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The Unforgettable
Journey of Huberta The
Hiking Hippo

In the annals of wildlife history, few stories
capture the imagination quite like that of
Huberta The Hiking Hippo. This remarkable
creature, a female hippopotamus who
embarked on an epic solo trek across South
Africa in the late 1920s, remains a symbol of
adventure, resilience, and the unpredictable
wonders of the natural world. While hippos are
typically associated with rivers, lakes, and
lazy afternoons submerged in murky water,
Huberta defied every expectation. She
became a legend not because she stayed put,
but because she walked. And walked, and
walked. Her journey of over 1,600 kilometres
captivated a nation, sparked international
headlines, and left behind a legacy that
continues to, fascinate, wildlife enthusiasts,
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Huberta The Hiking Hippo, an animal whose
wanderlust put her on the map in ways no one
could have predicted.

Who Was Huberta The Hiking
Hippo?

To understand the phenomenon of Huberta
The Hiking Hippo, we must first travel back to
1928. Huberta, originally believed to be male
and named Hubert, began her journey in the
St. Lucia estuary in Zululand (now part of
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa). At the time, her
decision to leave the safety of her aquatic
home and strike out on foot seemed
inexplicable. Hippos are not migratory animals
in the conventional sense; they are territorial,
highly social, and typically reluctant to travel
long distances over land. Yet Huberta did
exactly that, setting off on a journey that
would span three years and take her through
some of South Africa's most challenging and
diverse terrains.

For the first year of her journey, Huberta was
widely assumed to be a male. It was only after
her death in 1931 that a post-mortem
examination revealed her true gender. This
discovery added an extra layer of intrigue to
an already astonishing story. People began
referring to her as Huberta, and her fame only
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grew. She became a folk hero, a tourist
attraction, and a source of endless curiosity.
The question on everyone's lips was: why did
she do it? Was she searching for a mate? Was
she driven by drought or environmental
pressure? Or was she simply an adventurer at
heart? We may never know the full answer,
but that mystery only adds to her enduring
appeal.

The Epic Route of Huberta's Great
Trek

The journey of Huberta The Hiking Hippo is
best understood by tracing her route across
the South African landscape. She did not
follow a straight line, nor did she stick to
rivers or easy paths. Instead, she seemed to
choose her own course, moving through
farmland, crossing roads, traversing hills, and
even passing through towns. Below is a
breakdown of her incredible itinerary.

Departure from St. Lucia and Early
Movements

Huberta began her trek in November 1928,
leaving the St. Lucia estuary and heading
south. Her early movements were relatively
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struck out in a southwesterly direction,
moving through the countryside of Zululand.
Local farmers and villagers were astonished to
see a hippo walking across their fields,
seemingly without a care in the world. Word
spread quickly, and soon newspapers began
covering her progress.

Through the Heart of KwaZulu-Natal

As Huberta continued south, she passed
through the sugarcane plantations and rural
communities of KwaZulu-Natal. She crossed
the Umfolozi River and moved toward the
town of Mtunzini. Her presence caused a mix
of excitement and concern. Hippos are among
the most dangerous animals in Africa,
responsible for more human fatalities than
lions or elephants. Yet Huberta displayed a
remarkably calm temperament. She did not
attack humans or livestock, preferring to keep
to herself and continue her journey. Local
authorities, led by the Natal Parks Board,
attempted to capture her on multiple
occasions but failed. Huberta was simply too
clever, too determined, and too elusive.

The Port Shepstone Stopover

By mid-1929, Huberta had reached the
coastal town of Port Shepstone. Here, she
rested in a lagoon and became a local
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celebrity. Tourists came from far and wide to
catch a glimpse of the wandering hippo.
Hotels advertised "Huberta viewing"
packages, and newspapers ran daily updates
on her activities. She seemed to enjoy her
time in Port Shepstone, lingering for several
weeks before resuming her journey
southward.

Crossing the Eastern Cape

From Port Shepstone, Huberta crossed into
the Eastern Cape, a region known for its
rugged coastline, rolling hills, and dense
vegetation. She traversed the Transkei region,
moving through areas that were sparsely
populated and largely wild. This leg of her
journey was perhaps the most challenging, as
she faced harsh terrain, limited water sources,
and the constant threat of hunters. Despite
these obstacles, Huberta pressed on, her
resolve unshaken.

Approaching the Kei River

In early 1930, Huberta reached the Kei River,
a major natural boundary in the Eastern Cape.
She crossed the river and continued toward
the town of Butterworth. By this point, her
fame had spread beyond South Africa.
InSernadonal newspaners, Ingliding tag New
York Timgs,and.theskondgn.Times. carried



stories about the wandering hippo. She had
become a global sensation, a symbol of
perseverance and the untamed spirit of Africa.

The Final Leg: Durban and Beyond

Incredibly, Huberta eventually turned
northward and made her way toward Durban,
one of South Africa's largest cities. She
entered the city's outskirts in early 1931,
causing a sensation. Thousands of people
lined the streets to catch a glimpse of the
famous hippo. The city authorities, working
with wildlife officials, made concerted efforts
to safely capture and relocate her. But
Huberta, ever the independent spirit, slipped
away once again, heading west into the
countryside.

The Tragic End and Lasting Legacy
of Huberta The Hiking Hippo

Sadly, Huberta's journey came to a tragic end
in April 1931 near the town of King William's
Town in the Eastern Cape. She was shot and
killed by a farmer who claimed he mistook her
for a wild boar. This explanation was widely
disbelieved, and the farmer was subsequently
arrested and charged with the illegal killing of
a protected animal. The public was outraged.
Huberta had become a beloved national
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treasure, and her death was mourned across
the country.

After her death, Huberta's body was
preserved by a taxidermist and displayed at
the KwaZulu-Natal Museum in
Pietermaritzburg, where she remains to this
day. Her skeleton was also kept for scientific
study. The museum continues to receive
visitors from around the world who come to
pay their respects to this extraordinary
animal. Huberta's story has been told in
books, documentaries, and even a stage play.
She remains one of South Africa's most iconic
historical figures, a testament to the power of
nature to inspire wonder and admiration.

What Made Huberta The Hiking
Hippo So Special?

Several factors combine to make Huberta's
story truly unique. First, her journey was
unprecedented in length and duration for a
hippopotamus. No other hippo, before or
since, has been documented traveling such a
vast distance over land. Second, her calm and
non-aggressive demeanor was remarkable for
an animal of her species. She passed through
populated areas without incident, earning the
respect. and. affection. of .the, .people . she
encounteradiofhirdsrthe iming abher journey
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placed her in the spotlight during an era when
mass media was expanding rapidly, allowing
her story to reach a global audience.

Huberta also represents something deeper:
the innate, mysterious drive to explore. She
reminds us that animals, like humans, are
individuals with their own personalities and
motivations. Her journey was not guided by
instinct alone; it was a deliberate, persistent
trek across an entire country. She was, in
every sense, a hiker in her own right, walking
not for food or shelter, but for reasons known
only to herself.

Connecting Huberta's Journey to
Modern-Day Hiking and Adventure

For modern hikers and outdoor enthusiasts,
the story of Huberta The Hiking Hippo offers
rich inspiration. Her journey embodies the
spirit of long-distance trekking, with all its
challenges, triumphs, and moments of
introspection. Here are some ways that
Huberta's adventure resonates with the hiking
community today.

* Persistence Over Speed: Huberta
didn't rush. She took her time, rested
when needed, and kept moving forward.
This is a lesson every long-distance
hiker understands. The goal is not to
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finish quickly but to experience the path
fully.

e Adaptability: She crossed rivers,
farmland, hills, and towns. She adapted
to whatever terrain and conditions she
faced. Modern hikers, especially those
on thru-hikes, must similarly adapt to
changing environments and unexpected
circumstances.

e Solo Travel: Huberta journeyed alone.
While hiking solo is not for everyone, it
can be a deeply rewarding experience
that fosters self-reliance and inner
strength. Huberta exemplifies the quiet
courage of solo travel.

e Leaving a Trail of Wonder: Wherever
Huberta went, she sparked curiosity and
joy. She connected people across
regions and backgrounds. In the same
way, hikers and adventurers can be
ambassadors for the natural world,
sharing their experiences and inspiring
others to explore.

Lessons from Huberta for Wildlife
Conservation

The story of Huberta The Hiking Hippo also
carries important lessons for wildlife
conservation.. Her journey highlighted. the
néed fordgrelateroprotedtioncofsfarge miamimals
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in South Africa, especially as human
development encroached on their habitats.
The public outrage following her death helped
galvanize support for stronger conservation
laws and better management of protected
areas.

Today, hippos are listed as vulnerable by the
International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN), with populations declining due to
habitat loss, poaching, and human-wildlife
conflict. Huberta's legacy serves as a
reminder of the delicate balance between
human activity and the needs of wild animals.
She showed that even the most unlikely
creatures can become ambassadors for their
species, fostering empathy and understanding
among people who might otherwise never
encounter them.

How to Experience Huberta's Route
Today

If you are inspired by the story of Huberta The
Hiking Hippo and wish to explore the regions
she traversed, there are several ways to do
so. While you cannot walk the exact path she
took, you can visit key locations associated
with her journey and experience the
landscapes that shaped her adventure.

1. Visit the KwaZulu-Natal Museum:
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Start your journey by paying your
respects to Huberta herself. The
museum in Pietermaritzburg houses her
preserved body and offers exhibits
detailing her life and journey.

2. Explore the iSimangaliso Wetland
Park: This UNESCO World Heritage Site
includes the St. Lucia estuary, where
Huberta began her trek. It is a stunning
area of wetlands, forests, and coastline,
perfect for hiking and wildlife viewing.

3. Follow the Wild Coast: Huberta's
route through the Eastern Cape took her
along the Wild Coast, one of South
Africa's most beautiful and remote
regions. The Wild Coast Hiking Trail
offers a multi-day trek that parallels her
journey through this rugged terrain.

4. Visit Port Shepstone: This coastal
town, where Huberta rested during her
journey, is now a popular holiday
destination. You can explore the lagoon
where she lingered and imagine the
scene as tourists gathered to see her.

5. Hike the Valley of a Thousand Hills:
This scenic region in KwaZulu-Natal was
part of Huberta's route. It offers
excellent hiking trails with breathtaking
views of rolling hills and traditional Zulu
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Huberta in Popular Culture and
Media

The story of Huberta The Hiking Hippo has
been told and retold across generations. She
has been the subject of children's books,
including "Huberta the Hiking Hippo" by
Dianne Stewart, and adult non-fiction works
that explore her journey in depth. She has
also been featured in documentaries, museum
exhibitions, and even a South African postage
stamp. In 2013, a stage play titled "Huberta"
premiered in Durban, bringing her story to a
new audience through theatre.

Her name has become synonymous with
adventurous travel and the unexpected
wonders of the natural world. For many South
Africans, Huberta is a source



