
Going wild
UNTIL THEIR THIRTIES, RON RUTLAND (AKA FAT KID 
ON A BIKE), PHOTOJOURNALIST SCOTT RAMSAY AND 
WILDERNESS GUIDE BRENT HARRIS TRAVELLED A 
WELL-WORN PATH: SCHOOL, A UNIVERSITY DEGREE 
AND A STINT IN THE CORPORATE WORLD. BUT NOW 
THEY’RE ON THE ROAD AND INSPIRING OTHERS TO 
EXPERIENCE AFRICA FOR THEMSELVES. 

WORDS: ZANINE WOLF

F or those of us slogging away at our desks, reading about 
Ron, Scott and Brent’s adventures is certainly envy-

inducing, but their lifestyle does come at a price. Their values 
are often at odds with those of our materially driven culture, 
and it can be tricky living between two worlds, bumping up 
against society’s norms and expectations. They also miss out 
on special moments with loved ones. But for these three 
adventurous souls, who know the joy of living an authentic  
life, it’s a small price to pay.

IN SILENCE WITH AFRICA’S WILD ANIMALS
Even though he holds an accounting degree, Brent’s career in 
the corporate world was brief. A nature lover since his rural 
KZN childhood, he enjoyed working in an office but couldn’t 
quell his wanderlust. Hungry for adventure, he felt pulled to 
“the big green continent”, so resigned from his finance job in 
London and hopped on a plane to Brazil. 

“I arrived without a guidebook, unable to speak a word of 
Portuguese, at carnival time, with nowhere to stay,” he says. 
Using mostly sign language, he hitched rides on barges along  
3 000km of the Amazon River. He travelled overland, traded his 
tent for a canoe and headed upstream, deep into the jungle, where he survived for three solitary 
weeks. He describes his first night alone in the Amazon jungle as harrowing. “You’re totally  
on your own in the silence, and you can’t reach for anything. You leave yourself vulnerable to 
encounter life.”

Brent’s peers were settling into suburban lives but he wasn’t ready to put down roots. His next 
adventure was to Hawaii, where he was seduced by big-wave surfing, sharing the infamous big wave 
Jaws with legendary surfers. He feels a deep kinship with Hawaii and its people, who he feels “nurture 
a strong connection with nature”. But Brent hadn’t forgotten about his other great love, the African 
bush, where he returned to work as a guide.

Oscillating between Hawaii and the African bush, Brent knew he had to find a way to convert his 
experiences to real life, and Primal Pathways was born (www.primalpathways.org). He now speaks 
internationally about the power of wilderness, and leads walking trails in the remote, unspoilt Luangwa 
Valley in Zambia.

The goal of the trails, done on foot, is complete immersion in the natural world. Animals’ experiences 
on earth, Brent believes, are no less authentic or important than our own. “The safaris are less about 
being entertained by animals and more about learning from them,” he says.

BRENT’S WALKING 
TRAILS – WHAT  
TO EXPECT
•    Silent contemplation while 

following, literally, in the footsteps 
of animals.

•  Sightings of leopard, elephant and 
giraffe in South Luangwa, and lions, 
hyenas, buffalo and (for the lucky 
few) black rhino in North Luangwa.

•  Staying in camps made of natural 
materials that open up to the stars.

Brent sought adventure in the Amazon, where he managed 
to survive on his own for three weeks.
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IN LOVE WITH WILD AFRICA
Scott spent more than a decade donning a suit and tie, working 
in media. But corporate life left him, as he describes it, deeply 
unfulfilled. Eventually, feeling as if his “soul was dying”, he 
committed to figuring out what makes him tick. 

The more he got to know himself, the more Scott realised 
that his work needs to be meaningful, allow him to fight for a 
cause, be creative and – most crucially – spend lots of time in 
nature. He says, “I am just a better, happier person when I’ve 
been immersed in wild places. I remember sitting in an office 
building, staring out the window and daydreaming for hours 
about elephants, baobab trees and the smell of bushveld.”

Now a passionate conservationist, Scott has found his 
calling. He spends his days exploring and photographing the 
protected wilderness areas of southern Africa and interviewing 
the people fighting to protect them. His nights are spent 
crafting beautiful stories about these places, which he shares on Love Wild Africa  
(www.lovewildafrica.com).

His mission? To inspire others to care for Africa’s wild places. He talks about how we’re all stressed 
out to some degree by the frenetic pace of modern life and technology’s unrelenting grip, and the 
antidote to this, Scott believes, is time spent in the wild. “I love the way peoples’ faces light up when 
they find connection with nature, how their attitudes to life recalibrate with every night sleeping under 
the stars,” he says.

More than that, Scott believes Africa’s wild places and animals are essential for our own sense  
of belonging and happiness. He explains: “These are creatures and places with which the human 
species evolved. They are literally our brothers and sisters, our kin and our long-lost family. If we 
destroy the last of Africa’s wild places and their wild animals, we are destroying our own spirit.”

SCOTT’S MUST-SEE WILD PLACES
•    Mkambati Nature Reserve on the Wild Coast. It’s my favourite idea of paradise! 
•  Richtersveld National Park (shown here). The wildest, most hostile environment in the country, 

but probably the most beautiful landscape.
•  Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Game Reserve. The five-day trails in the wilderness area are a mind- and heart-

shifting experience. Sleeping under the stars, surrounded by wild animals, walking during the day, 
drinking from the river, and connecting with nature are a form of deep meditation.

•  Cape Point at Table Mountain National Park. It might be near Cape Town, but the oceans off Cape 
Point are some of the richest on the planet. Great for diving and exploring the wild shores.

•  Cederberg Wilderness Area. There is something very powerful about these mountains. Maybe it’s 
the Cape leopards that still occur here, or maybe it’s the spirit of the bushmen who painted 
thousands of exquisite paintings here.

THE FAT KID
Ron began his career as a trader in London and Hong Kong.  
He loved expat life but got little satisfaction from his job, so 
he packed it all up and moved to Cape Town. He’d always 
been fascinated by adventure stories, and was lucky to meet a 
few renowned South African adventurers on his return home.

After one last stab at an office job, Ron was struck by a 
simple thought. “The only difference between me and the guys 
I’d met and read about was that they decided to do it,” he says.

Ron’s trip through 
Africa opened his eyes 
to the warmhearted 
and open people of 
the continent. Even 
the camels didn’t mind 
posing for a quick pic.

FROM THE FAT KID DIARIES
www.fatkidonabike.com
•  Lows: Battling the extreme heat and winds 

and the monotony of riding solo for weeks 
through the Sahara desert. 

•  Bouts of illness: Only one, right at the  
end of his trip, in Cairo. This led Ron to 
veganism, which he now swears by. And 
chickenpox on his arrival home!

•  Countries skipped: Liberia, Guinea and 
Sierra Leone. The borders were closed 
because of Ebola. The Libyan border  
was also closed due to conflict.

•  Most beautiful place: The Simien 
Mountains in Northern Ethiopia

Once this idea took hold – that all he had to do was commit – rugby-mad Ron started 
plotting the biggest adventure he could dream up. He decided to cycle across every 
country in Africa to London in time for the 2015 Rugby World Cup.

“When I set out, I was the least fit and heaviest I’d ever been. Friends had to push me up 
Helshoogte pass on my first day,” he quips. Two-and-a-half years and 44 000km later, he’d 
pedalled his way across 44 African countries on his own, in time to see South Africa lose to 
Japan in their first game.

Africa gets a bad rap, but Ron set out firm in the belief that it’s not a hostile, scary place 
– and he was soon proved right. Blown away by the kindness he was shown, he says “the 
people I met are some of the poorest in the world, yet they offered me – some crazy guy 
on a bike who arrived on their doorstep – whatever they had. Not once was I turned away. 
It was very humbling.”

Bar a run-in with a mob in Nigeria who accused him of being part of Boko Haram (he was 
rescued by the police), Ron never felt unsafe. He camped under the stars, seeked shelter in 
villages, schools or police stations, and accepted many offers of a roof over his head.

He seldom went hungry, subsisting on whatever he could lay his 
hands on (mangoes, avos, samp and beans and, in leaner, more 
solitary times, two-minute noodles). But he did nearly run out of 
water in a desolate part of Mozambique’s Transfrontier Park, where 
he was rescued by a group of missionaries.

Gratitude for the simple yet vitally important things most of us 
take for granted – such as water – was one of the biggest lessons 
Ron learnt during his epic trek. “I never dreamt about beer or pizza 
or steak. I dreamt about huge jugs of ice-cold water. You can be 
Jacob Zuma or Donald Trump, but if you don’t have water you’ll die.”
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