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A NEW LEAF
Trails guide Kho-
motso Mokoena is 
one of 10 female 
recruits changing 
the face of guid-
ing in Kruger. 

The best guides focus on ethics and respect for each 
other and the environment. Some are macho, others are 
more empathetic and sensitive. They all undergo the 
same training. By Dianne Tipping-Woods

The animals don’t care if I am a man 
or a woman, to them I am just a 
human being.”

Khomotso Mokoena’s words were lin-
gering in my mind as the lioness looked 
at us before disappearing into a thicket. It 
had been stalking a wildebeest when we 
surprised her on our morning walk from 
Lower Sabie. The lioness ran as we stood 
frozen behind our guides, savouring the 
unique and very human thrill of encoun-
tering a big cat on foot. 

“We try to see them without disturbing 
them, but sometimes we surprise each 
other,” said Khomotso with a philosophi-
cal shrug, smiling at the groups’ reactions 
to the encounter: scared, excited, amazed 
and humbled. With second-rifle Thulisile 
Makofane, Khomotso had kept a steady 
eye on the lioness before assuring us it was 
safe to sit down and have a snack on the 
banks of the Sabie River. An African fish 
eagle had had the same idea, judging by 
the discarded bones of a catfish nearby. 

Khomotso is one of a group of women 
recruited and trained as a trails guide 
to address the gender imbalance in the 
sector. In 2016, the Jobs Fund of the 

“

“I was scared of the 
bush, but then I 

found myself falling 
in love with it.”

National Treasury funded 10 women to 
train as trails guides at the Southern Af-
rican Wildlife College, before they 
spent five months in the Kruger 
National Park gaining practi-
cal guiding experience. 
Five of the candidates went 
on to get their level four cer-
tificates, Khomotso was one of 
them and started work-
ing at Lower Sabie 
in 2015.

As second-rifle, guide 
Thulisile Makofane is 
adept at guiding and 
shooting if necessary.
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From left to right: Khomotso points out a millipede – her fascination with the natural world extends to all 
creatures; seeing a hyena on foot is completely thrilling; the lead guide with her guests.
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Having spent the preceding 90 minutes 
on one of the best walks of my life, which 
included wild dogs, hyenas and porcupines 
interacting, an elephant bull, plains game 
all around us, and then our lioness encoun-
ter, it seemed wrong to bring up gender. 
“People comment on my size, they ques-
tion my instincts, they ask if I can shoot. 
My job is to keep us safe, and to facilitate a 
good experience,” Khomotso said, while we 
watch a breeding herd of elephants in the 
distance come down to drink. “I keep one 
thing in mind. My ethics. It’s on the first 
page of the manual of guiding.”

“We’re here because we’re good guides, 
not because we’re women,” affirmed Thu-
lisile. Some guides are more empathetic 
and sensitive, some are more macho, but 
in order to qualify, “we all have had to 
undergo the same training.” 

They agree that the training was tough. 
Khomotso recalls how mentors Pieter Nel 
and Gawie Lindeque put her and the other 
recruits through their paces. “We sur-
prised them actually, especially with how 
we can shoot!” Along with Khomotso, 15 
other female recruits made it through the 
College’s physical assessments, followed 
by three days in the field to select the last 
10 candidates. 

“Once you’ve done 300 field hours in 
the bush, with all that entails, you can 
read a lion or an elephant. You know what 
you’re doing,” confirmed Clive Poultney, 

Director of the Environmental Sustain-
ability Agency, who is contracted as head 
of business development at the Southern 
African Wildlife College. “Bringing in 
more female recruits means we did have 
to face down old dogmas and beliefs.  
While the training was going on, we had 
one guy arrive and say ‘I am taking my 
wife home’,” he recalled. 

“Building confidence is critical,” he said, 
“for both men and women. With confi-
dence and training, anyone can step into a 
very different realm and make a go of it.”

Khomotso’s first experience of Kruger 
was as a marketing intern. “I was scared 
of the bush, but then I found myself fall-
ing in love with it,” she explained. The 
opportunity to leave the office for the wild 
was too good to miss and the training 
conquered the fear, or equips her to deal 
with it. 

“As a guide, I listen to myself and I listen 
to my fears. I pay attention to  the whole 
environment,” she explained. Her care is 
evident. She takes pains to not disturb any 
of the processes or creatures we encoun-
tered, whether it was the column of mata-
bele ants, horn moths feeding on impala 
horns, funnel web spiders spinning their 
lairs or wildebeest coming down to drink.

“I have found what I love and what I’m 
good at,” she said, before scouting the area 
where the lioness had disappeared, and 
guiding us safely home. 

A BIRD IN THE BUSH
One of CapeNature’s first female 

field rangers has proven her 

worth in a largely male-dominated 

environment. 

“I went camping as a child 

and there was a spider a relative 

wanted to kill. I didn’t want to kill 

it. I wanted to learn more about 

it,” said Nicole Breda, a field rang-

er at Riverlands Nature Reserve. 

The small CapeNature reserve in the Swart-

land is not open to the public, but is a haven 

for researchers, botanists and ecologists.

Nicole studied human resources, but knew 

she wanted more than her job as a factory 

supervisor in Worcester. The 34-year-old 

embarked on her new career in 2008 when 

she answered an advertisement for wildlife 

trainees, hoping that her love of nature and 

determination would lead to the life she 

wanted. She was chosen from 200 applica-

tions for the original training programme 

and received no money while she was in 

training, but hasn’t looked back and takes 

every opportunity to study and learn. 

“I knew I was going into a male-dominated 

field. I just said you need to do this to the 

best of your ability.” After completing the 

14-month training course at 

Vrolijk heid Nature Reserve 

near Robertson, during which 

Nicole mastered everything the 

men did, she qualified as one of 

CapeNature’s first female field 

rangers, but was still asked if she 

would not prefer to do adminis-

tration work. 

Her job includes veld patrols, 

plant and animal monitoring, infrastructural 

maintenance, erosion control, alien vegeta-

tion monitoring, game capture, plant iden-

tification and collection, birding, veld data 

collecting and capturing, plus fire manage-

ment, including fighting wildfires in moun-

tain areas and constructing firebreaks. 

She spends four hours of each day pa-

trolling the reserve and collecting data. Al-

though she is unarmed, she has confronted 

poachers. “I tell them how they are affecting 

our reserves. Most times they listen to us 

and they leave the reserves.”

Nicole completed a nature conservation 

and conservation leadership course at the 

Southern African Wildlife College in 2012. “I 

am hopeful about the future. We must cher-

ish what we have. Nature needs us all.” /
 

“Once you’ve done 300 field hours 
in the bush, with all that entails, you 

can read a lion or an elephant.”

CapeNature field 
ranger Nicole Breda

Reading the signs 
that elephants have 
left in the field.


