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RHINO

by Jill Gowans

Umfolozi Game Reserve that a
young ranger called Ian Player
saw his first white rhino.

“Two bulls loomed out of the mist.
I had a perfect view of their physical
characteristics as they walked along a
ridge. The mouth was square and the
nuchal hump between the head and
the withers bulged prominently. Flies
clung to their flanks and steam rose
from their backs. These were truly
creatures from a bygone age. The two
rhinos grazed as they moved, their
heads swinging in a scythe-like motion
as they fed on the grass. I watched
them move through the grey nthom-
bothi trees into a cluster of candelabra
aloes and disappear into the mist.

“I had a sudden feeling that my life
would in some way be bound up with
these prehistoric animals.” .

To hear Player read from this book
in the sitting room of his home in rural ,
Karkloof in front of a roaring log fire is
to be transported back to those uncer-
tain days when the fate of the white
rhino (Ceratotherium simum) hung in
the balance.

By 1894 the southern white rhino
was thought to be extinct, largely
through the terrible destruction of
wildlife by white hunters. But that
year a shooting party shot six of them
at the junction of the Black and White
Umfolozi rivers. This led to a public
outcry and suggestions that a portion
of the area be earmarked as sanctuary
for the few animals that might remain.

In April 1897, Hluhluwe, Lake St
Lucia and Umfolozi were proclaimed
as game reserves, the oldest existing
ones in South Africa.

But by the time Player joined the
Natal Parks Board in 1952, the only
park considered safe from deproclama-
tion was Hluhluwe. St Lucia was under
assault from the demands of agricul-
ture, particularly forestry, and there
was increasing pressure from rural
people living around the reserves.

Player was instructed to help with
an aerial count of white rhino in
Umfolozi Game Reserve and a total of
437 animals were counted — all that
remained in the entire world.

“It was a critical time,” he says.
“We knew it was madness to have all
our eggs in one basket. We were able

I t was in 1952 in KwaZulu-Natal’s
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