
Luxuriating on the Leopard Trail

Camp Day 2 Alex luxuriating while catching up on his geologyWords and photos by Richard Cowling



The majestic Cape 
mountains 
The Leopard Trail lies in the eastern 
reaches of the Cape Folded Belt. Its most 
prominent feature is the violently folded 
quartziticsandstones, the worn down 
stumps of a massive mountain range 
formed about 290 million years ago when 
the South American plate collided with 
what is now Africa, forming the western 
part of the supercontinent Gondwana. 
When Gondwana broke up 150 million 
years later, Africa was birthed and deep 
canyons were cut into the sandstones by 
water rushing towards the proto Indian 
Ocean. Our route will take us into these 
canyons, flanked by folded strata arising 
from a 2-km thick pile of sand that was 
deposited between 500 and 340 million 
years ago.



DŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜΧŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƎŜƻƭƻƎȅ
After traversing the vlaktesnorth of Uniondale we descend, via the winding Nuwekloofpass, into the massive fault basin 
of the Baviaanskloof. The fault itself is the product of the rifting and slumping caused by the parting of the African and 
South American plates. The deep gorge that provides passage for the pass was cut into the softer strata of the Cape Fold 
Mountains, as  rivers rushed towards a brand new ocean that was forming between by this rifting. Thereafter, 60 million 
years of erosion filled the canyons and fault basins with river-rounded boulders, beds of pebbles and mounds of mud, all 
derived from the denudation of the huge Cape mountains. What followed was 50 million years of geological torpor, 
producing a vast, level plain (the African Surface) extending from the Cape, via the Karoo and Highveld, to south central 
Africa. About 10 million years ago, and again 5 million years ago, south-ŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀ ŘǊƛŦǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ƘƻǘǎǇƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ 
mantle, producing two uplift events. These scoured out the canyons and fault basins, exposing again the steep sided and 
massively folded canyon walls, as well as eroding the African Surface. These events have birthed the spectacular scenery 
of plunging canyons, relict plains, sweeping valleys and chiselled peaks that we see today. Such drama to behold!

SwartbergLimegreenHeath (Erica viridiflora
ssp. primulina), a cliff hugging species growing 
in a deeply incised kloof along the Nuwekloof
Pass

A red-hued remnant of the Cretaceous rocks that filled the fault basins and canyons of the 
Baviaanskloof. The foreground shows Renosterveld (a Cape biome) on the bevelled African 
Surface. West of the Nuwekloofpass enroute to the Leopard Trail



Peninsula rocks ςhard sandstone

Level table tops of the African Surface

Goudinirocks ςsofter sandstone

Path follows shale band ςsoftest rocks

Cape Folded Mountains

The scenery demystified
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Day 2 = 18 km

Day 4 = 13 km
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