Join The Dots Adventure

Barberton

29 September 2012

Background to the area with the Dots

It is best to allow UNESCO’s World Heritage Site to describe the area we plan to visit. Here follows an extract from the official application to get Barberton inducted into the WHS fold:

The area in question is contained within what geologists refer to as the Barberton Mountain Land (BML), also known as the Barberton Greenstone Belt or more technically, the Barberton Supergroup geological formation. Its varied geology gives rise to steeply incised mountainous terrain that stretches from the Lochiel Plateau in the south to the Nelspruit-Komatipoort area in the north and straddles the Swaziland border. It includes part of the Komati river catchment in the south west, the de Kaap catchment in the north and Mahlambanyathi and Crocodile Rivers in the northeast. The hills are rocky, with moist grassy uplands and forested valleys. The altitude ranges from 600 to 1800 metres above mean sea level.

Historical summary
Oral history suggests that through the 1700s and 1800s the land was sparsely occupied by Swazi and other local pastoral people, together with their livestock. But the steep and rocky landscape does not provide well for human livelihoods and human occupation fluctuated both seasonally and according to the ebb and flow of local conflicts. Substantial settlements were rare, being limited mainly to the larger river valleys. 

At the time of European settlement in the 1860s it became a contested border zone.  Land deals were struck between the Swazi king and Transvaal colonists, the echoes of which remain to this day. The BML lies mostly in South Africa with about 20% in N-W Swaziland. The region is mainly used for timber growing, nature conservation, catchment protection and communal livestock grazing. Mining was a major activity but is now marginal and declining. 

The significance of the BML first became known to the world when alluvial gold was found at Kaapsehoop in 1875. This was followed by the Moodies and Barber's reef discoveries and a subsequent 'gold rush' into the hills above the Suid Kaap river.  Barberton's gold rush was quickly spent, soon to be dwarfed by finds on the Witwatersrand in 1886. South Africa's mineral wealth, at that time mainly from diamonds and gold, grew enormously. A direct by-product of this affluence was the development of geological science to support mining. In the first half of the 20th Century technical expertise and geological exploration expanded rapidly, supported by equivalent growth in academic research and teaching staff. 

From these ranks, the twin brothers Richard and Morris Viljoen, while student geologists in 1969, first described the distinctive Archaean lavas from the Komati river valley, now known as komatiites. This landmark discovery identified the oldest volcanic rocks (formed at temperatures approximating 1650ºC - the highest temperatures ever described for volcanic rocks on the Earth's surface) and triggered a fresh new enquiry into the nature of the early Earth. These discoveries, followed by many others, helped to publicise the existence of the ancient but remarkably well preserved Archaean sequences in the Barberton Supergroup. While the area continues to yield gold to this day, the last half century has seen BML's geology achieve a different type of fame, more significant than its colourful gold-rush past. This is derived from the extreme age of its rocks (3600 million years) the high quality of their state of preservation and the integrity and accessibility of such a significant 'Archaean time-slice' of the earliest history of the earth (3250 to 3600 million years).

". . the rocks in the Barberton belt provide a unique view of the early Earth that is quite literally unavailable anywhere else."                   Prof Don Lowe, Stanford University

Purpose of joining up the dots

The main purpose of the day is to allow our Pajeros to sample some seriously clean mountain air, while their wheels slowly drag us up and over these wonderful mountains. We will stop for many scenic photo opportunities and get to see a wide variety of endemic plant species. 

Suggested arrangement for accommodation

The actual trip to Join the Dots will take up a whole day. I strongly suggest that our friends that drive in from Gauteng sleep over on the Friday and the Saturday nights. I have arranged with Mark at Diggers Retreat and he will accommodate each member according to his/her preference. The option for accommodation varies from camping next to the Kaap River, to low cost dorms or proper “luxury” rooms.

The actual Joining of the Dots

We will want to head off into the mountains 9am at the latest on Saturday morning. Diggers Retreat is some 20km from the nearest fuel or shop, so there will be a small time window for those who wish to drive to Barberton for provisions. My recommendation would be to arrive at Diggers fully provisioned – if possible. Mark will happily stock up your picnic basket at a reasonable cost if you arrange with him in advance. 

This is the type of trip that requires more capacity on the SD card in your cam, than capacity in your fuel tank. I think a SWB V6 will use less than half a tank on the whole day. All other Pajero configurations will demand less.

We will see some mining activity (present and past) on the fringes of the area, but will spend a good portion of the day in pristine nature on old, poorly maintained tracks. My personal choice of drive train usage option is 4LLc to get up into the mountain over lose boulders and deep ruts. Then a relaxed 4H 1st and 2nd gear run in the high country. Halfway through the day we will find a tricky zigg-zagg climb that will tempt you to pass your cold bevy to the wife so you can get both hands on the wheel. The wife will probably throw your cold bevy out, so she can grab the kids to protect them from their mad father and his Pajero.

The drop back down to the valley is very steep and the autobox Pajeros will require quite a bit of brake pedal – even in 4LLc. We cross the Hislops Creek fourteen times on the way out, so plenty opportunity too cool off (warp) those discs.

The valley tracks, where we enter and exit the mountain, can be overgrown and pose a threat to the beautiful paintwork of our Pajeros. I will endeavor to clean that up as much as possible before hand, but the more industrious of you are welcome to bring some tools along to finish off my sloppy work where required.  

It is more than 30 years now since I “klared out” of the army. I wasn’t a sergeant major then and I am not one now. We all want to relax and enjoy the mountain and our Pajeros and experience nature and take lots of photographs.

I am very familiar with the geology, know a little about the history and know nothing about the flora. I will point out and explain some of the more prominent geology features along the way, will try to recapture the history and gold rush, but ask you all to bring your own books on plants and trees. We should see a few raptors - I always get them wrong - so please bring your own bird books and binoculars. 

We will stop for a lunch break, but the pace will be of such a nature that anybody will be able to eat at any time as they wish.

Winding down the Dots

The time at which we will emerge back on the valley floor, will depend purely on the pace we chose during the day. If there is spare time and if some Pajeros still have a hunger for more climb and scenery, then those that feel like it can join me to my favourite sunset spot overlooking Barberton town. We will be close enough to the malaria red zone to justify the taking of some Tonic.

Mark will make a big fire at Diggers for the evening and will either provide food off the fire or you can bring and cook your own. That arrangement will be between each member and Mark individually. But the idea is for a pleasant get together to swap stories and brag with our photies. 

Return to the Big Smoke

Sunday morning and the return trips to Gauteng is for each individual to decide as he chooses.  If there is an interest, I will happily suggest a scenic, off-the-beaten-track route back through the mountains towards Badplaas. I will also be available to discuss the potential of leading a short strip to a scenic coffee drinking spot.

The big secret for an outing like this to be a real success, is for everybody to arrive home safely.

