sandra says. “Without my team, I’m nothing.”

S

andra Basson is a nononsense woman. As section
ranger for Pafuri, beautiful but
arguably Kruger National Park’s most challenging section, she has to be. Her to-do list
is formidable: daily foot and vehicle patrols
including anti-poaching manoeuvres,
tracking illegal aliens from Zimbabwe and
Mozambique, environmental audits, veld
condition assessments, flora and fauna conservation and a lot more office work than
people think. Not to mention heading up a
team of 21, including 14 rangers who are
mostly Shangaan men.
“I never do anything in isolation,” Sandra
says. “Without my team, I’m nothing.”
The mutual respect is palpable. When

THE A-TEAM
The squad can come
up against dangerous wild animals
– and even deadlier
poachers. From left
to right are Thomas
‘Zulu’ Chauke, Jeffrey
Ubisi, Sandra, Wilson
‘Mathotto’ Mathebula,
Hlengani Chauke,
Daniel Chavalala and
Daniel Nwayila.
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1. The rangers track spoor
along the Mozambican
border fence – poachers
or illegal immigrants.
2. Sandra with the skull
of Josephine, the first
elephant she had to
shoot. 3. A slightly feminine touch in footwear.
4. Sandra is close to her
team. Her idea of fun is
to go out on patrol with
them. 5. Sandra tests the
age of elephant spoor.
6. Daniel Chavalala, Sandra’s right arm, “loves
Pafuri as much as I do,”
she says.
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asked how Sandra compares to her male
predecessor, Sergeant Daniel Chavalala
says, “There’s no difference.” Then reconsiders. “No, she’s better. She’s a mother, not a
father,” he smiles. “When you don’t feel
well,” he rubs his stomach, “she cares for
you.” Is she a tough boss? “Not tough,”
Daniel says. “Strong.”
For more than 100 years, game ranging
in our national parks had been a male preserve. Men such as Harry Wolhuter, the
first ranger in Kruger, became legends. The
first two women rangers in Kruger were
deployed only in 2000. Today slightly more
than 10 per cent of SANParks’ rangers are
women. Sandra is one of five women section rangers at Kruger, out of 22.
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It’s obvious why she got the job four
years ago. She’s a conservationist, diplomat,
cop, manager and captain rolled into one, a
powerhouse who speaks her mind. Proud
of her team and passionate – maybe a bit
proprietary – about Pafuri.
“It’s amazing,” she says repeatedly from
the back of the ranger bakkie, surveying
her 100 000-hectare realm on patrol. A glorious, ever-changing landscape of riverine
forests, sandveld, koppies, flood plains
around the Luvuvhu and Limpopo rivers,
pans and horizons defined by silhouettes of
magical trees, including the iconic baobab.
“All of that,” Sandra waves her arm expansively, “is still Pafuri.”
There’s no typical day in the life of a
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game ranger. The unexpected rules. But the
chronicle of a recent day with Sandra might
read like this: up at five, coffee with dogs
Rafa and Nyala on the stoep; meet with
rangers to plan day’s patrols; radio call from
Mozambican rangers in Limpopo National
Park to co-ordinate investigation of
downed rhino; depart in vehicle to fetch
Mozambican rangers and examine rhino
carcass for signs of poaching; en route inspection of border fence, which has been
raised from the ground in spots, human
spoor nearby (illegal immigrants often
barefoot, poachers wearing decent shoes);
check gouges in the gravel road where police, evidently, swerved to escape a charging
elephant; tape off washed-out road; post-
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pone rhino probe with Mozambicans since
anti-poaching team have launched investigation; liaise with people doing tsetse fly
surveys, as well as leopard research team;
tea break at special place in ‘fairy forest’,
Lanner Gorge in the distance; see leopard
off Luvuvhu East; back to base to meet with
people for radio repair; office work, collect
rangers’ reports and complete daily diary
for Pafuri; supper alone; read; bed.
Sometimes Sandra has to shoot an ele
phant, something she hates. That said,
she’s a mean shot and her .458 rifle is often slung comfortably over her shoulder.
In 2008, there was an elephant terrorising
people in the Makuleke area of Pafuri,
repeatedly charging them. “I had to shoot
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Women who walk with beasts
Caring for the environment comes naturally
to these impressive women.

Karin Isaacs

Kim Gillings

District conservation officer,
Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife
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7. “You can see my
baobab on Google
Earth,” Sandra says
of the gorgeous tree
outside her new home
at Pafuri. 8. Black labrador Rafa sometimes
goes on patrol with
the team. 9. Sergeant
Daniel Chavalala, Sandra and Daniel Nwayila
record the latest sighting – buffalo – in the
cybertracker, a handy
device that electronically files reports on
poaching incidents, fire
and other events.

What do you enjoy
most about your
job? When I used
to lead guided
trails in iMfolozi,
it was watching
people learn to
relax. They arrive
in the wilderness all stressed and superconscious of time, and over the holiday
they almost become totally different
people. Their senses seem to come alive.
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There’s no typical day in the life of a game ranger.
The unexpected rules.
her from a chopper,” Sandra says. “I prayed
she’d fall at the first shot and she did.”
She’s also shot an elephant with a broken
leg and an ornery buffalo. Recounting the
stories, she sounds fearless. But she’s not,
due to a close call with elephant two years
ago. Elephant in Pafuri and elsewhere in
the north of Kruger are notorious, often
fleeing in rage from people shooting at
them or snaring them across the borders.
“We were coming from a Know Your
Status HIV campaign in Punda, everyone
in the bakkie,” Sandra says. “We passed a
breeding herd of elephant, then people in
the back started screaming. It happened
so fast. Two bulls came from the back and
then a cow crossing the road came
straight at us. Her tusk just missed my
neck. They threw the bakkie into mopane
trees. One guy had his leg ripped open,
and we had to go to the hospital in Malamulele, an hour and a half away. Everyone
had counselling after that.”
Aside from elephant, buffalo, bees (she’s
allergic) and a bad knee from a motorcycle accident, not much stops her. Sandra
started coming regularly to Kruger when
she was two, with her parents and older
brothers from Krugersdorp. “I saw the
rangers in their uniforms,” she smiles,
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“and knew that’s what I wanted to be.”
She first became a maths teacher though,
then worked at the Johannesburg Zoo and
raised lion and leopard cubs, eventually
getting a diploma in nature conservation
through Technikon SA and field guide
training through the Field Guides Association of South Africa (FGASA). Before landing in Pafuri, Sandra was project manager
for a range of Kruger projects, including
wetland management and erosion control.
Beyond the credentials, game ranging
takes a certain character, obviously not for
wimps. “It’s hard work. Physically, of
course, but also psychologically. I work on
the borders, so there’s international relations. Every day is an anti-poaching day,
though the incident over Easter weekend
was the first involving guns. We arrest hundreds of people a year coming through the
fence illegally, mostly from Mozambique.”
You must be fit and tenacious. A sense of
humour helps enormously and Sandra has
one. “Six!” she and her team yell at each
other if they mistakenly sight something in
the bush. As in “you owe me a sixpack”, of
cooldrink or water in Sandra’s case as she
doesn’t drink beer. Or “Checkers!” if someone’s driving is off (“you got your license at
the supermarket”).

“You also have to be able to be alone,” she
says, “and to be with your team. My idea of
fun is to go out on patrol with them. We
learn from each other.”
Mavelani and Mutale Gorge mean the
most to her. “I have a place along the river
where I get myself together.” High up on
the sandstone cliffs, the eyrie of Verreaux’s
eagles and saddle-billed storks, few humans. “I don’t like it where people have
been intruding.”
Someone she’d like to see more of is
Derek Visagie, a quantity surveyor based in
the southern part of the park, at Skukuza.
Married last November on the banks of the
Luvuvhu, they live apart during the week
and reunite for weekends. “We’re at opposite ends,” Sandra laughs. “He’s in development and I’m in conservation. “We’re soul
mates, though. He knows if I left Pafuri I’d
be a completely different person.”

Want to be a
game ranger?
A diploma in nature conservation
is a minimum requirement. The
Field Guides Association (FGASA)
offers practical training and lists
job opportunities on its website.
011-886-8245, www.fgasa.co.za

What was your closest encounter?
I was leading a wilderness trail towards
Mphafa Camp. The back-up guide with
me was Phumlani Mthembu. Because of
the intense heat, the going had been
slow. We were nearing camp and had
only about 20 minutes of walking left.
I saw Phumlani walk around a big
flood-plain bush. All of a sudden he reappeared, shouting “Run!” We never tell
our guests to run, so I knew something
unusual was happening. My instincts
told me the only animal Phumlani would
respond like this towards would be an
elephant. Some people reacted quickly
others were trying to go back for packs. I
was shouting, “Just leave it, move!”
One of the women tripped, got up,
then dodged to the side and hid in a

bush. I couldn’t let the group get
separated, so I turned to go back
for her.
Phumlani shouted, “No, Kim!
Elephant, run!” Then I heard a
trumpet behind me. My brain
told me, “Three seconds to
squish.” About half of the group
was still 20 metres from any real cover.
As I turned I cocked my firearm. I saw
Phumlani run back towards me. Then all
I saw were the elephant’s eyes. It was
looking straight at me and I knew the
young bull was not going to stop. I lifted
my rifle and shot.
The elephant skidded to a stop, then
rocked back. I shot again, immediately
followed by a shot from Phumlani as
he took up a position on my right. The
elephant turned and walked away. We
heard it fall behind a bush.
I was pretty shook up. My instincts
were trying to get me to make sure the
elephant wasn’t suffering, my training
was telling me to stay with the trailists,
make sure they were safe and unharmed.
I never like to see animals die, but in
that situation there was no other choice.
The elephant was charging before we
even saw it. I have no idea why. If Phumlani hadn’t gotten us moving so quickly
we would have been in huge trouble.

Basani Ntshane

Senior section ranger,
Marakele National Park
How did you get
into conservation?
I grew up in Mhinga
village, just outside
Punda gate. When I
couldn’t find work
as a secondary
school teacher, I
enrolled for a nature conservation diploma – biology was
one of my majors for the teacher’s diploma. In 2000, I joined Kruger National Park
as one of the two first women rangers. In
June 2001, I was appointed the first black
woman section ranger, for Houtboschrand.
I am currently in my second year as a PhD
candidate through Rhodes University.
www.wildcard.co.za

What would your dream job be, if
not this one? I’d be an environmental/ecological economist. I
want to convince people there is
as much wealth in wildlife as in
mining, that there is a need to
appreciate the services we are
getting for free from ecosystems.
Have you had any close encounters?
When I was at Houtboschrand, an elephant
used to break the gate and rip off the water pipes, just to eat leaves from my garden. It was the same elephant troubling
nearby Roodewal Lodge and became a
regional problem. We eventually located it
and it was put down.

Field ranger, Augrabies Falls
National Park
How did you become a ranger? My first
job at Augrabies was as a waitress. There
I met Angela Isaks, at the time the people
and conservation officer, who got me
into environmental education and community conservation. I started an ecoclub with local youth and worked with
school groups. My break came when I
won a SANParks scholarship to the
Southern African Wildlife College, where
I won the award for best South African
student. The course helped me to understand how important it is to be aware of
our environment and also to protect it.
What does it take to become a ranger?
Most important is to have a love for nature, because it’s not a highly paid job.
The rewards, though, are countless.
What’s the best part of the job? The
peacefulness and how small you sometimes feel against the wonders of nature. You get to see all the great spots
where no one else can go. You get to be
close to wild animals.
What’s the worst part? Routine work
like walking the fence looking for faults
on the power line is the worst, because
every week you do the same thing.
Have you had any close encounters?
In November last year, we went to
Riemvasmaak on the northern side of
Augrabies, to patrol the area for illegal
activities. We were standing at the back
of the vehicle scanning the veld, as
usual, when suddenly a conservation
student shouted, “Stop! I saw some
struggle marks near the road.” Closer
inspection showed it was tracks of a
leopard dragging a kill.
We followed the tracks and near the
koppie at Blousyfer we found a fresh
animal backbone. We knew the leopard
had to be close. I was scared, but I still
looked into the crevices, one very deep
and dark, the other shallow. The next
moment I heard a deep roar. I turned
and there the leopard was. So close I
could touch it. Luckily it ran away ...
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