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Tracker Academy
Text and pictures
By
Alex van den Heever
Ever since I can remember I have been fascinated by the marks in the ground, the signs left by
animals. I have vivid memories of going on a lion hunt as a 9 year old on our family farm near
Hectorspruit on the southern boundary of the Kruger National Park. Here I witnessed first hand the
incredible skills of a tracker following and finding a lion for my grandfather to shoot. From a faint scuff
mark in the earth he was able to, after several hours, produce the lion. The killing appalled me but
the tracking skills I observed that day have always remained with me. I thought it was magic.
Ten years later I ended up at Londolozi Game
Reserve as a game ranger. I was fortunate enough
to be assigned to a tracker called Renias Mhlongo.
Renias has also had a long association with tracking
– he was born in a mud hut on a piece of what is
today the Greater Kruger National Park. He is one
of the last people to be raised in the original traditions
of a Shangaan hunter-gatherer. Renias worked as
a tracker for 27 years at Londolozi before joining the
Tracker Academy. He has travelled widely – teaching
tracking as far a field as Yellowstone National Park
in the USA.
Renias quickly filled the role of mentor to me. For the
past 16 years I have been exposed to some of the greatest trackers in the country, men like Renias,
Elmon Mhlongo, Richard Siwela, Wilson Masiya, Pokkie Benadie and the Kruiper family from the
Kalahari. It was time with these and other trackers that inspired the Tracker Academy. It has always
troubled me that we would loose these skills.
Formally, the Tracker Academy has its origin in a meeting between Mrs Gaynor Rupert and me at a
lunch in the Karoo, at Samara Game Reserve. Mrs Rupert’s positive response to my plea for a place
where a new lineage of custodians of the continents wilderness could receive formal tracker training
became a reality in January 2010.
The mission of the Tracker Academy is
simple – we aim to contribute to the
restoration of indigenous knowledge
(traditional skills of tracking) in South Africa.
The Tracker Academy has two bases of
training – Samara Game Reserve in the
Karoo and Londolozi Game Reserve in the
Sabi Sands.

Students are recruited from poor rural
communities living adjacent to wildlife
areas all over South Africa. Training takes
place for the first 6 months at Samara with
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trainer and Master Tracker, Pokkie
Benadie. Thereafter they move to
Londolozi for the final six month
semester where they are trained by
Senior Tracker, Renias Mhlongo.
The learner trackers are thereby
exposed to both the arid Karoo
biome as well as the traditional
bushveld (savannah biome) of the
Kruger area. This shifting of training
bases forces the students to pay
attention to new fauna and flora – it
creates a sense of curiosity which
is a vital feature of any successful
tracker.
The Tracker Academy is extremely
grateful to Samara and Londolozi for their generous donation of land, wildlife and the facilities. Karel
‘Pokkie’ Benadie is one of two Master Trackers in South Africa. He worked at the Karoo National
Park for more than 30 years. During that time he was spotted by Louis Liebenberg, author of many
tracking books, and founder of the Cybertracker method of evaluating trackers. Using tracking Pokkie
collected the data for the publication of a scientific paper describing the feeding habits of black rhino
in the Karoo – no small feat. We are extremely fortunate to have Pokkie as one of our trainers.
On an average day the students spend 6 to 8 hours on foot learning tracking with Renias and Pokkie.
It is intensive tracker training. Our one year full time course gives students a solid foundation in
tracking. Monthly assessments of ‘track & sign identification’ and ‘trailing’ are conducted to ensure
continuous improvement. In addition to
the tracker training students are required
to learn over 100 species of trees and
plants, and their uses. Bird identification
and particularly bird calls forms a vital
part of the training. Attention is also paid
to the alarm calls of all species – which
is an essential component of a tracker’s
knowledge base. As a way of restoring
its authenticity the learners are also
exposed to some of the original huntergatherer techniques by Renias and
Pokkie.
At the Tracker Academy we endeavour
to create a culture of respect – for humankind and nature. In our induction the students watch the
“Great Dance” DVD – a documentary about the Bushmen of the Kalahari. The film culminates in a
traditional kudu hunt in which the Bushmen display qualities of immense physical, mental and
emotional fitness. Upon its death their respect for the kudu is stunning – it is clear that these people
are ‘at one’ with their environment. The Tracker Academy strives to be a centre of excellence in the
art of tracking.
However, “knowledge without wisdom is like water in the sand” – our holistic approach intends to
promote emotional maturity amongst the students. It allows the students to gain skills which can be
used for the benefit of both wildlife and its human communities. It is vital that our students leave the
Academy with a sense of humility, discipline and respect.
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Students cook and clean for themselves at the Academy. Issues of neatness, punctuality and general
conduct are taken very seriously at the Tracker Academy.
Dr Ian McCallum has played an integral role in the development of the curriculum for the Academy.
His experience in psychiatry as well as his understanding of ecological Intelligence is invaluable. Dr
McCallum is in the process of developing a life skills course specifically aimed at trackers. The life
skills course is designed to assist the students in dealing with the pressures they will face when they
leave the Academy. He also conducts one-on-one consultations with the students - many of whom
have experienced abuse as children.

Application has been made to THETA for accreditation of the training programme, which will result
in tracker trainees having achieved the following upon graduation:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

Cybertracker/ FGASA Tracker level 3
Tracker Academy – Plants and Trees evaluation of 120 species
Tracker Academy – Birds and Bird calls evaluation of 150 species
Tracker Academy - Presentation Skills
SA Wildlife College - Life Skills course
Dr Ian McCallum – Ecological Intelligence
FGASA Guide level 1

Courses begin in January and June of each year (2 intakes). Applicants are welcome. Please send
CV’s to Alex. Applicants may be subjected to an interview by past students.
Should anyone be interested in employing Tracker Academy graduates, please contact Alex
van den Heever – alex@nns.co.za
www.trackeracademy.co.za
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