The Cold side of the mountain: The Lotheni
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An introduction to the Lotheni River as a Trout River
Name:
This Zulu name for the River refers to black ash, and is reported to refer to the black shale that
occurs in various places along the river’s course. Another opinion of the name origin suggests
that the resident tribes fled hastily when they received news that King Shaka’s army was on the
way, and that they left their camp fires smoldering such that Shaka’s men found them still
warm, and black.

Source:
The Lotheni rises at the “back” of the Giant’s Castle mountain (on the South facing side) at an
altitude of 3,100 metres above sea level . Its source is within a few hundred metres of the
other great trout stream that flows the other way off the Giant….The Bushmans.

Trout Water:
The Lotheni first becomes fishable as a Trout stream at an altitude of about 1,600metres ASL,
where there is a significant waterfall, with a gorge below. This spot is a 2.8km hike above
Syme’s Cottage at the Lotheni camp. From there it flows out into more open country and then
back through a poort just below Symes and the Lotheni campsite, before opening out again and
being joined from the north by the Elandshoek, a significant tributary that rises in a a fan of
streams that drain the cemicurcular South Ridge (and which on the ‘front end’ give birth to the
Ncibidwana and the Mooi). The Elandshoek itself is worth exploring too, and it has no waterfall
like the main river, meaning that you can expect to find Trout far up. On the main river from
the campsite down to the hutted camp is a fast rocky stretch, but there is a diminutive stream
called the Ngodwini which joins from the south on that stretch, which has a head of Trout in it
too. Below the campsite the river passes through another poort, where one can see the
spectacular series of falls on a tributary, which is called “Jacobs Ladder”, and where one finds a
pool named “cool pools”, which is a popular swimming spot. The next 3.6 kms, down to the
park gate, is arguably the best Trout water, with lovely intersting pools, runs and features, and
some of which runs right alongside the road. In the four kilometres from the park boundary to
the Folly Bridge, the land is uninhabited, but is unfenced and easily accessible, and has some
excellent water. From Folly bridge (1300 m ASL) down, the river passes a village, but the water
looks good. Then it flows through one of the more intricate pieces of topography on a KZN
Trout stream, being joined first by the Hlambamasoka from the North, and then, just before it
goes through yet another poort, by the Nhlatimbe from the South.
Below this Poort is three and a half kilometers of water before one encounters the bridge on
the main Lotheni road. Below that is another seven and a half kilometers before one reaches
the 1200m contour. So, in the 14.2 kilometres from Folly Bridge to the 1200m contour, the

river falls 100m, in contrast to the 13,5kms from the falls to Folly bridge in which it falls
300metres! The lower river is far less explored by fly-fishers in recent times, and is a slower
river, with bigger pools, and less of a mountain stream experience, but no doubt worthy of
further exploration.

Tributaries:
Most of the tributaries are mentioned above. One skipped there is the Bhola, which enters a
little way below “cool pools”. The Lotheni is unique for its number of sizeable tributaries, most
of which can hold a population of Trout in average and wet years.

Accessibility:
From the 1600m contour down to the park gate, some 10 kms away (as the river flows) is all
accessible with a day permit bought at Lotheni. The area below the park looks like a tribal
(communal) area, but in fact, invisible to the visiting angler, there are actually multiple
tenements belonging to various owners, but in an area where tribal authorities hold sway.
Access and how to get permission is therefore uncertain.

Fish:
The Lotheni is a Brown Trout stream. It was first stocked in 1907. Trout are typically 10 inches
in length, and fish of 15 to 17 inches are far from uncommon, but bigger fish are undoubtedly
present.

Water Quality:
The water quality of the Lotheni above Folly bridge is superb. Below the bridge is undoubtedly
affected by the human habitation, not least of which is the overgrazing. The Hlambamasoka
valley and the Nhlatimbe are both known to come down dirty after rain, owing to overgrazing
and wattle infestations in the catchment. Silt is particularly present in the river below the main
road.

Wattle, bramble, gum, bugweed:
The upper reaches of the river in the park, are in pristine condition, and free from any alien
encroachment. The stretch below the gate, but above Folly Bridge has minor wattle
encroachment, which is by no means problematic. The area below that, which is quite densely
settled is free of tress, and then the poort below the confluence with the Nhlatimbe is quite
heavily infested, but below the main road bridge is open. The Hlambamasoka and Nhlatimbe
are sadly both affected by wattle infestation. Brambles are less present in this valley, as is
bugweed.

Aquatic Insect populations:
The Lotheni has a good diversity of aquatic life. Stoneflies are not uncommon.

History
The river was first stocked by John Parker and Donald McKenzie in 1907. It was also used to
seed fish over the mountain at Vergelegn in 1917. In the September 1916 Railways book
“Trout Fishing in South Africa”, there are a few sentences which divulge that there was once a
fly fishing club at Lotheni, which gave members access to various waters which were then on
private land. One such property was the farm “Painsacre”, on which you will find Jacobs Ladder
The Lotheni camp, and “Cool pools” , and that farm name is used as the address for the angling
club. Here is also talk of a Hotel at Lotheni, but it is not clear where that might have been. In
Bennion’s 1920 book “The Trout are rising in England and South Africa”, he received a letter
from a man named “John” in which he requests a rod from England, and promises to take
Bennion to the Lotheni when he gets to South Africa, saying that it is “better than the Mooi” .
In Bob Crass’ 1986 book ‘Trout in South Arica”, he mentions Willie Root, and his son Peter, who
farmed on one of the farms now included in the reserve, and mentions that Peter knew where
to find the Browns!. The 1936 book, “Fishing the inland waters of Natal”, mentions a guest
house at a farm called “The Bushes” , owned by one JD Christie, where “10 miles” of fishing was
available, but the other list in the book, that of fishing hotels, makes no mention of the Lotheni
Hotel. “Christies” is shown on the map in that booklet, as being at the junction of the main
road, and the road up to the present day resort. Christie, it would seem, was able to sell you a
fishing license in those days. From all these references there is just one picture of the
Lotheni…this one:

Reference is also made by Bob Crass to a flood in 1951, that changed the course of the river so
as to cut off “Bush Pool”. Crass writes extensively about the river in “Trout Fishing in Natal:
(1971) and that chapter is copied in this document. Sydney Hey, in his famous 1957 book,
Rapture of the River, makes no reference to the Lotheni in his chapters in which he surveys
waters around SA, but oddly his book carries this photo:

Maps:

Where does the Lotheni run?

Books of relevance & Interest
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Call of the Stream …by Peter Brigg
Trout fishing in Natal …by Bob Crass
Trout In South Africa …by Bob Crass
Stippled Beauties …by Andrew Fowler
Fishing the inland waters of Natal (1936)…Natal Provincial Administration
Trout Fishing In South Africa 1916…South African Railways.
The Trout are Rising…1920… B Bennion

Wildlife
Some animal species you can expect to encounter on the Lotheni:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Leopard
Baboons
Bushbuck
Reedbuck
Eland
Mountain Reedbuck
Vaal Rhebuck
Duiker
Cape Clawless Otter
Slender Mongoose
Porcupine
Black backed Jackal
Aardvark

Overleaf:

Writings about the Lotheni by various authors:

From “Trout fishing in Natal” by Bob Crass:

And from “Trout in South Africa” by Bob Crass (1986):

Excerpts from the book “Stippled Beauties” by Andrew Fowler, 2015

Lotheni
The problem with Lotheni, is its location. It is remote, and you can’t nip in there to fish for an hour or
two. If you do, your driving time will exceed your fishing time by an unhealthy margin. Looking at it
another way, that is what this river has going for it: it is remote.
When you study a map, you can reason that it is not all that remote. The river rises off the back of Giants
Castle, and many of our other rivers rise on the front end. Furthermore, if you draw a straight line on the
map from the Lotheni campsite to Highmoor, it measures under seventeen kilometres. But drive up to
Lotheni from Nottingham Road, and you will see what I mean. It is not exactly a stroll to the corner café.
For one thing you need to cross a significant ridge. That ridge of high ground effectively runs from the
end of the Giant, all the way out to Inhlosane Mountain. It is not an obvious ridge as such, but perhaps
rather a spine of high ground. When I say “high”, it is a shade over one thousand eight hundred metres
where the road touches the sky at “Snowtop” on the way over into the greater Mkhomazi Valley in
which one finds Lotheni.
It is uncanny how many of our Trout streams have their source either on the Giant itself, or on this
spine. I for one set the weather application on my computer to Giant’s Castle, to better get an idea of
our stream flows throughout the season.
The Lotheni itself rises in a curve in the escarpment, bounded by the south facing slopes of the back of
the Giant, as I mentioned, and sweeping away past “the Tent” and the Eagle to “Terateng” in the south
west. In fact, according to my topo map, the source of the Lotheni lies within four hundred and fifty
metres of the Bushmans, each of them draining in opposite directions.
The Elandshoek similarly rises just four hundred metres from the source of the Mooi, and drains a basin
that feeds into the Lotheni just above the hutted camp. I still have to explore that stream.
The back of the Giant, where these two streams rise is better known as “Makaza” (Zulu for “Cold”). That
would be because it faces south, and so in the winter barely receives any sun at all. For this reason it
often remains iced up in winter, providing probably the only reliable ice climbing location in South
Africa, for those to whom this is important. I can only imagine that this must contribute to colder winter
water for the Trout. Maybe even cool water for longer in the season. I don’t know. I don’t get up there
often enough to catalogue the water temperatures over the year. Either way, the spirited Browns of the
Lotheni seem strong and wild in a way that befits their remote and lovely location.
As one approaches the Lotheni by road, you encounter a junction of rivers that is as rare as it is
interesting. First you see the Nhlathimbe coming down a steep kloof and joining the main river just
before it passes through a tight poort. Then as you proceed up the valley, through a rural setting of huts
and cattle, you cross a stream known as the “Hlambamasoka”. Annie, who brings me my morning coffee
at work, enjoyed my enquiry as to the meaning of this name. She said it meant “the perfect place to
swim”, and that “masoka” refers to that perfection. I retorted that I didn’t see the word “bhukuda”

(common Zulu for “swim”) anywhere in the word. Annie’s eyes glazed over and her mind left the room
for a moment as though contemplating some mythical place. Then she returned to the conversation
with a pointed enthusiasm and explained that this was DEEP Zulu. She was referring to what my father
describes as “the King’s Zulu”, an older dialect which I do not understand at all. A dialect that I have
heard Peter Little of Underberg speak so fluently as to leave an old Zulu woman’s heart aflutter with
admiration and nostalgia. The Hlambamasoka is a delicate little stream, particularly in winter, but that
thin blue line on the map calls desperately to me for further exploration.
What I have explored, albeit less frequently than I would like to have, is the Lotheni itself. From the
crossing at “Folly Bridge”, it runs parallel to the road for about four kilometres before one enters the
wilderness area. Just inside the gate of the reserve is a collection of old farm buildings with a picnic site
and a museum. This is our favoured parking spot. From here you can venture downstream to fish back
up, or work directly upstream, aimed for the well-known swimming spot at “Cool pools”, a further four
kilometres up. Much of the river throughout this stretch is fast tumbling white water in summer, and a
miserably thin thread in a wide open rock bed in winter.
In summer the fish spread out and occupy deceptively deep holes all along its length. In winter they
must surely hole up in the one or two deep glides and pools. I think it is this that limits the population of
fish. I have never caught small fish by the fistful at Lotheni, as I have done on the Ndawana and other
berg streams. Instead, the Lotheni is for me a stream at the mercy of droughts, but with the blessing of
altitude and temperature. Here you work steadily up the river probing every likely run with care and
diligence. Your reward is the odd strong Brown, sometimes just a little larger than you expected.
Many years back I had a memorable day on the river with my eldest son, Luke, and his good friend
Jethro, when they were just boys. We were dropped off at the museum, and spent the better part of the
day working our way up to cool pools. We had a packed lunch of mussels and crackers and cheese in the
backpack. The boys shared a rod and fished until they got bored. Thereafter they took to sliding down
the river on their bums. I permitted this, provided that they did it downstream of me, and that they
remember to pick up the rod and bring it along after each stop.
In two places the river runs tight against the road. In the lower of these spots the water is shaded by
some stands of “Ouhout”. It was from under one of these bushes that I tempted a strong fish of some
fifteen inches on a small Zak. As I cradled the beautiful butter Brown in my hand the boys came running
over to see, and Jethro said “Man, If only I could catch a fish like that”.
The Lotheni is still there Jethro, and you probably won’t have to share a rod now.

Lobbing Locusts at Lotheni
Anton said I should label this story so.
He had been flicking fine flies all day, and sitting back and having a quiet and contemplative smoke at all
the best pools. He insistently waved me forward from across the river, gesticulating that the pool was
mine, and that I was to enjoy those runs while he watched. I hand signalled back, “no really, you take
this one”, as best one’s arms can convey that, but he was not having any of it. So in deference to him, I
will describe my artful casts as “lobs” and my “Hopper Juan” as a locust.
We met two young Zulu men down in the rural lands where we started out on the river that day. One
was ill equipped. The other had a bright red nineteen seventies fibreglass fly rod that glowed intensely
in the patches of sunlight that filtered between drifting clouds. It had a proper fly reel on it, but the poor
man was trying to throw plain nylon, (no fly-line!) and he was doing it downstream from his position
high on a rock.
Unlike him we were throwing tight loops upstream, watching drag as best we could in the fast water,
and watching eagle eyed for the sign of a flash beneath the water’s rushing surface. We got ourselves
upstream of the locals and moved up into the steep sided valley, where we rock hopped and waded and
cast our flies into likely holds. I got one fish doing this in the textbook manner described above, but the
second fish came to me as fish sometimes come to beginners. I was on a real peach of a pool that Anton
had again insisted that I take. My line was drifting down at the tail-out at the end of an uninterrupted
drift, and my eyes were cast forward to where I might make the next delivery. It hooked itself without
help from me, and I landed it with limited style, having stumbled in my attempts to keep below it. PD
later grumbled “Two good fish in as many weeks! I am green with envy.” He had been tied up at work
and unable to make it. One never wishes this on your fishing buddies, and I felt guilty at my good
fortune in fly-fishing opportunities over the past few weeks.
Anton on the other hand is particularly skilled at his fishing/work life balance, and I reasoned that I could
feel envious of him, and so I was in the middle of this guilt chain, and not dangling at either end. His
river craft was well honed on the day. I suspect that might have been due to a bit of practice over his
forty odd years of obsessive fly fishing for Trout. He was expertly brushing a tiny para dun across the
likeliest glides, and sinking a tiny and delicate Gold Ribbed Hare’s Ear deep into the best holding water.
The Trout were a little less obliging to him than they were to me. There seemed to be no justice in that.
He would fish a beautiful run expertly, and then after a few perfect drifts he would reel in and say “Go
on, lob that locust of yours in there”, in a resigned tone that suggested he knew that the Trout had
rejected his finesse, but may, in their usual cruel way, very well grab my oversized hopper with
unrefined gusto.
As we puffed up the hill for our lunch break we spoke of fathers and sons, and passing on of the flyfishing addiction. Anton’s dad had done that. He related his last fishing trip with his father. It was on the
Umzimkulu. I asked if his father had caught fish on that important day, and he answered in the
affirmative. My soul was satisfied with that answer. All was right with the world. The beer was ice cold
and tasty, as it can be at these altitudes. The river was beautifully clean. The Trout were willing enough,
even if we both missed a number of strikes, and the weather was interesting. By that I mean that it was
not a flat blue unrelenting sky, as one is sometimes dealt. Instead it was brushed with clouds that were

“hung for a poet’s eye” as Neil Diamond once sang. We had encountered rain on the way in. There had
been high pale cloud in the morning, and patches of bright sunshine by late morning. After lunch we
were rained on just enough that I put the camera in a waterproof pouch, but not enough that I would
condemn myself to the sweaty imposition of a rain jacket. You don’t want to do that in the first week of
March.
At a pool beside the road, we took turns at the same run. A fleeting caddis hatch came off, and some
fish were rising on the silvery, rain dappled surface. At one point a dorsal fin appeared over my tiny
white posted Klinkhamer, and I lifted the rod above my head, feeling the tension of the fish for just a
moment in time. It was a moment that a car passed, and I could see the eyes of the kids in the back seat
light up at the scene of a fisherman into a Trout. But they had passed and weren’t to know that it was a
short lived instant. I didn’t connect. I had my fair share of that. One fish even came up for a second look
at the hopper after I had pricked it two casts earlier. That fellow had lived to a respectable ten inches
though, and his survival skills were such that he eyed it suspiciously the second time and sank away
safely to his hideout beneath the tumbling surface. As the rain cleared away the fish seemed to come on
the prod, and I saw Anton land a few fish in the fast water. I saw a lot more fish come up under the fly
and look at it too. Some tiny chaps had a go at it, but couldn’t manage that much meat.
We ended up on a lovely pool that Anton again implored me to fish. There I landed one, denied another
of its dinner when I whipped the hopper from its jaws, and landed a last fish that might have gone
twelve inches. Bathed in the glow of late afternoon sunshine we plodded back down to the car, content
with the day, but in the knowledge that we were leaving at the best time. We spoke of the return trip,
and how we should really hire Sime’s cottage and fish this river properly instead of this day-trip thing we
were doing. Of course that is what we should do. I suspect Anton might get it right and that like PD, I
will be hocked by some or other commitment. Those commitments keep one hovering on the edge:
either you ignore them and go fishing, with a dose of guilt, or you stay and work and turn green with
envy. If you do that, you will reason that you have earned the right to sneak away next time. Best you
do that. Go fishing with your Dad or a buddy, lest you lose them without having made that last trip
together. That would cause you guilt too. I think I will keep myself securely at the mid-point of that guilt
chain. That probably means that next time I will be working or some such thing, while Anton gets to
steal up here and lob locusts. I wonder if he will lower himself to that practice while no one is watching?
Maybe he will just wait until these Trout are acting a bit more classy, and catch them the right way.
On the way back we ran out of beer, so we stopped at a shebeen to stock up. I thought that was pretty
classy in its own kind of way. I didn’t feel guilty at all.

A Long and Winding Road: Call of the Stream by Peter Brigg, 2008.

An excerpt is not included here, as this superb book is still commercially available.

Lotheni River conservation:
Outside of the Drakensberg park, no conservation measures are known of.

