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Action, adrenalin, ambience, affordability. Mlilwane gets straight 
A’s as an all-round playground. By Dale Morris

Mlilwane’s 4x4 
trail rewards you 
with this view 
over Nyonyane 
Mountain and the 
Usuthu Forest.

Mlilwane Wildlife 
Sanctuary in 
Swaziland lies 
around five hours 
from Gauteng.

“WHAT A STUNNING VIEW,” I THINK 
TO MYSELF WHILE PEERING OVER 
THE GRANITE-LIPPED DOME OF 
NYONYANE PEAK. “IT’S CERTAINLY 
ONE TO DIE FOR.” 

I am in Swaziland, Mlilwane Wildlife 
Sanctuary to be precise, and from the top 
of this towering collection of boulders at 
the heart of the reserve I can see for miles 
and miles. To the west, the Shonalanga 
plains, golden in winter, reach out towards 
a horizon made hazy by Swaziland’s an-
nual burns. The north and east are walled 
in by the sculpted peaks of the Mdzimba 

Mountains. Below, I can see Mlilwane 
Sanctuary in its entirety with its lakes, for-
ests and grasslands.

There are zebra down there, blesbok and 
wildebeest, too. I can see them through my 
binoculars. Above, an eagle, wide of wing 
but too far away to identify as a Verreaux’s, 
circles like a glider. It would make sense if it 
were one. Although they haven’t been seen 
for a while, Verreaux’s eagles used to nest on 
adjacent Njunju Ridge. Not being a strictly 
strict twitcher, I tick it off in my book. 

Nyonyane Peak, which looms like a 
lone sentinel above the landscape, also has 

a darker, more sinister name. The Rock 
of Execution. It is said that in days gone 
by, enemies of the establishment were 
marched, spear at back, to where I stand 
now. The drops are sheer and the ground 
is some distance away, so you can probably 
guess what happened next. As I said, it is a 
view to die for.

Herds of the ultra-rare
Fortunately, my journey up here had been 
altogether more pleasant. I had driven up in 
a Ford Ranger safari camper from Avis, ac-
companied by Mike Richardson, Big Game 

Parks’ head of tourism. “Mlilwane is, in my 
opinion, an adventurer’s playground,” he 
told me as we started out on a dirt road in 
the low-lying regions of the park.

“We don’t have any aggressive animals, 
other than hippos and crocs, so it’s per-
fectly safe to go hiking, mountain biking or 
horseback riding throughout much of the 
reserve.” But, since active pursuits are not 
for everyone, there’s now a 4x4 trail that 
goes all the way up to the base of Nyonyane 
Peak. “So nobody need break out in a sweat 
to get here.”

The trail is not a hard-core technical 
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4x4 challenge, but rather a relaxed ramble 
through beautiful scenery. A few steep bits 
require low range gears and a couple of 
rocky segments would rip the bottom out 
of a sedan, but otherwise there’s nothing 
too white-knuckle about it. “It takes a few 
hours,” said Mike, “but if you pack a picnic 
and stop frequently, there’s no reason why 
you shouldn’t make a day of it.” 

Our first treat was within the first few 
minutes. Golden fields of swaying grass 
concealed small herds of the ultra-rare oribi 
antelope. Their giant ears gave them away 
and, despite their timid nature, these ones 
seemed quite unperturbed by the pres-
ence of our vehicle. “We breed all sorts of 
antelope here, most of which are rare in the 
wild,” Mike told me while I snapped away 
with my zoomiest lens. “Blue duikers, red 
duikers, suni, roan, grey rhebok, steenbok. 
They all find sanctuary from predators and 
hunters here at Mlilwane.”

We passed small herds of zebra and water-
buck and larger gatherings of impala before 
entering an alien forest of eucalypts and 
pines. “Look down there in that donga,” said 
Mike pointing to a mud face among the trees. 
“That’s one of our bee-eater colonies.”

The muddy bank was peppered with  
hundreds of holes but, sadly for me, the 
birds were mostly out and about, no doubt 
making misery amid Mlilwane’s bees and 
other insects. “If you come back in the 
evening, or get here in the early morning, 
there’s often quite a bit of activity here.” I 
made a mental note to do just that.

Along the way to the top, Mike made 
us stop a few times to take a closer look 
at some of the sites. We fumbled our way 
through some old disused railway tunnels 
and took time to view the impressive Man-
tenga Falls, situated on the river that marks 

the reserve’s boundary. A spot of birding 
revealed a pair of purple-crested turacos, 
and a noisy troop of crested guineafowl as 
well as dozens of bee-eaters with dozens  
of bees.

At the summit of the road, there is a  
fantastic viewpoint with a conveniently 
situated picnic table, but for the very best 
panorama, you must alight from your 4x4 
and take a 15 to 20-minute hike to the top 
of Nyonyane Peak. Like most mountains, 
Execution Rock looks far steeper from a 
distance than it actually is, so if you have 
a reasonable level of fitness, you shouldn’t 
find the climb to the top challenging.

Animals at ease
The 4x4 trail is a circular route that starts 
and ends at Mlilwane’s Rest Camp, but 
for our first night, my wife and I treated 
ourselves to a stay at Reilly’s Rock, a grand 
establishment with a very special history. It 
used to be the homestead of Mickey Reilly. 
His son, Ted, grew up on this quaint English 
manor style property and dreamt of creat-
ing a series of wildlife sanctuaries across the 
kingdom. He can rightly be called the father 
of Swazi conservation.

Now, more than a hundred years later, 
the Reilly legacy amounts to three highly 
successful game reserves, Mlilwane, Hlane 
and Mkhaya, all of which are founded on 
sound conservation ethics. Despite being 
well into his 70s, Ted still works full time at 
Mlilwane while his son Mick and daughter 
Ann are also deeply involved in Swaziland’s 
conservation. 

The grounds around Ted’s old home are 
a botanist’s dream due to the fact that his 
father-in-law had an inordinate fondness for 
aloes. The result is a botanical garden where 
miniature antelope tiptoe around ancient 
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1. A large crocodile shows off its teeth. 2. The restaurant at the main camp overlooks a lake filled  
with hippos. 3. A cave at the foot of Execution Rock is the overnight spot on the Cave Trail. 4. The 4x4 
from Avis crunched up the trail with ease. 5. Avis rents out fully equipped safari camper vehicles, which 
are ideally suited to multi-day trails. Go to www.wildcard.co.za and search ‘Avis’ to read a review. 6. Blue 
wildebeest count among the laid-back game found in Mlilwane.
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and rare plant specimens. At night, a troop 
of habituated bushbabies file down from the 
trees, much to the delight of guests staying 
at Reilly’s Rock. We were having the time of 
our lives and there was more to come.

On our second day at Mlilwane, we moved 
down to the Rest Camp, situated next to 
a beautiful lake where hippos and crocs 
abound. There are a number of different ac-
commodation options here, most of which 
are for the budget-conscious traveller. Tradi-
tional thatched beehive dwellings, wooden 
chalets and powered campsites are all on 
offer, as is a backpacker hostel with cheap 
rooms and dorms.

One of the unique charms of this camp 
is the wildlife that has chosen to move in. 
Nyala and impala will often stroll around 
you, totally chilled and free from fear. An 
everlasting campfire burns close to the 
camp’s fully licensed restaurant, and on 
chilly mornings a family of warthogs can be 
seen warming their flanks.

We took a horseback ride alongside the 
lake, spotting crocodiles and hippos on the 
way. They have 37 trail horses in Mlilwane, 
all of which are looked after very well. My 
horse, Bravado, was a nervous and gentle 
soul, trotting here and there whenever a 

dangerous guineafowl or potentially hazard-
ous female impala made its presence felt. I 
renamed him Chicken.

The trail took us, once again, to the sum-
mit of Execution Rock, only this time, we 
didn’t head back down to camp for the 
night, but rather stayed in an old Bushman 
cave at the foot of the mountain. Dinner was 
served from a potjie upon an open fire and 
the winter’s cold was kept at bay by comfort-
able camp beds.

The following day we hiked and took ad-
vantage of the mountain bikes for rent. There 
are numerous challenging mountain-bike 
trails in Mlilwane, but I prefer my biking to 
be serene, so we pedalled instead around 
the lower reaches of the park where herds of 
wilde beest mingle with blesbok and kudu.

Mike was absolutely correct in his de-
scription of Mlilwane. It certainly is an ad-
venturer’s playground, but also much more 
than that. It’s a sanctuary where wild ani-
mals and humans live in harmony. Where 
rare creatures such as suni antelope and blue 
cranes are offered a safe haven where they 
can breed and contribute to the survival 
of their species. It’s also a place where you 
could visit for a number of days and still not 
have time to do everything on offer. 
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Warthogs lounge around the everlasting campfire at Mlilwane.

1. Bring your own mountain bike or rent one. 2. A trail leads up to Execution Rock. 3. One of the cute 
bushbabies at Reilly’s Rock. 4. You can stay in a traditional Swazi beehive hut. 5. On the 4x4 trail you can 
explore an abandoned railway tunnel. 6. The botanical garden around Reilly’s Rock has a wealth of aloes. 
7. A nyala noses the leaf litter. 8. Ted Reilly is considered the father of conservation in Swaziland. This 
year Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary celebrated 50 years of protecting the kingdom’s natural heritage.

Getting there It takes around five 
hours to get to Swaziland from 
Gauteng. Remember to pack your 
passport and vehicle registration 
papers.

Rates Reilly’s Rock from R890 a 
person a night sharing for dinner, 
bed and breakfast. Beehive huts 
R345 a person sharing. Camping 
R90 a person.

Bookings +268-2528-3943, 
www.biggameparks.org

Trip planner


