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BOTSWANA & NAMIBIA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Skeleton Coast, Namibia | smelov/shutterstock ©

Some time ago, I was captivated by hauntingly beautiful photos of Namibia’s Skeleton Coast: fog-shrouded shoreline, shipwrecks and a desert running into the sea. I promised myself that one day I would get there. Now that Namibia is my home, I’m just as hooked on the reality. Namibia’s epic landscapes and contrasting environments, its abundant life in the midst of apparent emptiness, and its sense of space make it unique. I am especially lucky to be here now. In many ways, it’s still a young country, full of pride about what has been achieved. There’s an addictive energy – especially in Windhoek – with Namibians of all backgrounds working together to build the best possible Namibia for the future.

Mary Fitzpatrick

For almost three decades, Mary has been travelling around, living in and writing about Africa, sharing its energy, stories and spirit.
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My favourite experience is being surrounded by the solitude and beauty of the Skeleton Coast – crashing waves, desert wildlife, dunes and isolated grandeur that is Namibia at its best.



WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Botswana and Namibia.
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It is a wonderfully humbling experience to sit in the shade of Baines Baobabs. The vast, flat Nxai Pan National Park stretches out all around you, and the sense of space is overwhelming, in the best possible way.

[image: jpg]

Narina Exelby

@narina.exelby

Narina is a roaming travel writer based between Southern Africa and Southeast Asia.
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At the age of 21, I fell in love with Victoria Falls, got a job and never left. Although I live in Zambia now, whenever I visit Victoria Falls, it still feels a bit like I’m coming home.
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Sarah Kingdom

@sarah_kingdom_travels

Sarah is a mountain climber and guide, a travel writer, yoga teacher, trail runner and mother of two. She lives on a cattle ranch in central Zambia.
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The unfettered freedom and surreal landscapes of the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans draw me back repeatedly. It’s a photographic playground with its ever-shifting personality. From abundant waters to desiccated dust shreds, the pans remain an enigma.

[image: jpg]

Melanie van Zyl

@melaniejanevz

Melanie is a photojournalist, field guide and budding birdwatcher.
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INTO THE WILD

With more than 19% of Namibia’s land protected and 25% of Botswana set aside for conservation, the scope for spending time in the wild is vast and varied. Looking for animals on a traditional driving safari can be a thrilling experience (and should be high on any traveller’s itinerary), but there are other enticing ways to disengage from the modern world, tune into your senses and connect with life in the region’s remote, unspoilt places.

[image: jpg]

Makgadikgadi Salt Pans, Botswana | janetteasche/room the agency/alamy stock photo ©

Good Guides

It’s worth going on a guided safari, where knowledgeable guides share intriguing insights on flora and fauna. Don’t underestimate the value this will add to your experience.

[image: jpg]
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Luxe Safaris

A fly-in safari will get you to a very remote location (and, usually, an ultra-luxurious lodge), not to mention the chance to spot animals from the skies.

[image: jpg]

markus oblaender/shutterstock ©

Community Connections

Safari operators, who have a relationship with the local communities, can also offer cultural experiences.


BEST WILDERNESS EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Spend an evening stargazing at NamibRand Nature Reserve 1, recognised as one of the world’s best places to watch the night sky.

Mingle among herds of wildebeest, zebras and lechwes on a Zambian Horseback Safari 2.

Camp near a floodlit water hole at Etosha National Park 3 and see the critically endangered black rhinos that drink after dark.

Sleep out under the stars on the vast, empty expanse of the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans 4.

Tune into the sounds of the bush on a silent safari. Chobe Game Lodge 5 uses electric and solar-powered boats and vehicles, allowing guests to be surrounded by the sounds of nature.








Birds & Feathers

The varied habitat in Namibia and Botswana attracts an astounding variety of birds. Birding is great year-round, and with the summer rains (October to April) come migrant species like the colourful carmine bee-eaters that nest in the banks of the Chobe River, and the terns and flamingos on Namibia’s coastline.

[image: jpg]

Flamingos, Walvis Bay, Namibia | serge goujon/shutterstock ©

Local Species

Namibia has one truly endemic species – the dune lark – and 14 near-endemic species, whose range is restricted almost entirely to Namibia.

Birds Galore

This region is one of Southern Africa’s best for birding. More than 700 bird species have been recorded in Namibia, and almost 600 in Botswana.


BEST BIRDING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Join the twitchers in the Zambezi Region 1, Namibia’s best birding area, with over 450 species.

View fish eagles and flamingos at Nata Bird Sanctuary 2, home to one-quarter of Botswana’s bird species.

Watch endangered vultures feeding at the Victoria Falls Safari Lodge 3.

More than 150,000 migrant birds spend the summer months at Walvis Bay 4.

Gaze at raptors hunting in the Central Kalahari Game Reserve 5.








Game Viewing

With more elephants roaming its land than any other country – and 25% of that land set aside for conservation – Botswana is one of Africa’s top safari destinations. Add to that the vast herds that gather around water holes at Namibia’s Etosha Pan, and the opportunities to watch wildlife in this region are abundant.

Season Specific

May to October is generally the best time to view wildlife, when animals gather around water holes. This is high season, so book your accommodation in advance.

[image: jpg]
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Strapped for Time?

If you don’t have much time for your safari, then head to the Okavango Delta, Chobe National Park or Etosha National Park (pictured), where you’re almost guaranteed unforgettable wildlife encounters.

[image: jpg]

efimova anna/shutterstock ©


BEST GAME-VIEWING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Marvel at enormous herds of elephants in Chobe National Park 1, where 17,000 pachyderms thrive.

Park near a water hole at Etosha National Park 2 and watch the animals arrive. The density and diversity here are astounding.

Track cheetahs, leopards, pangolins and brown hyenas at Okonjima Nature Reserve 3.

Walk through Khama Rhino Sanctuary 4, for guaranteed rhino sightings.

Don’t miss the spectacle of more than 20,000 zebras gathering at Nxai Pan 5 during the rainy season.








Active Adventures

Name an activity that gets the adrenaline pumping, and it’s likely to be found in Namibia. The Skeleton Coast and Swakopmund, in particular, have claimed the spot as the country’s adventure centre, where everything from sky diving to fat biking to surfing wild waves is on offer. Victoria Falls thrives on adrenaline, too – the whitewater rafting and 111m bridge bungee need no introduction – and throughout Namibia and Botswana there is so much scope for plodding, pedalling and paddling.

[image: jpg]

Fish River Canyon, Namibia | gregorioa/shutterstock ©

Be Prepared

Hope for the best but prepare for the worst. Take out travel insurance before you leave home and include coverage for adventure activities in your policy.

[image: jpg]

don serhio/shutterstock ©

Time It Right

Low-water (August to December) is best for adventure activities at Victoria Falls as some rapids and Devil’s Pool (pictured) aren’t accessible when the water is high.

[image: jpg]

stanislavbeloglazov/shutterstock ©

Pack Well

Closed shoes with tough soles protect your feet in the bush. Wear neutral colours and avoid black clothing.


BEST ACTIVE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Take five days to trek Namibia’s iconic Fish River Canyon 1, one of the most magnificent sights in Southern Africa. It’s a gruelling but exhilarating trail – a must for experienced hikers.

Paddle quietly past elephants, hippos and crocodiles on a Zambezi River 2 canoe safari.

Pedal a mountain bike across the stunning landscapes of remote Damaraland 3 (and have a chance to see the famous desert elephants).

Combine an overnight trip in a mokoro (dugout canoe) with a walking safari, and explore some of the islands in the Okavango Delta 4 on foot.

Spend a week mountain biking 190km through wild Tuli Block 5, home to baobabs and elephants.








Wild Waterways

In a region that’s often defined by pristine stretches of arid landscapes, exploring Namibia and Botswana’s wild waters adds a thrilling element to any journey. The unforgiving coastline of Namibia, the life-giving waters of the Okavango Delta and, of course, the mighty ‘smoke that thunders’ at Victoria Falls have astonishing characters all on their own. They also create an irresistible setting for travellers who choose to get their hearts racing, or want to explore at a more leisurely pace.

[image: jpg]

Okavango Delta, Botswana | roger de la harpe/shutterstock ©

Gone Fishing

Namibia is great for fishing. North of Swakopmund you’ll find kabeljous, steenbras and galjoens. Fly-fishers head to the Chobe and Zambezi Rivers in the Zambezi Region.

[image: jpg]
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Seasons Change

Rainy season – brilliant for photography – is from December to March. The dry months – fantastic for viewing wildlife at water holes – are May until about September.

[image: jpg]

kirill trubitsyn/shutterstock ©

Sensational Game Viewing

Chobe National Park attracts huge concentrations of wildlife in the dry months (May to October).


BEST WATER EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Drift on a mokoro between the reeds of the Okavango Delta 1 and get a water-level view of wildlife.

Soar over Victoria Falls 2 in a microlight, or jump into a helicopter and swoop over the falls and above the Zambezi River’s rapids in Batoka Gorge.

Canoe the Orange River 3 and camp out in rugged canyon vistas. It’s a truly awe-inspiring experience.

Feel the rhythm of the Okavango Delta while you stay on a houseboat in the Okavango Panhandle 4 – an outstanding base for fishers and birders.

Cruise the meandering floodplains of the Chobe River 5, and spot Botswana’s wildlife with a sunset cocktail in hand.








Wonderful Shopping

From carved wooden sculptures to earrings made from ostrich eggs and cars made from recycled tins, the range of handcrafted souvenirs is impressive. The affordable crafts are not only a brilliant memento, but they also generate valuable income for the region’s communities and artists.

[image: jpg]

Bracelets, Namibia | kareen broodryk/shutterstock ©

Shop Carefully

There are some beautiful leather products in the region – but be aware that some leather comes from kudus, crocodiles or other protected species. Check before you buy.

Precious Purchases

Gemstones like malachite, amethyst, jasper and aquamarine are popular souvenirs from Namibia. The best-quality jewellery shops are in Windhoek and Swakopmund.


BEST SHOPPING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Support San people by buying bags, musical instruments and textiles at Gantsi Craft 1 in Ghanzi.

Meet local artists and crafters at Elephant’s Walk Shopping & Artist’s Village 2.

Shop at Namibia Craft Centre 3, which sells a range of handicrafts from around Namibia.

Find contemporary interpretations of San rock art at the Kuru Art Project 4.

Bargain for handcrafted Zambian souvenirs at Mukuni Park Curio Market 5.








AMAZING ANIMALS

Although it’s seeing the Big Five that often tops safari-goers’ wish lists, there are some pretty special (and unusual) animals around Namibia and Botswana. The extreme conditions in this region – long, dry months and arid lands – have forced some species to adapt to the harsh climes, and watching them in their natural habitat makes for enthralling game viewing.

The Little Five

Already seen the Big Five? Now look for Southern Africa’s Little Five: ant lions, rhinoceros beetles (pictured), elephant shrews, buffalo weavers and leopard tortoises.

[image: jpg]

chris burt/shutterstock ©

Desert Birds

The Central Kalahari Game Reserve is known for the desert-adapted bird species that live here, including the Kalahari scrub robin (pictured) and the Namaqua sandgrouse, which can fly 60km to find water and stores the liquid in its feathers to take back to its chicks.

[image: jpg]

gaston piccinetti/shutterstock ©


BEST ANIMAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Explore the Namib Desert 1 dunes with a guide and learn about the small creatures – geckos, spiders, scorpions – that have adapted to life here.

Hang out with a colony of sociable meerkats in Makgadikgadi Salt Pans 2.

Search Damaraland 3 for desert-adapted elephants, who change their eating patterns with the seasons.

Watch large prides of black-mane lions hunt in the Central Kalahari Game Reserve 4.

The gemsboks of Namib-Naukluft National Park 5 have adapted their behaviour patterns to conserve water.








DESERT ESCAPES

The vast desertscapes of Namibia and Botswana are achingly beautiful. The timeless Kalahari Desert stretches across more than 70% of Botswana. Around the Central Kalahari Game Reserve, the arid grasslands are prowled by cheetahs and wild dogs, and in the Kgalagadi, sand morphs into evocative ochre dunes. The shifting dunes of the Namib Desert, wedged between the Atlantic coast and Namibia’s escarpment, are among the oldest on the planet. It’s an apparent wasteland, where desert-adapted species thrive.

[image: jpg]

Sossusvlei, Namibia | zaruba ondrej/shutterstock ©

Picture Perfect

Snap that iconic ‘this is Namibia’ photo at Deadvlei, where parched camelthorn trees erupt from white clay, and ochre dunes and a changing sky form the backdrop.

[image: jpg]
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Wind Sculptures

The Namib’s dynamic dunes are constantly being shifted by the wind – but not all are created equal. For the different types of dunes found in the Namib Desert.

[image: jpg]
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Green Desert

The Kalahari receives rainfall in summer (November to March) and can look quite lush during this time.


Best desert experiences

[image: jpg]

Climb the iconic Sossusvlei 1 dunes at sunrise or sunset. They tower more than 300m above the underlying strata.

Walk in the Kalahari Desert 2 with San Bushmen and learn about their extraordinary traditions and survival skills.

Float in a hot-air balloon over the barren mountains and windswept desert plains of the beautiful Namib-Naukluft National Park 3.

Soar over the snaking dunes of the Namib Desert 4 and see where they meet the Atlantic Ocean on a scenic flight from Swakopmund.

Rest in the shade at mighty Baines Baobabs, and drink in the astounding views of the dry Nxai Pan 5 wilderness.








People Past & Present

Perhaps the most well-known people of the region are the San, who have lived in this arid world for more than 30,000 years. Their ancestors left the stories of their spiritual world painted on rocks, and in the centuries since, people from a rainbow of cultures have carved a life for themselves on this dry land. It is fascinating to learn about the region’s traditions and heritage, from the colourful fashions of the Herero women to the flavours of modern Maun.

[image: jpg]

Rock art, Tsodilo Hills, Botswana | radek borovka/shutterstock ©

Learn the Lingo

All citizens of Botswana are known as Batswana (plural) or Motswana (singular), and while English is the official language, almost everyone speaks Setswana.

[image: jpg]

lawrencetsaonebahiti/shutterstock ©

Strength in Diversity

Namibia is one of the most sparsely populated countries on the planet, but its people are diverse. There are 12 major ethnic groups here, and in Botswana there are eight.

[image: jpg]

ingehogenbijl/shutterstock ©

Photographing People

People will usually be very happy to be photographed, but Travel Photography Rule 1 still applies: always ask a person’s permission before you take their photo.


BEST CULTURAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Step back in time at the mystical Tsodilo Hills 1, which are often referred to as the Louvre of the Desert because of the density of rock art here.

Shop in local markets and get schooled in Zambian cuisine on an African Culture & Cooking Tour in Livingstone 2.

Experience the lost culture of the Damara, one of Namibia’s oldest people, at the Damara Living Museum 3.

Immerse yourself in local culture and learn about traditions, customs, food and art on a walking tour of Maun 4.

Wander around the historic colonial town of Lüderitz 5, which boasts astounding examples of German art nouveau architecture.










REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Northern Wildlife

[image: jpg]

Allow: 8–10 days Distance: 1700km


Enjoy outstanding wildlife watching in a variety of settings. From Windhoek, the route leads to Etosha National Park and into Zambezi, with its riverside lodges and boat cruises, then heads to Botswana’s Chobe National Park, with Victoria Falls as the grand finale.


[image: jpg]
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Zebras, Etosha National Park, Namibia | jan-dirk-hansen/shutterstock ©

1 WINDHOEK [image: ] 2 DAYS

Spend a few days in Windhoek, enjoying its low-key urban vibe and stocking up for your journey. On the first day, perhaps do a cultural tour in Katutura, followed by a visit to the Independence Memorial Museum or a stroll around the city centre. Enjoy some craft shopping on the second day, and finish with sundowners overlooking the city.

[image: jpg]

anton_ivanov/shutterstock ©

2 ETOSHA NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 2 TO 3 DAYS

From Windhoek, the closest entrance to Etosha National Park is Andersson Gate. As it’s near the floodlit Okaukuejo water hole, and well-situated for exploring Etosha’s wildlife-rich southeastern section, plan on at least two nights in the vicinity, either near Okaukuejo or Halali, before continuing northeast to exit at Etosha’s Von Lindequist Gate.

[image: ] Detour: En route from Windhoek, stop at Okonjima to learn about cheetahs and leopards. [image: ] 6 hours to 2 days
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efimova anna/shutterstock ©

3 OKAVANGO RIVER LODGES [image: ] 1 TO 2 DAYS

The next stop is Rundu, above the Okavango River, with lovely Okavango river lodges spreading out east and west of town. You’ll likely want to stay more than just one night soaking up the languid, tropical ambience, and enjoying boat cruises, sundowners and relaxation.

[image: jpg]

claude huot/shutterstock ©

4 ZAMBEZI PARKS [image: ] 1 DAY

Continue eastward through Zambezi to Bwabwata National Park or Nkasa Rupara National Park, with a night or two in a riverside lodge. Alternatively, there are some fine campsites here. Allow time for water-based wildlife watching; all the lodges offer boat cruises.

[image: ] Detour: For even more elephants, visit Chobe National Park (pictured) en route. [image: ] 2 DAYS
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fabio lamanna/shutterstock ©

5 VICTORIA FALLS [image: ] 2 DAYS

After all the driving and wildlife watching, Victoria Falls will come as a delightful capstone to your travels. Whether you base yourself in Zimbabwe or on the Zambia side, the whole environment is lush and inviting. There are plenty of activities, or just enjoy the walk along the top of the gorge on the Zimbabwe side, with its front-on panoramas of the falls.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Active Namibia

[image: jpg]

Allow: 2–3 weeks Distance: 1650km


This itinerary takes in hiking, canoeing, cycling and even dune boarding, in some of Namibia’s most impressive landscapes. If there’s no time for it all, pick and choose: you could see Fish River Canyon from the rim rather than hiking its length or spend your whole holiday cycling.


[image: jpg]
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Sand dune | sugrit jiranarak/shutterstock ©

1 ORANGE RIVER [image: ] 5 DAYS

Noordoewer is the base for several days of canoeing along the Orange River (pictured). Spend the first night at one of the canoe camps before heading off. As the trips finish in the morning, you’ll have time to set off the same day towards Fish River Canyon (stocking up first in Noordoewer for your hike), or enjoy the Orange River for one final night.

2 FISH RIVER CANYON [image: ] 6 DAYS

Leave the greenery along the banks of the Orange River as you make your way northward through increasingly arid landscapes to Hobas, at the northern end of Fish River Canyon. It might be worth spending the first night or two at Gondwana Canyon Park to rest up from the canoeing before setting off on your hike through the canyon.

[image: jpg]

brian van niekerk sa/shutterstock ©

3 SESRIEM & SOSSUSVLEI [image: ] 2 DAYS

It’s now off to Sesriem and the striking desertscapes around Sossusvlei and Deadvlei. You can keep up your active streak by climbing Big Daddy or some of the other dunes, or by taking a short hike in Sesriem Canyon. Alternatively, relax and enjoy the vistas from ground level. If you’re ready for some pampering, consider one of the luxury lodges in the area.

4 SWAKOPMUND [image: ] 2 TO 3 DAYS

The next stop is Swakopmund, where the ocean breezes will come as a wonderful respite after the heat of the desert. There are plenty of options for active travel, including fat biking, dune boarding and desert walks.

[image: ] Detour: For stunning coastal panoramas, arrange a fat bike excursion at Sandwich Harbour. [image: ] 8 hours

5 DAMARALAND [image: ] 2 OR MORE DAYS

Head inland for an introduction to Damaraland. This itinerary focuses on a shorter cycling tour in the area around Brandberg and Twyfelfontein, but there are many other longer cycling options here, especially northward around Palmwag.

[image: ]  Detour 1: En route to Damaraland, make a short detour up the coast to visit the seals (pictured) at Cape Cross Seal Reserve. [image: ] 4 hours

[image: ] Detour 2 : Before leaving Damaraland, do a cycling tour around Palmwag. [image: ] 4 days

6 WINDHOEK [image: ] 1 DAY

Spend the final day in Windhoek, where it will be a pleasure to enjoy the modest urban amenities before returning home or continuing on your travels.
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ITINERARIES

Offbeat Botswana

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6–8 days Distance: 1400km


This off-the-beaten-track route offers the chance to sample a bit of the Kalahari, spot wildlife, meet the San and explore the Unesco World Heritage Site at Tsodilo Hills – all on a route that’s well away from Botswana’s frequently visited attractions. It lends itself well to a combination itinerary incorporating Namibia’s Zambezi Region or – with more driving – Victoria Falls.


[image: jpg]
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Man and boy, Ghanzi, Botswana | rickson davi liebano/shutterstock ©

1 GABORONE [image: ] 1 DAY

Begin your journey with a day in Gaborone, Botswana’s low-key capital. Although there aren’t that many ‘sights’, it’s a pleasant place, where you can stock up for your journey and enjoy the amenable vibe.

[image: jpg]

lucian coman/shutterstock ©

2 KHUTSE GAME RESERVE [image: ] 2 TO 3 DAYS

Despite its proximity to the capital, Khutse Game Reserve, with its mineralised pans that once made up Africa’s largest inland lake, is appealingly remote and offers a good taste of the Kalahari. Enjoy the well-maintained trails and rewarding wildlife watching. In particular, you can look forward to seeing large numbers of antelope, and – with luck – lions (pictured) and the other predators that invariably accompany the antelope.

[image: jpg]

aruna kalutanthri/shutterstock ©

3 D’KAR [image: ] 1 TO 2 DAYS

From Khutse’s remote tracts, head northwest to the San centre of D’kar. It’s somewhat of a drive, but worth it if you’re interested in local culture and for the opportunities to interact with the local San and see their beautiful crafts and artwork. An ideal time to visit is August, when D’kar hosts the Kuru Dance Festival.

[image: jpg]

lawrencetsaonebahiti/shutterstock ©

4 TSODILO HILLS [image: ] 2 DAYS

Finish your offbeat Botswana itinerary in the Tsodilo Hills in the country’s northwesternmost corner. The area is notable for its beauty, and especially for its treasure trove of over 4000 rock paintings (pictured) that are revered by local communities. From Tsodilo, it’s straightforward to continue into Namibia’s Zambezi Region via the Mohembo border crossing. Alternatively, travel to the nearby Moremi Game Reserve.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Okavango Delta & Victoria Falls

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 500km


If you’re travelling to the region with just a few days available, Victoria Falls is a fine focus for your time. Apart from the falls themselves, there are nearby wildlife parks, plenty of activities and the opportunity to experience local vibes in two countries (Zimbabwe and Zambia). Finish with an excursion to Chobe National Park.


[image: jpg]
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Woman in a mokoro (dugout canoe), Okavango Delta, Botswana | stephan roeger/shutterstock ©

1 MAUN & OKAVANGO DELTA [image: ] 2 DAYS

There can be few finer beginnings to a Southern Africa safari than a visit to the Okavango Delta, focused around Moremi Game Reserve (pictured). After arriving in Maun, make your way to your camp and spend the next few days getting to know this incredible area either on foot, in a mokoro (dugout canoe), by vehicle or a combination of all three.

[image: jpg]

brian divelbiss/shutterstock ©

2 CHOBE NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 2 DAYS

Journey from the heart of the delta to the Savuti area of Chobe National Park, with its wildlife-packed expanses and rocky outcrops. A special attraction of Savuti is the chance to see leopards and other predators. Carry on northeastward via Kachikau to the Chobe Riverfront and Kasane, with beautiful scenery en route and excellent river-based wildlife watching.

[image: jpg]

ondrej prosicky/shutterstock ©

3 VICTORIA FALLS (ZIMBABWE) [image: ] 2 Days

After enjoying wonderful wildlife watching, carry on to Zimbabwe and Victoria Falls, where the cool, moist air and beautiful greenery provides a fine welcome. You’ll likely want to see the falls first, exploring the different viewpoints from the footpath along the rim of the gorge. Afterwards, there are many activities to keep you busy, and even some wildlife watching nearby.

[image: jpg]

torsten reuter/shutterstock ©

4 VICTORIA FALLS (ZAMBIA) [image: ] 1 Day

Finish your journey with an excursion to Livingstone, Zambia, where you can get a different perspective on Victoria Falls and make an adventurous visit to Devil’s Pool. Once you’ve finished exploring the falls, make time for a stop at the excellent Livingstone Museum before travelling onwards or returning home.

[image: jpg]
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WHEN TO GO

The region is a year-round destination, which can be enjoyed as much during the summer months as in the high season.


Travellers have long been making their way to Namibia and Botswana to marvel at the dunes and wildlife, and many return again and again. If you’re keen on animal spotting, the cooler, dry high season – from late June through to September – is ideal. The ground almost everywhere has dried out after the rains, causing animals to congregate in abundance around the few remaining water holes. Cooler temperatures mean that these are also the best months for visiting places like Fish River Canyon, where temperatures can soar at other times of the year. The summer season, from late November to March, is perfect for sojourns along the coast. There is less fog then, and sea breezes bring welcome relief from the inland heat. The summer months also bring rain.

Accommodation Lowdown

Many lodges offer reduced rates during the low-season travel months of January through May. Vehicle rental prices also tend to be lower during this period.
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Milky Way, Sossusvlei, Namibia | yongyut kumsri/shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE

FLYING

When Wayne van der Linde is not traversing Namibia, he uses his free time to play in a band called Nostalgie. @nostalgienam

In Sossusvlei, dry, dusty afternoon winds might make you miserable as you arrive. But after sun set, the wind settles and the clear night sky, full of stars, overwhelms. You wake up the next morning to a crisp, calm new day, with red towering sand dunes on the horizon, a sky that is on fire to the east, and hot air balloons floating above you. I feel at peace here.




BENGUELA CURRENT

The Benguela Current, flowing north from the Cape of Good Hope, has a big impact on the region’s climate and ecosystems. Its cold, nutrient-rich waters attract fish, and are also the reason for the lack of coastal rainfall and the formation of fog, which nourishes life in the Namib Desert.



PLENTY OF SUNSHINE

With about 300 days of sunshine annually, Namibia is one of the sunniest spots on Earth, followed closely by Botswana. If you spend much time in the region, it’s easy to get spoiled by the continual blue skies and sunny days. When rain does come, it’s often in the form of brief, localised and intense thunderstorms.

Festivals...


Gaborone’s Maitisong Festival is a highlight for lovers of music, dance and drama. It features an outdoor program at various venues in the capital. [image: ] March and April

Namibian Independence Day is celebrated in grand style in Windhoek, with a parade and sporting events, complemented by smaller events elsewhere in the country – all marking the date when Namibia shook off the yoke of South African rule in 1990. [image: ] 21 March

Oshituthi Shomagongo, the two- to three-day marula fruit festival of Namibia’s Ovambo people, is a lively celebration of tradition and culture. The venue rotates annually among sites in northern Namibia. [image: ] March/April

Join German and non-German Namibians in Windhoek as they come out in force to celebrate the southern hemisphere version of Germany’s famous Oktoberfest. [image: ] October

...And More Festivals


On Heroes’ Day, Namibia commemorates those who lost their lives in the war for independence, which began on 26 August 1966. The main celebrations are in Windhoek and in Omugulugwombashe, where the first shots were fired. [image: ] 26 August

The Maun Festival is a two-day celebration that raises funds for local schools while celebrating northwestern Botswana’s rich cultural roots with music and dance. [image: ] April

The three-day Kuru Dance Festival, held near D’kar in Botswana’s Kalahari Desert, celebrates traditional San culture with dancing and music. [image: ] August

Windhoek’s /Ae //Gams Arts and Cultural Festival brings together all of Namibia’s ethnic groups. [image: ] April


I LIVE HERE

Mountain Biking

Windhoek-based Martin Nghilifavali Jr is a mountain bike expert and bicycle technician. @m_dreadman

I love mountain biking in the winter months because the trails and grass are dried up and the breeze is always cool. This is also when we get to do night cycling. Winter is the time for coffee rides, and riders all get to meet up afterwards and chat about the day’s rides, experiences and new trails – this is priceless.
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NamibRand Nature Reserve, Namibia | marek poplawski/shutterstock ©

CHILLY NIGHT TEMPERATURES

Nights can get extremely cold in some areas, especially in the desert. In the height of winter, in parts of Namibia and in southwestern Botswana, it’s not unusual for a bottle of water left outside your tent at night to start to freeze.

Weather Through the Year (Botswana/Namibia)
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JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 33/29 °C
Days of rainfall: 6/14

[image: gif]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 32/28 °C
Days of rainfall: 5/16
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MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 31/26 °C
Days of rainfall: 5/15
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APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 28/25 °C
Days of rainfall: 3/9
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MAY

Ave. daytime max: 26/23 °C
Days of rainfall: 2/2
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JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 23/20 °C
Days of rainfall: 1/0
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JULY

Ave. daytime max: 23/20 °C
Days of rainfall: 1/0

[image: gif]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 26/24 °C
Days of rainfall: 1/0

[image: gif]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 30/27 °C
Days of rainfall: 2/2

[image: gif]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 32/30 °C
Days of rainfall: 2/4
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NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 32/30 °C
Days of rainfall: 5/7

[image: gif]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 33/29 °C
Days of rainfall: 6/12







GET PREPARED FOR
Botswana & Namibia

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Khwai Campsite, Moremi Game Reserve, Botswana | benedicte martinez jamart photography ©

Clothes

Layers Even summer can be cold after dark, particularly if you’re in an open-air safari vehicle, and winter days can be gloriously sunny – so pack a warm base layer and loose, lightweight clothing that can be worn over the top. A windproof jacket will be a godsend in winter. Trousers and a long-sleeve shirt will help keep the mosquitoes away from your skin.

Hats The African sun is brutal, so pack a hat that offers good shade. A beanie is essential for the winter and the in-between seasons.

Sarong A useful staple for any traveller is a sarong, which can double as a scarf or shade-maker.

Walking shoes If you plan on doing some walking, pack shoes with a sturdy sole – there can be nasty thorns out in the bush.


Manners

Greetings are important. Begin with the elders, and greet everyone in the group.

Respect is vital, particularly for religious beliefs and elders.

The African handshake is a three-part gesture. First: a regular handshake. Second: the thumbs clasp and fingers lift to grip the thumb-side of the hand. Third: a regular handshake. Placing the left hand inside the right elbow while doing this shows respect.




READ
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Cry of the Kalahari (Mark & Delia Owens; 1984) The autobiography of two American zoologists who lived in the Kalahari Desert for seven years.

[image: jpg]

The Purple Violet of Oshaantu (Neshani Andreas; 2001) A woman in a Namibian village refuses to mourn her husband’s death the way she is expected to.

[image: jpg]

The No 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency (Alexander McCall Smith; 1998) The first in a series based on the exploits of Botswana’s first female detective.

[image: jpg]

The Scattering (Lauri Kubuitsile; 2017) A young Herero mother escapes the German massacre but ends up in a concentration camp in Lüderitz.




Download

Botswana Wildlife Guide (US$27) A comprehensive guide that covers mammals, birds, fish, frogs, reptiles, invertebrates, grasses, trees and wildflowers. It’s easy to use, with multiple ways to search for species. There’s a checklist for recording your sightings.

Tracks4Africa (free) Your phone’s GPS connects with this map-based guide’s offline function, so you’ll always know your location. It’s for information and location rather than navigation, and includes accommodation, fuel stations, attractions, services and shopping.

BirdPro (free) Featuring the birds of Southern Africa, this app has a search function that uses location, shape, colour, size or call to identify birds. It includes extensive information on the birds and their calls. The map function includes distribution data and the monthly movement of migratory birds. Add your own sightings with notes, photos and location.

eTrees of Southern Africa (US$18) An interactive version of Field Guide to Trees of Southern Africa, with images, distribution and details on 840 trees commonly found in the region.

Wildlife Southern Africa (US$8) Descriptions, photos, illustrations, calls and distribution maps of 1526 species, from mammals to insects, reptiles, freshwater fish, grasses and trees.

Etosha App (free) This excellent guide to Etosha National Park has an interactive map and mammal guide. It also works offline and keeps track of entrance gate openings and closings.




WATCH
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A United Kingdom (Amma Asante; 2016) Based on the story of Seretse Khama (statue pictured), heir to the throne of Botswana’s Bangwato tribe, and his English wife.

Namib: Surviving the Sand Sea (Oliver Halsey; 2019) A natural history documentary about the adaptations of flora and fauna in the Namib Desert.

Into the Okavango (National Geographic; 2018) A team of explorers undertake a 2400km journey across the river system that feeds the Okavango Delta.

Cry of the Kalahari (Andrew St Pierre White; 2020) A documentary about solo 4WD travel through the Kalahari Desert.




LISTEN

Chelete (Gazza; 2019) The smash hit by Namibia’s favourite kwaito star, with one million views in six months (a first for a Namibian musician).

Flying Bantu (flyingbantu.com) This Victoria Falls-based Afro-fusion band regularly plays gigs around town (and further afield).

Kalahari (Maxy KhoiSan; 2000) One of the biggest hits from Botswana’s singer who is revered for her AfroPop, traditional San-Tswana and gospel songs.

Guardians of the River (Kerllen Costa; 2021) A fascinating podcast series about researchers and traditional beliefs protecting the Okavango Delta together.







TRIP PLANNER

Safari Planner

Unique wildlife and landscapes make for magical safari experiences in Botswana and Namibia. A particularly alluring aspect is that in many parts of the region you can explore on your own with a rental vehicle. There are also plenty of organised tours. Whichever way you choose, here are some things to think about when planning, and tips for getting the most out of your journey.
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Safari on Chobe River, Botswana | lmspencer/shutterstock ©

Habitat Diversity

Namibia, Botswana and Victoria Falls together offer some of Africa’s most rewarding and diverse wildlife-watching opportunities. There are many locations for river-based safaris, and the waterways defining the Zambezi Region parks, the Okavango Delta and Chobe National Park create entirely different ecosystems than those found in more arid areas. There is also the unique coastal dimension found along Namibia’s Atlantic shoreline, with its abundance of seals and water birds. Experiencing these contrasts is one of the great attractions of a safari in the region.

Wildlife areas range from ‘easy’, attractively priced, self-drive and self-guided destinations such as Etosha National Park, to extremely rugged areas like Khaudum National Park or parts of Central Kalahari Game Reserve, where exploration is best done with at least two fully equipped 4WD vehicles. There are also speciality destinations such as the Okavango Delta, smaller, low-key parks such as the wildlife section of Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park at Victoria Falls, and those – such as Makgadikgadi Salt Pans or Nkasa Rupara National Park – where periodic flooding makes even just getting there an exciting part of the equation.

In some places, such as Namibia’s Damaraland, wildlife is relatively dispersed and sparse, making it all the more rewarding when you do manage to spot something. In other places, including Chobe Riverfront and Etosha, wildlife densities are incredibly high and the animals practically come to you.

Complementing the range of parks and habitats is the region’s great variety of accommodation – there’s everything from the most basic campsites to luxurious lodges where you can observe wildlife from the comfort of your veranda.

Self-drive Safaris

Namibia, especially, is ideally suited to self-drive safaris. These generally work best when combined with camping, and vehicle rentals in both Namibia and Botswana are geared to this. Many come with one or two roof tents plus a small refrigerator.

Walking Safaris

It’s an amazing experience to awaken early and set off with a guide to track wildlife. In several areas, notably Namibia’s Damaraland, rhinos are the main attraction on guided hikes. If your lodge or camp offers guided walks, it’s well worth taking advantage of the opportunity as it provides a completely different, more intimate, view of the bush. You likely won’t cover much distance, and you may not see as much wildlife as you would in a vehicle, but you’ll experience the wild in a new way.
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Cheetah, Etosha National Park, Namibia | matthieu gallet/shutterstock ©

HIKING TIPS

When hiking in desert areas, the heat can be challenging, but the scenery, wildness and clear night skies compensate.

Camping Avoid camping in dry river beds; it’s best to keep to higher ground.

Water Plan on at least 4L of water per person per day.

Health Don’t forget quality sunscreen, a hat, a torch (flashlight) and a small first aid kit.

Times Try to plan your hiking time for early in the morning and late afternoon.

Clothing Chilly desert nights mean a jacket is essential.


SAFARI STYLE

Imagine relaxing in a luxury safari tent and seeing animals in the distance from your bedside. Or maybe camping in the wild and hearing the sounds of the bush as you fall asleep. There are so many options for your safari. Here are some things to consider when planning:

• Ambience Will you be staying in or near a park? If you stay outside park boundaries, you may miss the good early morning and evening wildlife-viewing hours. Are the surroundings of your accommodation atmospheric? Will you be in a large lodge or an intimate private camp?

• Access If you don’t enjoy driving on bumpy, unpaved roads, consider parks and lodges with tarmac road access, or those where you can fly in.

• Activities Boat cruises, poled mokoro (dugout canoe) rides and guided walks can be a wonderful change of pace from vehicle-based wildlife watching. Many lodges in Botswana and Namibia offer these opportunities.

• Community commitment Look for operators that do more than give lip service to ecotourism principles, and that have a genuine, longstanding commitment to the communities where they work. There are many of these in the region, and it’s worth planning your itinerary around them.



Bush Driving

Large swathes of Namibia and Botswana are truly remote. A GPS comes in handy, ideally with Tracks4Africa pre-loaded. At a minimum, bring a good map. Sticking to existing tracks makes a big difference in preserving delicate landscapes and flora. In the region’s dry climate, damage caused by off-road driving may be visible for years to come.

In rainy weather, gravel roads can turn to quagmires and desert washes may fill with water. Many roads in Namibia and Botswana, including in Namibia’s Kunene Region, have cemented road gullies, but not all do, and it’s well worth getting out and checking the depth before crossing.

When driving in places such as the Kalahari Desert, often through high grass, seeds can quickly foul radiators and cause overheating, especially near the end of the dry season. Try to regularly remove as much plant material as possible from the grille.

At night, it’s best to stay put and enjoy the stars – avoid driving in the dark!

BUSH DRIVING TIPS

Carry some emergency food and water rations, and tank up at every opportunity.

Things that belong on a well-equipped vehicle include a tow rope, shovel, extra fan belt, vehicle fluids, spark plugs, bailing wire, jump leads, fuses, hoses, a good jack, two spare tyres, a pump and a wooden plank to use as a base in sand and salt. A good Swiss Army knife or Leatherman tool and a roll of gaffer tape can also be useful.

When driving on sandy tracks, lower your tire pressure for better grip. When driving on corrugated roads, gradually accelerate until you find the correct speed – it will be obvious when the rattling stops.

In case of a tyre blowout, rather than hitting the brakes, the best advice is to steer straight as well as you can, letting the car slow itself down before you bring it to a stop.

When driving on gravel, try to avoid sharp swerves or sudden braking. If the rear wheels begin to skid, steer gently in the direction of the skid until you regain control. If the front wheels skid, keep a firm hand on the wheel and steer in the opposite direction of the skid.

Use headlights in dusty conditions.
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Moremi Game Reserve, Botswana | efimova anna/shutterstock ©

Wildlife Spotting

Time of day The best hours are at dawn and dusk, and it’s worth considering this when deciding whether to base yourself inside a park or on its outer fringes. Although the middle of the day is usually too hot for much action, this is when some antelopes feel less vulnerable at a water hole, and when raptors and reptiles are most obvious.

Weather Prevailing conditions can affect your viewing experience. For example, high winds may drive herbivores and birds into cover, so concentrate your search in sheltered areas.

Water Most animals drink daily when water is available, and water sources are prime spotting venues, especially in the dry season. In desert areas, such as Kunene and Damaraland, the beds of ephemeral rivers generally offer good spotting opportunities.

Food sources Knowing what different species eat will help you decide where to spend most of your time. Herds of herbivores with their young are particularly attractive to predators.

Tracks and signs Even when you don’t see animals, they leave many signs of their presence. Spoor (tracks), scat (droppings) and nests all provide clues about wildlife. Many large cats use roads to hunt, so look for where their tracks leave the road as these may mark the point where the cat began a stalk or sought out a nearby bush for shade.

Equipment Good-quality binoculars are invaluable for spotting wildlife and correctly identifying it.

Female Rangers

Both Namibia and Botswana have a small but steadily increasing number of female rangers, some of whom you may meet while on a safari. Among other places, they work in Namibia in Damaraland for Save the Rhino Trust, in the ≠Khoadi-//Hôas Conservancy southwest of Etosha National Park, and in Botswana’s Okavango Delta. Also in Botswana, the Chobe Game Lodge in Chobe National Park hires only women guides, known as the ‘Chobe Angels’. World Female Ranger Day is celebrated on 23 June, complementing World Ranger Day on 31 July – both are aimed at commemorating and supporting the essential work of rangers in wildlife conservation.


BEST SAFARI DESTINATIONS FOR...

• Remoteness Khaudum National Park, Central Kalahari Game Reserve, Skeleton Coast National Park.

• Accessibility Etosha National Park, Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park, Cape Cross Seal Reserve.

• Adventure Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, Northern Damaraland, Kunene Region.

• Uniqueness Makgadikgadi Pans, Damaraland, Skeleton Coast National Park.

• Seeing many animals quickly Chobe Riverfront, Moremi Game Reserve, Etosha National Park.

• Water-based activities Okavango Delta, Zambezi Region.

• Big cats Okonjima Nature Reserve, Etosha National Park, Chobe National Park, Khutse Game Reserve.
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WILDLIFE

Although vast expanses of both Botswana and Namibia are arid and covered in sand, huge numbers of animals still wander ancestral routes. Both countries offer superb wildlife-watching opportunities, especially in the north, where the Chobe and Okavango Rivers create one of the world’s premier wetland ecosystems, and around Etosha Pan, where a network of water holes draws large wildlife concentrations.

One of the most appealing aspects of wildlife watching and birding in Namibia and Botswana is the region’s great diversity of habitats, allowing for impressive species diversity. Each area – from Etosha’s salt pan to Okavango’s waterways – has a safari vibe of its own, and the longer you are here, the more the nuances of each region will become apparent. Following is an overview of some of the more commonly spotted wildlife and birds that you may see in this region.

Primates

Botswana and Namibia are home to a mere three species of primates. Of these, only the Chacma baboon is common and widespread. These baboons have complex social dynamics. See if you can spot signs of friendship, deception or deal-making within a troop.
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Chacma baboons | benedicte martinez jamart photography ©
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Caracal | ondrej prosicky/shutterstock ©
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Lion | Trevor Fairbank/shutterstock ©
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Cheetah | elana erasmus/shutterstock ©

Cats

Excellent vision and keen hearing make Botswana and Namibia’s cats superb hunters. Some of the region’s best scenes are big cats making their kills. The caracal is a tawny cat with long, pointy ears and jacked-up hind legs, enabling it to make 3m-high vertical leaps and swat birds out of the air. Leopards rely on expert camouflage to stay hidden. During the day, you may spot one reclining in a tree after it twitches its tail, but at night there is no mistaking its bone-chilling growls. The lion is Africa’s most feared predator. Cheetahs are world-class sprinters, and can reach speeds of 112km/hr.
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Leopard | ondrej prosicky/shutterstock ©

Large Mammals

Apart from giraffes, the large mammals are not ruminants, and they can be seen over a wide range of habitats. Namibia is home to about one-third of the world’s population of black rhinos, although these are under threat in Namibia and Botswana due to poaching. Central Namibia’s unique mountain zebra differs from its savannah relatives in having an unstriped belly and a rust-coloured muzzle.

The 3000kg hippopotamus spends all its time in or near water. It is tremendously strong and ferocious if provoked. Although they stroll along casually, giraffes can outrun any predator. Elephants are abundant in the lush wetlands of Chobe National Park and the Okavango Delta. In Namibia, watch for Damaraland’s unique desert-adapted elephants.
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Elephants | 2630ben/shutterstock ©
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Black rhino | tomas drahos/shutterstock ©
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Hippopotamus | benedicte martinez jamart photography ©
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Cape gannets | leonard hugo/shutterstock ©

[image: jpg]

Ostrich | nwdph/shutterstock ©
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African penguins | lukas_vejrik/shutterstock ©

Birds

Namibia and Botswana have an astounding number of birds of every shape and colour. The Cape gannet is a crisply marked seabird that gathers by the thousands to catch fish with high-speed dives into the waves.

Standing 2.7m tall and weighing upwards of 130kg, ostriches are ancient, flightless birds. In addition to their fast running speeds, they sometimes try to escape predators by lying flat on the ground to resemble a pile of dirt.

The African penguin got its former name (jackass penguin) from the donkey-like call males make during courtship displays.
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Spotted hyena | rcoussement/shutterstock ©

Carnivores

In addition to cats, Botswana and Namibia are home to several dozen carnivores. The highly social but endangered African wild dogs are extremely efficient hunters. Giant breeding colonies of Cape fur seals are found along the Namibian coastline, where they are forced to gather in dense numbers as protection against marauding hyenas. Spend some time observing the colonies – they’re turbulent, noisy and exciting to watch.

Living in packs ruled by females, the spotted hyena is a savage fighter and uses its strong jaws to disembowel prey or do battle with lions. They are widely distributed, including along Namibia’s Skeleton Coast, where you’ll also spot the more rare brown hyena.
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African wild dog | ondrej prosicky/shutterstock ©
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Cape fur seals | arcalu/shutterstock ©

Birds of Prey

Botswana and Namibia are home to about 70 species of hawk, eagle, vulture and owl. Look for them perching on trees, soaring high overhead or gathered around a carcass.

The iconic African fish eagle is most familiar for its loud ringing calls that have become synonymous with Africa. It has a wingspan of over 2m, and is usually observed hunting for fish or perched high overhead in a treetop. The Bateleur gets its name from the French for ‘tightrope walker’, in reference to its low-flying aerial acrobatics. Watch for its white wings and tailless appearance in flight; up close, look for its bold colour pattern and scarlet face.

The monstrous lappet-faced vulture mingles with predators around carcasses, getting its fill before other vultures move in. Secretary birds, which tower up to 1.3m tall, have the body of an eagle and the legs of a crane. They are known to walk up to 20km a day across the savannah in search of vipers, cobras and other snakes that they kill with lightning speed and agility. Pale chanting goshawks are sometimes seen perched low on bushes. Look closely if you spot one as it’s probably following some other small hunter, such as a honey badger.
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Bateleur eagle | louielea/shutterstock ©
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African fish eagle | gudkov andrey/shutterstock ©

Cud-chewing Mammals

Many of the region’s ungulates (hoofed mammals) live in groups to protect themselves. Antelope are particularly numerous, with over a dozen species found in the region. The gemsbok is a desert antelope with 1m-long horns. It can survive for months on scant water derived from plants and withstand temperatures that would kill other animals. You’ll often see them dramatically posing on a dune, or along the roadsides in Namib-Naukluft National Park.

With a prodigious capacity to reproduce, impalas can reach great numbers quickly, outstripping predators’ ability to eat them all. The shy, aquatic sitatunga will submerge itself in the face of danger, making it hard to find.
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Gemsbok | kertu/shutterstock ©
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Black-faced impala | benedicte martinez jamart photography ©
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THE FOOD SCENE

The rich cultural diversity of Botswana and Namibia has given rise to an array of delectable culinary traditions.
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Seswaa | lucian coman/shutterstock ©

The cuisine in Namibia and Botswana reflects a wide range of influences. Traditional Southern African ingredients, such as maize meal, tomato- and onion-based sauces, wild spinach and meat predominate, and throughout the region you’ll find variations on the simple but filling plate of pap (cooked maize meal) served with sauce, greens and a piece of stewed or grilled meat. In German-influenced Namibia, this base is complemented by classics such as schnitzel, Eisbein (cured ham hock), sausage, and delicious breads and pastries. In Botswana, the British left their influence with English breakfasts and tea – although Botswanans also have their own tea, and just as often will have rooibos (red bush) tea rather than black tea.

In both Namibia and Botswana, culinary traditions reflect strong ties to the earth and the often harsh landscapes, with dishes such as stewed or fried mopane (woodland) worms, various berries and melons. In coastal and northern Namibia and around Botswana’s Okavango Delta, fish features in many menus, and almost everywhere you go you’ll find dried meat (biltong or digwapa) of every variety.

For the Meat Lovers

Namibia and Botswana are known for their high-quality beef, and this is reflected in Botswana’s national dish, seswaa (slow-cooked shredded beef), and Namibia’s beloved kapana (chopped, seasoned and grilled beef). The braai (barbecue), which is popular everywhere, is also often beef based, although you’ll encounter kudu steaks, gemsbok and other types of meat as well. Biltong, Namibia’s popular dried meat snack, can be made with beef or game meat. Unlike jerky, it’s never smoked, but only cured and dried. The seasoning is key, and each farm will have its own secret recipe. If you’re not familiar with biltong, the best way to try it is at one of the padstal (farm stalls) that you’ll find while travelling throughout the country, especially in the south. Botswana’s dried meat is called digwapa, and is made by cutting meat – generally beef – in strips and hanging these on ropes to dry.

All about Grains

Maize is popular throughout the region and is generally served in the form of pap, but there are so many other grains to try. Oshifima, in northern Namibia, is made with millet flour (sometimes also mixed with maize meal), while Botswana’s bogobe porridge uses sorghum, maize or millet flour.

Pap, and the other grain-based staples, are never eaten alone, but always with some sort of sauce or accompanying meat (perhaps seswaa) and greens (usually some variant of wild spinach, chopped, seasoned, often mixed with onions and tomatoes, and cooked).
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Traditional-style Eating

Although local customs vary, a traditional, rural meal generally involves sitting in a circle in the centre of the family homestead, with the food served in communal dishes in the centre. The right hand is used to take some of the staple (for example, pap or oshifima), roll it into a small ball, and dip it into the accompanying sauce. In some of the region’s cultures, such as the Owambo, men are traditionally served first around the table, with women only eating later and separately in the cooking area.


FOOD FESTIVALS

Oshituthi Shomagongo The two- to three-day marula fruit festival in March/April is a lively celebration of Owambo tradition and culture.

Nedbank Swakopmund Food Festival Held annually in December, with kapana, spit braai and music.

Lüderitz Crayfish Festival Takes place annually in late April/early May, with music and plenty of crayfish.

Letlhafula Cultural Food Festival This harvest festival held in Gaborone in May celebrates Botswana’s traditional cuisine and dancing.
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Best Botswana & Namibia Dishes

SESWAA

Botswana’s excellent beef, pounded and traditionally seasoned.

OSHIFIMA AND BOGOBE

Enjoy these and other simple and filling grain-based staples.

KAPANA

Sizzling, seasoned beef sold on street corners throughout Namibia.

BRAAI

Not a ‘dish’ as such, but the braai (barbecue) is a regional institution.

CHICKEN IN A HOLE

Stuffed chicken slow-cooked in a small pit.

MOROGO

A nourishing, subtly seasoned spinach-like dish.

ROOIBOS TEA & RUSKS

This local-style breakfast is ideal on a chilly morning.

MOPANE WORMS

Best after the summer rains, freshly fried.



Specialities

Local Favourites

Braai: It’s hard to decide whether braai in the region are so good because of the tasty seasoning and expert grilling, or because of the scenic backdrop that inevitably accompanies them.

Chicken in a Hole (Botswana): Stuffed and seasoned chicken, slow-cooked in a small pit.

Oshikwiila (Namibia): Flat, pan-fried breads made from millet flour.

Snacks & Street Food

Kapana (Namibia): Chopped, seasoned and grilled beef; especially good in Windhoek.

Fat cakes (vetkoek, magwinya): You can buy these deep-fried, slightly sweet doughnuts on street corners everywhere.

Ditloo: Groundnuts; popular in Botswana.

Vegetarian

African spinach (omboga, morogo): These widely available greens make for a tasty vegetarian meal, simmered, seasoned and served with pap.

Tsamma melon: Do as the San do: cut up and cook the flesh in porridges or stews.

Dikgobe: Sorghum, maize and beans cooked into a thick, porridge-like consistency.
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Dare to Try

Mopane worms: Known by various names (omagungu, mashonja, macimbi, masotsa), this nourishing local delicacy is enjoyed throughout the region.

Serobe: A Botswanan dish made with slow-cooked, seasoned sheep tripe. The Namibian equivalent is matangara (cow or goat tripe).

Smiley: A goat or sheep head that is cooked for a long time, until it appears to grin. It’s enjoyed particularly among Namibia’s Herero people.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Most ‘meals of a lifetime’ in the region involve stunning settings, rather than five-star restaurants. Every traveller will have their own favourites, but here are a few of ours:

A picnic beneath the dramatic dunes of Namibia’s Sandwich Harbour

Dinner under the stars at one of the camps near Sossusvlei

A bush braai in the wild in Chobe National Park

Breakfast in the heart of the Okavango Delta in Moremi Game Reserve

A five-star sunset meal aboard the Royal Livingstone Express




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

In spring, you’ll see Swakopmund’s famous asparagus (pictured) for sale around Windhoek. Enjoy it while it lasts as you won’t find it the rest of the year. Connoisseurs say this is also the best time to enjoy Lüderitz oysters.
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SUMMER

This is mango season, and although most of the mangoes (pictured)you’ll see in the region are imported from South Africa, they’re still a treat. Also watch for omajova, the giant, edible mushrooms sold along the roadsides.
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AUTUMN

After the rains is peak season for the Kalahari truffle. These delicacies can be eaten raw, but are particularly tasty seasoned and cooked. This is also the time when mopane worms (pictured) are harvested, although they can be found dried year-round.
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WINTER

Chilly winter evenings are ideal for sitting around a braai, or enjoying homemade potjiekos (a hearty stew made in an iron, three-legged pot; pictured) with a glass of wine. This is also the time to sample the region’s many squash varieties.
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THE OUTDOORS

Africa is best experienced in its wild, open spaces – whether it’s a quiet evening by a campfire or an adrenaline-fuelled ride down a sand dune.
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The big appeal of Botswana, Namibia and Victoria Falls is the natural environment, and while many people travel here to see the Big Five and other wildlife, it’s the chance to experience life in the wild that often makes a trip here most memorable. From sleeping out under the stars to hiking a majestic canyon, rafting Class V rapids or walking gentle trails to discover rock art that’s thousands of years old, there’s something for everyone.

Walking & Hiking

If walking is your thing, then Namibia’s definitely the place to go. The landscapes in this part of the world are simply sublime and walking here can be a truly humbling experience, whether it’s hiking a multiday trail like the challenging 85km route through the Fish River Canyon, or a shorter family-friendly walk in the dramatic Waterberg Plateau. Although the country is generally dry year-round, it’s best to hike multi-day trails during the milder winter months; during summer, set out as early as possible to avoid the scorching midday heat.

While Botswana doesn’t hold as many options for hikers as Namibia, it does offer the opportunity to go on guided walking safaris, which can be truly invigorating. A walk with local guides in the Okavango Delta, Makgadikgadi Salt Pans and Central Kalahari Game Reserve will add intriguing layers to your trip and create an intimate connection to the wilderness.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

See seals at Cape Cross Seal Reserve on the Skeleton Coast, with over 100,000 on the beach and in the surf.

Walk the viewing trail and get wet from the spray of the mighty Victoria Falls.

Cruise the Zambezi River above Victoria Falls and look for hippos, birds and, sometimes, swimming elephants.

Search for dinosaur footprints near Kalkfeld. The prints are around 170 million years old.

Ride a camel with Desert Explorers in Swakopmund, cruising into the dunes on a ‘ship of the desert’.

Meet meerkats at Makgadikgadi Salt Pans.

Hug a tree at Baines Baobabs at Nxai Pan National Park. It might take the whole family to circle one.



Canoeing & Kayaking

There are many opportunities to get on – not in – the wild waterways that course through this largely arid region, and when and where to go will depend mainly on the season.

The Okavango Delta is absolute paradise for a tranquil mokoro (dugout canoe) trip, which offers a hippo’s-eye-view of wildlife, and is best done when the water levels are high (and the weather dry), usually from May to September. Conversely, low-water season is the best time to go whitewater rafting on the Zambezi (at Victoria Falls, that’s August to December), when there is access to more of the world-class rapids Victoria Falls is so famous for. While water levels rise and fall, it’s possible to take a chilled river cruise on the Zambezi throughout the year, but wildlife viewing is better during the dry season (June to October).

In Namibia, sea kayaking at Swakopmund and Walvis Bay brings the chance to get close to seal colonies and enormous flocks of birds (November to April is a great time for birds, when the migrants come in). Outdoorsy families will relish time spent canoeing the Orange River (plan to do this outside of midsummer due to the heat) – it’s a spectacular multiday adventure of a lifetime.
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Camping

The plethora of budget-friendly campsites around Namibia and Botswana offer independent travellers a wide selection of places to spend nights under wild African skies. Most supermarkets in Namibia and Botswana will sell camping essentials like cooking equipment and firelighters.

In Maun and Windhoek, predominantly, there are rental companies that have kitted out their 4WD vehicles for camping – just be sure to find out what their checklist includes before you leave home.

Namibia is a very accessible self-drive destination, and the camping in Etosha National Park is outstanding. In Botswana, it’s recommended to have technical 4WD driving experience (particularly in the wet season).


Active Outdoor Adventures

HORSE RIDING

Mingle among herds of zebras and wildebeest around the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans or splash through the Okavango Delta.

FLY FISHING

Comb the Okavango Panhandle and fish for an apex predator of these waters – tigerfish.

MOUNTAIN BIKING

Explore the wild landscapes of Tuli Block – home to lions and baobab trees – from the saddle.

QUAD BIKING

Quad bike over sand dunes around Namibia’s adventure capital, Swakopmund, or in the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans.

SCENIC FLIGHT

Explore Namibia’s coastline from the air in a light aircraft or by hot-air balloon over the Namib-Naukluft National Park.

DUNE BOARDING

Hike up and then carve down mighty mountains of sand near Swakopmund.

TRACK RHINOS

Walk with a guide to see rhinos near Gaborone and Serowe in Botswana.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Botswana’s and Namibia’s best outdoor activities.
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BOTSWANA & NAMIBIA

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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BOTSWANA
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AN ANCESTRAL HOMELAND OF ABUNDANCE

Protecting some of the greatest wildlife spectacles on Earth across vast untamed areas, Botswana is wild Africa at its best.
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With expansive tracts of remote wilderness, Botswana is one of the great safari destinations on the continent, but seeing animals in their natural habitat is only part of the picture. There is an immense and profound sense of humanity too. Culture seekers and outdoorsy wayfarers can take to the backroads and soak up the sacred spirituality that has drawn humans to the Tsodilo Hills for thousands of years.

Encounter spare magnificence in the immense salt pans. From the baobabs of Nxai Pan, to the impressive wildlife of Kgalagadi in the south and the echoes of indigenous San people in the Central Kalahari Game Reserve, the legendary Kalahari is a desert of exceptional variety. Head east to the underrated Tuli Block, where leopard lovers will discover a heritage-rich add-on.

Despite being covered by large areas of desert, the miracle of water further sets this country apart. Fuelled by rains from the mountainous watersheds of Angola, the annual floods replenish river systems for extraordinarily diverse wildlife. Wild creatures roam and rule. Big cats and much bigger elephants walk free in one of the world’s last great biodiversity hot spots. Whether slicing through the crystal waters on a mokoro (dugout canoe), camping wild or thumping down in the middle of nowhere to experience the breathtaking exclusivity of a remote luxury lodge, this is where safari dreams come true.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CHOBE NATIONAL PARK

Iconic waterfront game viewing.

OKAVANGO DELTA

The world’s wildest wetland.

MAKGADIKGADI SALT PANS

Meerkats, massive baobabs and zebra migrations.

SEROWE

Botswana’s rhino ark and history hub.

TULI BLOCK

Safari from the saddle among ruins.

CENTRAL KALAHARI GAME RESERVE

Stargazing in the ancestral homeland.

KGALAGADI TRANSFRONTIER PARK

4WD expeditions and camel rides.

GABORONE

Shopping, dining and craftwork.



Find Your Way

Botswana’s best adventures are wild and far from civilisation – but public transport will only get you so far. Most Kalahari safaris start either in Maun or Kasane and circuit from there.


[image: jpg]

Plan Your Time

Luxury stays in faraway fairytale locations and self-drive expeditions between remote campsites both require a decent amount of advance booking – especially when travelling in peak season between June and September.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• With a week or less, maximise your time with the classic romance of a luxury lodge in the Okavango Delta and Chobe National Park to experience the astonishing wildlife Botswana has to offer.

• Fly into Kasane to experience a Chobe River cruise surrounded by elephants then hop across to the predator-rich Okavango Delta.

• The biggest temptation will be to cram too much in, but give yourself at least three days at each to fit in activities like a quintessential mokoro ride.




An Easy Weeklong Road Trip

• Find impressive, relatively pocket-friendly wildlife encounters between Maun and Kasane on a 2WD highway route. Start with a two-night mokoro campout from Maun (the A3 route is notorious for its patchwork of potholes, so set aside extra driving time), then mingle with meerkats.

• Push on to Nata for a guided trip to the Nata Bird Sanctuary, where the chances of seeing zebras, wildebeest and ostriches are virtually guaranteed.

• Then it’s an easy drive north to Kasane, where riverfront lodges provide sunset boat cruises and early-morning game drives to savour the fauna and flora of Chobe National Park.




If You Have More Time

• To truly enjoy this country’s monumentally wild spirit, take to the trails in a 4WD vehicle over two weeks.

• Start with a walking safari to seek out the residents of the Khama Rhino Sanctuary and soak up some history in Serowe, then detour into the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans via Letlhakane for a night below the Milky Way at Kubu Island. Next continue on to Nxai Pan National Park, home to Baines Baobabs.

• From Maun, shift north to commence the classic 4WD road trip that crisscrosses the Okavango Delta, Savuti and Chobe as you pursue the remaining four of the Big Five.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

The dry winter is peak tourist time for floodwaters and fantastic wildlife watching. When rains come, most tourists leave and adventurers arrive to follow animal migrations.

JANUARY

High temperatures, intermittent rains and excellent birdwatching define this green season, when some lodges slash rates by almost half.
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FEBRUARY

The Kalahari bursts into life and rain transforms the arid salt pans into nutritious grasslands, bringing zebras to Nxai Pan.
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APRIL

The Maitisong Festival in Gaborone highlights local music, dance and drama for a week (sometimes in March).
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JUNE

The coldest nights bring stellar stargazing, and African wild dogs start to den down across the Okavango Delta.
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AUGUST

The pinnacle of the Okavango floodwaters makes for ideal mokoro outings past thirsty elephants and the Nkashi Classic.
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OCTOBER

Epic game viewing if you can take the heat. Avid anglers fish the Okavango River during the barbel run.
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DECEMBER

Rains arrive and the smell of the first drops on dry African soil is one you will never forget.
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CHOBE NATIONAL PARK
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Chobe National Park is the most accessible wilderness in Botswana and offers a rewarding rendezvous with wildlife with minimal effort. Famed for its mega elephant herds (thousands of them, best viewed by boat cruise), the 10,700-sq-km park includes two significant tourist areas: the Chobe Riverfront and Savuti. The Chobe Riverfront supports the park’s largest animal concentrations and sits at the end of a tarmac highway within easy reach of Kasane and its airport. In addition to the mighty pachyderms, a full suite of predators and more than 400 recorded bird species can be seen on safari here. The secluded Savuti Marshes lie south. Intrepid ventures to this more remote region should find the renowned predators made famous by nature documentaries. Whether self-driving, sailing along silky waters, camping under stars or jetting into Kasane for a luxury lodge stay, everyone can enjoy Chobe’s countless charms.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Chobe Game Lodge

SIGHTS

2Impalila Island

3Kasane

4Kazungula Bridge

5Lesoma

6Sedudu Island

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7Chobe Riverfront

SLEEPING

8andBeyond Chobe Under Canvas

9Chobe Safari Lodge

10Ihaha Campsite

11Muchenje Campsite & Cottages

12Savuti Campsite




TOP TIP

Most accommodation is in Kasane, from where boat trips depart. It’s best to book a lodge close to the park entrance because Botswana’s most accessible national park is also the busiest. Summer is fabulous for birding and quieter safaris, but you might get rained out.
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CHOBE ANGELS

A decade ago in Botswana, many operators were reluctant to hire women and it was rare to see women in guiding positions. Chobe Game Lodge significantly shifted gender stereotypes by actively advertising posts, providing training and mentorships, and, ultimately, exclusively employing women to guide their guests through the Chobe National Park, assembling the first all-female guiding team in Africa by 2012.

Owners and management believed that women, and specifically Batswana women, deserved more representation in senior positions throughout the tourism industry. Proudly wearing their khaki uniform and trademark red and white scarf tied neatly around their necks, the Chobe Angels shattered traditional gender barriers and have since grown into management roles too. This region has since become a stronghold for women working in the wild.
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A Silent, Sustainable Safari

BOTSWANA’S ONLY ELECTRIC EXPERIENCE

Chobe National Park is the only place in Botswana where you can board an electric boat and converted 4WD game drive vehicle for disruption- and emissions-free animal viewing. At Chobe Game Lodge an impressive energy station of solar panels generates electricity, fuelling the cars that find big cats on morning and afternoon drives. The river cruising boats are more self-sufficient. Solar panels covering the vessel canopy supply an onboard battery system capable of powering an eight-hour cruise along the Chobe River (the typical voyage lasts three hours). Unlike traditional boats with louder motors, these electric crafts cut calmly along the river so you can enjoy the sound of gently lapping water, elephants slurping or the splash of a kingfisher catching its meal through the water’s satiny surface.

Chobe Game Lodge is the only permanent hotel in the Chobe Riverfront section of the national park, with an experienced crew of all-female guides (known affectionately as the Chobe Angels). Its prime position deeper in the park is a bonus during peak season when guests get at least an hour’s head start on the boat traffic and day-trippers travelling in from Kasane.

WHERE TO STAY FOR SUSTAINABLE ADVENTURES

Tlouwana Camp

Camp guides lead a relaxed cycling tour through charming Lesoma village, 20km from Kasane. $$$

Ngoma Safari Lodge

Operated with Chobe Enclave Conservation Trust, sedate walking safaris ramble through the Chobe Forest Reserve. $$$

Chobe Game Lodge

The first lodge in Botswana (and a pioneer in Africa) to introduce solar-powered game drives and boat cruises. $$$


SEDUDU ISLAND

You’ll sail past the uninhabited Sedudu Island during a boat safari along the the Chobe River. Namibia and Botswana both tried to claim the island for its lush grazing. Namibia cited an 1890 treaty between Germany and Britain that defined the joint boundary of their respective colonies. Botswana, however, argued that the treaty was ambiguous. Tensions rose as both sides patrolled the river building up military presence, and the matter eventually had to be resolved by official intervention by the International Court of Justice in 1999. Botswana won the right to hold Sedudu Island within its borders, but this quarrel highlighted the ongoing border disputes that many African nations face due to colonial power constructs.
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Cruise the Chobe River

QUINTESSENTIAL SAFARI SURROUNDED BY ELEPHANTS

Botswana has the world’s largest concentration of elephants (roughly 126,000), and the best way to witness them is on a motorised boat trip along the Chobe River. During the dry season (June to the end of October), water-dependent animals assemble along the edges of the river, and cruising the game-rich shores – either in a small eight-seat craft, a solar-powered vessel or a bigger double-decker barge – grants riveting panoramas. What’s more, you’ll also get safely within sniffing distance for intimate photographs.

The park has a remarkable wealth of beasts and birds besides elephants, including crocodiles, hippos, giraffes, water-loving lechwe antelope and lions. Birding from the boats is equally rewarding, even for amateurs. Skilled captains bring you within close proximity to all the avian residents of the river. There are kingfishers galore (pied and giant are common, with half-collared sought-after and malachites a treat), plenty of reed cormorants and African darters sunning themselves on the branches, cattle egrets bouncing along hippo backs, and bee-eaters, hamerkops and a high density of African fish eagles. African skimmers come to nest between November and March and there are the ubiquitous storks, herons, geese and lapwings year-round.

Drifting along the gentle waters of this vast river is a soothing safari experience suitable for travellers of all ages. Most lodges and campsites organise three-hour sunset boat trips, and afternoons swarm with boat traffic zipping in and out of the park. Pay more for a private early-morning boat cruise for a more peaceful experience. To make the most of the sublime sunsets inside the park, choose an operator close to the entry point (Chobe Safari Lodge is the nearest) or inside the park (such as Chobe Game Lodge) to save time boating alongside every other operator in Kasane.

WHERE TO BOOK A GAME DRIVE

Chobe Game Lodge

The only lodge with silent electric vehicles, each steered by a female guide.

Kalahari Tours

Organised and on the ball, these guides know the park better than most.

Bushtracks

Reliable favourites owned and operated by indigenous citizens of Botswana. Leaves from Chobe Safari Lodge.

Float at the World’s Only Quadripoint

CALLING CAPTAINS OF CARTOGRAPHY

Across the world, there are more than 100 tripoints – borders where three nations meet – but only one place where the corners of four nations come together. Or do they?

It’s more a theoretical point on the map than a physical destination. Still, a boat tour to Kazungula Bridge, which connects Botswana with Zimbabwe and Zambia and overlooks Namibia, is the best way for geography and architecture appreciators to tick off the quadripoint (though some experts say it’s actually a double tripoint). Botswana and Zambia opened the road and rail bridge in 2021 to alleviate traffic congestion at one of Africa’s busiest border crossings.

Boat trips to this confluence can be booked from most Kasane accommodation. Bring binoculars to keep track of the birdlife you’ll spot on the way here.


BEST CHOBE RIVERFRONT ACCOMMODATION

Chobe Game Lodge

Set inside the park, Chobe Game Lodge has impressive environmental credentials and game-viewing activities here have few crowds. $$$

Chobe Safari Lodge

Rooms at this fabulous location right beside the park were renovated in 2023. $$$

Old House

A cosy family-owned and -run guesthouse with a lively on-site restaurant. $$

Chobe Bakwena Lodge

Eco-minded, island-style thatched chalets sitting high on stilts beside the Chobe River. $$$

Kasane Self-Catering

Simple, conveniently located cottages have neat kitchenettes and a secret viewing deck. $$



Game Drive along the Chobe Riverfront

A RAMBLING WATERFRONT RIDE

While Chobe’s classic wildlife watching takes place by boat, you’re unlikely to see leopards or lions from the water. Game drives are better for uncovering predators. Guided outings depart from many lodges in robust vehicles designed with extra height to scan the surroundings. Every drive is plum with potential, and your trusty pathfinder will know the top spots for the most promising sightings. One day you might see a pride of lions hunting old buffalo bulls along the riverfront, and the next day a family of baboons grooming each other in the early-morning light.

You can also go it alone and steer your own 4WD vehicle through floodplains and woodlands along the northernmost boundary of the Chobe National Park. Road conditions here are better than in the interiors (especially places like Savuti), and the surface is generally compact with some abrupt patches of deep sand. Remember to let tyre pressures down at the gate (1.5 bar should do it).

The most rewarding (and thus busiest) routes start with the scenic Sedudu Valley Drive and stick to the river until Serondela. However, if you’re self-driving, you’ll leave other day-trippers on guided safaris behind after a coffee at the picnic site. There are decent ablutions here, plus the chance to stretch your legs, but scan the lofty riverfront trees for leopard tails first.

With more time, explore the floodplains around Puku Flats. Chobe’s two trademark antelope inhabit the marshy grassland: the water-loving red lechwe and the increasingly rare puku. The latter has a face like a waterbuck but can be distinguished by its notched, inward-curving horns and small, stocky build.

Don’t miss Kalwezi Valley on your return to Kasane (the guides don’t). On winter afternoons, it’s a thoroughfare for wildlife working their way from the woodlands to the river. Large families of elephants troop down to the water to drink and splash, but keep a respectful distance; mothers are especially protective of their calves. Kudus are widely seen, as well as giraffes, zebras and buffaloes.

For longer expeditions, venture beyond Ihaha Campsite towards Ngoma Gate. Use the sandy tracks on the edge of the Chobe River and watch buffalo mobs graze against the backdrop of the Zambezi Region in Namibia before turning the car back towards Kasane via the transit road. Sable and roan antelope ramble these deeper wooded interiors too.

Birds to check off include Senegal coucals, Bradfield’s hornbills and Schalow’s turacos, which love the fig trees that cling to the riverbanks. Racket-tailed rollers can be sought in the towering Zambezi teak trees. Large flocks of guineafowl are common and have been adoringly dubbed Chobe chickens.

WHERE TO BOOK A GAME DRIVE

Old House

Family-owned and -run, these outings have a bit more personality than some others.

African Odyssey

Dependable and on-time; coffee stops include homemade pastries.

River View Lodge

Enjoy a day of adventure from great heights in an enormous modified truck.


MAKE THE MOST OF A CHOBE SAFARI
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Tshepiso ‘Vivian’ Dipuhuphu, environmentalist and Chobe Angel at Chobe Game Lodge, shares her Chobe secrets. @chobegamelodge

Drink Tea below Baobabs

I love the baobabs in the west near Ihaha. These ancient trees break a half-day game drive beautifully and overlook zebra-filled floodplains.

Seek African Skimmers

African skimmers are my favourite birds. In September, they nest on the sandbanks near Sedudu Island and in front of Chobe Game Lodge. You can see them in the late afternoons or early mornings, skimming the water for food.

Eat at Coffee Chobeano

For great local cuisine, order pap (maize meal porridge much like polenta), morogo (similar to spinach) and seswaa (traditional beef dish).
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WHERE TO FIND SPA TREATMENTS IN KASANE

Spa Kwa Maningi

Therapists soothe weary safari muscles at Chobe Safari Lodge, Chobe Game Lodge or Chobe Marina Lodge.

Cresta Mowana Safari Resort & Spa

Open to day visitors for brilliant massages and relaxing at the riverside infinity pool.

Sanctuary Chobe Chilwero

For in-house guests, swish facilities include an indoor spa bath, hydrotherapy and tree-top treatment room.

Become a Professional Wildlife Photographer

NAIL THE PERFECT SHOT

Chobe’s elephants are generally very approachable and relaxed on the river, making it easy to snap wide-angle shots and record incredible smartphone footage. Still, a focused photography tour with the latest cameras and lenses under expert instruction guarantees superior wildlife images for amateurs and budding professionals alike.

Piloted by skilled photography guides, Pangolin Photo Safaris designed Chobe’s first low-level boats with slick camera gimbals specially stabilised for minimal vibration interference. These vessels gently motor up to birds or animals, and your patient coach knows precisely how to angle for the finest lighting or predict a great shot after years of witnessing animal behaviour.

Photographic opportunities (and most game viewing) on the permanent Chobe River are best during the dry season when buffalo herds and elephants regularly swim across (a rarity elsewhere in Africa), using their trunks as a snorkel. Sometimes you can score a last-minute seat on a day trip, but the company primarily operates weeklong safaris on set departure dates. It uses the Pangolin Chobe Hotel as its impressive editing suite.


THE RUINS OF SERONDELA

The towering forests of Serondela comprise mahogany and teak trees. These giant specimens that line the Chobe River attracted a timber industry that proliferated during the 1940s. The production and export of wood lasted just 10 years, however, the sawmill closed in 1955 and these settlements were gradually moved out of the park. It wasn’t until 1975 that the whole area was protected from human activity. You can still see the ruins of this small village (including the home of the last resident, Pop Lamont, and railway tracks) on the riverfront today when visiting the Serondela Picnic Site.



Hop Aboard a Houseboat

FOLLOW THE RHYTHMS OF THE RIVER

Drift along the Chobe River and anchor off at a favourite elephant drinking spot. After the other boats trickle back to Kasane, being onboard a floating hotel means you’ve got the candy-floss skies – and their magnificent reflection glittering off the water – all to yourself.

After a night in a cosy, air-conditioned cabin, smaller tender boats stand ready to take you to examine the river more closely. Head out on an entertaining tigerfish quest, take it easy on a bird-focused cruise or tour a local Namibian village. Afterwards, you’ll return to your houseboat living quarters, from where you can continue to admire the Chobe game from the comfort of oversized leather couches, sunloungers and perhaps even a plunge pool.

The Pangolin Voyager is a great option for photography nuts to book exclusively as a group. Otherwise, it can be booked through a scheduled itinerary with Pangolin Photo Safaris. All houseboats must be accessed via Botswana, but the crafts are commonly moored and registered in Namibia. You’ll be picked up by boat in Kasane and will need to clear customs at Impalila Island in Namibia, then are taken to the houseboat. Generally, most houseboat itineraries span two or three nights.

HOUSEBOATS ON THE CHOBE RIVER

Zambezi Queen

The oldest floating luxury hotel has 14 suites – 10 with balconies and four with private decks. $$$

Pangolin Voyager

Focus your photography skills with camera-snapping outings on specially equipped tender boats. $$$

Chobe Princesses

Smaller than their sister (the Zambezi Queen), these vessels have four or five rooms. $$$


BEST RESTAURANTS IN KASANE

Coffee Buzz

Open early and famous for poached eggs, fresh-pressed juice, monster burgers and budget-friendly lunch specials. $$

Chobe Bush Lodge

Lamb kleftiko (marinated and cooked in parchment), bacon-wrapped crocodile tail and cheesecake with pecan praline sauce. $$$

Old House

This open-air bar-restaurant is a beloved local hangout and serves the best pizza in town. $$

Pizza Plus Coffee & Curry

Just about everything (except African!) is served here. Curries are fantastic, coffees less so. $$

Thebe River Safaris

Expect backpacker vibes, salads, steaks, homemade schnitzel and sports TV. $$
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STAY ON THE OKAVANGO RIVER

The Okavango Panhandle is another top stop to spend a few nights on a houseboat. You’ll see less wildlife, but catch more tigerfish and experience an even deeper connection to the delta.



WAYS TO CAMP WITHOUT GEAR

Kalahari Tours

Seasoned mobile safari operator offering one- and two-night excursions combined with a cruise. $$$

AndBeyond Chobe Under Canvas

A luxury adventure priced lower than most permanent lodges but with similar perks. $$$

Thebe River Safaris

Specialising in budget participation safaris, you will assist in setting up camp and preparing daily meals. $$

The Secret Sights of Kasane

THE WILDEST TOWN IN BOTSWANA

Kasane is considered a mere gateway to the Chobe National Park, with plenty of riverfront accommodation options to hop into the park and few other attractions. But this nature-friendly town has some hidden sights, best seen on a slow drive or taxi between strategic stops.

Start at the Kasane prison, where a broad-bellied baobab tree was ample enough to hold prisoners in the late 1800s. Later it was used as a post office to administer justice and organised labour recruitment between northern Botswana and South Africa.

Proceed to the Spar grocery store at the Hunters Mall. The name of this shopping complex reflects the origins of tourism in the region, when it served as the Hunter’s Africa HQs during the 1960s (there’s still a Hunter’s Pub & Grill inside for steak, egg and chips). But the attraction lies outside, where a rainbow of informal market stalls line the street, displaying colourful wax-print cloth, wooden crafts, dried freshwater fish and dried mopane worms if you want to try a local delicacy. Find secondhand books and decent brews at the Coffee Buzz just beyond.

Some towns have cycle lanes, but Kasane has wildlife corridors. Kasane is open to the Chobe National Park, and wild animals move freely. Warthogs walk the streets and lions are known to laze along the tarmac near the airport, but, most often, animals use the wildlife corridors to get to the Chobe River to drink. These signposted passages connect fragmented wildlife habitat areas that have been disrupted or divided by human development – look for one near the Kasane Hot Spring – by local NGO Elephants Without Borders.

Shop for beautiful baskets at the Chobe Women Arts & Craft Multipurpose Cooperatives, where weavers happily demonstrate their skills. Then go to Chobe Safari Lodge, where there is a mini museum beside the activity office for more history snippets. End the day at Sedudu Sunset Bar, beside the campsite. Order a cold St Louis Lager (the local beer) and watch the dusk settle over the Chobe River.


IMPALILA ISLAND

Crossing the Chobe River to board a houseboat in Namibia will require you to clear customs on Impalila (sometimes written as Mpalila) Island. This wedge, driven between the Chobe and Zambezi Rivers, represents the furthest point of Namibia and the Zambezi Region and was once used as a South African Defence Force military base. The island is now home to a handful of exclusive lodges and scattered with traditional homesteads that rely on fishing and tourism. Some lodges in Kasane offer half-day cultural trips with a Namibian guide to explore these fishing villages, where oxen still plough the fields and mekoro (dugout canoes) are used to find food.



WHERE TO STAY IN LESOMA VALLEY

Tlouwana Camp

Spacious tents with all activities included (even a guided day trip to Victoria Falls and night drives). $$$

Senyati Safari Camp

Comfy (but basic) chalets and campsites each have their own ablutions block. $

Elephant Valley Lodge

Eat dinner overlooking elephants drinking from the floodlit water hole. $$$



ROAD TRIP
The Longest Shortcut

The shortest route between Maun and Kasane passes through the fabled Savuti Marshes. Rent a 4WD camper and cruise from one campsite to the next – build a campfire, gaze at the sky and feel at one with this captivating country. The route is 300km without detours, but with a multiday itinerary and meandering quests to follow lion tracks, it can total 600km. It’s best spread over five days.
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1 Ghoha Gate

Stock up in Kasane, tick off a spellbinding boat safari at sunset, spoil yourself with a restaurant meal and then take the tarmac transit road to Ngoma Gate the following day. Pause at the Kavimba Gateway to admire the twin baobab monuments, push through Kachikau Village and engage 4WD. The tracks that connect Savuti to the outside world are some of the sandiest in the country, but Ghoha Gate and the rocky outcrops eventually mark the start of Savuti. Bargain on a six-hour day.

The Drive: Drive 50km from Ghoha Gate along the sandy road until you hit Savuti Campsite. Detour past Harvey’s Pan and skirt Quarry Hill to visit the scenic Baobab Gallery so you don’t have to double back.

2 Savuti Marshes

There are two options from the Savuti Campsite – the water holes in the north (generally productive in the afternoon) and the Savuti Marshes in the south. Cling to the fickle Savuti Channel on morning drives, where hundreds of dead trees line the bank. The surrounding marsh can be wet or dry, depending on the season. Comprising rich grasslands and savannah woodland, this is where large lion prides regularly clash with hyena clans for food and territory. Back at the Savuti Campsite, their haunting calls fill the air.

The Drive: From the Savuti Marshes, loop around Leopard Rock, then veer off the main track towards Twin Hills, Ngabi Plain and end at the Bushman Paintings. It’s roughly 6km.

3 Bushman Paintings

Sometimes called Gobabis Hill, Gobatse Hill or just good old Bushman Painting Hills, there are several millenia-old rock paintings of San origin. It’s an easy 150m climb to the paintings, but be wary of wild animals!

The Drive: It’s 59km from the Bushman Paintings Hill to Mababe Gate. Give yourself time and patience to drive the rough road south.

4 Mababe Village

The Magwikhwe Sand Ridge Road from Savut1 to Mababe Gate can be a gruelling slog of four hours, but the alternative, deeply rutted Marsh Rd is often worse. Buckle up and scout the mopane tree shadows for the flick of a wild dog ear as you drive south. The most direct route back to Maun passes through Mababe Village. From here, it’s uncomplicated to explore Khwai Community Concession at Mogotho Campsite or treat yourself to a night at Mogothlo Safari Lodge. You’ve earned it.
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BEST CAMPSITES IN CHOBE

Ihaha Campsite

Vegan pastries can be hard to find, but Moko is well-stocked with delicious egg-and-butter-free treats. $

Savuti Campsite

All campsites have barbecue stands and decent shade, but only some overlook the Savuti Channel. $

Chobe Safari Lodge

Several shaded campsites, three well-tended ablution blocks and access to all lodge facilities. $

Senyati Safari Camp

Famous for the bar and hide overlooking a water hole frequented by elephants. $

Muchenje Campsite & Cottages

This owner-run camp on the western boundary of the Chobe Riverfront is a tranquil oasis. $
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Camp Wild in the Chobe National Park

STARLIGHT AND FIRES BRIGHT

Leave the bustling Chobe Riverfront area behind and experience plenty of pinch-me moments camping within earshot of activity by the water. Both fantastic and frightening, it’s not for the faint-hearted – as the not-too-distant roar of a lion will remind you – but it provides a rare chance to drop off the radar and take in the immensity of the African night and all its peculiar sounds, with no wi-fi or electricity. The biggest perk? Being inside the national park means you avoid day-tripper queues before and after every game drive.

Ihaha Campsite is the only public campground inside the Chobe National Park, picturesquely positioned overlooking the Chobe floodplains and Namibia beyond (sometimes cattle across the border ramble into view). There is an ablutions block (generally, the hot water works for showers and there are flushing toilets) and dedicated barbecue stands. For something more exclusive, you can stay at a Botswana Guides Association (BOGA) campsite with an operator like Kalahari Tours and return from game drives to find fires blazing, delicious meals ready to devour, and comfy stretchers set up for sleeping.

If you’ve never fancied camping, andBeyond Chobe Under Canvas might convert you. Tucked into a treed grove and furnished comfortably in a mobile safari style, this sumptuous campout is authentically adventurous, with some of the best guides in the industry steering the wheel.

WHERE TO STAY IN NGOMA

Ngoma Safari Lodge

Five-star suites, a community partnership and outstanding scenery from every perch. $$$

Muchenje Campsite & Cottages

A well-stocked shop and cute cottages, 7km from the Ngoma entrance. $

Thobolo’s Bush Lodge

Self-drivers idolise this (pricey) bushveld campsite overlooking a large natural water-filled pan. $$

A Farmstay in Lesoma Valley

COEXISTENCE IN ACTION

When the Covid-19 pandemic paused his daily trips to Victoria Falls and the Chobe National Park, the owner of Cars & Guides, Ben Mogotsi, began farming in harmony with the wildlife. Ben’s Farm, in the lesser-known Lesoma Valley (28km from Sedudu Gate and 25km from Kasane), has since grown into a humble rural farmstay and is a refreshing addition to Kasane’s khaki-cloaked lodges.

Set beside a productive wildlife corridor, Ben sought the help of local NGO Elephants Without Borders (EWB) when he planted tomatoes, spinach, peppers and more to feed his family and community. The EWB team assists farmers across northern Botswana to safely grow produce alongside the free-roaming elephants of this unfenced region using the EleSenses toolkit. Guests can see the solar-powered electric wire ropes in action and strobe lights that keep animals away.

Stay in one of the simple en suite chalets and pick some seasonal vegetables and fruits from the orchards before venturing out on a game drive. Lesoma Valley is a scenic gully surrounded by fertile plains bordering the Kasane Forest Reserve parallel to the border of Zimbabwe. You might see donkeys one morning and a sable antelope in the afternoon. It’s a significant breeding ground for white-backed vultures, and during the dry winter, large herds of elephants and buffaloes, often trailed by lions and hyenas, pass through as they migrate from Hwange to the floodplains of the Chobe River. African wild dogs are spotted too.

While you’re here, visit the Lesoma Memorial Monument in the village nearby. It was erected in memory of 15 Botswana Defence Force members killed during the worst single attack inside Botswana during the Zimbabwean Liberation War.


THE ELEPHANT CAPITAL

According to the 1992 Chobe National Park Management Plan, elephant densities varied from fewer than 1000 in the late 1890s (as recorded by Frederick Courteney Selous, one of the earliest professional hunters in Africa) to an estimated 60,000 during the 1990s. The Chobe district is still home to Africa’s largest concentration of elephants, with an estimated population of over 30,000 in the greater area and 17,000 in the Chobe National Park itself. Many places in Botswana offer excellent elephant viewing, but the densities here (especially in July and August) make Chobe the best place to see elephants (and plenty of other wildlife) in their natural habitat. The latest statistics estimate Botswana’s total elephant population at roughly 126,000.



Escape the Crowds

A QUIET RIVERFRONT ALTERNATIVE

Unlike all other national parks operated by the Department of Wildlife & National Parks, you don’t need a campsite reservation to enter the Chobe Riverfront. You can also comfortably base yourself beyond the park boundaries in Kasane or further afield in Lesoma Valley or Ngoma. The latter, at the western end of Chobe National Park, sees fewer tourists but is no less overflowing with wildlife (although you may have a cow or two wandering into view at this more rural setting).

When transiting to Namibia’s Zambezi Region or heading south to Savuti, the Muchenje area makes an excellent stopover – especially if Ihaha Campsite is fully booked in peak season. Families love the fenced-in safety of Muchenje Campsite & Cottages, while campers here can enjoy wi-fi, electricity and a swimming pool after roughing it for days in Moremi Game Reserve. In the dry season, zebras fill the floodplains on their migration to Nxai Pan and elephants and buffaloes use the wildlife corridors to access water.

Baskets can be purchased (sometimes at a better price than in Kasane or Maun) from roadside stalls close to Muchenje – ask for Ruth Mangisi’s stand near the Puma fuel station – and Mwandi View offers canoeing for different views of the floodplains. Walking safaris are also possible from the pricier luxury lodges that line the lofty ridges because they sit outside the park perimeters. However, you’ll have to return to Kasane (an hour or so away) for a classic boat cruise experience.

WHERE TO STAY IN SAVUTI

Savuti Campsite

At this unfenced wild campsite, it’s best to drive to and from the ablutions block at night. $

Savuti Safari Lodge

An alfresco dining area sits eye-level with elephants coming to drink in the evenings. $$$

Savute Elephant Lodge

Rooms have air-con, while a lounge, spa and wi-fi provide respite from bushwhacking. $$$


TRADITIONAL DRESS & RESPECTFUL GREETINGS

The Batswana emphasise extensive greetings. Before asking for help, salutations go a long way, and it’s respectful to greet everyone present, starting with the elders. If you are addressing a woman, say ‘Dumela, Mma’, and ‘Dumela, Rra’ to a man. For a group of people, a simple ‘Dumelang’ will do. Asking how a person is doing and whether they slept well will score even more points. Most tourist haunts adhere to Western dressing norms, but women in Botswana tend to dress modestly and wear skirts covering the knees. Try to adhere to this custom when visiting an office, police station or government building and meeting distinguished members of society, such as the chief.
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BEST PREDATOR SPOTS NEAR SAVUTI

Pump Pans

Just north of the Savuti Campsite. Self-drivers can park and linger until a territorial leopard arrives around dusk.

Boabab Stretch Point

Close to the Bushman Paintings. Leave your vehicle at your own risk; the area is known for its lions and leopards.

Marabou Pan

On the fringes of the Savuti Marshes, this water hole is known for predators. Head here first thing in the morning.

Exploring the Savuti Marshes

THE HEART OF CHOBE

Set within the Chobe National Park, Savuti is an obligatory stop for all 4WD enthusiasts travelling between Kasane and Maun, but it’s also a destination in its own right. The flat, wildlife-packed expanses, irregular rocky outcrops, and rough, dry terrain, together with difficulty in reaching Savuti, lend the area a distinctively ominous aura. That may have something to do with healthy lion, leopard and hyena populations, and it’s rightly renowned for dramatic predator action. Cut through by the Savuti Channel, a dry riverbed that flows unpredictably and erratically, you can’t shake the feeling that something could happen at any moment here.

For decades, this vast open area has been relatively dry save for occasional inundations during the rainy season. But the area’s name makes sense with the return of water to the Savuti Channel when once-dry trenches disappear into standing water. When flowing, the channel changes the entire ecosystem, creating an oasis that provides water for thirsty wildlife herds and is a magnet for a profusion of water birds. The marshes lie between the Savuti Channel and the main Savuti–Maun track, but permanent water holes ensure wildlife remains year-round, and hundred-strong elephant herds surround them in the dry season.

Savuti Campsite is the only campground and also one of the best, with several sites (all with barbecue pits) overlooking the dry river; Paradise Camp is our pick here, but all have access to the pachyderm-proof ablutions block built like a fort. Luxury lodges sit nearby, often beside a water hole for high tea with elephants, and guided game drives from these traverse similar routes and will also illuminate the history of the rocks and rivers.


GEOGRAPHICAL CURIOSITIES

Northern Botswana contains odd hydrological phenomena. For instance, the Selinda Spillway passes water back and forth between the Okavango Delta and Linyanti Marshes. Just as odd, when the Zambezi River is exceptionally high, the Chobe River reverses the direction of its flow. But the strangest is perhaps the Savuti Channel, which links the Savuti Marshes with the Linyanti Marshes and the Okavango Delta via the Selinda Spillway. Most confounding is the seeming lack of rhyme or reason. At times it will stop flowing for years at a stretch (eg from 1888 to 1957, 1966 to 1967 and 1982 until 2008). As of 2023, the Savuti Channel was again dry and the Savuti Marshes likewise.




GETTING AROUND

Kasane is open to the Chobe National Park, and nothing prevents the animals from moving between the reserve and the village. It’s OK to stroll to nearby shops, but walking long distances (especially during twilight hours) is not advised. Taxis are available; ask your lodge what you can expect to pay for a ride.

Most lodges can organise three-hour wildlife drives into Chobe National Park, three-hour boat trips along Chobe Riverfront, and full-day excursions to Victoria Falls across the border in Zimbabwe. A shiny international airport swiftly connects fly-in guests to their luxury lodges in the Okavango Delta or you can glide into Savuti, but this is sometimes cheaper to do from Maun.

If you’re self-driving through the Chobe National Park, all tracks along the riverfront and down to Savuti require a 4WD vehicle, and you will only be admitted into the park with a capable car. Elephants frequently cross the roads, so keep your speed down and don’t drive at night. Tracks in the Savuti area can be hard slogs – deep sand and hidden troughs jolt the unwary, along with deep corrugations. Many routes around Savuti are often unnavigable from January to March.






Beyond Chobe National Park
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Animals move across unfenced boundaries past Chobe National Park. Private reserves here exemplify opulence with predator action galore.


Forty kilometres north of Savuti, a 4WD route leads to a campsite on the banks of the Linyanti River, which spills into a delta-like marsh with seasonal floodwaters. South, east and west of this public site lie diverse private reserves that echo the outstanding game viewing of the Okavango Delta but are arguably more exclusive. Animals move freely across the region, and you can witness this wildlife from several outstanding lodges. The Selinda Private Reserve epitomises sumptuousness with documentary-worthy dry-season predator drama; the Kwando Reserve has dedicated tracker-guide squads and astonishing African wild dog activity; and the Linyanti Private Reserve encloses enchanting woodland and floodplains.
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TOP TIP

Elephants and buffaloes traverse ancient migration passages to rivers, making August to October unbeatable for super congregations and lion kills.
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Self-drive the Linyanti

WOODLANDS AND WILD WATERCOURSES

Hard up against the border with Namibia, the Linyanti River spreads into a 900-sq-km flooded plain that attracts wildlife from May to September, making it a good place for elephants and antelope such as kudus and impalas. The mighty woodlands in this heavily forested area are gorgeous, especially the cathedrals of mopane trees.

However, reaching the under-visited northwestern perimeter of Chobe National Park (which sprawls across 11,700 sq km in total) requires a long, challenging crusade through sand from Savuti Campsite or Kasane and Ngoma Gate. On arrival, the limited road network can also make it tricky to find the predators that the greater Linyanti region is renowned for, and during the wet season, roads can be impassable. Only unconditional adorers of raw wilderness make the tough trek up here, but those who do will have the possibility to combine it with an adventure to Savuti Marshes.

There are a few luxury lodges nearby and one campground. Most sites sit on a shady and gentle rise from the water’s edge, with good views of the marshes and a hot-shower ablutions block. Expect hippos to make an awful lot of noise during the night.


WHAT ABOUT NOGATSAA?

Located east of Linyanti and south of the Chobe Riverfront, Nogatsaa sees even fewer tourists due to a lack of accommodation and smaller animal concentrations. However, game viewing can be decent when the pans fill with water, and it supports herds of buffaloes and elephants, reedbucks, gemsboks, roans and the rare oribi antelope. Nogatsaa lacks a permanent water source, but these pans can hold water for months after the rains have stopped.

The area is accessible along the main Maun–Kasane track, but a 4WD is essential. The clay around this region is known as ‘black cotton soil’, often defeating even the most rugged vehicles, especially in summer when the mopane woodland is best avoided.



WHERE TO STAY IN LINYANTI

Camp Linyanti

Supremely comfortable without being overdone (within earshot of campsites) and a swamp cruiser for boating. $$$

Linyanti Campsites

Nestled below huge jackalberry trees are five sites, each with a tap and barbecue stand. $

Linyanti Ebony

A small, four-tented private camp nearby that’s fabulous for a family digital detox. $$$


THE BEST TIME TO SEE AFRICAN WILD DOGS

As with all game viewing in the wild, it’s often pure luck, but the best (and easiest) time to see African wild dogs is during their denning season. From around June to September (with July and August being most reliable), the pack will choose a suitable site (often an old aardvark burrow), and the alpha female will give birth to pups. The group guards the den rotationally for three months. Hunts depart daily, and the pack returns to feed the new members by regurgitation, so all you have to do is wait. For the rest of the year, packs constantly move, covering large areas to steer clear of their competitors, lions and hyenas.
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Track Wild Dogs from a Luxury Lodge

WILD DOG WANDERLUST

Northeast of the Okavango Delta, the Selinda, Kwando and Linyanti Reserves offer a comparable safari but with even grander exclusivity and extraordinary hospitality – for example, no more than 40 guests traverse the 2300-sq-km Kwando Private Reserve at a time. This region is also considered one of the best places in Botswana to see endangered African wild dogs, though sightings are not guaranteed. Also known as painted wolves, less than 6600 remain in the wild.

African wild dogs cover vast distances in a day’s hunting and are blisteringly fast, making them evasive beasts to encounter. They work together as a pack (numbering two to 28) to find food, using distinctive vocalisations, often crisscrossing waterways, divebombing thick bush on treed islands to flush out animals hiding within, and opening throttle across the grasslands.

Off-road driving is permitted in these private reserves, meaning expert guides can strategically and sensitively track the African wild dogs as they career off in an almighty pursuit of prey. Guides know how to handle 4WD vehicles in this diverse terrain and are accompanied by a tracker colleague perched up front to decipher every animal signal. Although the actual kill moment can be haunting (and the chaos is certainly not for everyone), observing these predators in their natural habitat and appreciating the delicate web of life is a privilege.

The private reserves are tethered to the critical reservoirs of the perennial Kwando and Linyanti Rivers alongside the mysterious Selinda Spillway. These valuable waters attract a glut of other wildlife, ranging from immense herds of elephants and buffaloes to stable populations of various plains game species. Zebras, wildebeest, giraffes and others thrive in the expansive grasslands, while elands and roan antelope shelter in the drier woodland groves. Predators are correspondingly enticed.

Game viewing is better during the dry season, but birding during the wet summers is a sonorous affair, with carmine bee-eaters nesting in the riverbanks. Night drives and nature walks are further highlights of staying in a private reserve.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE PRIVATE RESERVES

Lebala Camp

Expertise lies with trackers perched on the 4WD vehicles intent on finding the best possible sightings. $$$

DumaTau Camp

Lavish tents overlook a spectacular hippo-filled lagoon, and there’s excellent predator viewing. $$$

Selinda

As elephants swim past, prepare to feel thoroughly spoilt at this East African vintage-style camp. $$$
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AFRICAN WILD DOG PICTURES WANTED

Be a citizen scientist and report your sightings to Botswana Predator Conservation. If you see an African wild dog, take photographs and aim to get both sides of the individual (every animal has its own distinctive coat pattern, just like our fingerprints), then email them to wilddogdispersal@gmail.com. Note the date of the sighting and approximate location, GPS coordinates if you can. This data will be used in the Kavango-Zambesi Africa Wild Dog Dispersal Project to understand how animals scatter and to investigate the effect of landscape characteristics on dispersal distance, time and movements. The second purpose is to gather crucial demographic parameters such as mortality rate, settlement success and reproductive success.




GETTING AROUND

The luxury camps in the Kwando, Linyanti and Selinda Private Reserves can only be accessed by light aircraft. Daily flights connect with all other camps in Okavango as well as the main airport at Maun (for connections to Central Kalahari, Nxai Pan, Makgadikgadi Pan and Johannesburg) and north to Kasane (for connections to Livingstone and Victoria Falls). If self-driving to the 4WD-only public Linyanti Campsite from Savuti Marshes, consider the longer but less sandy track via Ghoha Gate.





OKAVANGO DELTA
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With a proliferation of prey and their predators as well as arthropod architects (yes, humble termites shaped this epic terrain), the Okavango Delta is an artwork of staggering landscapes and extraordinary animals: 130 mammals, more than 450 bird species, over 80 fish types, 94 kinds of dragonflies and thousands of plants. The Okavango is truly one of the greatest wildlife-watching destinations on earth.

Then there are the people who share an acute kinship with the rolling Okavango River, which spills from Angola across the sands of the Kalahari Desert and into the Okavango Delta. Traditional mekoro provide a peaceful and intimate way to investigate the waterways here, but horse riding, boating and walking safaris likewise deliver an up-close and personal encounter with the delta’s incredible flora and fauna.

Gateway to the Okavango Delta, Maun (pronounced mau-uunn) has become the country’s primary safari hub. Stay a day or two and mingle with its notoriously mad mix of bush pilots, guides, entrepreneurs, tourists, campers and volunteers.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Moremi Game Reserve

2Okavango Craft Brewery

3Tsodilo Hills

SIGHTS

4Chief’s Island

5Khwai

6Maun

7Shorobe

8Xakanaxa

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9Elephant Havens

10Khwai Private Reserve

SLEEPING

11Camp Okavango

see 2Crocodile Camp

12Kwara Camp

see 6Maun Lodge

see 2Old Bridge Backpackers

13Shinde Camp

14South Gate Campsite




TOP TIP

Don’t anticipate a watery wonderland on arrival in Maun. You must travel at least an hour north for mokoro rides, three hours to Moremi Game Reserve or Khwai for game viewing, and the top wilderness encounters often require a short flight to a luxury lodge.
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BEST CAFES IN MAUN

Marc’s Eatery

A laid-back atmosphere but easily the most exciting menu in town with vegetarian options and packed lunches to go. Closed on weekends. $$

Duck Café Bar

Fantastic coffee, budget-beating sandwiches and a terrific gift shop right across from the airport. $

Hilary’s Coffee Shop

Tucked down a dirt driveway, Maunites adore this wholesome eatery with its fresh daily menu. $$

Dusty Donkey Café

Where safari industry folk catch up over smoothies, burgers and coveted baked goods. $$.
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Meet the Town of Maun

STREET ART AND WOVEN STORIES

Set along the Thamalakane River (a seasonal outflow of the Okavango Delta), Maun is often quickly dismissed for the game reserves beyond. Don’t miss out. Kickstart your safari with an authentic slice of contemporary Botswana life on a three-hour tour with Your Botswana Experience. In contrast to typical safari outings, predominantly led by male guides, the Maun Immersive Tour offers a glimpse into a woman’s Botswana, with the chance to meet artists, chefs and storytellers.

The tour first stops at a dynamic carwash, then a bustling marketplace opposite Riley’s Garage. Donkey carts pass by, roadside vendors hawk their wares, street art adorns the corners, and locals are eager to share their customs. Afterwards, it’s time to taste traditional dishes at a local cafe before getting hands-on at a basket-weaving cooperative. You’ll experience the ancient art of basket weaving firsthand and learn about intricate basket designs and the stories that they tell. For example, the ‘tears of the giraffe’ – with diamond shapes shooting from the centre – represents the sacrifice of a giraffe giving its body to the village after a long hunt.

WHERE TO FIND LOCAL MEALS IN MAUN

Kwa Ga Ncinci

Famous for chicken burgers, seswaa and an unusual loleme omelette. $$

Planet Culture Cafe

Locals flock to this casual roadside eatery for oxtail, morogo and mabele with ginger beer. $$

Thari-E-Ntsho Story Tellers

Listen to folklore and indulge in a seven-dish traditional buffet at this interactive cultural evening. $$$

A DIY Crafts Tour of Maun

AN ART LOVERS’ CIRCUIT

Maun is the gateway to the Okavango Delta, but also a creative craft hub. The first few stops are within walking distance of the Maun International Airport.

Begin at the Bushman Craft Shop. The San artists from the Kuru Art Project painted the bright exteriors of this well-stocked shop, and you’ll find more of their work inside to purchase alongside Botswana guidebooks and fiction, maps and fun T-shirts. Across the street is Maun Made, inside the Duck Café Bar. Grab a home-baked croissant and peruse the innovative items on display: jewellery made by the Trash to Treasure Glass Recycling Project, salad servers and spoons fashioned from recycled cans and paintings from the Halethaba Artspace (peek outside and you’ll find an exquisite mural painted by Prince Moyo). Next door, Mophane Trading supplies sleeker wares (many from South Africa) with a great selection of hats, caps, jewellery, fancy camping gadgets and shoes. For hardy travel bags, take a stroll over to Kalahari Kanvas.

Your next stop is the Nhabe Museum. The British military built the historic building in 1939 and used it during WWII as a surveillance post to keep tabs on German Namibia. Admittedly, the ageing exhibits could be more exciting, but the Sele le Sele stall beside the building has fun fashion and outside the walls, another mural painted by Prince Moyo.

If you still feel energetic, go to Liquorama at the Engen garage complex and look for Okavango Gin. This craft spirit is distilled in Maun and features locally sourced botanicals and pure Okavango water. The core ingredient is mopane seed, which has trace elements of the same sort found in Juniper, the core of all gins.

Then you must catch a taxi or drive to Old Bridge Backpackers. Order a pizza (the menu is another masterpiece by Prince Moyo) and admire the Thamalakane River views as you munch away. Nearby, the Motsana Centre & the Arts Cafe is another good lunch spot. On your way here, it’s worth dropping into The Space, an unassuming shipping container with changing exhibits.

If you have yet to find the perfect souvenir, the road leads north to the Shorobe Basket Cooperative (36km from Maun). Botswana is famous for the basketry produced in the northwestern regions of the Okavango Delta by Wayeyi and Mbukushu women. Like most material arts in Africa, they have a practical purpose. Here, in the watery environs of the delta, the weaving is so tight on some that they can be used as beer kegs and containers for grains or seeds. All baskets are made from the leaf fibre of the real fan palm (mokolwane), with colours derived from soaking the fibres in natural plant dyes. The work is incredibly skilful and provides one of the most important sources of income for rural families.


DODGING DONKEYS IN MAUN

Lovingly referred to by residents as the Dusty Donkey Town, Maun once had 25,000 donkeys. During the 1960s, the government issued oxen to households, but a foot-and-mouth disease outbreak across Ngamiland resulted in considerable deaths, and they were replaced with hardy donkeys. In 2017, Statistics Botswana calculated that the national herd numbered 140,000, but the Society for the Protection of Animals Abroad (SPANA) estimates it must be lower these days, potentially 80,000 to 100,000 due to drought, the donkey skin trade and unemployment. The organisation reckons that Maun’s population has dropped to about 15,000, but there are still so many donkeys that the charity fits reflective ear tags to reduce night-time traffic accidents.



WHERE TO STAY IN MAUN

Waterfront Guesthouse

The fire pit blazes every evening so it feels like you’re still on safari. Breakfast includes homemade bread. $$

Sedia Hotel

Book for a spacious air-con suite near the atmospheric pool deck but stay for the scrumptious dinner menu. $$

Maun Studios

Gorgeous self-catering studios on the family riverside property are just 10 minutes from the Maun airport. $$


BEST DINNERS IN MAUN

Sedia Riverside Hotel

Spiced flatbreads with hummus, lamb tagine and brilliant burgers in an oasis of poolside calm. $$

Tandurei

An institution. Knockout curries, garlic naan, Chinese-takeaway-style dishes and surprises like carrot and banana cake. $$

Taproom at Okavango Brewery

Chic pub grub includes beer-battered cauliflower burgers, millet and sweet potato balls, and umami pizza. $$

Marc’s Eatery

You can’t go wrong with a grass-fed beer fillet and side of handmade sauces or flavoured butters. Or anything else for that matter. $$
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Take a Mokoro across the Okavango Delta

CANOE IN WATERLOGGED WILDS

In most parts of Africa, safaris are undertaken in a rumbling 4WD vehicle. In the Okavango Delta wilderness area, the tranquillity of the spectacular waterway is best experienced aboard a mokoro.

This Unesco World Heritage Site encompasses an area of 20,000 sq km, with a buffer zone of another 20,000 sq km, and the beauty of mekoro (plural for mokoro) is the possibility to access otherwise unreachable marshland. Deeply rooted in the delta, for centuries people relied on these boats for transportation, fishing, harvesting and hunting. Today these same vessels (now fashioned from fibreglass instead of wood to protect mighty towering sausage and mahogany trees) allow travellers to connect with nature by getting lost in a maze of floodplains.

Each mokoro takes two people piloted by skilled guides who steer the vessel using a long wooden pole through wild waterways cleared by herbivore hippos. Silent and elegantly slow, water ripples along the hull. Sitting at water level, centimetres from the surface, you’ll glide across the glassy veneer, passing fantastic plant and animal life, from tiny Angolan painted reed frogs to enormous elephants munching on water lilies.

Most lodges in the delta organise mokoro trips (check before booking a luxury stay as water levels change seasonally) or arrange your own mokoro adventure from Maun. The Okavango Kopano Mokoro Community Trust is an overarching association for all local polers and operates in the eastern Okavango in the NG32 concession, roughly an hour’s drive north of Maun, depending on water levels. Outings range from day trips (with a round-trip 4WD drive of two to three hours to the point of embarkation) to multiday camping excursions on islands encircled by floodwaters. Most trips also include guided nature walks, so bring a hat, decent shoes and sunscreen.

There are two ways to support these community polers. Book directly with the trust office in Maun and bring all your own gear, such as tents, food and cooking equipment to overnight in the delta. Alternatively, use a mobile safari operator, which provides all the camping kit (down to en suite pit latrine ablutions and stretchers for a decent sleep) plus excellent meals, so all you have to do is kick back and enjoy the ride.

WHERE TO STAY IN MAUN

Maun Lodge

Free airport transfer, decent air-conditioned chalets and charming bird-filled lookout deck. $$

Discovery B&B

Styled after traditional huts, this sociable guesthouse hosts family-style dinners shared over a communal table. $$

Queness Inn

What it lacks in character, it makes up for in facilities: wi-fi, self-catering and location. $$


THE NKASHI CLASSIC

The Nkashi Classic is an annual time-trial mokoro race to find the fastest poler in the entire Okavango Delta. Nkashi is the local word for the long pole used to steer and power a dugout canoe by hand. The Botswana Wild Bird Trust (a Public Benefit Organisation) founded the first competition in Maun in 2018, in which polers compete in three categories: female, male and veteran. Attend the event (typically during the high water season of August) or watch Nkashi: Race for the Okavango. Made in Setswana in collaboration with Batswana filmmakers (including cinematographer, producer, sound recordist and drone pilot), the film celebrates the rich roots of traditional boating.



Motor Across the Okavango by Boat

DELVE DEEPER INTO THE DELTA

They may be less serene than mekoro, but power boats better penetrate the vast delta. Exploring hippo pools and switchbacking through secret channels, a motor also quickens your probability of viewing wildlife. Admire aquatic animals like lechwes, and elephants or buffaloes wading to the water’s edge for a drink and hippos, crocodiles and slinky water monitors sunbathing along the banks.

Most water-based lodges in the delta include this activity on their menu of all-inclusive options. In a quirk of the natural world, the delta is at its wettest during the height of the dry weather season. During peak flood season (typically the cold months of July or August), full-day boat safaris depart from Maun in the early morning and anchor off an island for a picnic lunch, but pack a jacket because it gets chilly out on the water with the winter wind rushing by. Some river-based lodges also offer sunset cruises on the Thamalakane River.

If you’re self-driving to the Moremi Game Reserve, Mboma Island and Xakanaka both have boat stations too. Then there are mobile camping boat safaris that can explore the delta’s lower reaches with overnight stays on palm-fringed islands. If you have time, ask about lodge-to-lodge boating journeys that transfer between strategic waterfront luxury stays.


FOR BOAT LOVERS

Cruising the Chobe River has to be one of Africa’s best, easiest and more rewarding boat-based safari experiences. You’ll float past buffaloes, elephants and perhaps even lions as well as plentiful birdlife, crocodiles and hippos.



MOKORO TRIPS FROM MAUN

Delta Rain

Fully catered, accommodated or DIY mokoro excursions depart from Sitatunga Camp south of Maun.

Shangana Safaris

Equally adventurous but with a real bed at the stunningly situated Lazy River Okavango Island Hideaway basecamp.

Island Safari Lodge

Set on the Thamalakane River, mekoro depart from the jetty during the flood season.


OKAVANGO ORIGINS

One of the world’s largest inland deltas, water snakes into Botswana from Angola. However, a tectonic trough (or depression) in the Kalahari basin ensures the Okavango River never reaches an ocean. The delta is exceptionally flat (barely 2m variation in the land’s altitude) so waters halt, forming a biodiverse paradise of convoluted channels and islands appearing and disappearing depending on rainfall. Flooding generally begins in the Angolan highlands in January and February. The waters travel approximately 1200km in just a month to reach the delta and disperse across it from March to June. The flood peaks in July and August, when the delta water surface area can swell to three times that of nonflooding periods.
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Brilliant Birdwatching

A FEATHERED PARADISE

Botswana is a birding paradise. The Okavango Delta is the largest wetland (and largest Ramsar Site) in Southern Africa and it has a greater range of habitats than any other wetland in the region. The best way to scope out its special species is by boat or on a guided game drive in an open safari vehicle.

When it’s flush with rain between September and March, you can train the lenses of your binoculars on any number of 400 recorded species, including the delta’s famous African skimmers, bee-eaters and pygmy geese. Endangered among Botswana’s birds are several vulture species, and the Okavango is thought to be the most significant stronghold in Africa for wattled cranes. Deemed near-endemic, almost 85% of the slaty egret population is believed to be found only within the delta.

You can still see many bird species in the dry season. Spotting them around the few remaining water sources is typically easier and higher floodwaters facilitate superb proximity to prominent species. Seated in a mokoro, you can admire African jacanas move along lily pads and malachite kingfishers perch off the end of drooping papyrus stems.

The Godikwe Heronry is another highlight. Decades of bird guano build-up, water fig trees and papyrus detritus have provided a crucial platform for thousands of pairs of birds to breed safely in an (admittedly smelly and chaotic) spectacle. Herons, egrets, storks, ibises and more flock here to hatch their young. Nest building typically starts in August, and chicks hatch in October and November when fish are simpler to snap out of the low waters. The heronry can only be accessed by boat.

WHERE TO BOOK MOTORBOATS IN MAUN

Old Bridge Tours & Safaris

Fuel up with an Old Bridge breakfast before a full day of floating past animals and birds.

Thamalakane River Lodge

Ideally situated for painless sunset cruises along the scenic Thamalakane River when in flow.

The Bell Frog Inn, Farm & Deli

Combine your cruise with a meal and a dip in the croc-proof freshwater pool.


SURVIVING PARADISE: A FAMILY TALE

Get to grips with the threats of the Godikwe Heronry ahead of travel by watching the Netflix documentary Surviving Paradise: A Family Tale. Narrated by Bridgerton star Regé-Jean Page, this wildlife drama records the harsh drought of 2019 and subsequent relief felt with the return of the floodwaters in 2020. This is one of the few nature films to feature inserts captured by a local black Motswana cinematographer, Gaokgonwe Seetsele Nthomiwa, who worked on the crew with the Natural History Film Unit. Skip to 27:07 to see the hubbub of the heronry.



A Horseback Safari

EQUESTRIAN ENCOUNTERS FOR ALL SKILLSETS

Mounted above the tall grass, seated in the saddle with 360-degree views and splashing through floodplains like a red lechwe, a horseback safari in the Okavango Delta is nothing short of spellbinding. In harmony with a powerful, intelligent horse, you’ll canter alongside herds of zebras and galloping giraffes for a more immersive experience of the delta’s stunning landscapes. These calm, well-trained animals traverse the varied terrains, from open grasslands to dense forests and shallow wetlands, while you tick off sightings of antelope species, Cape buffaloes, elephants and more.

Safari options vary in length (typically five-, seven- and 10-day itineraries) and luxury. Whether you return from an action-packed ride for a classic safari experience to recline by the lodge pool or dine under the stars every evening on a more relaxed mobile camping experience, horses remain at the heart of it all. Be aware, though, that you are unlikely to meet the big cat in the saddle and you’ll need to be an experienced rider for the longer outrides – after all, you’ll need to get yourself out of trouble should you encounter it.

Shorter rides for novices are available at Thamo Telele. Maun’s only private game reserve is home to zebras, wildebeest, impalas and gemsboks and a resident herd of 20 sociable giraffes (Thamo Telele means long neck). Guests are virtually guaranteed a sighting of them feeding at the water hole. Shorter excursions remain within the confines of the reserve. Longer rides meander through traditional cattle posts before following the placid Thamalakane River further downstream to spy hippos and crocodiles before breaking for a picnic lunch.


FOR HORSE LOVERS

Those in the know rate horse-riding safaris in Botswana as second to none. There are three main areas for horse-riding safaris, including the Okavango Delta, the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans and the Mashatu Game Reserve in the Limpopo.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE GODIKWE HERONRY

Kwara Camp

Retreat to massive suites between boating, mokoro rides and superb game viewing; 6km from the heronry. $$$

Shinde Camp

This terrific all-round luxury lagoon-side camp has a classic wood-and-canvas aesthetic, 11km from the heronry. $$$

Camp Okavango

Sweeping walkways over water connect airy rooms amid sausage and jackalberry trees; 15km away. $$$


OKAVANGO SEASONS

November & December Rains start falling in Angola, in the catchment areas of the Cubango and Cuito Rivers. Despite rains falling in the delta itself, waters recede.

January & February

The waters of the Cubango flow more quickly and near the Okavango River, arriving before the waters of the Cuito. Water levels in the delta remain low.

March & April

Continuing rainfall (in good years) adds to the growing flow and begins to enter the delta via the panhandle.

May & June The flooding of the Okavango Delta begins in earnest, and water levels rise across the delta.

July–September The flooding of the delta peaks and the waters reach their southeasternmost limits, varying considerably from year to year.
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Soar High on a Sky Safari

PLAY ‘I SPY’ ABOVE SWOLLEN SWAMPS

Once you experience the Okavango Delta from the air, you’ll never see the landscape in the same way again. Take in the immensity from above to appreciate the delta’s winding waterways, which suddenly spread into huge lagoons fragmented by lush islands. Early morning flights are the least bumpy, and the low golden light of morning casts shadows that make it easier to spot animals. Flocks of egrets skim the water, elephants trail through the channels, and lechwe herds rest on island havens. Hippos, crocodiles, giraffes and even lions can be seen too. Yes, prices can be steep, but the sights are unforgettable.

If flying from lodge to lodge, there are opportunities to enjoy these stunning views en route. Otherwise, you’ll need to arrange a scenic flight at the Maun International Airport, the hub for several scenic flight operators. Prices depend on the length of your flight (usually 45 minutes or one hour) and the number of people on board (planes generally seat three, five or seven passengers). There are also various helicopter trips; ask for doors-off if you’re a photographer or for a champagne stop at a remote palm island if celebrating. Views of the delta are complemented by pilot commentary throughout.

HORSE-RIDING STAYS IN THE OKAVANGO DELTA

Thamo Telele

Trot past giraffes and zebras on guided rides with well-behaved horses. Twenty minutes from Maun. $$$

Okavango Horse Safaris

Outrides between opulent lodges make this ideal for non-rider plus-ones wanting to take a mokoro or walk. $$$

Ride Botswana

David Foot guides three-night rides using Thamo Telele as basecamp or adventurous delta campouts. $$$


BEST VIEWS IN MAUN
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Silvester Mafosi, the owner of Travel Pin Africa, shares his top cultural experiences in Maun (besides those from the saddle of a horseback safari). @travelpinafrica@travelpinafrica

Old Bridge Backpackers

The best sunset in town, with no big trees to obstruct the view. This is a favourite relaxed local hangout.

Maun Lodge

There’s a small deck overlooking the Thamalakane River, or you can walk across the nearby bridge for a better look. (And there’s draught beer on tap.)

Crocodile Camp Safari & Spa

The riverfront restaurant has a spread of bar stools that maximise views of water lilies floating in the Thamalakane River.



Conservation & Coexistence

ELEPHANT-FRIENDLY ACTIVITIES

Elephants are a beloved and integral part of Botswana’s ecosystem. However, conflicts arise as human populations expand upon wildlife habitats.

Elephant-friendly Beers

Designed and launched with human–wildlife coexistence in mind, Okavango Craft Brewery produces unique, award-winning beers worth sipping. It’s northern Botswana’s first microbrewery and it operates in partnership with local NGO Ecoexist, which works with farmers in the Okavango Panhandle.

Millet grain is described as a climate-smart crop that requires less rainfall and the brewery buys it at an above-market price to reward small-scale farmers. In return, farmers follow elephant-aware practices that are championed by Ecoexist. Examples of ‘elephant-aware farming’ include preventative crop-raiding methods, such as using chilli pepper smoke as a deterrent and planting away from elephant corridors.

The elephant-friendly millet is carefully malted (described as slightly earthy and nutty) and worked into every recipe at the Okavango Craft Brewery, from IPAs to draught-infused ice cream. Join a brewery tour or order a mokoro (a tasting paddle of Irish-style stouts, pale ales and lagers) to find your favourite. These beers are also available at some cafes in Maun and at luxury safari lodges.

SCENIC FLIGHTS IN MAUN

Helicopter Horizons

Experienced and super-friendly pilots love the thrill of uncovering incredible sightings as much as guests.

Mack Air

Everyone gets a window seat on these hour-long flights in an air-conditioned Cessna Grand Caravan EX.

Moremi Air

Fly low and slow in a small six-seater aircraft and see what you can spot above the Boro River.


HOW TERMITES BUILT THE DELTA

Elephants often claim the title as supreme gardeners of this green Eden, and sure, they play a hefty role in the spread and germination of seedlings. However, it is the islands that define the Okavango Delta. Thousands of 10m-tall termitaria dot the plains. These waterproof towers, built from the cement composition of soil and saliva, provide vital height in an otherwise flat region. Once risen, animals, like birds and mongoose, use the elevations as a sentry system to watch out for danger or prey. Frequently disturbing the area, they drop fertile dung so that berry-bearing trees and lush vegetation grows in their wake. These treed environments are the islands you see from the sky today.
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Take a Tour

The easiest (and most beautiful) way to meet the millet farmers ploughing remote Okavango corners is via the Helicopter Horizons Conservation & Coexistence Cultural Experience. With few physical fences to separate wilderness zones from people, Batswana have lived alongside animals for centuries. Despite the immense challenges, these rare insights into remote rural life showcase people striving to share space and resources with all wildlife.

The tour first stops at another initiative by a different non-profit called CLAWS (Communities Living Among Wildlife Sustainably). People living along the northern edge of the Okavango struggle with livestock predation by lions, but a communal herding program brings the cattle together to reduce carnivore conflict and assist livestock owners with veterinary services and improved rangelands. The CLAWS visit includes a riveting chat with the head herder and a walk through the cattle enclosure. Afterwards, the helicopter proceeds to the traditional Hambukushu village of Eretsha, where you’ll sit below an enormous meeting tree as elders and farmers explain the day-to-day challenges of living among elephants.

WHERE TO STAY IN SHOROBE

Raintree Camp

Find tranquillity, tented accommodation, campgrounds and a pool bar at this small, family-focused camp. $

Lazy River Okavango Island Hideaway

Establish camp or sleep in furnished tents during their mokoro safari. $$

Mochaba Crossing

Diverse (if a little spare) lodge with thatched, air-conditioned chalets, en suite tents and spacious campgrounds. $$

Elephant Orphanage

Elephant Havens is another project to visit. It’s a one-hour drive north of Maun. Through habitat protection, community outreach and the emergency rescue of baby elephants under dire stress, this orphanage provides refuge, daily care and companionship for orphaned elephants until they can be reintroduced into the wild. You’ll meet the young animals, hear about their stories and learn about an elephant’s anatomy, intelligence and emotional makeup from their dedicated handlers. Visiting hours are from 9am to 10am and 4pm to 5pm seven days a week and are timed with feedings.


BEERS OF BOTSWANA

Brewing with millet – called mberera – has a long tradition in Botswana. Women typically brew it for celebrations and special occasions, such as births, weddings and rituals. Legal home brews include the common bojalwa, an inexpensive sprouted-sorghum beer brewed commercially as Chibuku.

Another serious drink is made from fermented marula fruit. Commercially available and locally made beers include Castle Light (made under licence from the South African brewery) and the ubiquitous St Louis (for a laugh, ask your bartender why this beer is like a mokoro). Also available are the excellent Windhoek Lager (from Namibia) and sometimes Zambezi Lager (from Zimbabwe).



Explore Moremi Game Reserve

THE HEART OF THE ANIMAL KINGDOM

Covering one-third of the Okavango Delta, Moremi Game Reserve has a dual personality, with large areas of dry land rising between vast wetlands, which are home to an array of animals – fanged, fearsome and feathered. Habitats range from mopane and thorn scrub to dry savannah, riparian woodland, grassland, floodplain, marsh and permanent waterways, lagoons and islands. The most prominent ‘island’ is Chief’s Island. It’s also one of the most accessible corners of the Okavango, with decent trails, luxury lodges reachable by 4WD and public campsites for self-drivers.

Most self-drivers visit the Mopane Tongue area at the eastern end of the reserve. Hop into a 4WD campervan to rattle over log bridges and tackle the tracks that wind through the bush to set eyes on elephants, giraffes, lions, leopards and African wild dogs.

Moremi is also the launching point for boating. Take a motorboat voyage from the boat stations near Xakanaxa, Third Bridge or Mboma Island, or join a guided mokoro trip from Mboma Island.

Day trips to Moremi Game Reserve are achievable (and cheaper). However, it’s at least a two-hour drive from Maun to the entrance gate and a further spell to reach any prime game-viewing areas, and you’ll rarely be there in the early mornings or evenings when sightings are most exciting. If you book a day trip, ask for the earliest departure time.

Moremi’s luxury lodges have the perks of year-round boating and varied habitat for guided game drives but are limited by public park policies in that they can’t operate night drives or do walking safaris like the private concessions.

The best time to see wildlife in Moremi – and the delta – is the late dry season during July and August when animals are forced to congregate around permanent water sources. September and October are also optimum but are the hottest months. January and February are typically very wet, and as tracks in the reserve are mostly clay, they are frequently impassable. Remember that some lodges close for part or all of the rainy season.

WHERE TO CAMP IN MOREMI

Xakanaka Campsite

Be serenaded by hippo grunts while in your tent. This is the delta of your dreams. $$

Third Bridge Campsite

Nine beloved campsites unfold below towering riverine trees. Be wary of baboons and hyenas. $$

Khwai Campsite

Spread-out sites maximise privacy, but ablutions trips feel a bit dangerous in this game-rich campground. $$


IS THAT A LION CALLING?

A little technology goes a long way when your livelihood depends on cattle. CLAWS has collared several lions in the Okavango Delta’s upper regions, and these animals have been named by the people who stand to lose most from their predation. Real-time locations for the lions are fed into an automated alert system that delivers SMS messages to farmers’ cellular phones when the lions are close to their cattle post. Over 100 participants receive messages and can better safeguard their livestock when the big cats are present.
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Explore Khwai

IS THIS THE AFFORDABLE OKAVANGO?

Sandwiched between Moremi Game Reserve and the Savuti section of Chobe National Park, ‘Khwai’ confusingly refers to various places: the Khwai village on the north bank of the Khwai River, the Khwai Private Reserve, the Khwai Community Concession and the Khwai campsite on the south banks of the Khwai River at North Gate inside Moremi.

Traversed as a major overland route between Maun and Kasane, the hugely popular Khwai Community Concession is a beloved self-drive destination comprising meandering rivers, lagoons, grassy plains and woodlands. From your 4WD camper, you’ll witness herds of elephants crossing the broad waterways, and a wealth of water birds and lions lounging in the shade. Leopards love the mix of riparian forests, while roan and sable antelope are frequently seen.

Operated by the local community through the Khwai Development Trust, the Khwai Community Concession contains a sprawling village, opulent lodges and minimalist campgrounds, plus a blossoming collection of self-catering guesthouses. It’s widely regarded as more affordable and straightforward than navigating the Moremi Game Reserve. However, with most of the area open to the public, it can get busy, especially in high season when sightings can be overwhelmed with safari gridlocks.

The Khwai Private Reserve to the north is only open to guests at the luxury lodges like Tuludi or Hyena Pan and sees less traffic, but you’ll have to fly in.

Similar to other places around Okavango Delta, the best time of year to visit Khwai is during the dry season between May and October when game concentrates at the Khwai River. Khwai village has a few shops that sell basic supplies like bread and firewood. Otherwise, fuel and supplies are only available in Kasane and Maun. Book your campsites many months in advance if you visit during Botswana’s winter.

WHERE TO STAY IN MOREMI

Mombo Camp

Arguably the Okavango’s most exclusive and legendary lodge with predators galore and a pretty price tag. $$$

Okuti

Sleep in a reed masasa (house). The lodge is wheelchair accessible and linked by wooden walkways. $$$

Xakanaka

Forests, open savannah and serpentine channels surround the lodge and offer impressive game viewing. $$$


CHIEF’S ISLAND

The largest island in the Okavango Delta, Chief’s Island (70km long and 15km wide) is so named because it was once the sole hunting preserve of the local chief. Raised above the water level by tectonic activity, it’s here that so much of the delta’s wildlife retreats as water levels rise. As such, the island is home to what could be Botswana’s richest concentration of wildlife. It’s the Okavango Delta, as you’ve always imagined it. The combination of reed-fringed waters, grasslands and light woodlands makes for game viewing that can feel like a wildlife documentary brought to life. Not surprisingly, the island is home to some of Africa’s most exclusive lodges, such as Chief’s Camp.



Make Memories on a Mobile Safari

CAMP WITH FLAIR

Considered one of the most authentic ways to experience the African bush, a mobile safari is a charming blend of magic and smooth logistics. A fully kitted-out camp (usually with an en suite tent with proper beds) is erected in the wild, off-the-grid and in an unfenced setting, for a night or two before it’s collapsed and relocated to another cracking location. Little beats the thrill of arriving at your next pitch after a day of spotting leopards.

These glamorous HQs leave no trace and allow privileged access to prime wildlife locations that you can’t always get to as a self-driver – for example, on an island of raintrees near Xini Lagoon inside Moremi Game Reserve. It’s also an easier way to experience the thrill of camping by candlelight without the stresses of a self-drive trip, where you can easily get lost in the labyrinthine tracks or sit fast in deep mud.

Frequently cheaper than checking into a lodge, mobile safaris range from all-hands-on-deck participation (where you chip in with chores) to top-class, privately guided expeditions varying in length and luxury. The best operators have more than one vehicle (better for emergencies). Much like the explorers of old, lanterns are lit, fires burn brightly, a hot bucket shower is replenished, and you’ll tuck into a three-course dinner prepared by a chef in their humble bush kitchen. Then you’ll bunk down, enveloped by the noises of the bush and with nothing but a sliver of canvas separating you from the wildlife.

Like any adventure, some aspects may not appeal to everyone. There are no fans or wi-fi, toilets are usually pit latrines, and moving days can be long, but there are perks. Small group tours allow for a more intimate, personalised safari experience because you keep the same guide and vehicle throughout.


VISIT CHIEF’S ISLAND

You can’t reach Chief’s Island via the reserve entrance gates on a self-drive safari. A handful of more affordable luxury lodges, accessible by aircraft, focus on walking safaris and traverse the famed plains of Chief’s Island.



WHERE TO STAY IN KHWAI

Magotho Campsite

Sometimes called Khwai Community Camp, elephants often visit grassy camp stands 300m from the Khwai River. $$

Mbudi Campsite

There are fewer game-viewing tracks, but mokoro trips are possible on-site and there are hot showers. $

Termite Mound Guesthouse

Fashioned from old shipping containers, this innovative self-catering stay is a hit with Maun residents. $$$


A BRIEF HISTORY OF MOREMI

Moremi is unusual because it’s the only part of the Okavango Delta that is officially cordoned off for the preservation of wildlife. It was set aside as a reserve in 1963 when it became apparent that poaching was decimating wildlife populations. Named after the Batawana chief Moremi III, the reserve has been extended over the years and now encompasses almost 5000 sq km.
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FOR AVID ADVENTURERS

Consider a summer safari to the remote reaches of the Central Kalahari Game Reserve. After summer rains this expansive park is a favourite destination for many guides.



Engage the Senses on a Walking Safari

OKAVANGO ISLANDS BY FOOT

Exploring the Okavango on foot is a primal experience. You’ll tread upon hippo highways and wild game tracks scored through by thousands of hooves heading between choice grazing and water. With voices hushed to a whisper and communication pared back to finger clicks or short whistles, the sounds of nature envelop you.

On a walking safari, guides are especially attuned to the conversations of the bush, and you’ll pick up on them too. Was that a kudu cough or the rough grating sound of a territorial leopard? Hear foliage crunch underfoot and twigs crack with every step. Feel the concrete constructions painstakingly assembled by tiny termite jaws. Sniff out pungent elephant aromas. Peel back the bark of a wild toothbrush tree and scratch nature’s bristles against your teeth. No longer an observer – you’re a cog in the intricate structures of the wild world.

Research your accommodation choice carefully – walking safaris are not permitted inside Botswana’s national parks and reserves. However, camps and lodges occupying concessions on the boundary of Moremi Game Reserve – home to the epic wilds of Chief’s Island – offer strolls with more serious walking guides. The best time of year is between May and September when temperatures are mild, the bush starts to clear, and grasses wither in winter for unobstructed sights.

WHERE TO STAY IN KHWAI

Sango Safari Lodge

Units are close together, but this laid-back camp feels far from the chaos of Khwai. $$$

Mogothlo Safari Lodge

Occupying a prime position on the Khwai River near Mababe; expect swish suites and quieter drives. $$$

Tuludi Camp

Treehouse-style spaces and a slide make for a fun adventure in the Khwai Private Reserve. $$$


LUXURY LODGE LIMITATIONS

24-hour electricity Being so remote, some camps have it, some don’t.

In-room electricity Some have power points in your room or tent, others have a communal area to charge your phone, laptop or camera batteries.

Wi-fi Not all lodges have wi-fi, but most have some way of communicating with the outside world in case of emergency.

Private game drives In most lodges you’ll be partnered with other guests. You usually have to pay extra if you want a private vehicle and guide (better for birdwatching or family safaris).

Airfare Your flight into the delta is an extra cost to consider when choosing a lodge. The further away it is from Maun, the pricier it gets.



Stay in a Luxury Lodge

UPSCALE YOUR SAFARI

Botswana didn’t invent the luxury safari, but it may just have perfected it. Nowhere else will you find so many remote and utterly exclusive lodges and tented camps accessed by light aircraft (pack motion sickness tablets if you’re susceptible). Not surprisingly, the heart of the Okavango is some of the most exclusive patches of real estate. The most intimate stays (which usually accommodate a maximum of 20 people) lie in the private concessions around Moremi Game Reserve and number NG12 through to NG34 (NG stands for Ngamiland). You may feel a thousand miles from civilisation, but you’re never far from the lap of luxury, where the choice and variety are as overwhelming as the price tags.

Lodges are mostly located in the Inner Delta and it’s impossible to generalise about these stays (sometimes called ‘camps’), other than to say that most pride themselves on their seclusion, opulence and impeccable service. Most feature extravagant tents, a communal dining area overlooking a water hole or other feature, and a swimming pool. For many visitors, it is a once-in-a-lifetime blowout vacation with accommodation rates to match – some starting at around US$1000/1500 per person per night in the low/high season, but many cost considerably more. Usually included in these rates are meals, drinks, and most wildlife drives and other activities.

You are paying to be one of just three or four vehicles traversing the dramatic confluences where glimmering delta waterways meet the arid Kalahari. Top lodges have a guide and tracker team to better find predators in the immense private reserves, and you’ll wake up to lion calls before searching them out as the sun rises over the bush. Most luxury lodges in private reserves can operate walking safaris and night drives, where as they are prohibited in the national parks and game reserves. If your heart is set on a mokoro or boat cruise, ensure the lodge has permanent water channels or visit during the flood peak in July and August for the best chance of guaranteeing the activity.

Before you leave, it’s customary to tip lodge staff and safari guides. Travel agents advise at least US$15 per guest per day directly to the guide and US$10 per day for the rest of the staff, which usually goes into a kitty.

WHERE TO BOOK A MOBILE SAFARI IN THE OKAVANGO

Early King Fisher Safaris

Magnetic veteran guide Samuel Mopalo has insider knowledge to tailor-make any adventure.

Barclay Stenner

A sterling reputation for gorgeous bushcamp opulence (silverware, robes, Persian carpets) and savvy guiding.

Shangana Safaris

Specialists in sensational vegan food and great-value jaunts combining mokoro with Moremi Game Reserve.


DON’T BLOW THE BUDGET

Visit during the green season

In Botswana’s summer, or green season (November to March), prices can drop by 40% (which might look like $1095 to $595). This is also when most lodges waive the single supplement fee if you are a solo traveller.

Check the flight distance from Maun

It’s faster to fly, but the further your lodge, the more fuel and the pricier the return ticket. You can drive to some luxury stays in the southeastern delta and Khwai areas or ask about boating access between camps.
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A Wild Night Out

RARE SIGHTINGS ON A NOCTURNAL SAFARI

Home to a diverse spectrum of after-dark revellers, the Okavango Delta is one of the few places in Botswana where you can experience the thrills of a nocturnal safari. As a rule, most luxury lodges in private reserves and concessions outside national parks and game reserves can explore the inky evening on a night drive.

After sundowners in an extraordinary setting, your guide will whip out a spotlight to scope out the beasts that come out after twilight. Night drives offer dramatic and unique sightings of nocturnal creatures, but it is also a game of patience. First, the lamp may merely catch a pair of pinpricks, animal eyes reflecting the light back at you – perhaps a serval cat scouring for rodents in the marshlands or a foraging aardwolf.

As the evening progresses, predators, such as hyenas, lions and leopards, come out to prowl. The cooling temperature heightens your chances of seeing them hunting (rather than lazing about in the heat), and they move about with more purpose, stalking under cover of darkness. Other common night-time sights include porcupines, civets, genets, African wild cats, owls, nightjars, bush babies and perhaps even a rare pangolin. Ask your guide to switch off the engine for a moment to appreciate the night and phenomenal starscapes.

If this sounds like a childhood dream come true, don’t miss the Khwai Skybeds. Set around an active water hole, you’ll spend the night (although you may not get much sleep) upon a towering platform above African wild dogs, lions, elephants and hyenas scampering in and out for a drink.

WHERE TO BOOK A MOBILE SAFARI IN THE OKAVANGO

Letaka Safaris

Heavily focused on great guiding and uber-relaxed guests, experienced staff handle all the heavy lifting.

Bushways

A smooth machine of scheduled departures, varying participation levels and a menu of classic itineraries.

Uncharted Expedition Camps

Operated on a private reserve; the safari includes a night fly-camping on a remote, lantern-lit island.
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OKAVANGO ZONES

Eastern Delta

Cheaper to reach from Maun, you can often arrange a day trip to ride in a mokoro or an overnight bush-camping trip for less than the cost of staying in (and getting to) a luxury lodge.

Moremi Game Reserve

Moremi is the most famous self-drive destination within the delta, with campsites and some decadent lodges. It’s accessible by 4WD from Maun or Chobe and by charter flight.

Inner Delta

The area west and north of Moremi offers classic delta scenery where you can be seduced by the calming spell of the region in top-end luxury lodges. It’s only accessible by costly chartered flights.

Okavango Panhandle

Before the delta unfurls. Visit for prime birdwatching and fishing.




GETTING AROUND

Maun isn’t walkable, save for the shops and cafes immediately at the Maun International Airport. Taxis rarely bother hanging around the terminal when planes arrive. If you have prebooked accommodation at an upmarket hotel or lodge, ask about a (free) transfer. Otherwise, walk about 300m down Airport Rd to Sir Seretse Khama Rd and catch a small taxi. A 4WD vehicle is essential for visiting Moremi Game Reserve and beyond.

The direct route between Maun and Kasane can be almost impassable after heavy rain, and there is nowhere en route to buy fuel, food or drinks or to get vehicle repairs. All other traffic between Kasane and Maun travels via Nata – a longer, but tarmac, route.

Chartered flights are usually the only way to reach luxury lodges.





ROAD TRIP
An Okavango Odyssey

Follow the water from Maun to Moremi Game Reserve and cross into the Khwai Community Concession for total Okavango immersion and rich game viewing – especially between July and October, when animals rely on the Khwai River. Take a week to tour the best wild campsites (with a few lodge upgrade options) and game drive routes that this wetland area offers.
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1 South Gate & Black Pools

Stock up with fuel, food and firewood and leave Maun early. You’ll see the first elephants after Mawana Checkpoint. Push on to Moremi Game Reserve. Ask about road conditions at South Gate (tracks can vanish with the seasonal floodwaters) and set up camp at South Gate Campsite before exploring Black Pools nearby. Zebras, red lechwes, tsessebes and elephants gather on the shores of the Mogogelo River. Take a left onto the 42km-return Black Pools Game Drive Circuit. Stay as close to the water as possible, but avoid black mud.

The Drive: From South Gate, there is thick sand after Second Bridge. The next 50km to Third Bridge can take two hours in the dry season or up to four hours in the rainy season.

2 Third Bridge

If time allows, take advantage of the panoramic loops around Xini Lagoon, then push north. Reaching Third Bridge Campsite involves crossing First and Second Bridges (slightly scary wooden constructions). If these bridges are broken, detours involve shallow water crossings. Game is plentiful – curious spotted hyenas might sniff around your fire at night – and birdlife is astonishing. A favourite campsite for many self-drivers, sites sit away from the main track on the edge of a lagoon.

The Drive: Long and sandy in places, the full 25km Mboma Loop from Third Bridge is only worth it if you plan to boat or mokoro; it’s a two-hour return trip.

3 Mboma Island

Take an early drive around Mboma Loop and do a mokoro trip from Mboma Boat Station (if you’re tight on time, you can also do a trip from Khwai Community). The grassy savannah of this 100-sq-km island, a long extension of the Mopane Tongue, contrasts sharply with the surrounding landscapes and provides some excellent dry-season wildlife watching – cheetah, lion and buffalo sightings are reasonably common.

The Drive: The track from Third Bridge via Fourth Bridge is 24km and should take 1½ hours. Explore the floodplains carefully, but Jesse’s Pools, Dead Tree Island and Sitshi Pools are favourites.

4 Xakanaxa

The route from Third Bridge to Xakanaka is gorgeous, with a network of floodplains (depending on water levels). It’s mainly grassland and large sections of reeds; buffaloes and lechwes are standard and it’s a great birdwatching spot. The Xakanaka Campsite has one of the best locations in Moremi, and it’s no coincidence that many upmarket lodges can be found nearby – the wildlife in the area can be prolific, and campers are frequently woken by elephants.

The Drive: Follow the scenic direct route along the delta’s edge (via Dombo Hippo Pool) for 45km to North Gate.

5 Khwai & North Gate

Pass Paradise Pools and head to the Khwai floodplains, home to mature riverine forest, ending with brilliant birdlife at Dombo Hippo Pool. Leave Moremi through North Gate, and the wildlife wonders continue. Beyond the rickety wooden bridge, drive the 20km transit road to Magotho Campsite and onto more wooded areas. Watch out for wild dogs, leopards and herds of buffalo between the trees, and elephants trampling about between water holes.
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Beyond Okavango Delta
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Permanent year-round water makes this a fishing mecca in prime birdwatching territory, and the revered Tsodilo Hills are nearby.


The Okavango Delta is shaped like a frying pan, and the skinny upper region of the wetland is known as the Okavango Panhandle. The starting point of the Okavango Delta, this is where the Okavango River slides south before splintering into a vast network of channels, lagoons and islands, creating the Delta ‘proper’.

The panhandle is dominated by reed and dense papyrus, and isn’t a prime game-viewing area. Still, it is an affordable and accessible introduction to the watery world of the Okavango. It’s a mecca for fishing enthusiasts, is prime birdwatching territory and has water year-round, so a mokoro or boat trip is always possible. Then there are the mystical Tsodilo Hills – a treasure chest of painted rock art revered by local communities.
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TOP TIP

The western side of the panhandle is accessible in 2WD, but the fact that the tarmac road is severely potholed must be factored into driving time from Maun. You can base yourself at a riverside stay and then visit the Tsodilo Hills as a day trip.
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Cruise Along in a Houseboat

GLIMPSES OF RIVER LIFE

Slow down and sail the Okavango River’s upper reaches on a private houseboat. Houseboat trips only depart from the panhandle region (usually Shakawe) and are ideal for groups of friends and families. You can cram all the best activities from this region (birdwatching and visiting Tsodilo Hills) into a three-night stay. Play eye-spy for the plentiful hippos and enormous crocodiles, or admire the odd elephant wading through the waters. The sedate pace of rolling along the river makes it great for honing your bird identification skills and catching a glimpse of traditional Okavango life. Fishers pole along in their mekoro and farmers stride the river banks.

The accommodation can be basic and quarters cosy with shared facilities, but you’ll likely spend only a small amount of time there. Most houseboats serve as a floating base, with smaller motorboats moored to the sides. These tender boats are tackled up for fishing and used for snappier excursions that breeze through the panhandle’s maze-like channels before returning for spectacular sunsets so you can sip a gin and tonic on the deck to the cries of African fish eagles.


OKAVANGO RIVER BRIDGE

Once only accessible by a sluggish car-carrying ferry pontoon, the new Okavango River Bridge (also known as the Mohembo Bridge) opened in 2023 and now connects villages east of the river with the rest of the country via Shakawe. The 1.2km-long bridge consists of two towers for the cable-stayed portion and 18 piers designed to resemble elephant tusks honouring Botswana as the stronghold for these precious pachyderms. It took over six years to build, but the bridge now makes a remote area of the Okavango more accessible to intrepid self-drivers.



WHERE TO STAY ON A HOUSEBOAT

Okavango Houseboats

Moored near Seronga (over the new bridge), boats vary in size from 16- to 24-sleepers. $$$

Kubu Queen

This wood-panelled icon has sailed for 30 years, and guides know the top tigerfish haunts. $$$

Okavango Spirit

Use this sleek stay with eight comfy cabins and private decks to visit Tsodilo Hills. $$$



TOP SIGHT
Tsodilo Hills

A site of huge spiritual significance and a Unesco World Heritage Site, Tsodilo Hills rises abruptly from the northwestern Kalahari, rare outposts of vertical variety in this extremely flat country. The major drawcards here are more than 4500 prehistoric rock paintings spread over 400 sites throughout the hills. Hikers can also choose to conquer one of Botswana’s highest peaks when visiting this mountain of the gods (as the hills are also referred to).
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PRACTICALITIES

Entry adult/child BWP50/10

Rhino trail/other trails BWP120/175

7.30am–4.30pm




DON’T MISS

Gobeka Fountain

Rhino Painting

Whale and Penguin

Van der Post Panel

Tsodilo Hills Museum

Male Hill Summit



Female Hill

Encircled with trails and enigmatic tales, the most loved (and beautiful) rock paintings are concentrated at Female Hill. These include the Rhino Painting, Whale and Penguin and Van der Post Panel.

Gobeka Fountain

The Rhino Trail takes you to a steep wooden stairway past several distinctive artworks and onwards to a water pit where dragonflies and butterflies flit around a slimy green puddle known as Gobeka Fountain. For the original San inhabitants and the Hambukushu, who periodically occupied the hills over the past 200 years, water from this spring is still considered holy, with many church groups making the pilgrimage here from across Botswana. Near this site is an odd tree, once described to South African writer Laurens van der Post as the Tree of True Knowledge by the San guide who led him there. According to the guide, the greatest spirit knelt beside this fetid pool on the day of creation. In the rocks beyond this pool are several ‘hoof prints’, which the Hambukushu believe were made by the cattle lowered onto the hill by the god Ngambe. Ask your guide about their own roots in this region and the legends they remember growing up with.
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RESPECTING THE ROCK ART

There are around 4500 paintings on the rocks here – some are easy to see, others are high on the rocks and nearly inaccessible. You can differentiate between the two main groups thought to have created the artworks by the colour. The San used red pigments (thought to originate from rock ochre), while the Bantu, who came later, painted the thicker white figures and animals using white mineral clay. The Tsodilo Hills is a sacred site to many people, and it is important to respect the area and its history. Do not touch or remove any of the rock art.



Rhino Painting

The Rhino Trail crests a hill into a bizarre grassy valley flanked by peaks that seem like an alternative universe. Passing several rocky outcrops and some rock art, it descends into the prominent hollow on the southeastern side of Female Hill. Inside the hollow is a rhino painting named after two perky-looking rhinos and their little calf below. Directly across the hollow, one of the few Tsodilo paintings containing human figures depicts a dancing crowd of sexually excited male figures – archaeologist Alec Campbell, the foremost expert on the hills and their paintings, has dubbed it the ‘Dancing Penises’. Excavations of flaked stone tools indicate that Bantu people arrived at these hills as early as 500 CE, but layers of superimposed rock art and other archaeological remnants suggest that ancestors of the San have been here for up to 30,000 years. The Tsodilo Hills and their incredible rock art are a national monument and fall under the auspices of the National Museum in Gaborone.

Whale & Penguin

On the southeastern corner of Female Hill, an amazing whale (cynics believe it is simply a fish, but the shape is uncanny) and penguin painting suggest a possible intriguing link between the early San and the Namibian coast. Tsodilo means ‘damp earth’ in the San !Kung language. Ten thousand years ago, this area would have been part of the enormous superlake that covered northern Botswana and spread south across the Makgadikgadi.


SHORT ON TIME?

The easiest, most popular and most rewarding rock art trail is the Rhino Route. If you can only see one site, prioritise the Van Der Post Panel. Situated on a soaring cliff, the panel features elands, giraffes and handprints printed clearly, as though the palms were pressed there yesterday. You can climb to the top, but the standard trail winds far below. Bring binoculars to study the detail.



Van der Post Panel

In his 1958 classic The Lost World of the Kalahari, Van der Post described the Tsodilo Hills as the ‘Slippery Hills’ and ‘a great fortress of living bushman culture, a Louvre of the desert filled with treasure’. Hoping to make a documentary film of the hills, his cameras inexplicably jammed, his tape recorders ceased functioning and his group was attacked by swarms of bees on three consecutive mornings. When he learned that two members of his party had ignored a warning from his San guide by killing a warthog and steenbok while approaching the sacred hills, Van der Post buried a note of apology beneath the panel of paintings that now bears his name. Kudu, steenbok and duiker are the only animals you’re likely to see around here, but keep an eye on the sky for the western banded snake eagle.

Zebra Painting

This fascinating painting on a small outcrop north of Female Hill lies far beyond the main trails, and you have to make the mission to see it specifically. This stylised equine figure was once used as the Botswana National Museum & Monuments logo. It’s small and a little shabby, but an on-site museum building has plenty of illuminating exhibits for excellent context.
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Male Hill

Rising 1383m above sea level, this is one of the highest points in Botswana. The Male Hill summit is a favourite if you want a challenging hike. Start with the Lion Route, pass its eponymous rock painting and then tackle the steep ascent.

Lion Painting

Between Male and Female Hills, the Lion Trail crosses the flat valley between the hills and links the Male Hill Trail with the Rhino Trail – and therein lies the trail’s main appeal, as it doesn’t pass anything particularly interesting. There is just a solitary painting of the big cat on the northern face of the hill.

Male Hill Summit

The route is rocky and plagued with false crests, but the view from the top may well be the finest in the Kalahari. Plus, unlike some famous Unesco World Heritage Sites overwhelmed with buses and tourist hordes, you might have it all to yourself. Boulder hopping takes you up a 400m rise to the summit of Male Hill to marvel at one of the world’s oldest historical sites.

TOP TIP


You can only walk this sacred site with a guide. All tours are led by residents from the tiny nearby village of Tsodilo and each individual has been approved by a community trust to interpret the site for guests. Find a guide at the Tsodilo Hills Museum near the base of the hills. Arrive early to avoid the heat, wear comfortable shoes, and bring a hat, sunscreen and water. Winter is a more accommodating time to summit the exposed Male Hill. Payment must be made in cash and guides expect (and deserve) a tip of at least US$10. If you are very lucky, you might spot a shy leopard. Their tracks are often seen around the hills.


PICK A TRAIL

Four main chunks of rock make up the Tsodilo (Male Hill, Female Hill, Child Hill and a distant hillock known as North Hill) and three main trails explore the hills: the Rhino Trail, the Lion Trail and the Cliff Trail. Each offers access to different rock art. The Rhino and Lion Trails can be combined with a summit of Male Hill. 






BEST PLACES TO EAT IN SHAKAWE
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Shaun Clemence, general manager for Xaro Lodge, shares his recommendations for the best eats in the panhandle.

Deijo Deli

In Shakawe town, there is only one restaurant. Dijo, the Setswana name for food, serves a no-frills menu of pub-style food, simple but done well.

Street Food

For traditional street-side meals, there are several vendors in Shakawe. You’ll find dishes such as seswaa – a local beef dish where the beef is boiled in salted water for approximately eight hours and then pounded with a wooden spoon to make a stringy-like texture. It’s delicious!

Xaro Lodge

Usually only lodge residents can eat at the Xaro Lodge riverside, but with special notice, lunch may be arranged for day visitors.
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Bucket-list Birdwatching in the Panhandle

KEEP YOUR EYES PEELED

The panhandle is not part of a reserve or protected area, but its unspoilt wetlands and papyrus-lined lagoons house a plethora of water birds. With the unique combination of permanent wetland and woodland forests, the habitats support an outstanding display of birdlife and specialist lodges with experienced guides catering to keen birders. Birding tours are usually done by foot, or on a motorised boat with a guide from a lodge.

Explore the intricate water network by boat and scan the water’s edge for reed-dwelling specials like the African rail, African crake and greater painted-snipe. From this vantage, it’s a breeze to tick off African pygmy geese, long-toed lapwings, a variety of kingfishers, African and lesser jacanas, rufous-bellied and goliath herons, banded martins, Luapula and chirping cisticolas, and coppery-tailed and white-browed coucals. African skimmers arrive between September and December, with large flocks of spectacular carmine bee-eaters nesting in the steep river banks around the same time.

Woodland birds, such as black-faced babblers, western banded snake-eagles, white-backed night herons, African wood owls and Pel’s fishing owls, can be found in the dense riverine forests that line the Okavango River and its tributaries. Pay close attention to the African mangosteen trees where the cover is immense. The best viewing time is early morning when the owls emerges to catch some sun.

WHERE TO STAY FOR THE BEST BIRDWATCHING

Xaro Lodge

With several nesting sites (and eagle-eyed guides), this is the best place to find the Pel’s fishing owl. $$$

Drotsky’s Cabins

A lovely, welcoming lodge with fabulous birdwatching views across the reeds and papyrus. $$

Askiesbos

This cute camp has personality and guided bird tours on foot or by boat. $

Lure Tigerfish

FORTUNATELY, FISH LIVE IN PRETTY PLACES

Famed for their fierce fighting abilities, catching a tigerfish is an adrenaline-pumping quest. It doesn’t hurt that landing one happens to require being aboard a small boat on the spectacular Okavango River. The beady eyes of hippos and crocodiles watching as you pose with your photographic proof-of-catch only enhance the excitement, especially for amateurs.

Home to many other fish species, including bream, barbels (also known as catfish), three-spotted tilapias and nembwes, the best angling waters are deep and fast-flowing. Tigerfish are open-water piranha-like predators that can attack fish measuring almost half their body length in a lightning-fast flash of shiny silver. You’ll know all about it if one chooses your lure!

Regardless of experience, guides are knowledgeable and provide visitors with all the equipment and expertise required to land the big one (some reach roughly 5kg). Fishing techniques vary, but spinning is the most popular method. Fly fishers rise to the challenge and bring their own kit.

The best time to go tigerfishing in the panhandle is from June to October. This is when the barbel run occurs. Water levels drop after winter floods and barbel flush small baitfish from the papyrus beds where they’ve been safely feeding. They chase and trap baitfish against the vegetation in a carnivorous fish frenzy, followed by countless hungry birds. The timing varies each year depending on water levels, but it typically occurs between September and October. March to April is good for bream (but this is mosquito season), while August through to September is good for nembwe and the climate is comfortable.

Fishing is prohibited during January and February, allowing fish stocks to recuperate with a protected breeding season. Most operators practise catch and release, save for the occasional bream if you’re keen on a fresh supper.


BEST TIGERFISHING IN THE PANHANDLE

Guma Lagoon Camp

Strikingly set overlooking Guma Lagoon, it’s a 40-minute boat trip from the campground and chalets to fishing grounds. $

Nxamaseri Island Lodge

This charismatic camp has a distinguished fishing history and is the closest base to Tsodilo Hills. $$$




GETTING AROUND

Accessible by 2WD from Maun, the road between north Shakawe, via Sehithwa, is sealed (but severely potholed in places) and continues into Namibia. You’ll need 4WD for the tracks into most lodges and campsites, but many can arrange pick-ups (for a fee) from the nearest town. To get to Seronga, you cross the impressive Okavango River Bridge.

The road to the Tsodilo Hills is a good gravel track (well signposted off the main road just south of Nxamasere village) and around 35km from the main road to the entrance. However, it can sometimes get corrugated, which is unpleasant in a small car. Most lodges in the area offer day trips to Tsodilo; make sure you wrap up as the long drive there in an open game drive vehicle can be breezy. You can also book a trip to the sacred site with Helicopter Horizons from most luxurious Okavango Delta lodges.






MAKGADIKGADI SALT PANS
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Unobscured skies, epic wildlife congregations, ancient baobab trees and characterful meerkats: enter a curious realm of the Kalahari. The 12,000-sq-km Makgadikgadi Salt Pans are a sprawling network of salt pans so immense they can be seen from space. This enchanting territory incorporates boundless salt pans (the largest on earth) fringed by golden grasslands dotted with palm trees and islands of baobab trees that were visited by the likes of Scottish explorer David Livingstone, in 1858. Although it remains remote, he was far from the first human out here. Indigenous people roamed the shores of this ancient lake, and Stone Age ruins offer an insight into their livelihoods.

While the Makgadikgadi Pans National Park may seem like the bull’s-eye destination, Makgadikgadi is a collective term for the Nxai, Sua and Ntwetwe salt pans, the fragments left once climatic changes caused a colossal lake to evaporate. Mesmerising in scope and beauty, each has its own appeal: underrated wildlife bonanzas, the zebra migration, adventurous sleepouts and unrivalled stargazing.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Makgadikgadi Pans National Park

2Nxai Pan National Park

SIGHTS

3Kubu Island

4Nata Bird Sanctuary

5Ntwetwe Pan

6Nxai Pan

7Orapa

8Sua Pan

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9Orapa Game Park

SLEEPING

10Camp Kalahari

11Jack’s Camp

12Kubu Island Campsite

13Nata Lodge




TOP TIP

The Makgadikgadi Salt Pans, Makgadikgadi Pans National Park and Nxai Pan offer three distinctly different desert experiences. Meerkats are seen on Ntwetwe Pan, not at the Makgadikgadi Pans National Park as you might be led to believe, while Nxai Pan is best for predators.
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Meet the Meerkats

FEEL LIKE PART OF THE FAMILY

Meet some of the coolest creatures of the Kalahari. Tough, fearless and oh-so-charming, meerkats are incredibly resourceful and have adapted to living in some of the harshest environments on the planet. Join these sentinels of the salt pans as they scurry about the fringes of the Makgadikgadi on their quest for scorpion snacks.

First, you need to earn their trust. That means getting up early, before dawn, and following as they go about their morning routine on the Ntwetwe Pan. Watch as they bask in the thaw of the morning sun and groom each other. Such proximity allows for a fascinating insight into the highly involved community that meerkat families create. Be patient and respectful, sit quietly, and these curious critters might clamber onto your head for a more elevated lookout position, all the better to keep a beady eye out for predators. Now you’re one of the gang.

Certain colonies are very used to human presence, and each habituated family has a dedicated caretaker, but they are still wild animals roaming freely.

Join a meerkat tour from the small village of Gweta, with Planet Baoabab and Gweta Lodge, which requires an early 5am start and at least an hour of driving to the edge of the salt pans. Otherwise, staying at a luxury lodge like Jack’s Camp enables simpler, closer access.


JACK’S CAMP MUSEUM

The salt pans are scattered with artefacts that evidence the Makgadikgadi’s origins as a prehistoric superlake. You can find out about the extraordinary history of this region at the registered in-house museum at Jack’s Camp on the northern shore of Ntwetwe Pan. Here visitors can learn about the indigenous San people and their way of life, Botswana’s geological chronology, plus unusual plant and animal life through fascinating fossils, photographs, books and more. The museum also honours the pioneering spirit and conservation efforts of the late Jack Bousfield, the founder of Jack’s Camp.
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WHERE TO STAY TO SEE MEERKATS

Jack’s Camp

Like a mirage in the middle of nowhere, Jack’s Camp pioneered this unusual activity. $$$

Planet Baobab

Pocket-friendly with self-drive access, this character-filled camp offers similar activities to its famous sister camps. $$

Gweta Lodge

The lodge could do with some love, but the meerkat activity is slightly more affordable. $$

Quad Biking & Stargazing on the Salt Pans

SLEEP OUT UNDER THE STARS

Driving at speed on a roaring quad bike, the salt pans feel even more enormous, interrupted only by golden grass islands or the rare sight of a wandering herd of zebras or wildebeest and the endless white spectrum of salt pans stretching before you.

You will likely explore Ntwetwe Pan, an ancient lakebed that forms the western slice of the Makgadikgadi Pans. The quad bikes are easy to drive (with a simple gear level at the left foot and a thumb-press accelerator), require no experience, don’t need a car or motorbike licence, and are great fun. Wind rushes past as you rev to top speed (roughly 60km/h), and there it is: that outlandish feeling of being a total badass of the Botswana backroads.

But this adventure is both thrilling and serene. As you journey further into the pans, there’s a sense of tranquillity. With the diesel engines of the roaring quad bike switched off, here there is no sound, no birdsong, and no animal calls.

Quad biking is a romanticised experience, but it’s not for the faint of heart. Days on the salt pans can be scorching hot, and the temperature drops drastically as soon as the sun sets. Wind can also be relentless, whipping sand and salt into your face, hair and clothes. Most quad-biking treks end with a night below the stars on a bedroll in the middle of nowhere. You can forget about any creature comforts – there is no electricity or running water and just a simple pit latrine. However, then there are the stars. If you thought the Makgadikgadi was enormous by day, wait until the Milky Way unfolds above you come nightfall.

The Ntwetwe Pan is prone to seasonal flooding, and these expeditions are only possible during the dry winter months from June to October.


WHY I LOVE THE MAKGADIKGADI SALT PANS
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Melanie van Zyl, writer

The surreal landscapes of the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans draw me back repeatedly. It’s where the spectacular Botswana sky kisses the earth. Where nothing is everything. It’s an ever-shifting photographic playground, from abundant waters to desiccated dust shreds. I love imagining how old-world explorers used scraggly baobabs as beacons to navigate the formidable bleached landscape of mirages. The pans remain challenging to navigate, making them an enduring enigma. They are also home to some of Botswana’s unique natural phenomena. Thousands of pink flamingos, zebras marching for grazing, meerkats and brown hyenas. Then there’s the little-known Nxai Pan National Park.



Camping at Kubu Island

SEE THE SACRED BAOBAB ARCHIPELAGO

Rising like hippo humps (kubu means ‘hippopotamus’ in Setswana) wallowing in water, Kubu Island is a fitting name for the mounds of rock that bulge through the otherwise flat plains on the southwestern edge of Sua Pan. Adorning the boulders is the fossilised guano of water birds that once perched here.

This desolate area may have been inhabited by people as recently as 500 years ago and evidence of human settlements dot the landscape. One example is a crescent-shaped stone wall of unknown origin, which yielded numerous artefacts (such as pottery shards) testament to those who lived here before the waters dried up.

Campsites operated by the Gaing O Community Trust ring the island with baobabs as a backdrop. There is little wildlife around, but the evocative views more than make up for it. Being so remote and uninhabited, you’ll need to be self-sufficient and pack everything you need, including water, firewood, fuel and toilet paper. There are no facilities, but guided walks are available for an extra fee and can be organised at the campsite office when entering via Letlhakane.

With no signposts or paved roads, finding your way to the Kubu Island through the rough and unpredictable terrain is a true adventure. The salt pans are covered with a thick layer of salt crust, but in some areas, the crust can crack, creating deep fissures and hidden soft spots or pockets of mud that can be treacherous to cross and trap vehicles. The dry season (May to October) is best for driving out here.

You will need a reliable navigation app such as Tracks4Africa to stay on track through the maze of grassy islets and salty bays that eventually lead to a mirage-like outcrop in the middle of the Makgadikgadi. Approach from the south at Letlhakane or north on the Nata–Gweta road.

WHERE TO STAY TO GO QUAD BIKING

Jack’s Camp

Add a two-night quad bike expedition to your stay for old-world glam on the Island of Lost Baobabs. $$$

Camp Kalahari

This family-friendly camp is less swish but has horse riding, meerkat visits and quad biking sleepouts. $$$

San Camp

Simple yet stylish minimal decor echos the stark surroundings and surreal views. Most romantic. $$$


SEASONS OF THE SALT PANS

The great salt pans are long, low and white in the dry season (May to October), curtained by an electric-blue sky and pulsing with an unstoppable glare. During the sizzling heat of the late winter (August), the stark pans take on a disorienting and ethereal austerity. Heat mirages destroy the senses as imaginary lakes shimmer and disappear. But when the annual rains fall in the late spring (November), depressions in the pans form temporary lakes and fringing grasses turn green with life. Herd animals arrive to partake of the bounty, while water birds flock to feed on algae and tiny crustaceans. A word of warning: wet pans make for perilous driving at this time.
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WHERE TO STAY ON THE SALT PANS

Gweta Lodge

Self-drive access makes this one of the most affordable ways of exploring Ntwetwe Pan, but it’s frills-free. $

Planet Baobab

Fantastic guides, good food and innate character ensure this quirky camp remains one of the best. $$

Leroo La Tau

Combine your fire-side sleepout with a helicopter flip instead of quad biking. $$$

Museums & Rhinos in Orapa

GLITTERING STONES AND PRECIOUS GAME

Diamonds were uncovered in Orapa in 1967 and a securely gated town blossomed beside the mining operations with good infrastructure, including a shopping mall, hospital, police station, hotels, bars, sports facilities and a rhino-rich game reserve. Diamond mining in Orapa continues to generate significant revenue for Botswana.

Confined within a large, imposing security fence, the strictly patrolled diamond mining town is considered a high-security zone and is effectively off-limits to visitors. However, you can seek permission to enter and explore two attractions within the perimeter.

Established in 1985, the 490-sq-km Orapa Game Park is kept safe from poachers by the mine’s security squadron and is home to springboks, kudus, elands, giraffes and white rhinos, which have bred here quite comfortably. You’ll likely count 10 species happily grazing the plains on one game drive.

The Adrian Gale Diamond Museum is another excuse to visit. Anecdotes and artefacts chronicle the critical period of gem discovery in the nation’s history, tracing the story of Botswana’s diamonds, from deep in the earth to treasured heirlooms, through excellent exhibits across five halls.

The easiest place to get a permit is the nearby Makumutu Lodge. You can explore Orapa’s tourist attractions in a 2WD vehicle or join a guided outing to the game park and museum.


DRIVE SAFELY ON THE SALT PANS

As a general rule, always follow the tracks of other drivers and never venture onto the pans unless the salty surface and the clay beneath are dry. Foul-smelling salt means a wet and potentially dangerous pan, which is very similar in appearance and texture to wet concrete. When underlying clay becomes saturated, vehicles can break through the crust and become irretrievably bogged. And never underestimate the effect the pans can have on your sense of direction. Use GPS apps such as Tracks4Africa and Maps.Me.



Witness the Zebra Migration

BE DAZZLED BY BOTSWANA’S NATIONAL ANIMAL

The national animal of Botswana is the zebra, and you can see them in their thousands across the salt pans after nourishing rains. While not on the scale or predictability of the great East African migrations, dazzles of zebras trot across Botswana along two significant routes. One group shifts from the Okavango Delta area to the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans, while the other moves between Chobe and Nxai Pan. Both are driven by the need to find renewed grazing lands in the desert.

For many years, this migration was hindered by veterinary fences that crisscrossed northern Botswana to comply with European import standards for beef production. Even though they couldn’t migrate for 40 years (skipping generations), animals resumed their gut-instinct treks along the ancient highways once these fences were removed or fell into disrepair.

First confirmed by tracking collars in a 2012 study, zebras occupy the floodplains of the Chobe River during the harsh months from July to November. As rains commence further south during December, the herds (often accompanied by smaller groups of wildebeest) begin their arduous journey. The fresh grass across the mineral-rich Makgadikgadi Salt Pans is so rich and nutritious that it attracts animals from more than 250km away, and they move in hordes towards Nxai Pan directly, making it the longest terrestrial migration in Africa. Some zebras cover more than 1000km during their three-month return trek, substantially further than wildebeest during their well-documented journey through the Serengeti ecosystem.

The zebras’ migration is crucial to the health of this desert ecosystem, and grazing maintains the grasslands, supporting other wildlife species such as wildebeest and predators like lions and cheetahs. Herbivore droppings fertilise the soil and support the next growth cycle.

The rainy season is also when zebras give birth; foals can walk within an hour of birth, a necessary adaptation given that lions, hyenas and other predators stalk the herds. By April and into May, the herds largely return to more permanent water sources and grazing, either in Chobe or the nearby Boteti River at the boundary of the Makgdikgadi National Park. From June to October, the zebras that more permanently inhabit the Makgadikgadi Pans and Nxai Pan National Park congregate near the only permanent water sources in the region, along the Boteti River, and you can see great gatherings of these herbivores.

One significant benefit to travelling during the Nxai Pan zebra migration is that the spectacle is most dramatic during the low tourism season in Botswana, meaning lower lodge rates and fewer safari vehicles. The best way to see this spectacle is with an experienced guide from a luxury lodge that knows how to drive on wet salt pan roads during the rainy season. Alternatively, the adventurous can camp and self-drive through the Nxai Pan and Makgadikgadi Pans National Park.


FOLLOW ZEBRA HERDS

If you don’t want to travel in the rainy season between January and March, the Boteti River hosts massive numbers of zebra and wildebeest during the dry season.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR ORAPA

Makumutu Safari Lodge

Your partner in permits has an on-site restaurant with daily specials and spacious suites with outdoor showers. $

Tuuthebe Lodge

There’s a choice of clean self-catering rooms, small tented units or affordable campsites with electricity. $

Kubu Island Campsite

Also known as Lekhubu Island. Pop in to the museum on the way to or from your 4WD adventure. $


DIAMONDS: A COUNTRY’S BEST FRIEND

In the 1960s Botswana ranked as one of the world’s poorest countries, with GDP per capita of less than US$200. Educational facilities were minimal, with fewer than 2% of the population having completed primary school. In the entire country there was only one paved road, just 12km long. In 1967 the discovery of diamonds at Orapa changed everything, and Botswana became the world’s leading producer of gem-quality stones. From 1966 to 2005 Botswana’s economy grew faster than any other in the world. In 2022 Botswana’s GDP per capita was US$6806, compared with US$1774 in Zimbabwe, US$1138 in Zambia, US$4865 in Namibia and US$7055 in South Africa.
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WHERE TO STAY FOR THE ZEBRA MIGRATION

Leroo La Tau

Watch the sun rise over the Makgadikgadi Pans National Park as zebras mill about the riverfront. $$$

Boteti River Camp

Campsites have shade, water, electric points, and the lofty bar area overlooks the Makgadikgadi Pans NP. $

Meno a Kwena

Perched high above the Boteti River for jaw-dropping game viewing from camp and hide. $$$


FENCES: A HISTORY OF CONFLICT

Wildlife populations and Botswana’s lucrative livestock herds don’t mix – so the government built fences stretching for thousands of kilometres to separate them. However, this prevented animals from migrating to water sources along age-old seasonal routes. The worst disaster occurred in the drought of 1983, when the Kuke Fence barred herds of wildebeests heading for the Okavango waters, resulting in the death of 65,000 animals. In 2003 controversy resumed with the proposal of a new fence around the Makgadikgadi Pans to limit predator–livestock conflict along the Boteti River, and in early 2005 some 300 zebras died trying to reach water. Fences have largely been allowed to deteriorate so that wildlife now routinely cross the Boteti River unimpeded.



Find a Flamboyance of Flamingos

LEGENDARY LIGHTNING BIRDS

When conditions are just right – usually between March and June after suitable rains – the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans throng with flocks of flamingos, and a chorus of honks and squawks fills the air at Nata Bird Sanctuary. This 230-sq-km community-run wildlife sanctuary sits on the northern basin of Sua (or Sowa) Pan as one of just four flamingo breeding grounds in Africa and the largest (others are Lake Natron in Kenya, Etosha Pan in Namibia, and Kamfers Dam in South Africa).

The Setswana name for these comical birds is dinyonyane tsa tladi, which translates to ‘lightning birds’ because they materialise somewhat magically after dramatic summer thunderstorms. Water then spreads in a thin film across Sua Pan, reflecting the sky and obliterating the horizon in a perspective-challenging panorama. These fresh pools trigger an algal bloom for millions of aquatic invertebrates that nourish the influx of filter-feeding birds, and flamingos can comfortably breed in tens of thousands. From pale pastel to vibrant coral, the fantastic pink plumage adds colour to the otherwise stark landscape. The bright hue results from dining on the specialised diet of carotenoids found in the microscopic algae that the brine shrimp eat.

Established in 1988, the Nata Bird Sanctuary was Botswana’s first community-based conservation project and protects the northeastern slice of Sua Pan. Jointly managed by four local societies (Nata, Maphosa, Sepako and Manxotae), these communities voluntarily relocated 3000 cattle and now share proceeds from the sanctuary for development projects. The southern basin of Sua Pan is inaccessible to humans for better breeding security and was declared a flamingo sanctuary spanning 408 sq km in 2009. In the same year, a census confirmed over 75,000 lesser flamingos present there.

Nata Lodge offers daily three-hour sunset drives in open game drive vehicles to support the community-run reserve, or you can self-drive. Between May and October, driving around the sanctuary in a 2WD with high clearance is possible, but it’s best to ask about the condition of the tracks before entering. During the rainy season, a 4WD is essential.

WHERE TO STAY FOR THE ZEBRA MIGRATION

Nxai Pan Camp

At the only permanent camp in the park, guide and tracker teams relentlessly pursue outstanding sightings. $$$

South Camp

Situated near pumped water holes for excellent golden-hour game viewing. Sites 2 and 10 are the best. $

Migration Expeditions Camp

Open between December and March, this mobile safari–style pop-up camp comprises six spacious tents. $$$



ROAD TRIP
Navigate Nxai Pan NP

Little-visited Nxai Pan National Park is a secret desert superstar, home to the Baines Baobabs plus the longest mammal migration in Southern Africa. It’s also easily accessible, although you’ll need a 4WD vehicle to explore the modest game drive routes. Visit for one night and camp below ancient trees, or spread the journey over three days to admire steady elephant parades to permanent water holes in the dry season.
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1 Kudiakam Pan & Baines Baobabs

Follow in the footsteps of Victorian explorers, such as David Livingstone and painter Thomas Baines, and even earlier indigenous San inhabitants, and begin with a visit to Baines Baobabs. For centuries, these trees have stood sentry on the edge of the salt-crusted Kudiakam Pan, with its sporadic gemsbok herds. Little has changed in the 160 years since Baines painted the scene, which sits between a circle of isolated campsites. Site 1 is best for savouring the trees at sunset, and swathes of twinkling stars come nightfall.

The Drive: From Baines Baobabs, double back on the 12km sand track to the track from the main road, then turn right for the remaining 18km to South Gate and South Camp.

2 South Camp

Your next stop is South Camp, a two- to three-hour drive from Baines Baobabs. Take the morning to admire the scenery one last time, as you’ll soon swap the vast white pans for honey-coloured grasslands before venturing deeper in the park – lookout for steenboks, warthogs, zebras and big bull elephants. At South Gate, ask about the latest lion and cheetah sighting locations before setting up camp. For an afternoon meander, turn west and scout the 15km loop for bat-eared foxes.

The Drive: The water holes lie 2km from South Camp so you can scout when animals are more active in the early morning and late afternoon.

3 Nxai Pan

Nxai Pan sits in the northernmost sprawl of the Makgadikgadi Salt Pan network but has been drier for longer, meaning more vegetation has taken root here. Wildlife is a highlight, with elephants, giraffes and jackals pretty much guaranteed at the Nxai Pan water hole. In the dry season, there’s a good chance you’ll see lions and cheetahs hiding in the scrubby vegetation, but this grassy expanse of the park is also interesting during the rains when large animal herds gather.

The Drive: Turn left from South Camp, follow the road north for 10km, and carry on straight over the next intersection. Keep left until you hit the T-junction, then return via the main water hole.

4 Baobab Loop

The park’s eastern reaches get little traffic and feel gloriously remote. The 12km Baobab Loop in the park’s northwest has a combination of sheltering bush, seasonal water holes and open grasslands. Bring binoculars to scout for black-maned lions and cheetahs roaming the plains alongside giraffes, springboks, jackals and other creatures, including the smallest hyena, the charming aardwolf. Driving conditions are easier in winter, but these clay tracks become greased mud during summer rains and can be treacherous for inexperienced drivers.

The Drive: Turn left from South Camp, follow the road north for 10km, and carry on straight over the next intersection. Keep left until you hit the T-junction, then return via the main water hole for one last scout.
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WHO WAS THOMAS BAINES?

The extravagantly bearded Thomas Baines (1820–75) spent much of his life in the shadow of more famous types such as David Livingstone, but he was a distinguished explorer, botanist, artist and naturalist in his own right. In Botswana he’s known for his paintings of Baines Baobabs in what is now Nxai Pan National Park. However, he also gave his name to 17 new plant species held in the Royal Botanic Gardens in Kew, discovered a new genus of beetle that bears his name (Bolbotrius bainesi) and is credited with furthering our knowledge of the tstese fly. He was also the first official war artist for the British colonial authorities in South Africa.
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Head for the Horizon on Horseback

GALLOPING BACK IN TIME

Striding across the stark salt pans seated in a saddle has to be one of the most compelling explorations of this tremendous ancient lakebed. It’s also something of a time machine. Horse riding in the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans takes you to remote corners of Ntwetwe Pan, following in the footsteps of zebras, wildebeest and early adventurers – this is how hunters and missionaries once explored, crossing the challenging expanse using baobabs as signposts.

You’ll patrol the palm oases, canter through mopane and acacia woodlands, stop at the famous Green’s Baobab for a picnic and explore the islands for wildlife. Sometimes elephant bulls are encountered, and springboks and kudus are regularly spotted. Then there’s the unforgettable splendour of the wind whipping your hair while galloping across the sun-scorched ground. The Makgadikgadi is regarded as one of Africa’s best riding areas, and it’s tempting not to make the most of the perfect natural race track!

Two-hour outrides depart from Camp Kalahari for all levels of rider. However, the best horseback salt pan safari combines the luxuries of this laid-back tented basecamp with a genuine bush campout in rustic but comfortable dome tents below a planetarium of stars. Guests at Jack’s Camp can also arrange a short ride.

ANOTHER SIDE OF THE MAKGADIKGADI

Makgadikgadi Epic

Take a leap and see the salt pans from the sky at this annual winter skydiving extravaganza.

Salt Pans Ultra Marathon

Tick off a tough otherworldly race and run 50km or 100km across Sua Pan to Kukonje Island.

Makgadikgadi Pans Midnight Walk

A 100km full moon trek to Kubu Island and Mosu Escarpment in August or September.


BEST THINGS TO DO IN NATA

Canoe the Nata River

Grab a paddle and explore the rural river on your own from Eselbe Camp or hire a guide to lead the way. If the water level is high enough, you can explore all the way downriver into the Nata Bird Sanctuary.

Eat Breakfast below Baobabs

Explore the salt pans at sunrise before tucking into a sumptuous spread laid out by Nata Lodge.

Tour the Village

Nata Lodge reveals the workings of the kgotla (a vital community meeting place headed by the village chief), traditional architecture, and sometimes including a beer tasting.



Explore the Makgadikgadi Pans National Park

SELF-DRIVE SECLUSION

It can be easy to mistake the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans for the Makgadikgadi Pans National Park, but they are two different areas with distinct experiences.

The Makgadikgadi Pans National Park protects majestic rolling grasslands, acacia scrub and dense riverine vegetation fringing its true highlight: the Boteti River. This seasonal stream is a lifeline in the Kalahari Desert, and vast animal herds bring predators in their wake between May and October. The Boteti River road is generally best for game drives to see wildebeest, elephants, zebras and lions. Head east and you’ll find palm-tree woodlands and some salt pan outlooks (the bigger wide-open, salt-crusted flats lie outside the national park), but it’s slow-going on the little-used track.

Since it doesn’t offer that quintessential salt pan scenery or boast the bucketloads of Big Five sightings you might find further north, this quieter national park is perfect for some peace and appreciating the landscapes, even if there is sometimes cattle plodding through it.

The sandy roads are only navigable in a 4WD vehicle. Three rugged campsites sit within the park boundaries, and a handful of lodges lie on the periphery offering guided activities. At certain times of the year, if the Okavango Delta floodwaters are truly flush, the waters push past Maun, making the river deep enough to photograph animals from a boat-based safari.

WHERE TO STAY IN NATA

Nata Lodge

A refuge for road-trippers, chalets, en suite tents and campsite sit 10km from the Nata Bird Sanctuary. $

Eselbe Camp Backpackers

Endearingly laid-back (if a bit dishevelled), there’s strong coffee, rustic digs and stories from delightful owners. $

Elephant Sands Lodge

Higgledy-piggledy cabins surround a water hole that lures elephants, 100km from the Nata Bird Sanctuary. $


HISTORIC BAOBABS OF THE SALT PANS

Chapman’s Baobab

Until it crashed to the ground in 2016, the multi-stemmed Chapman’s Baobab had a circumference of 25m and roots that extended 1km out into the surrounding area. It was historically used as a navigation beacon and may also have been used as an early post office by passing explorers, traders and travellers, many of whom left inscriptions on its trunk.

Green’s Baobab

Hollow succulent plants made of fibre, baobabs disintegrate once they die, but Green’s Baobab still stands. It’s inscribed by 19th-century hunters and traders, Joseph Green and Hendrik Matthys van Zyl, and other ruthless characters. Aside from the historical references, it’s primarily impressive for its stark contrast with the arid, table-flat surrounds.
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Boat the Boteti River

ELEPHANTS, HIPPOS AND MORE

The Boteti River is the beating heart of the Makgadikgadi Pans National Park ecosystem, providing sustenance and shelter for magnificent creatures. Boating along the edges of the Makgadikgadi National Park is only possible when staying at Leroo La Tau luxury lodge and during particular seasons.

The water here originates in Okavango Delta, flows past Maun as the Thamalakane River and, if there is enough to go around, pushes on as the Botetit River meandering as far south as Rakops. In the mid-1980s, the floodwaters declined, and the region entered a cycle of low rainfall. The Boteti River began to recede, stopped short of Khumaga in 1988, and dried up completely by the mid-1990s. A few water holes in the riverbed provided refuge to a small pod of landlocked hippos, and crocodiles became entirely terrestrial, making dens in riverbank ‘caves’. In 2009, two decades after the Boteti River stopped flowing, record rainfall resulted in the highest Okavango flood levels for 25 years, and the Boteti River once again pulsed with life.

Big, migrating dazzles of zebras and herds of wildebeest move through Makgadikgadi Pans National Park, kicking up dust clouds to reach the water. From the boat, you might see these herds frequently pursued by lions, and sometimes leopards stalk the calcrete ridges, hunting in the riverine forest.

The wet and dry phases continue with water seasonally fizzling out, but in a good flood year, exploring by boat is a treat. Without a boat, wildlife viewing is still excellent from June to December.

WHERE TO CAMP IN MAKGADIKGADI PANS NATIONAL PARK

Khumaga Campsite

A favourite with hot showers closest to the Boteti River, but the nearby village can disturb. $

Tree Island Campsite

Three lovely sites are slightly elevated above the surrounding grasslands and live up to their name with an oasis of shade. $

Njuca Hills Campsite

A smaller camp in a more remote setting sometimes means it’s not as well maintained. $
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THE SALT PANS IN A NUTSHELL

The Sowa (Sua), Nxai and Ntwetwe Pans together make up the 12,000-sq-km Makgadikgadi Pans. While Salar de Unyuni in Bolivia is the biggest single salt pan in the world, the Makgadikgadi network of parched, white dry lakes is larger. Ancient lakeshore terraces reveal that the pans were once part of a ‘super lake’ of more than 60,000 sq km that reached the Okavango and Chobe Rivers to the far north. However, around 10,000 years ago, climatic changes caused the huge lake to evaporate, leaving only salt behind.




GETTING AROUND

Gweta is one of the main settlements near the pans. A 4WD is needed to drive around the national parks. Sand is deep in places, and the underlying mud can be perilous when crossing the salt pans. Day trips to Nxai Pan and Baines Baobabs are available from Maun, but it’s a long haul! Air transfers are available into most high-end lodges, but a road transfer between Maun and Gweta is also possible. Reliable fuel is only available at Maun and Nata; the reserves at the Gweta station notoriously run dry.






SEROWE
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Wildlife lovers wanting to complete their list of the Big Five will find their best chance in Serowe, but this is also Botswana’s cultural heartland and you’ll find reasons to linger. The birthplace, home and final resting site of Botswana’s first president, Sir Seretse Khama, Serowe played a significant role in the country’s struggle for independence. Surrounded and protected by hills, and known for its rich history and traditional way of life, the stories of this village have been captured and curated by the little local museum.

In addition to its cultural significance, Serowe is a gateway to the nearby Khama Rhino Sanctuary, a must-visit destination for anyone interested in wildlife conservation. Covering the 43-sq-km Kalahari Sandveld, the sanctuary provides prime habitat for white and black rhinos, over 30 other animal species, and more than 230 species of birds – yet it’s just 1% of the size of Chobe National Park.
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TOP TIP

Don’t rush your visit to Serowe. Hike to the cemetery in the early morning to avoid the heat, give yourself at least an hour for a guided tour of the museum and use the proximity of the great rhino sightings at the hides and scenic pans to hone your photography skills.
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Visit Serowe’s Museums & Monuments

COMPREHENDING THE KHAMAS

History buffs and culture enthusiasts will appreciate visiting the old Victorian building that houses the Khama III Memorial Museum. With a passionate museum companion, artefacts and exhibits come to life as these keepers outline the Ba-ma-Ngwato histories from the time and life of Kgosi-Tona Khama III.

In 1902 Chief Khama III abandoned the Bangwato capital in Phalatswe (near Palapye) and built Serowe on the ruins of an 11th-century village at the base of Thathaganyana Hill. Khama III led a colourful life and played a significant role in guiding Botswana through the threats of imperialism from several fronts. The museum includes his personal effects plus various artefacts illustrating Serowe’s history. There are also exhibits on San culture (much of the collections relating to the disappearing cultural practices of Batswana), temporary art displays and a room dedicated to author Bessie Head, who immortalised Serowe in her book, Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind (1981).

Before losing yourself in the museum, do the guided hike to the top of Thathaganyana Hill. Departing near the kgotla (the focal point of all villages in Botswana where chiefs and people gather for serious discussions), you’ll visit the Royal Cemetery, which contains the grave of Sir Seretse Khama and Khama III. Visitors need to hire a guide at the museum.


WHO WAS BESSIE HEAD?

Bessie Head (1937–86) was a remarkable author who addressed themes of identity, race, gender and the complexities of postcolonial Africa. Born in South Africa, she faced discrimination and moved to Serowe in the early 1960s. This village gave her a sense of community and belonging, and she became deeply involved in local politics and social issues. She established a school for children with special needs and advocated for women’s rights. Her books, including Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind, When Rain Clouds Gather and A Question of Power, explore the human condition with depth and sensitivity. Head’s works continue to inspire writers and activists worldwide, cementing her legacy as an African literature icon.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR SEROWE

Serowe Hotel

Comfortable and well-furnished rooms ensure a good night’s sleep in this old-fashioned hotel. $

Khama Rhino Sanctuary

The chalets and ablutions need attention, but campsites below manketti trees remain a choice overnight stop. $

Majestic Five Hotel

Aimed at business travellers 50km away in Palapye, this shiny, enormous hotel has big rooms and every amenity. $$


THE BIG FIVE

Hunters originally used the term to describe the five most difficult animals to hunt on foot. Today they are the ultimate photographic subjects.

Rhinoceroses

Typically found grazing in grasslands or foraging in shrubs, there are two types of rhinoceros: the black rhino and the white rhino.

Elephants

The largest land mammals are known for their intelligence and strong family bonds. Botswana has 126,000.

Lions

The most social of all big cats, lions live in prides and are known for their impressive black manes in Botswana.

Leopards

Solitary and elusive, these stealthy hunters love climbing trees.

Buffaloes

Large, highly social and powerful animals that are renowned for aggressive and unpredictable behaviour.



Support the Endangered Rhino

BOTSWANA’S RHINO ARK

Khama Rhino Sanctuary is home to several highly endangered black and white rhinoceroses (and more wildlife besides), and is the best place in Botswana to get a close glimpse of these magnificent creatures.

Led by the Bangwato paramount Chief (the then Lt Gen Seretse Khama Ian Khama) and other conservationists in the early 1990s, the people of Serowe, Paje and Mabeleapodi conceived the idea to form a sanctuary to protect the country’s remaining rhinos.

Rhino populations have declined for decades, and the sanctuary is a prime example of how important such conservation efforts are. The sanctuary was established with just four rhinos beside a military base for maximum anti-poaching measures. Botswana does not publicly disclose its rhino population, but the small park protects several more animals today, with both white and black rhinos present.

A great year-round destination, the sanctuary is also home to wildebeest, impalas, ostriches, brown hyenas, leopards and more than 230 bird species. The best time for spotting the rhinos is late afternoon or early morning at Malema’s Pan, Serwe Pan and the water hole at the bird hide.

Self-guided drives are possible to explore at your own pace (a high-clearance 2WD should manage, but drop tyre pressure for the sandy tracks). To guarantee a rhino sighting, go with a guide on a game drive, walking safari or rhino-tracking excursion.


FOR RHINO SEEKERS

If you are travelling via Gaborone, Botswana’s capital, Mokolodi Nature Reserve offers excellent rhino tracking on foot with expert guides.




GETTING AROUND

Buses regularly travel the 310km between Serowe and Gaborone (travel time is five hours), but it’s best to drive and the town is easy to access in a 2WD (travel time is 3½ hours).

The entrance gate to the Khama Rhino Sanctuary is 26km northwest of Serowe along the Serowe–Orapa road. For self-drivers, the main roads within the sanctuary are normally accessible by 2WD in the dry season, though 4WD vehicles are required in the rainy season. Otherwise, you can park at the gate and let an open game viewer do the work. Serowe and Khama Rhino Sanctuary make a great road trip stopover between the Okavango Delta and Gaborone or the Tuli Block.






Beyond Serowe
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Botswana’s eastern region is the polar opposite to the arid image of the country you likely have in mind.


Southeast of Serowe are the Tswapong Hills: boulder-strewn elevations watching over intriguing ruins, with steep-walled gorges that drive deep into the rocky interior and important colonies of breeding Cape vultures (close to the northern limit of their range). Follow the hills and folklore further to find waterfalls and oasis-like picnic spots. This is a fabulous surprise after the dust of the Kalahari and blinding-white Makgadikgadi Salt Pans. The only catch? You’re not allowed to swim.

Palapye is an essential junction for travellers, with loads of fuel stations, shopping malls and fast-food joints, and worth a detour for the ruins of Old Palapye, as is one of the oldest settlements in the country, Francistown.
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TOP TIP

The region’s most impressive rock formations are the northern Tswapong Hills, accessible to tourists via the community-run Goo-Moremi Gorge Resort.



Chase Waterfalls in the Tswapong Hills

SACRED POOLS WORTH A SIDE TRIP

The approach to steep-walled Goo-Moremi Gorge gives little hint of what lies ahead – a forested ravine slicing through the bushveld and a series of waterfalls rolling down ancient rocks. Here crabs skitter through the pools, ferns sprout from the rock crevices and there’s abundant birdlife (Cape vultures wheel overhead or perch at their nesting sites high on the cliffs).

Goo-Moremi Gorge is found in the Tswapong Hills area. Like Tsodilo Hills in the far north, the Tswapong Hills are considered divine and a realm of the badimo (ancestors). A national monument rich in spiritual legend, this landscape is sacred to the Batswapong who regard it as the seat of their ancestral home, where they believe past generations rest and guide their lives. Once within the site, watch out for small ancestral shrines in rocky clefts and the signposted boulder that fell to the valley floor on the day that Botswana’s president, Sir Seretse Khama, died on 13 July 1980.

The site is managed by the Moremi-Manonnye Conservation Trust with assistance from the Botswana Tourism Organisation, and swimming at the picture-perfect pools here is prohibited. Nevertheless, you can follow the way of the waterfalls on a guided walk with a community escort. There’s an easy path, platforms around trickier rocks and a bit of scrambling for the best view, but strategic steel roping will help you up. Bring a picnic and settle in, but always treat the area with respect.

From Serowe, the gorge is a 105km drive by car.


WHERE TO EAT AROUND PALAPYE
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Andy Raggett, managing director at itinerary-planning and 4WD rental outfit Drive Botswana, shares his recommendations for the best places to eat in the neighbourhood. drivebotswana.com

Bonita Gardens

In the centre of Palapye, signposted from the main road, Bonita Gardens serves burgers, ribs, salads, milkshakes, coffee and cakes in a pleasant environment.

Majestic Five Hotel

The best place for meals – either from the pool menu (lunch only) or the restaurant (lunch and dinner). Dinner is à la carte, but there’s a generous weekend buffet.

CNS Gardenex

Coming from Gaborone on the left-hand side before Palapye, this place serves good traditional Setswana food, biltong (a form of dried, cured meat, great for road-trip snacking) and there’s a swimming pool.



Visit Old Palapye

BEFORE THE SETTLEMENT OF SEROWE

About 20km southeast of Palapye (one of the most important provincial towns in Botswana’s east), amid low-lying scrub, stone walls mark the site of the former Bangwato capital, a now-abandoned settlement also known as Phalatswe (meaning ‘many impala’).

Spread over a large area, the stone walls denote the town’s former marketplace and other buildings. More intact is the impressive Old Palapye Church, a Gothic-style London Missionary Society church built from locally quarried red mudbrick and completed in 1894. Hard as it is to believe now, after the Christian Bangwato Chief Khama III and his people arrived from Shoshong in 1889, Phalatswe was transformed from a stretch of desert into a settlement of 30,000 people, home to farmers, fortune seekers on their way to the goldfields of Tati, European missionaries and big game hunters. When the Bangwato capital was moved to Serowe in 1902, Chief Khama sent a regiment to torch Phalatswe – but the church remained standing.

You’ll need about an hour to explore the ruins. The tar road ends at the chief’s office, which is where you’ll need to get permission to visit the site, although there’s no admission fee. Old Palapye lies 90km from Serowe and the best way to access the site is via the A-1 south of Palapye, then the A-141, from where there are signs to Old Palapye (Phalatswe) after the village of Lecheng.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR PALAPYE

Palapye Hotel

Set near the railway, the Palapye Hotel is one of the oldest hotels in Botswana, open since the 1920s. $

Goo-Moremi Gorge Resort

Pick from a palatial tented suite, well-appointed chalet or campsite with Cape vultures wheeling overhead. $

Woodlands Stopover

Wonderfully tranquil gardens and immaculately clean rooms and campsites, 15km outside Francistown. $

Find Yourself in a Gold-rush Town

A FEW MORE HISTORY STOPS

The history of Francistown tells an interesting story. One of the oldest settlements in the country, it traditionally had close cultural and trading links with Bulawayo in Zimbabwe. In 1867 Southern Africa’s first gold rush was ignited when German Karl Mauch discovered gold along the Tati River. Two years later, Australian miners and Englishman Daniel Francis arrived on the scene in search of their stake. Although Francis headed for the newly discovered Kimberley diamond fields in South Africa in 1870, he returned 10 years later to negotiate local mining rights with the Ndebele king Lobengula and laid out the town that now bears his name.

You can visit Francistown’s modest Supa-Ngwao Museum, set in the Old Courthouse, to learn more about the town’s history. The museum hosts small exhibitions on Kalanga culture and a photographic timeline of the mining and gold rush eras (supa-ngwao means ‘to show culture’ in Setswana).

At the northern end of Francistown, Thorn Tree does burgers, salads, pizza, pasta, milkshakes and great coffee. The outdoor terrace here is lovely. Or indulge in a fantastic steak and chips at the Diggers Upstairs Pub & Grill.

Francistown is not the most exciting place, but if you’re passing through to Kasane or Nata with time to spare, it’s worth a look. Francistown is 210km from Serowe.


NYANGABGWE HILL

Nyangabgwe Hill is a prominent feature of the Francistown landscape. Hikers and nature enthusiasts from town often stroll up the popular granite rise, passing acacia trees, aloes and small mammals such as rock hyraxes for the scenery, but it is also a spiritual Kalanga site, the most numerous ethnic group in the area. Terrace walling around the hill has presumed links to other stone wall sites, such as those at Kubu Island. The annual Nyangabgwe Cultural Hill Festival takes place at the foothill.

It’s free to walk and best ascended in the cool morning. It’s generally safe, but best to visit as a group when the site is busier, such as at weekends.




GETTING AROUND

A car is essential for travel beyond Serowe. Accessible from both north and south, the Tswapong Hills are a popular escape for local residents with nary a tourist in sight. To get to the southern side of the Tswapong Hills (90km from Serowe), take the A-1 south of Palapye for 8km then the A-141, from where there are signs to Old Palapye (Phalatswe). There’s a well-signposted turn-off after the village of Lecheng.

For northern Tswapong Hills (105km from Serowe), travel 20km north of Palapye along the A-1 then take the road signposted with many village names, including Tamasane and Kgagodi. Later, follow the signs to Moremi; the entrance to the gorge is around 3km beyond Moremi village. You can get to Goo-Moremi Gorge Resort with high-clearance 2WD. Francistown lies well-signposted on the main highway between Palapye and Nata.






TULI BLOCK
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Wedged between Zimbabwe and South Africa in the eastern crook of Botswana, the Tuli Block is a mosaic of private concessions and family-owned ranches fringed by farmland on the banks of the Limpopo River.

The most well-known and best-protected portion of Tuli is the Northern Tuli Game Reserve – a collection of private properties in the east (including the esteemed Mashatu Game Reserve) that are jointly managed for conservation and ecotourism. The soaring kopjes (hills) erupting from the scrubland contrast sharply with Botswana’s mostly flat terrain. These rocky outcrops offer panoramic views for striking sunsets shared with adorable little elephant shrews and framed by baobab trees.

Wildlife viewing is excellent, with elephant herds and leopards regularly patrolling the dry riverbeds. Active travellers will adore the guided walking safaris, horse riding and mountain biking. More enriching still, this wilderness is steeped in stories of ancient empires and scattered with Stone Age artefacts.
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TOP TIP

Self-driving? You can only explore the Northern Tuli Game Reserve via public transit roads (for example, the road from Solomon’s Wall to Pont Drift). Tourists cannot drive on private reserve roads (such as Mashatu Game Reserve). Book a stay that offers game drives, walking safaris or head out on horseback.



[image: jpg]

Elephants | henk bogaard/shutterstock ©

The Leopards of Mashatu

PHOTOGRAPH BOTSWANA’S BIG CATS

Set within the Northern Tuli Game Reserve, Mashatu Game Reserve takes its name from the majestic mashatu (or nyala berry) trees that line the riverbanks. Their thick bulbous trunks carry a load of dense leaves and brown fruits beloved by monkeys and frenzied birdlife. Alongside the mashatus, ancient leadwoods, spiralling rain trees and lush, large feverberries provide plenty of lairs.

Leopards thrive in this habitat. The cats like to lay on the broad, shaded branches and groom themselves. Twisted knots and hollows in the massive trunks make great hiding places for little cubs, and the big cats patrol the dry riverbeds for prey. It is one of the easiest places in Botswana to follow leopards and you’re virtually guaranteed a memorable sighting on a three-night stay. Studies have shown a leopard density of approximately 7.6 adults per 100 sq km, which is relatively high in terms of overall African leopard density.

After decades of tracking and habituation, guides can identify individual cats and predict animal behaviour for incredible photographic opportunities. Off-road driving further boosts the quality of these sightings for an intimate encounter with these exquisite animals. July is the best time to seek out a leopard, but the impala lambing season during November and December is equally rewarding.


BORDER CROSSINGS

The fastest route between Johannesburg in South Africa and northern Botswana is the busy border crossing at Martin’s Drift and Parr’s Halt. If your destination is the Tuli Block, the quiet post at Platjan is best for the central Tuli area and the southern sections of the Northern Tuli Game Reserve. Another (more fun) option is Pont Drift. This border crossing usually requires a 4WD, but if the Limpopo River is too high you’ll load up your luggage and cross via cable car!



HOW TO GET THE TOP SHOTS

PhotoMashatu Hide Session

Gain a unique perspective and book a session in the sunken underground hide beside a well-visited water hole.

C4 Photographic Safaris

Join a scheduled safari with a professional photographic guide.

Camera Lens Rental

You’ll probably be close enough for a smartphone shot, but hire a zoom lens from PhotoMashatu to capture details.


HOW TULI BLOCK CAME TO BE

When controversial British imperialist Cecil John Rhodes envisioned his ‘Cape to Cairo’ railroad in 1894, he tried to annex the Bechuanaland Protectorate (as Botswana was known).

Rightfully alarmed, the three Tswana Kings travelled to England to petition Queen Victoria and won her sympathy. However, they had to cede the Tuli Block for Rhodes to continue his railway plans, which suited them just fine. Rhodes continued the whimsical project confined to a faraway corner, simultaneously buffering Botswana from any advancing South Africans disputing British rule.

The railroad proved a logistical nightmare, and Rhodes migrated to more forgiving landscapes. In the aftermath of the South African War (Anglo-Boer War), Rhodes’ British South Africa Company sold the Tuli properties to farmers. The land proved largely unsuitable for cattle farming and landowners shifted to ranching and ecotourism.
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Explore Ancient Empires at Mmamagwa

RICHES OF A ROCKY LANDSCAPE

The Northern Tuli Game Reserve is a cornerstone of the Greater Mapungubwe Transfrontier Conservation Area, and the outlying western edges are rich with archaeological artefacts and geological sites. The most impressive and tangible history of the region has to be that of the Mmamagwa.

An extension of the Kingdom of Mapungubwe (which sits across the border in South Africa), the hilltop Mmamagwa site is a favourite sundowner stop – as well as a nesting site for Verreaux’s eagles – when lodging in the area. Only accessible with a guide, a short climb summits the sandstone boulders pinnacled by a spindly baobab tree engraved with ‘CJR’, a specimen known as Rhodes baobab named after Cecil John Rhodes.

The views from here are astonishing. Mopane plains fan across the horizon to the north, while smaller hillocks pockmark the southeastern panorama. Aided by your guide’s trained eye, signs of human occupation dating back a thousand years emerge. Stacked stone walls wind across the plateau, tiny hollows scooped from soft rock evidence a former morabaraba game board and grinding stones used to pulse grain rest at the foothills alongside pottery shards.

This Iron Age site stands as a precursor to the Great Zimbabwe civilisation and documents the sophisticated mining, smelting and pottery skills of the Zhizo, Leopard’s Kopje and Mapungubwe peoples between 1100 and 1290 CE. However, the earliest human inhabitants most likely appeared here during the Middle Stone Age, and rock art correspondingly stains the ridges of Tuli.

WHERE TO STAY IN NORTHERN TULI GAME RESERVE

Tuli Safari Lodge Mashatu

Highlights include the easiest access to Mmamagwa and a bar built around a 500-year-old mashatu tree. $$$

Limpopo River Lodge Campsite

Tuli’s best campsite with plenty of facilities on the banks of the Limpopo River. $

Serolo Camp

A relaxed bush camp with dinner beside a water hole beloved by elephants. $$

Admire a Natural Dam

THE EDGE OF THE LAKE

The famed geological structure of Solomon’s Wall stands tall on the edge of the sandy Motloutse river bed. It’s not the most exciting feature of the Tuli Block, but a unique natural phenomenon nonetheless. This 30m-high basalt dyke once functioned as a steep-sided natural dam wall that held water from the Okavango, Zambezi River and great prehistoric Makgadikgadi Lake.

In the 1960s, diamonds were found in this area, in the bed of the Motloutse River. Following the course of this ancient river path took gem-seekers into the heart of Botswana and huge diamond deposits were discovered. Vast open-cast mines opened and transformed the economy.


TIPS FOR PHOTOGRAPHING LEOPARDS
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Aubrey Tseleng was raised in nearby Maunatlala and is the Resident Professional Photographer at PhotoMashatu. He finds deep fulfilment in seeing guests improve and grow as photographers. @aubrey_tseleng

Be patient. Leopards are usually most active during the early morning and late afternoon.

Use a telephoto lens to zoom in on the leopard and capture features in detail.

Pay attention to the background and foreground to ensure it doesn’t distract from the leopard.

Set a fast shutter speed to freeze the motion of the leopard and get a sharp image.

Follow ethical guidelines. When photographing any wildlife, it’s important not to disturb or harm the animals.



Active Adventures in the Bush

SADDLE UP, WALK OR RIDE

Diverse activities await the adventurous and energetic in the Tuli Block. Occupying a biodiverse transition zone between the arid Kalahari Desert and lusher Lowveld bushveld biomes in neighbouring South Africa, Tuli is home to the largest specimens of many animals and often dubbed the Land of Giants. Stepping off the game drive vehicle only emphasises this scale and embraces the true definition of a safari: an expedition to observe animals in their natural habitat.

Walking safaris take you wandering through theatrical hills, relaxing below gnarled upside-down trees (better known as baobabs), and possibly encountering elephants – all safely under the expertise of a seasoned trails field guide. On-foot excursions are considerably easier and safer to conduct in these wide-open rolling landscapes, especially with dangerous game, such as buffaloes and rhinos, absent from the checklist of animals to be seen. It’s also your best bet for seeking out smaller animals, such as the ‘Small Five’. Daily guided walks depart from most lodges.

Another option is whizzing along ancient footpaths by mountain bike on a Horizon MTB Cycle Mashatu cycling safari, pedalling past giraffes and eland herds. The relatively flat terrain is forgiving, and routes trace paths trampled by herds of elephants for thousands of years, resulting in a single track that is smoother and more free-flowing than any artificial equivalent.

You can request a leisurely afternoon cycle from any lodge inside the Mashatu Game Reserve or choose a longer off-the-grid cycle safari that meanders from dense woodland hugging the Limpopo River to the central grassland plains. These can cover anything from 20km to 50km daily, and there are two circuits: the four-night Three Rivers Ride for all riding levels and a more immersive seven-night Ride of the Giants. The latter includes a historical route tracking the Zeederberg stagecoach line, which ran from South Africa to the newly forged settlements of Southern Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe. Every evening you’ll park your bike at rustic but beautifully appointed camps, alternating between canvas tent campouts and sleeping below the stars.

Using the same camps as the cycling safaris and loosely following a similar circuit, the legendary Horizon Horseback riding safaris come highly rated. However, navigating the Tuli wilds by horseback is only for serious equestrians with advanced intermediate riding experience. Every rider will take a short riding test to ensure competence to independently control a horse at all paces before the safari departs. Still, you’ll be out cantering among herds of zebras and wildebeest in no time. Wildlife in this area is not seasonal, so there is terrific game viewing throughout the year.

WHERE TO STAY IN MASHATU

Mashatu Tent Camp

Delightful old-fashioned tented camp close to the predator action with a great hide. $$$

Mashatu Euphorbia Villas

A next-level luxury splurge. Eight ample villas boast great sustainability specs and astonishing views. $$$

Mashatu Lodge

A favourite for families with air-con and a super ‘discovery room’ of regional and natural history. $$$


THE SMALL FIVE

The ‘Big Five’ were considered high-risk and dangerous animals to stalk. They are Africa’s lions, leopards, rhinos,

elephants and buffaloes. Tuli is one of the few places to see the ‘Small Five’.

Elephant shrews

A super-cute insectivorous mouse-like animal with a long, twitchy snout.

Red-billed buffalo weavers

Sociable red-legged birds that weave communal nests for safety.

Ant lions

This fascinating insect larvave burrows in the sand to trap ants.

Leopard tortoises

A common reptile with striking rosette-like shell patterns.

Rhino beetles

The large, shiny males possess an impressive horn.
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GET ACTIVE IN THE TULI

Horizon MTB

Professional mountain bike guides have led cyclists along existing animal trails for over 20 years.

Horizon Horseback

These safari horses have been hand-selected for their endurance, courage and responsiveness.

Koro Island Camp

No rifles are used during walking safaris, for a more respectful animal encounter.
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THE GREAT, GREY-GREEN GREASY LIMPOPO

Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936), the acclaimed writer, poet and traveller, had a lifelong fascination with the unfamiliar lands of his British Empire. The Limpopo River was a significant muse to Kipling, embodying the essence of Africa itself – wild, unpredictable and teeming with life. Its waters flowed with a primal energy that inspired a beloved work, The Elephant’s Child, in the Just So Stories collection. The tale concerns a curious young elephant on a journey to discover the secrets of the crocodile-laden riverbank. Vivid descriptions include the famous words, ‘the great, grey-green greasy Limpopo’. However, travellers might be disappointed. It is only greasy and grey-green in wet summer conditions.




GETTING AROUND

While area names can be confusing, the Tuli Block is the greater region comprising a 10km- to 20km-wide swath of freehold farmland extending over 300km along the Limpopo River’s northern banks. The Northern Tuli Game Reserve hugs the eastern section of this area, and the Mashatu Game Reserve lies within this reserve. There are no fences to the west (save for those protecting farmland from hungry elephants), and wildlife wanders freely. When exiting the Northern Tuli Game Reserve across the Motloutse River at Solomon’s Wall, there are more affordable lodges, campsites and self-catering options.

Luxury lodge packages can include flights. Otherwise, hire a high-clearance vehicle to reach and explore the region. It’s a 10-hour drive from either Kasane or Maun, and roads become rough during the rainy season.

If travelling to or from South Africa, approach via the border crossings of Platjan or Pont Drift. From elsewhere in Botswana, access from the west on the paved road from Bobonong.






CENTRAL KALAHARI GAME RESERVE
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Spanning a mind-boggling 52,800 sq km, the far-flung Central Kalahari Game Reserve (CKGR) encompasses the wild heart of Botswana. Roughly the size of Denmark, this untamed area is a place to escape the modern world – but it’s not for everyone. First-timers might be disappointed by the scarcity of big game, such as elephants and hippos. After all, wildlife densities here are lower than in the Okavango Delta or Chobe National Park, but so are the visitors. The CKGR is also the sacred ancestral home of the San people, and you can glimpse the timeless traditions of Botswana’s Bushmen here.

Embrace the immensity and find freedom on a self-drive in a fully equipped 4WD (ideally two in convoy), join a guided mobile safari or fly into a luxury lodge to track majestic black-maned lions. In this remote wilderness, you’ll reconnect with nature and the ancients. Let the Central Kalahari work its magic on you – it won’t take long.

Just beyond, the gateways of Ghanzi and D’kar expose the more modern realm of the Kalahari.
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SLEEPING

1Deception Valley Lodge

2Grassland Safari Lodge

3Kori Campsites

4Motopi Campsites

5Passarge Valley Campsites

6Piper Pan Campsites

7Sunday Pan Campsites

8Tau Pan Camp




TOP TIP

You need time, grit, patience and a 4WD to scour the vast Central Kalahari Game Reserve. Unless you fly into a luxury lodge, it’s not worth rushing it. The quickest way into the reserve is to camp at Deception Pan and enter via Rakops, but it’s still best to cater for three nights and two full days.
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San Culture Displayed through Art

WITNESS BOTSWANA’S INDIGENOUS ART

Kuru means ‘do’ or ‘do it yourself’, and a group of artists are doing precisely that at the Kuru Art Project, a modest studio in D’kar (a half-hour drive north from Ghanzi) which showcases and preserves Naro San stories through painting, sculpture and textiles.

You can visit the workshop to see the San artists at work. Nature and our relationship to it is a strong theme here. Many of the artists gravitate to bright colours (a rebellion against the dusty tones that dominate these landscapes, perhaps?), and the vivid paintings and prints celebrate a rich heritage, and also offer a glimpse into the daily lives, struggles and aspirations of the artists.

After 30 years, the established collective has won many awards, exhibited in over 15 countries, and had work emblazoned on the tails of British Airways planes, postage stamps and, most recently, cans of beer from the Okavango Craft Brewery, and roadside bush shelters in Ghanzi.

The little museum adjacent is worth a half-hour perusal, with an informative timeline of San history and information about the journey of the Afrikaans trekboers (migratory grazier) whose descendants still live in Ghanzi. It’s possible to visit as a day trip from Maun (250km and a 2½ hour drive each way).


GHANZI

The ‘capital of the Kalahari’ is little more than a break in the dust, although it’s a growing hub with good accommodation options, fuel stations and supermarkets. The town has few attractions, but its appeal lies in its statistics: Ghanzi is 275km from Maun, 540km from Windhoek and 636km from Gaborone. Spend any time in the country’s west and you’re likely to spend some time here, whether to fill your petrol tank, stock up on supplies or get a good night’s sleep. It may be difficult to understand how a town could prosper in such inhospitable terrain, but it helps that Ghanzi sits atop a 500km-long low limestone ridge containing vast amounts of artesian water.



WHERE TO STAY IN GHANZI

Ghanzi Farmhouse

Filled with local art and books, this fine farmstay has a sense of history and understated style. $$

Kalahari Arms Hotel

Ghanzi’s oldest hotel has been spruced up (losing some charm) and meals are good quality. $$

Palm Afrique Lodge

Manicured lawns, shady campsites and capacious quarters feel heavenly after a dusty drive. $$


KALAHARI COOKING

The more challenging environment of the Kalahari means that the San have an extraordinary pantry, including desert plants such as morama, which produces leguminous pods that contain edible beans. There is also an immense tuber that contains large quantities of water. Other desert delectables include marula fruit, wild plums, berries, tsama melons, wild cucumbers and honey. There’s also a type of edible fungus (Grewia flava) related to the European truffle – it’s sometimes referred to as the ‘Kalahari truffle’.



[image: jpg]

San Bushman | 2630ben/shutterstock ©

Walk with the San

THE OLDEST CULTURE ON EARTH

Gain a profound appreciation for the desert as a living landscape on an exploratory bushwalk with a San pathfinder in the Central Kalahari.

San is a collective term for several indigenous ethnic groups in Southern Africa. These groups include, for example, the !Kung, |Gui, Zu/’hoasi and Naro Tribe. The San, or Bushmen as they are known in Botswana, are one of the oldest indigenous groups in Africa and have called the Kalahari home for more than 50,000 years. Nature walks with skilled trackers and guides of this ancestry offer culturally sensitive insights into the traditional way of life. Several guides in the region carry the torch of tradition and demonstrate their impressive stores of inherited environmental knowledge to guests, sharing skills honed and passed from generation to generation. Occasionally dressed in traditional clothing, but more often in a safari lodge uniform and always carrying a digging stick plus a leather sack bag of hunting tools, you’ll witness millennia-old expertise and admire the deep connection that once flourished between humans and habitat.

The guide will read the landscape, revealing the survival hacks required to succeed in this harsh environment: how to find and store water in the desert with fibrous, moisture-rich bulbs and ostrich eggs, which plants heal or fortify, and which ones hurt. The wealth of resources available at any given time will astound you.

The San are also skilled hunters. Their age-old techniques for hunting game using bows and arrows and setting traps are ingenious, as is the art of fire-making. The guide twirls the point of particular twigs (one hardwood, one soft) at a breakneck pace using friction to spark flames, simultaneously thanking the ancestors for this precious wisdom from the wild.

When you enter their world to learn about these traditions, it helps to guarantee the conservation of this fast-vanishing culture. One of the best places for an authentic experience is at Grassland Bushman Lodge, which is well off the thrashed track (it’s about 70km and a two-hour drive down sandy trails off the main Ghanzi–Maun road). Grassland’s owner, Nelltjie Bowers, speaks the clicking Naro language and is a fountain of information on the local area with family roots stretching back to 1898.

Spend at least two nights here to discover the intricacies of the San world. Learn about cultural pastimes, participate in games or try tool-making. For a more immersive experience, ask in advance to visit Rooibrakke, a Bushmen settlement in the buffer zone between CKGR and the cattle farms that spread out towards Ghanzi.

You can also find responsible tours arranged by lodges such as Tau Pan Camp, Deception Valley Lodge, or Nxai Pan Camp and Jack’s Camp in the Makgadikgadi.

WHERE TO STAY TO WALK WITH THE SAN

Grassland Safari Lodge

This family-run hideaway has deep respect for the San people and their environment. $$$

Tau Pan Camp

Overlooking a lion-patrolled water hole in the CKGR; San trackers lead succinct, information-dense strolls. $$$

Deception Valley Lodge

Exciting, well-respected walks with San trackers north of the CKGR in the Hainaveld. $$$


CRY OF THE KALAHARI

In 1974 Mark and Delia Owens spent seven years living in the Deception Valley, an area in the CKGR barely touched by human settlements and encroachment. During their research, they made some important findings – for example, the Kalahari’s lions lived in quite fluid social groups and moved easily between prides – and made some of the earliest studies of the brown hyena. They were forced from Botswana in 1981 after their very public international campaign against government-built fences and their devastating impact on migrating wildlife. Their experiences (in fact, all but the reasons for their sudden departure from the Kalahari) are beautifully told in their memoir, Cry of the Kalahari (1985) – worth a read before visiting.



Explore a Desert Game Reserve

AS WILD AS IT GETS

If remoteness, a challenge and desert silences severed by the sound of lions roaring at night are your thing, the Central Kalahari Game Reserve (CKGR) could become one of your favourite places in Africa. Here you’ll find a deep connection to the natural world, especially when wild camping below a flashy display of stars.

The CKGR is home to a full suite of predators, majestic black-maned lions included. This big-sky country is also renowned for more unusual animal sightings. Many of the Kalahari’s creatures live underground, where the temperatures are more comfortable. Just 20cm below, it’s a constant 20°C in the winter and 25°C in the summer. Aardvarks, aardwolves, bat-eared foxes, brown hyenas, hares and rodents all burrow for respite and emerge to scamper about for food. Other highlights include dogged honey badgers, cheetahs and spotted hyenas. Watch for gemsboks, and springboks too.

Birdlife around the ancient river valleys is considerable, with sightings of larger species such as ostriches and kori bustards (the world’s heaviest flying bird) almost guaranteed. Desert-adapted species are other drawcards, with the Kalahari scrub robins, a typical visitor to campsites, a much-sought-after prize for twitchers.

The easiest way to explore the incomprehensible vastness is to dip into the park from Rakops and focus on the Deception Valley area and the surrounding pans. The appeal of Deception Valley also owes much to the variety of its landscapes. Lined on its eastern and western fringes by light woodland climbing gentle hills, this broad valley is all about swaying grasslands, tight clusters of trees, roaming antelope and the occasional predator. It’s a beautiful spot around sunrise or sunset, while Deception Pan, at the valley’s southern end, can feel like the end of the earth at midday. Water holes in other areas in the northern part of the reserve – Letiahau, Pipers, Sunday, Passarge and Motopi – are periodically artificially pumped and good places to wait and watch.

Unlike other areas in Botswana, the CKGR comes into its own after summer rains trigger sustenance, and animals gather in enormous herds for grazing. However, during this rainy season, which stretches from November to April, tracks can be muddy and nearly impassable for inexperienced drivers. Trails are still sandy but easily negotiated by 4WD vehicles during the dry season, from May to September, when nights can be bitterly cold.

There is just one permanent lodge inside the park (Tau Pan Camp) and a handful of scattered campsites used by intrepid self-drivers and mobile safaris. You will only be permitted into the park with a campsite reservation.

WHERE TO CAMP IN THE CKGR

Passarge Valley Campsites

Among the best in the Kalahari. The three sites are very solitary; number 3 is a favourite. $

Piper Pan Campsites

Slightly removed from the main circuit; wildlife watching is good thanks to nearby a water hole. $

Kori Campsites

Closer to Deception Pan with views; use it as a base for exploring the valley. $


THE FIGHT FOR INDIGENOUS RIGHTS

When South Africa’s highest court recognised that indigenous people had communal land ownership and mineral rights in 2003, the San of Botswana launched a similar appeal. The court case brought by the First People of the Kalahari against the government’s relocation policies concluded in 2006 (approximately 1000 San attached their names to the effort) and the High Court ruled that the eviction of the San from the CKGR was ‘unlawful and unconstitutional’. Some San have been allowed back into the reserve, but the government needs to do more to fully implement the court ruling. Most San still reside in settlements on the periphery, and Botswana’s indigenous people remain embroiled in fights over the eviction.
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WHERE TO CAMP IN THE CKGR

Deception Campsites

Set about dense bushes deceptively far from Deception Valley; sites 1 and 2 are most private. $

Sunday Pan Campsites

Slightly further from the highest game concentrations, but lions often visit site 2. $

Motopi Campsites

Three campsites sequestered from the rest of the reserve; Motopi Pan is renowned for good game. $

Stupefying Stargazing

GET LOST IN THE ENORMITY

Four times the size of the Serengeti and comprising almost 13% of Botswana’s total land area, the CKGR is the definition of a tremendous wilderness and it has some of the clearest skies on the planet. The lack of major cities nearby enables decadently dark skies, all the better to behold the astonishing scope of the Milky Way. Many more stars are visible here than in the northern hemisphere because the southern hemisphere faces directly into the centre of the Milky Way galaxy. Stargazing is further bolstered by a dry climate, low humidity, minimal cloud cover and a lack of high-rising dense vegetation for panoramic nocturnal scenery. You can vividly see formations with the naked eye. Trace the Southern Cross, seek the gorgeous glittering Jewel Box (one of the most colourful open clusters) and other easy-to-identify seasonal zodiac constellations, such as Orion’s Belt or Scorpio.

But stargazing in the Central Kalahari is not just about the profusion of stars – it’s about the complete encounter. A silence so profound you can hear your heart beating beside the eerie jackal cry. The thrill of animals roaming the darkness beyond the rim of your firelight. A sense of awe and wonder. Just remember to breathe.

While dedicated stargazing tours aren’t available, a tour is sometimes offered as an additional activity at luxury lodges or, if you’re lucky, your guide will point out some constellations on a mobile safari.


WATCH FOR SHOOTING STARS

On 2 June 2018, an asteroid was seen careening towards Tau Pan at 61,155km per hour. Almost 2m long and weighing about the same as an adult African elephant, this space rock posed no threat. The meteorite hit the Central Kalahari Game Reserve (nobody was harmed), and researchers interviewed the Tau Pan Camp team to help triangulate the impact site. Botswanan scientists and guides joined with international meteorite experts to hunt for the asteroid’s wreckage. The first meteorite found – a small piece weighing less than an ounce – was named Motopi Pan, after the nearby watering hole. As of November 2020, the team has found 24 individual meteorites.



WHERE TO STAY FOR STARGAZING

Tau Pan Camp

This elevated platform perched beside a camp is the closest to sleeping in the middle of the CKGR. $$$

Dinaka Camp

Snooze on a lofty sleepout deck in the private conservancy north of the CKGR. $$$

Kukama Campsite

The sky is yours at this site along the lesser-used route between Matswere and Deception Valley. $



ROAD TRIP
Cross the Central Kalahari Game Reserve

This challenging 4WD campout trip is only for those looking for a true African wilderness adventure. You’ll savour the solitude of Southern Africa’s largest desert in classic Kalahari country and enjoy fine wildlife watching without crowds. For at least a week, you’ll escape the world and explore (with a satellite phone) rolling dune-hills and fossilised rivers, pausing at pans and water holes.
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1 Grassland Safari Lodge

Starting on the western frontier of the CKGR, kickstart this trip by understanding how the San see the landscape or get your heart pumping on a rhino-tracking trek with Grassland Safari Lodge. It’s a two-hour 70km sandy drive from D’kar, north of Ghanzi, but these campsites and chalets are the closest departure point for the unfathomable Kalahari beyond. Toss a coin with the passengers; there are 15 farm gates to open and close on the way.

The Drive: Grassland to the border of the CKGR is 70km. Turn south for 11km, and then keep left. Xade is 26km away on corrugated track. Don’t dally; it’s still 100km to Piper Pan.

2 Piper Pan

Enter the park at Xade Gate. Flat landscapes and golden grasslands dominate Xade Gate and its campsites. This was once the site of an old San settlement based around Xade Pan. Push on to Piper Pan for two nights of cruising between interlocking pans and lightly wooded surrounds favoured by kudus, cheetahs, wildebeest and raptors. Campsite 1, overlooking the main pan, is cherished.

The Drive: Give yourself two hours for the 25km circuit of loops around Piper Pan. Drive north for 120km, zigzagging between pans until you hit Passarge Valley.

3 Passarge Valley

Do an early morning circuit of Piper Pan, return to pack up camp and proceed to Passarge Pan via Phokoje and San Pan. Passarge Valley is far quieter than Deception Valley, but a water hole (artificially pumped to provide water for animals throughout the dry season) sits at the southwestern end of the valley and the pans have sweet grazing. See springboks and kori bustards by the hundreds, stately gemsboks, red hartebeest and blue wildebeest.

The Drive: It takes 50km of sandy driving to reach the Deception turn-off. Loop around Leopard Pan and it’s 17km to Kori Campsite. From here, do the 27km circular route around Deception Pan up to the viewpoint and back.

4 Deception Valley

Loop south to Tau Pan with a day to spare, or continue past Sunday Pan and onto Deception Valley. Deception Valley is one of four fossil valleys in the Central Kalahari carved out by ancient rivers. The landscape opens into plains with herds munching plentiful grasses and Kalahari lions coming to quench their thirst.
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THE SAN & THE CKGR

The CKGR was established in 1961 as a private reservation for the San to protect them from modern-world encroachments and safeguard their ancestral homelands. But the Botswana government later changed its mind (critics say because diamonds were found). Although parts of the CKGR are still home to small populations of San, nearly all of Botswana’s and Namibia’s San were relocated to new government settlements (in 1997 and 2002), such as New Xade, just outside the CKGR.

In 2006 this resettlement program earned a reprimand from the UN’s Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, but the government maintains its policies have the best interests of the San at heart. Many San actively rejected the government’s version of modernisation if it meant giving up their ancestral lands and traditions.
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Head Out on a Mobile Safari

A CONVENIENT KALAHARI CAMPOUT

The consensus among bush enthusiasts is that you can’t beat the CKGR after the summer surplus. Game viewing is best during and after the rains from December to April, but this is also the most formidable time to navigate desert terrain on a self-drive safari, and it’s possible to get hopelessly stuck in clay soil sludge. This is a good time to combine convenience with your spirit of adventure and take the pressure off with a mobile safari.

Trained guides who are intimately familiar with the landscape will better sidestep treacherous mud patches and simultaneously deliver the scoop on the desert’s myriad ecological intricacies. Kalahari black-maned lions, cheetahs, leopards and herds of wildebeest, springboks and giraffes all roam the enormous tracts of land here. You might even witness a dramatic hunt by a pack of African wild dogs, a rare sighting in this remote region.

The lengthy, demanding driving distances between water holes and game-rich hot spots further motivate the ease of a mobile safari. Travel comfortably in a specialised 4WD vehicle as you move between locations to camps in the heart of the park. You’ll arrive at an oasis of comfortable tents and scrumptious meals miraculously cooked over the fire. Then change location without a trace.

WHERE TO BOOK A MOBILE SAFARI

Barclay Stenner

Explore the ancient fossil riverbed systems in supreme style with seriously passionate guides.

Earth Ark Travel

Get top shots with photographic specialists. Vehicles have charging facilities and photo supports.

Island Safari Lodge

A budget-friendly, simple and rustic three-day dip into the delights of the CKGR from Maun.

Track Black-maned Lions with Pros

GET LUCKIER WITH GUIDED DRIVES

The magic of this expansive landscape lies in its extraordinary scope, which also makes it tricky to know where to begin. Check into a luxury lodge to better comprehend the sprawling Kalahari and track predators with the pros.

Night drives and off-roading are prohibited inside Botswana’s national parks, making guided morning and afternoon game drives in open 4WD vehicles the mainstay activity of the CKGR. With such restraints, the quest to seek out Kalahari black-maned lions is easier with a team, and the experienced experts from the reserve’s first lodge, Tau Pan Camp, always operate with a guide and tracker duo. Attuned to the rhythms of the land and its inhabitants, trackers (often of San descent) read the signals of the wild to heighten your chances of spending an entire morning observing magnificent lions and learning about their behaviour.

The home ranges of the Kalahari lions are the largest on record. Leaner, with longer limbs and larger paws to better pad and patrol their expansive territories, hardy Kalahari lions have a trademark dark mane and are thought to have more endurance than regular lions and better resistance to thirst. Other desert specialists, more prolific here than elsewhere in Botswana, include skulking brown hyenas, aardwolfs, gemsboks, charming and entertaining bat-eared foxes, and ostriches.

Guides can also verify those hard-to-identify birds humorously dubbed little brown jobs, or LBJs. It’s helpful to have a practised eye confirm the difference between dust-coloured avians like rufous-naped larks, desert cisticolas or fawn-coloured larks.


WHAT IS THE HAINAVELD?

The Hainaveld is situated along the northern perimeter of the CKGR and comprises several isolated, fenced-off reserves that are privately owned. Compared more to a game farm than to true wilderness area, wildlife concentrates at additional artificial water holes, and viewing is better during the dry season when the dense vegetation has died back (in contrast to the migration-centric cycle of game viewing in the CKGR, which peaks in summer). Being set in a private reserve has its perks, and there is greater flexibility with activities than in the neighbouring national park, meaning these luxury lodges can offer night drives and extended walking safaris.




GETTING AROUND

Only seasoned and knowledgeable adventurers with well-equipped 4WDs should attempt to drive themselves into the central Kalahari. Those doing so should travel as a minimum of two 4WD vehicles with a contingency plan for receiving assistance in an emergency.

Several 4WD tracks lead into the CKGR, but not all are official entrances. The most accessible way to get to Deception Valley is via Matswere Gate, signposted off the tarmac B300 just northwest of Rakops. The Southern Gate allows access via a long gruelling track from Khutse Game Reserve (which abuts the CKGR to the south, with no fence between the two). Tsau Gate and Xade Gate lie in the reserve’s far northwest if you want to visit Piper Pan via Ghanzi.

Another option is to join a guided mobile safari tour, which can provide a safer and more structured experience. Otherwise, the easiest access is usually by air. It is approximately a 40-minute flight on a light aircraft from Maun Airport.






KGALAGADI TRANSFRONTIER PARK
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Located away from most major travel routes, the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park is not on the way to anywhere (except perhaps as the nature-packed option of driving into Namibia) and it receives few visitors, making it ideal for true wildlife enthusiasts. Any other adventurers that you encounter will likely adore nature as much as you.

In 2000 the former Mabuasehube-Gemsbok National Park was combined with South Africa’s former Kalahari Gemsbok National Park to create the new Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park. Today, Africa’s first peace park is 35,551 sq km in size, of which 73% is in Botswana. There are three main sections to see. Kaa in the outlying northwestern corner, the popular Mabuasehube section in the east and the Two Rivers section that crosses into South Africa.

The Botswana section feels far more unspoilt than South Africa, with less infrastructure and sandy 4WD tracks weaving between campgrounds. Mabuasehube is especially so, where barking geckos keep you company as you camp out below the Milky Way.
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SIGHTS

1Kaa

2Khiding Pan

3Mabuasehube Pan

4Mpayathutlwa Pan

5Tsabong Ecotourism Camel Park

6Two Rivers

SLEEPING

7Khiding Pan Campsites

8Mabuasehube Pan Campsites

9Mpayathutlwa Pan Campsites

10Nook Guesthouse




TOP TIP

Because the park is off the standard tourist track, it’s well worth spending at least three or four nights here. Animals are often far away near the centre of the pans, and binoculars are very useful. You can enter in South Africa and exit in Botswana or vice versa.
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Kalahari Camel Rides & Quad Biking

EXPLORE DESERT LANDSCAPES BY CAMEL

Camels are not native to Botswana but have a fascinating legacy in the southern Kalahari, where you can sink into the saddle of one at the 32-sq-km Tsabong Ecotourism Camel Park.

Decommissioned from the police patrols after independence, camels were handed over to local communities as a joint venture between the Tsamama Trust (made up of the Tsabong, Maleshe and Maubela communities) and Botswana Tourism Organisation in order to bolster tourism in this outlying area.

The camel park is now home to 517 camels and 55 zebras (at last count in 2022). While a camel ride is short and admittedly more like a pony stroll, it offers a memorable view across the landscape and is a fun stopover if heading to or from Mabuasehube. You can also unleash the child within on a quad biking tour – feel the adrenaline spike as you roar off into the desert, but keep your wits about you and your eyes on the trail ahead. The sand can be soft and unpredictable.


HOW DID CAMELS END UP IN BOTSWANA?

In the early 1900s, the British government began experimenting with using camels in the Bechuanaland Protectorate (administered from the Cape of Good Hope) for military purposes, hoping to capitalise on their hardiness and ability to travel long distances without water. A few camels were brought in from Egypt and India and used by the British South Africa Police for patrols and reconnaissance missions, but the use of camels for military purposes was abandoned after WWI. The camels were adopted as postal delivery vehicles and swayed across the sandy Kgalagadi as police patrols.



Camp Wild Beneath the Kgalagadi Stars

LEGENDARY FOR LIONS

As night falls, the Kgalagadi sky ignites with twinkling stars and you tuck yourself safely into your tent. The bushes rustle and you wake with a start. What was that? Cautiously peering through the zippered tent mesh, you behold a regal lion gracefully padding through the unfenced campsite. For bold but responsible wildlife lovers, the exhilaration of camping wild in Botswana’s southernmost Kalahari predator playground is an unforgettable experience.

The eastern Mabuasehube section covers 1800 sq km and is the easiest area of the Kgalalgadi Transfrontier Park to access from the Botswana side of the border. Here, a series of salt pans, separated by classic Kalahari scrub vegetation, make this section of the park a worthwhile destination in its own right. The two largest pans, Mpayathutlwa and Mabuasehube, are also the most beautiful, surrounded by low hills from where there are gorgeous views early in the morning or late in the day. The other, smaller pans – Lesholoago, Monamodi and Bosobogolo – are also worth exploring. On the northern side of Khiding Pan, 11km west of Mabuasehube Pan, meerkats are a real possibility if you go quietly.

With lower and more erratic rainfall, this true desert landscape differs from the northern Kalahari, with redder sands and temperatures fluctuating between 45°C in summer and dropping to -10°C on winter nights. There are only a handful of campsites in Mabuasehube and some book out months or even a year in advance. Book far ahead for specific sites and dates.

Traverse Two Rivers

NO PASSPORT REQUIRED

If you want to experience the park’s exceptional breadth of Kalahari landscapes, venture further west to visit the Two Rivers section from Mabuasehube. Kgalagadi is the only unrestricted transfrontier park and tourists can move freely across the international border within the park’s boundaries without stamping a passport.

However, access is still easiest through South Africa, because there’s a lot of ground to cover. It’s 161km from Two Rivers to Nossob and a further 61km to Polentswa (this section offers the best wildlife watching) and that’s just along the Nossob River. Cheetahs, lions, leopards and hyenas are usually seen, and the productive water holes of Polentswa and Kousant. Travelling in a convoy of two cars is wiser in case things go awry.

Campsites are run like concessions. Mabuasehube and Mpayathutlwa are managed by the Inter-Tourism Group. The rest (Entrance Gate, Bosobogolo, Monamodi, Lesholoago, Khiding, Matopi, Sizatswe, Thupapedi, Kaa, Swartpan, Gnu Gnus, Polentswa, Rooiputs and Two Rivers) are managed by the Botswana government as the Department of Wildlife and National Parks.

WHERE TO STAY IN TSABONG

Tsabong Ecotourism Camel Park Tents

Comfortable air-con tents have wi-fi and small verandas to admire the classic thornveld. $

Tsabong Camel Park Tents Park Campsite

Each campground has its own ablutions block and power and is set around a tree. $

Nook Guesthouse

Clean, neat-as-a-pin rooms decorated in golden Kalahari-sand-colours with a decent breakfast. $
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BE SAFE & SELF-SUFFICIENT

None of the camps are fenced and there are no facilities. You’re responsible for your own safety.

Stock up with fuel and monitor the consumption and range (driving in soft sand can use an extra 50% of fuel). The closest options are Tsabong (115km south), Hukuntsi (145km north) and Nossob in South Africa (186km).

Bring enough drinking water for hot desert days and black bin bags to remove your own trash. Be vigilant in your campsite at dusk and dawn when predators become active. Camps must be organised – don’t leave food, water or objects lying around (lions have been known to enter unzipped tents). You must remain alert.



Tackle a 4WD Wilderness Trail

ROUGH AND TOUGH ROAD TRIPPING

Navigate challenging desert terrain on a multiday self-drive expedition of the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park through rolling dunes, dry riverbeds and expansive grasslands.

The most popular trail is the one-way, two-day Mabuasehube (or Mosomane) Wilderness Trail, which starts in the eastern Mabuasehube area and ventures west towards Nossob in South Africa, traversing 155km. There is an obligatory overnight stop at the beloved Mosomane campsite. From there, you can return to Mabuasehube Gate and Bosobogolo Pan via the access route and stopover at Matopi campsite (so you’ll need two nights in reality), or continue into the South African section of the park.

People craving even more isolation can book the three-day Polentswa Wilderness Trail (sometimes called the Gemsbok Wilderness Trail), starting at the Polentswa campsite, venturing to the Kaa Entrance Gate in Botswana and looping back to the Nossob River Valley. The route links myriad pans passing elands, gemsboks, ostriches and ubiquitous springboks, and negotiates 100km on day one, 103km the next, and 60km on the last day to Lijersdraai to complete the trail; it’s a further 74km to return to Nossob. The round trip from Nossob and back is 394km.

It’s essential to be well prepared. The unguided trails cover a huge area and you must have your own 4WD vehicle, camping gear, plus all supplies, and it’s compulsory to travel in a convoy of at least two cars. These routes are exclusively booked by one group of up to five vehicles.

WHERE TO CAMP IN MABUASEHUBE

Mpayathutlwa Pan Campsites

Hands down, the most popular pan in the park. Sites 1 and 2 have the best views and facilities. $

Mabuasehube Pan Campsites

The pan is used as a salt lick by migrating herds in late winter; site 2 has sweeping views. $

Khiding Pan Campsites

There are just two sites with stunning sunset views over a pan frequented by meerkats. $
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WHAT ABOUT KAA?

For utmost seclusion, campsites in the Kaa section are set around pans – but they’re far apart and getting to them requires more planning. The access track from Kaa to Swartpan is not often visited and is frequently overgrown with bushes that scratch vehicles. The 75km from Kaa to Swartpan can take over four hours.




GETTING AROUND

The only way to visit the Kgalagadi is on a self-sufficient wild camping adventure in a 4WD vehicle. The closest border to South Africa is McCarthy’s Rest 140km away. From inside Botswana, it’s best to approach from the north via Kang and Hukuntsi. From Gaborone, go via Werda and Tsabong. Via the South African side of the park, sign in at Twee Rivierin, drive 170km to Nossob and then tackle the long wild drive to Mabuasehube via Boso Rd. If you plan to enter in one country and exit in another, you must stamp your passport at Twee Rivieren border post and stay at least two nights.

Two 4WD trails connect the Two Rivers and Mabuasehube sections of the park, but only the southernmost of the two (which connects Nossob and Bosobogolo Pan, 171km away and 20km southwest of Mabuasehube Gate) is open to the public.

Bring cash to pay park entry fees at Mabuasehube Gate and print out proof of your campsite reservation.






GABORONE
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A hub of government ministries, glossy business HQs, shopping malls and higgledy-piggledy urban sprawl, low-key Gaborone (pronounced ha-bo-ro-neh with an ‘h’, or Gabs to its friends) is either dreadfully unexciting or a laid-back, gentle introduction to urban Africa.

A blend of tradition and modernity, skyscrapers tower over street markets in Botswana’s capital and posh malls rub shoulders with authentic eateries, while rhinos roam the outskirts in private reserves. Home to just over 240,000 people, Gabs feels more like a small town than a major city, but, nevertheless, it boasts a bustling economy, a sociable dining scene and a warmly welcoming community. Mingle, soak up some history and get your craft on before heading north to add welcome depth and perspective to your safari.
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SIGHTS

see 3Independence Avenue

1Kgatleng District

2Matsieng Footprints

3National Museum & Art Gallery

see 3Parliament

4Three Dikgosi Monument

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Gaborone Game Reserve

6Manyana Rock Paintings

7Mokolodi Nature Reserve

8Notwane Equestrian Centre

ENTERTAINMENT

9Lion Park Resort

SHOPPING

see 3Botswana Book Centre

10Botswelelo Centre

11Gabane Pottery

see 3Main Mall




TOP TIP

Gaborone is a fairly safe city and most visitors encounter no problems, but crime does happen (mostly pickpocketing and petty theft) and it pays to be careful. Always take a taxi at night and use drivers recommended by hotels. Avoid walking around the Main Mall at night.
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Climb Gabs’ Highest Point

MEET LOCALS OVER SUNRISE VIEWS

Wake early, lace up your walking shoes, pack water and snacks, and conquer one of Gaborone’s most iconic landmarks: Kgale Hill. This popular fitness destination is the city’s highest point, with a summit elevation of 1287m, and offers fantastic sunrise views with an urban panorama. At the summit, surrounded by graffitied boulders, you’ll spy Gaborone Dam, watch the traffic wind down the scenic A1 Rd to Lobatse and, on a good day, see the tall buildings of the central business district (CBD).

Parking beside Game City Mall is your most secure option; from here, several well-trafficked pathways lead to the top of the hill. Otherwise, it can be lonely; go in a group or join the weekend throngs, when trail runners, walkers and festive exercise groups trek up and down in the mornings. As you climb, look out for wildlife, such as baboons or eagles. Depending on your pace, the 2km ascent can be completed in approximately one hour.


WHERE TO GET OUTSIDE IN GABORONE
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Mabedi Letsholo, a passionate wildlife and bird photographer, shares his recommendations for the urban outdoors. @mabedi_lets

Gaborone Dam

Accessible by foot or car, with lots of birdlife during summer. I’ve photographed colourful bee-eaters, impalas, warthogs, ostriches and many reptiles here.

Mokolodi Nature Reserve

Just 10 minutes from the city, this reserve offers game drives, rhino and giraffe viewing and tracking, cycling and accommodation.

Gaborone Game Reserve

Right within the city in Broadhurst, there’s abundant birdlife, plenty of zebras, kudus and no predators except for an African rock python, which I have been privileged to see having killed an impala. The dirt roads are well maintained for a small car.



Track Rhinos in the City

A HEART-THUMPING NATURE WALK

A capital city is not your usual endangered animal habitat, particularly for rhinoceroses. Established in 1994, Mokolodi Nature Reserve sits on the outskirts of Gaborone, yet the tranquil bush feels miles away from the city’s crawling traffic and clambering skyscrapers. The modest reserve (roughly 78 sq km) is a rehabilitated cattle farm and now provides sanctuary to endemic fauna and flora, including endangered white rhinoceroses.

Under the expertise of two qualified guides, you can track one of the rhinos on foot. The adventure begins by vehicle to seek out fresh footprints, dung or other signs before setting off on foot. It can take between 20 minutes to five hours to lock eyes with this enchanting member of the Big Five.

This private reserve is also home to giraffes, elephants, zebras, baboons, warthogs, hippos, kudus, impalas, waterbucks, klipspringers and more than 300 bird species, making it a great outing to hone your photography skills. It also protects a few retired animals in smaller enclosures, such as cheetahs. Visitors can drive their own vehicles around the reserve, but 4WD is best between December and March. Guided game drives and walks are available.

MORE THINGS TO DO IN MOKOLODI

Giraffe Tracking

For a more sedate walking safari, seek out the lofty giraffe. Children over 12 only.

Mountain Biking

Bicycles and helmets are available to hire for game viewing along the patchy network of cycle tracks.

Reptile Park Visit

Kids will love the reptile park. Sometimes there are owls and vultures to see too.


BEST SHOPPING IN GABORONE

Botswanacraft

Visit this fair-trade craft emporium for the gift-shopping and stay for the food. You won’t find better souvenirs, toasted sandwiches or seswaa. It’s also a great stop for stocking up on maps and regional reads for the roads ahead.

Craft Market at Delis

Tucked away in Broadhurst, find more unusual shopping, wind chimes, dreamcatchers, jumpsuits, dresses, a vintage clothing selection and great coffee at Delis.
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Clay pots

Try (or Buy) Traditional Pottery

GET YOUR HANDS DIRTY

Registered on the Unesco List of Intangible Cultural Heritage (due to the decreasing number of master potters), the earthenware pottery-making skills from Botswana’s Kgatleng District (where the best clay soils can be found) in the greater Gaborone area are renowned.

Earthenware skills have been passed down through families for centuries. Generally practised by women, potters use hand-harvested clay soil, iron oxide, cow dung, water, wood and grass to construct vessels of different colours and styles connected to community customs. After gathering materials, the soil is pounded, sieved into a fine powder and mixed with water. Traditionally, pots stored beer, fermented sorghum meals, carried water and featured in ancestral worship and traditional healing rituals. Visiting the pottery workshops around Gaborone today offers a glimpse into this rich history and culture.

You can get your hands dirty with Happy Soul Adventures at Artcase, inside the Molapo Piazza, to learn this time-honoured skill and mould a vessel with a pro potter from the Kgatleng District. The studio is open weekly from Wednesday to Saturday.

Drive 20km east from Gaborone to Gabane Pottery and find ceramics featuring patterns adapted from traditional mud hut decorative designs. These pieces also incorporate robust clay harvested from termite mounds in the area. Book in advance for a pottery lesson or join a scheduled wine-and-mould or sip-and-paint event.

Further afield (a 50km drive), the Botswelelo Centre, popularly known as Thamaga Pottery, was founded by the people of Thamaga. The cooperative produces high-quality ceramic tea and coffee sets, platters, candle holders and full tableware sets made from white clay with iconic geometric patterns.

SELF-CATERING STAYS IN GABORONE

Apartments 125

Spacious self-catering apartments with fast wi-fi geared for business travellers. $$

City Mews On Independence

Enormous modern apartments in the heart of the city close to trendy cafes. $$

The Kleynhans Home

Popular self-catering bushcamp with three sleek en suite tents; it feels like an endless safari. $$


THE NO 1 LADIES’ DETECTIVE AGENCY

Gaborone may once have been one of the world’s lesser-known capitals, but the runaway international success of British author Alexander McCall Smith’sThe No 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency series forever put Botswana on the literary map. Based around the exploits of the Motswana Mma Precious Ramotswe, Botswana’s first female detective, the book spawned a whole series of novels with names like Morality for Beautiful Girls, The Kalahari Typing School for Men and The Double Comfort Safari Club. This is crime writing without a hard edge, a delightfully whimsical series of tales that seems to fit perfectly within Botswana’s relatively peaceful society.



Adventures with the Family

WATER SLIDES AND HORSE RIDES

Botswana is all about being outside; a day out in the capital with the clan is no exception.

Small and easy to get around, the Lion Park Resort is ideal for children aged between five and 10. Little ones will love the train ride, while bigger kiddies can whirl about on the vintage-style amusement park rides. Make sure you pack bathing suits for splashing in the wave pool and zipping down water slides. Skip the food here, though. Instead, eat at Sanitas seated around a table beside the lush plant nursery.

The Notwane Equestrian Centre has on-site activities, including painting ceramics or pony riding, under the guidance of experienced personnel. Here Zorros has a popular kids’ menu – order the ‘I don’t know’ (sausages and chips) or ‘I want to go play’ (margherita pizza) with a mocktail.

The unassuming Madison Square Reptile Facility is a win for older kids curious about creepy-crawlies. This snake relocation centre hosts excellent tours with the reptiles caught in the region (snouted cobras, pythons, puff adders and more) before they are released.

Take a quiet drive and picnic basket for an afternoon outing to Gaborone Game Reserve to see kkudus, warthogs, zebras, elands, duikers and hornbills. Just keep an eye out for the pesky monkeys! Or, on a boat cruise with Crocodile Pools Safaris, explore a pretty stretch of the Notwane River. The boat cruise is a popular activity and can get noisy on weekends with celebrations.

WHERE TO DRINK IN GABORONE

Zest at The Gaborone Club

DJs often play on weekends. If not, pulled pork tacos and pillowy bao buns don’t disappoint. $$

Park 27

Drink flashy cocktails and be seen. Join the workforce refusing to end the weekend on boozy Sundays. $$$

Bull & Bush

An institution open daily with quiz nights, rib specials and plenty more excuses to get a beer. $$


THE THREE CHIEFS

It’s an interesting kind of history when your nationalist heroes are three guys who argued your country should continue to be a protectorate of Africa’s biggest imperialist power. The dikgosi (chiefs) are memorialised in the imposing Three Dikgosi Monument

in the CBD, which also includes panels featuring carvings of national virtues, including ‘Botshabelo’ (refuge), ‘Bogaka’ (heroism), ‘Boitshoko’ (endurance), ‘Maikarabelo’ (global responsibility) and ‘Boipuso’ (independence). By helping to keep Botswana under the administration of the British Crown in the 1900s, the Batswana chiefs in question – Bathoen, Khama III and Sebele – prevented the country from coming under control of Cecil Rhodes (British businessman and politician who played a significant role in the colonisation of Southern Africa), who most likely would have been a far more exploitative administrator.
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Explore the Capital

MINISTRIES, MALLS AND MONUMENTS

A 2km stroll on a weekday will help you understand the bustling heartbeat of Botswana’s capital but get a head start on the sun and traffic. Begin at the archways of the Parliament building in the Government Enclave located on Independence Avenue, the home of Botswana’s National Assembly.

Walk through the archway, where a globe of the Earth is suspended like a lightbulb, and enter the paved quad beyond to find a statue of Botswana’s first President, Sir Seretse Khama. Guarding the figure is a tribute to the Botswana Defence Force soldiers who fell during the liberation war in Zimbabwe.

Cross Khama Cres and make the easy hop to Gaborone’s first (of many a) mall. Built in 1963, the Main Mall was once the official centre of the city. You’ll pass a string of High Commissions (Great Britain, Zambia, Nigeria and the German Embassy) and proceed down the pedestrian-only commercial centre, past some of the oldest shops and one of its first hotels. The President Hotel was one location used in The No 1 Ladies Detective Agency TV series. The hotel’s cafe balcony – clearly labelled Mma Ramotswe Tea Corner – overlooking the Main Mall is perfect for people-watching. Order bush tea in the spirit of the determined detective and watch the world go by. The market stalls below proffer indigenous foods like morogo (wild edible leafy greens), beans, pulses, grains, the local delicacy phane (mopane caterpillars) and crafts.

Take a look around the Botswana Book Centre and continue down the walkway to the open-air Perfekt Roast Kofi Kiosk for an outdoor coffee at the Diamond Square Hub. The lively vibe is motivated and youthful. Sometimes there are public readings and live music. Grab lunch at Main Deck and admire the rainbow mural by local artist Rexx decorating its main entrance. The menu features fun local spins on favourite classics, such as seswaa springrolls, phaphatha (flattened bread rolls similar to English muffins), beef shin and tripe.

The official gate to the Main Mall is called Pula Arch and lies opposite the Civic Centre. Look for the bull horn design on top, which pays homage to the mainstay of Botswana’s economy for many years. Then, cross the zebra-striped road crossing and visit the National Museum & Art Gallery to learn about the history and culture of Botswana. Recently renovated, exhibits range from traditional crafts, music and dance to displays on the country’s geology and archaeology.

Finish the day by taxiing to a relaxing massage at the tranquil Mosha Spa, set in the scenic oasis gardens of Avani Gaborone Resort.

WHERE TO FIND COFFEE & CAKE IN GABORONE

Daily Grind Cafe & Kitchen

Where well-heeled workers grab an excellent coffee or speedy bite to eat between meetings. $$

Cafe Dijo

A classy but casual cafe for carrot cake and tea, or tuck into venison burger. Popular weekly lunch specials. $$

The Ginger Pink Cake and Sweet Shop

Have a chocolate or red velvet cupcake from this unassuming roadside bakery. $$


BEST GUIDED TOURS OF GABS

The Botswana Society

One of Botswana’s oldest indigenous NGOs, founded in 1968, the Botswana Society prides itself on knowing the country inside out. It offers an affordable three-hour tour of Gaborone’s top places of interest by minibus.

Happy Soul Adventures

Expect plenty of personality and play on thoughtful excursions that range from rural cycles to dam picnics, pottery classes and walking tours.

Heritage Adventures Botswana

Fans of Mma Ramotswe can see Gaborone through a literary lens on the No 1 Ladies Detective Agency Tour. Stops include ‘Zebra Way’ and the Anglican Church where Trevor Mwamba worked.



Fabled Footprints & Famous Explorers

TRACE THE HISTORY OF GABORONE

Start right at the beginning of time, north of Gaborone near Mochudi, with the Matsieng Footprints. Legend has it that the first ancestor was a giant one-legged man who climbed out of one hole, followed by his people, their domestic animals and wildlife. He left his footprints on the soft, unformed early dirt, seen on the flat sandstone alongside several catchment basins. Admittedly, there’s not much to see (save for an algae-covered puddle), but this ‘creation site’ is loaded with significance for the Batswana. There are also ancient carvings of giraffes and other plains animals.

Skip a few centuries and double back through the capital to visit Manyana Rock Paintings. Famous for its Zimbabwean-style rock art, which dates back over 2000 years, these slightly faded paintings feature three giraffes, an elephant and several antelope. The site is located on the southern extreme of an 8m-high rock overhang north of the Manyana village. You’ll likely spend about 30 minutes here.

Dr David Livingstone and his wife Mary lived nearby in Kolobeng among the Bakwena people and their devoted Christian Chief Sechele. From here, Livingstone conducted his expeditions across Bechuanaland (as Botswana was known at the time), most famously meeting the rushing waters of the Zambezi River and naming them after Britain’s Queen Victoria. The stone foundations of their missionary home can still be seen, and there are several informative outdoor panels to read on the way there.

SURPRISING STOPS IN GABORONE

Saturday Olive Grove Market

A delicious market at the Serbian Orthodox Church; find baobabs painted beside bible motifs inside.

Botswana Post Philatelist Museum

Each thumbnail of art displayed at the Botswana Post Office in Poso House traces history.

China Restaurant CBD

Eat tender duck and sticky eggplant, then sing the night away in a karaoke suite.


A SHORT HISTORY OF GABORONE

Archaeological evidence suggests that the banks of Gaborone’s Notwane River have been continuously occupied since at least the middle of the Stone Age. However, the first modern settlement, Moshaweng, was established in the late 1880s by Chief Gaborone of the Tlokwa clan. Early European explorers and missionaries named the settlement Gaborone’s Village, which was then inevitably shortened to ‘Gaborones’ (the ‘s’ was dropped in 1968). In 1897 the railway between South Africa and Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) passed 4km west of the village, and a tiny settlement known as Gaborone’s Station soon appeared. As late as 1966 the greater Gaborone area was still home to fewer than 4000 inhabitants.
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GETTING AROUND

You can tackle the centre of Gaborone by foot, but other attractions and restaurants here are pretty far-flung. You’ll need to hire a car to explore the game reserves and historical sites and taxi around the city. Gabs is well connected to the rest of the country by both road and air, but remember that the focus of the national public transport system is directed at locals rather than tourists – you’ll find plenty of connections from Gaborone to Maun, Kasane, Francistown and Ghanzi, but little to the major national parks or other upcountry attractions.

From Sir Seretse Khama International Airport, 14km northeast of the centre, Air Botswana connects to major centres in neighbouring countries and scheduled flights to Francistown, Kasane and Maun.






Beyond Gaborone
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Khutse’s salt pans and golden grasslands offer up lions, leopards, giraffes, jackals, gemsboks and ostriches less than three hours by car from the capital.


Just 210km from Gaborone, Khutse Game Reserve is the relaxed sister to the bigger wild child that is the Central Kalahari Game Reserve. Self-drivers will find comparable birdlife, desert-adapted animals, stunning landscapes and rustic campgrounds, but this underrated park is much easier to tackle and still deliciously remote.

Khutse Game Reserve has all the attractions of the Kalahari, including good (if low-density) wildlife watching, well-maintained trails and approximately 60 mineralised clay pans that once belonged to Africa’s largest inland lake (Khutse means ‘place where you can kneel to drink’). The chances of seeing lions are very good, and crowds are rare if you visit this popular weekend getaway for Gaborone residents between Sunday and Thursday.


TOP TIP

If you choose to visit on the weekend, give yourself three nights with two full days to see more game.
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LIONS OF BOTSWANA

Lions may be the easiest of the big cats to spot – leopards are notoriously secretive and largely keep to the undergrowth, and shy cheetahs live in much lower-density populations. But the lion is under threat. Scientists at peak cat conservation body Panthera estimate that fewer than 20,000 lions remain in Africa. Botswana is one of the lion population’s most important strongholds and estimates suggest a population of around 3500 lions. Of these, the most important populations are the 2000 lions in the Okavango Delta and northern savannah woodlands (including Chobe and Savuti), around 700 in the CKGR and 750 in the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park.
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Explore the Pans beyond Gaborone

A TASTE OF THE KALAHARI

Pack the camping kit and hop into your 4WD vehicle for the three-hour journey north from Gaborone. The major pan networks should guide your exploration of the 2500-sq-km Khutse Game Reserve. Khutse Pan and the surrounding area see the most self-drivers, while the northern pans and, out in the west, Moreswe and Molose Pans are all more peaceful, with good wildlife-watching possibilities. Sandy roads are more compact during the rainy season between December and March for easier driving, but the best game viewing occurs when animals are forced to use artificial watering points during the dry season.

The most direct (but least interesting) trail from the reserve’s entrance gate to Moreswe is 62km, but the longer northern loop trundles past a series of pans that heighten your chances of seeing game. If taking the northern route (ie via Mahurushele Pan), don’t miss a sign marking the Tropic of Capricorn.

There are 25 individual campsites spread over five pans in the reserve. All have a long drop toilet and bucket shower, and most have decent shade. Visitor crowds tend to congregate around the Khutse Pan network close to the park entrance. There’s a water hole here, just a few hundred metres before the turn-off to the Khutse Pan campsites, where leopards, giraffes and gemsboks come to drink. A 7km loop skirts the southern sections of the pan (it’s signposted to the left as you approach Khutse Pan, and before you reach the water hole) and, unusually, has some elevations that allow for fabulous views close to sunrise and sunset.

The pans at the western end of the reserve provide good wildlife watching, thanks to the artificially supplied water holes. Ostriches and kori bustards are common, as are the bubbling flocks of sandgrouse that come to drink. Moreswe Pan stands in the heart of some pretty Kalahari grasslands-and-pans country and is sometimes visited by elephants. Pitch your tent, and you may be kept awake all night by roaring lions.

This reserve is an extension of the southern boundary of the CKGR. For a real challenge, you can also drive from Khutse into the CKGR as they share a common border – though often those who have done it regret the long hours churning up thick sand through rather featureless topography between the game-rich pans. You might be better off saving your time and wits by driving in via Rakops or Ghanzi, unless you are confident about vehicle self-recovery or travelling in a convoy.

WHERE TO STAY IN KHUTSE

Khutse

The closest campsites to the park entrance, these 10 campgrounds are frequently booked up. $

Moreswe Pan

More secluded than those at Khutse; site 2 has the best view. $

Molose

Busier with visitors, Molose water hole is good for wildlife; site 1 has the best proximity. $
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HOW TO BOOK CAMPSITES IN BOTSWANA

Once the domain of the Department of Wildlife & National Parks (DWNP), many of the campsites in Botswana’s parks and reserves are now privately run. Five companies handle the operation rights of campsites in Khutse, Moremi, Chobe, Savuti, CKGR and Makgadikgadi Pans: Bigfoot Tours, Kwalate Safaris, SKL Camps, Xomae Adventures and Intertourism Group. You will need to book a campsite in advance to gain park entry and present your confirmation upon arrival (best printed out). Park entry fees are paid separately to the DWNP (bring cash). Always have an idea of backup campsites if your first preferences are fully booked.

It’s not possible to book campsites in Botswana online. Instead, call directly and, if travelling in peak season, between May and August, try to book a year in advance.




GETTING AROUND

It is essential to have a well-equipped 4WD vehicle and to carry enough fuel, water and supplies as services are limited in the area. The 210km drive from Gaborone to the Khutse Game Reserve is generally hassle-free.






VICTORIA FALLS
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THE SMOKE THAT THUNDERS

One of the world’s greatest natural spectacles and the stuff of adventure, romance, myth and legend.
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Victoria Falls (Mosi-oa-Tunya, meaning ‘the smoke that thunders’) is one of Africa’s original blockbusters. And, although Zimbabwe and Zambia share it, Victoria Falls is a place of its own.

As a magnet for tourists of all descriptions, Victoria Falls is an extraordinary display. View it directly from a helicopter ride as a raging 1.7km-long curtain of water in all its glory, or peek precariously over its edge from Devil’s Pool; the sheer power and force of the falls is something that simply doesn’t disappoint.

When Scottish doctor, explorer and missionary David Livingstone set sail for Africa in 1840, he was only 27 years old. By 1855 he’d spent years trekking across a continent that was largely unknown to the rest of the world. In November of that year, Livingstone and his men, accompanied by Chief Sekeletu and 200 Makololo tribesmen, were canoeing down the Zambezi River, upstream of the falls. Ahead they could see huge columns of spray and hear the roar of water; it was the Mosi-oa-Tunya.

Though Livingstone first saw the falls in 1855, little has changed since then. What you see now is the same astonishing view that awed Livingstone, and that continues to delight and capture the imagination of all who visit, making Victoria Falls not just a Unesco World Heritage Site, but one of the most-visited destinations on the African continent.
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THE MAIN AREAS

VICTORIA FALLS TOWN

Tourist town on the Zimbabwe side.

ZAMBEZI NATIONAL PARK

For traditional safaris.

VICTORIA FALLS BRIDGE

Historic bridge connecting two countries.

LIVINGSTONE

The town named after an explorer.

MOSI-OA-TUNYA NATIONAL PARK

The Zambian side of Victoria Falls.



Find Your Way

Victoria Falls is a spectacular sight on the Zambezi River, spanning almost 1.7km and forming the border between Zambia and Zimbabwe. To see the entire length of the falls, you’ll need to enter via two gates, one in each country.
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Plan Your Time

There are two main reasons to come to Victoria Falls: to see the spectacle and to take part in the adventure activities.
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Pressed for Time

• You can just walk in and see the falls. There are national park entrances on both sides, close to the border posts and easily accessible from the towns of either Livingstone or Victoria Falls. Buy your ticket at the relevant office and simply follow the path, ducking in and out to the viewpoints along the way. If you can swing it, a 15-minute helicopter or microlight flight over the falls will really put it all into perspective.




Five Days to Explore

• Two days or more is plenty for the falls and some adventures, such as rafting, a bungee jump or a river cruise. Visit both sides of the falls and the two main towns, Livingstone and Victoria Falls town. A few extra days allows you to add more activities like ziplining, canoeing or a horse safari, and a day trip to Chobe National Park.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

In November, the dry season is coming to an end; the falls may dry up completely on the Zambian side.

SUMMER

January is the height of summer and the rainy season. Hot and humid with thunderstorms and torrential downpours.

AUTUMN

May is potentially the best time to see the falls themselves, with the Zambezi River in full flood.

WINTER

June is the best time for helicopter flights over the falls, and one of the best times to see lunar rainbows.



VICTORIA FALLS TOWN
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Victoria Falls town in Zimbabwe has streets that are lined with an array of accommodation options, cafes, bars and colourful local markets. The falls themselves are just 2km from the town centre.

Archaeological evidence shows that the Victoria Falls area has been occupied for around three million years. Stone Age inhabitants were displaced by the Khoisan peoples. Later, Bantu people moved in and the Batoka tribes became dominant. Over time, other tribes arrived, including the Matabele and Makololo. It was members of the Makololo who escorted explorer David Livingstone to the falls in 1855. More European visitors would eventually follow.

The settlement began in 1901, and in 1904 the Victoria Falls Hotel was opened to accommodate visitors arriving on the new railway. By the 1990s Victoria Falls was a boom town, but it was the birth of the adventure sport industry in the early ’80s that sent tourist numbers skyrocketing.
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SIGHTS

1Boiling Pot

2Devil’s Cataract

3Devil’s Pool

4Knife Edge Bridge

5Livingstone Island

6Nicole Sanderson Gallery

7Rainforest Café

8River Gallery

9Tami Walker Fine Art Photography

10Victoria Falls Art Gallery

11Victoria Falls Bridge

12Victoria Falls National Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

13Bamba Tram

14Victoria Falls Canopy Tour

SLEEPING

15Victoria Falls Safari Lodge

EATING

16Dusty Road Township Experience

17MaKuwa-Kuwa Restaurant

SHOPPING

18Elephant’s Walk Shopping & Artist’s Village

19Falls Park




TOP TIP

It’s easy to get around Victoria Falls town, with most of what you’ll want within walking distance. Taxis are also readily available.
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Experiencing Victoria Falls

THE SEVENTH NATURAL WONDER OF THE WORLD

Some two-thirds of the Victoria Falls are located on the Zimbabwean side, including the Main Falls themselves, and it’s here that you’ll get the best overall impression of their epic scale.

The Victoria Falls are actually five different waterfalls in one, though during peak flow it’s impossible to distinguish one from the next – they merge to become a single sheet of falling water. At 93m high, the Main Falls are the largest section and so high that before the water can hit the ground, most is picked up by rising winds and turned into a shimmering mist. The Rainbow Falls get their name from the stunning rainbows that form in the mist created by the falling water – best seen in the early morning or late afternoon when the sun is at just the right angle, or at full moon when they create otherworldly lunar rainbows. Horseshoe Falls, often considered the most beautiful section of Victoria Falls, gets its name from its shape, which, as you may have guessed, is that of a horseshoe. On the Zambian side of the Zambezi River, the Eastern Cataract, at 101m high, is much narrower than the other sections of the falls. The Devil’s Cataract, also on the Zambian side of the river, is the smallest section of the falls at just 35m high, but it’s still quite impressive. It gets its name from the foaming, turbulent water cascading over the edge.

Just a short walk from Victoria Falls town you’ll find the entrance to Victoria Falls National Park. From here, you can take a stroll down the meandering footpaths, bordered by ferns and palms, through drizzling rainforest and out to gorge-edged viewpoints, where you’ll be greeted with eye-level views of the glorious, cascading falls as they thunder and tumble over the sheer basalt cliff – plummeting into the rocky chasm below, and causing tremors in the ground beneath your feet.

With as many as 16 viewpoints that run along Batoka Gorge, a network of paths allows you to thoroughly see the falls from every angle – including show-stopping views of the Devil’s Cataract, precarious Danger Point, the spectacular Main Falls and the aptly named Rainbow Falls.

You also get a glimpse of a small section of the falls when crossing the Victoria Falls Bridge. The bridge is 156m long and only takes 10 minutes to cross on foot, if you don’t stop to admire the views or the brave people throwing themselves off it at the bungee-jump point. If you don’t fancy walking, the Bamba Tram offers a 1½-hour tram experience right onto the bridge, from where you can watch the spray rising from the falls, while the Zambezi River rushes through the Batoka Gorge below.
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WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Mosi-oa-Tunya

Long before David Livingstone ‘discovered’ Victoria Falls and named it after his Queen, Victoria, the local Batonga people had named them Mosi-oa-Tunya, ‘the smoke that thunders’.

Zambezi River

Zambezi means ‘Great River’ in the local Tonga language. In 1498 Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama was the first European to see the Zambezi River. He called it Rio dos Bons Sinais, ‘River of Good Omens’.

Livingstone Island

David Livingstone first witnessed the falls on this island, and it’s here that he lowered a length of calico, with a bullet attached as a weight, to measure the depth of the falls.



WHERE TO STAY IN VICTORIA FALLS

528 Victoria Falls

A boutique guesthouse with Instaworthy decor, in a quiet, leafy suburb. $$

Victoria Falls Hotel

Set in lush, tropical gardens overlooking the magnificent Victoria Falls, this hotel is an icon from the past. $$$

Victoria Falls Safari Lodge

On a plateau overlooking Zambezi National Park and a wildlife-rich water hole; great for families. $$$


GET WET OR STAY DRY

The time of year you visit Victoria Falls will determine just how wet you’re going to get. From March to June, the water levels are at their highest on both sides (April is the wettest), and the spray is so heavy that there’s no chance you’ll stay dry. Wear quick-drying clothes and flip-flops, and a take a lightweight waterproof jacket with you, or hire one of the ponchos that are available to rent – they’ll also protect your camera. Wear shoes that offer good traction as the paths can get wet and slippery. You may also want to take a dry pair of shoes and maybe a T-shirt or shorts in a bag to change into after you’ve visited the falls.
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WHERE TO FIND BUDGET-FRIENDLY PLACES IN VICTORIA FALLS

Shoestrings Backpackers

A vibrant, friendly place for intrepid budget travellers, with camping, dorms and private rooms. $

Shearwater Explorer’s Village

Accommodation includes serviced tents and deluxe rooms, 400m from the falls. $

Shongwe Lookout

A privately owned guesthouse in the suburbs of Victoria Falls town, about 4km from town. $$

Adrenaline Adventures

AFRICA’S ADVENTURE CAPITAL

Once you’ve had your fill of staring at the falls, get your heart racing with some of the adrenaline activities on offer in the adventure capital of Africa. There are activities at Victoria Falls for all tastes and types – from the mildly adventurous traveller to the complete adrenaline junkie.

Don a life jacket and helmet, and head for the river. Whitewater rafting on the Zambezi River, below Victoria Falls, is widely considered to be the best and biggest Class V whitewater rafting in the world. But beware, you’re sure to flip and swim several times.

Still looking to get your heart pumping? Once you’ve dried off post-rafting, head to the famous Victoria Falls Bridge – and jump off it! Bungee jumping here is a 111m drop, almost into the Zambezi River. If bungee jumping is not your thing, try the gorge swing, where you’ll free fall for about 70m, before swinging like a pendulum beneath the bridge. If your eyes are still open, the views of the gorge are amazing. Alternatively, zipline across the Batoka Gorge at speeds of over 100 km/h.

Once you’re done jumping off the bridge or zipping across the gorge, head down to the Boiling Pot, right beneath the falls, where you can speed through rapids one, two and three on a jet boat – much heavier than a raft, the jet boat won’t flip, but you’ll still get the thrill of surging through the rapids.


ZAMBEZI RIVER

Facts At 2574km long, the Zambezi is the fourth-longest river in Africa.

The source The source of the Zambezi is in northwestern Zambia and, en route to the Indian Ocean, the river either crosses or forms the boundaries of six countries — Angola, Zambia, Namibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

Cultural context Legend has it that the Zambezi River is protected by Nyami Nyami, a serpent-like creature and the River God of the Zambezi Valley.

Hydroelectric projects The Zambezi has two of Africa’s largest hydroelectric projects: the Kariba Dam (the world’s largest artificial lake) in Zimbabwe, and the Cahora Bassa Dam in Mozambique.

Whitewater rafting The river is home to some of the world’s most thrilling whitewater rafting. There are 24 rapids here with names like ‘Devil’s Toilet Bowl’ and ‘Gnashing Jaws of Death’.



For Something Less Extreme

THE LESS ADRENALINE-FUELLED WAY TO GO

If you didn’t manage to get a window seat flying into Victoria Falls, a helicopter flight, known as the Flight of Angels, is hard to beat. The scenery is breathtaking as you fly over the falls, the Zambezi River and the national parks on both sides of the river.

Once you are back on the ground, head to the Zambezi National Park. Only 5km from town, the park is home to elephants, giraffes, zebras, leopards and buffaloes, as well as lions and the occasional leopard. Small but scenic, it’s well worth a visit. You can book a visit with one of the local companies, such as Shearwater, which will include food and drinks, as well as an experienced guide to show you around.

The quintessential end to a Victoria Falls day is a sunset cruise on the Zambezi with a company like Wild Horizons. Drift with the current and watch as the life on the banks slowly settles in for the night. Hippos, and the occasional malevolent-looking crocodile, are a guaranteed sighting. A definite highlight is watching the blood-orange African sun slowly sink below the horizon.

You can also opt for an overnight trip to Hwange, Zimbabwe’s largest national park. Roughly a three-hour drive from Victoria Falls, Hwange is home to the Big Five, and it’s a breeding ground for the endangered African wild dog and black rhino.

If there’s time, hop over the border and visit Botswana’s Chobe National Park, around 1½ hours from Victoria Falls. Chobe offers some of the best game viewing in Africa.

WHERE TO EAT WITH A VIEW IN VICTORIA FALLS

Wild Horizons

Take a dinner cruise on the Zambezi River; you’ll drink and dine as the sun goes down. $$$

Lookout Café

Great views overlooking the Batoka Gorge and Zambezi River while you have lunch, or sundowners and dinner. $$

Victoria Falls Hotel

Traditional afternoon high tea on the terrace, with views of Batoka Gorge and Victoria Falls Bridge. $


VULTURE CULTURE

Who knew vultures are under threat and need to be fed? Well, they are and they do.

Don’t miss the opportunity to witness the spectacle of hundreds of vultures swooping down and – in a dust-raising frenzy – feasting on leftover meat scraps and bones at Victoria Falls Safari Lodge at 1pm daily. Feathered patrons of the restaurant include hooded vultures, white-backed vultures, marabou storks, yellow-billed kites and tawny eagles. Bonus – the experience is free – though you might like to eat your own lunch first at the lodge’s MaKuwa-Kuwa Restaurant before heading down to see the vultures in action. These birds aren’t pretty by any means, but they’re fascinating to watch all the same.
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Local Art & Crafts

MEET LOCAL ARTISANS AT WORK

Looking for that perfect souvenir to take home? Head to Elephant’s Walk Shopping & Artist’s Village in Victoria Falls town and spend some time browsing the speciality shops and studios. Meet local artists and craftspeople at work creating uniquely Zimbabwean pieces, visit the jewellery studio to see silversmiths using the art of lost wax casting (a method of jewellery making in which molten metal is poured into a mould that’s been created from a wax casting), or drop in on the taxidermist to see what he’s been working on. There are two open-air craft markets on either side of Elephant’s Walk, and negotiating a bargain here will complete your outing.

There are some excellent galleries to visit around town too, whether you’re just browsing or you’re looking for a special piece of art to take home with you. The River Gallery, adjacent to the Lookout Café, on the edge of the Batoka Gorge, promotes and showcases regional talent. Right in the heart of town is the Victoria Falls Art Gallery, representing some of the best of homegrown art, and the perfect place to discover and buy art from emerging Zimbabwean artists. Across the road, you’ll find Tami Walker Fine Art Photography, for stunning monochrome photographs of African wildlife and scenery. A short walk away, at both the Rainforest Café, at the entrance to Victoria Falls, and the Nicole Sanderson Gallery at Shongwe Lookout guest lodge, you’ll find a wonderful selection of paintings of local birds, as well as flora and fauna in bright, vibrant colours.

WHERE TO EAT IN VICTORIA FALLS

The River Brewing Co

This brewery produces a range of craft beers and non-alcoholic craft sodas, plus a tasty food menu. $

The Three Monkeys

Lunch, dinner, snacks and coffees are available at this informal restaurant in a restored 1935 train carriage. $

Marula Cafe

Right in town, this cafe has a great location and good selection of drinks. $


DUSTY ROAD TOWNSHIP EXPERIENCE

Located in Chinotimba, Victoria Falls’ oldest and largest township is a unique dining experience – food cooked the traditional Zimbabwean way on open fires and in cast-iron pots and ovens, giving you an authentic, local food experience. Dusty Road also offers the opportunity for locals and non-Zimbabweans to experience often unknown ingredients and untried foods.

Dusty Road’s style is cheerful, earthy and full of soul. The decor is eclectic and replete with quirky, upcycled items.

The welfare of women, female empowerment and the awareness of Zimbabwean culture is of huge importance to founder Sarah Lilford and the Dusty Road family, as they work to improve the livelihoods of the families of Chinotimba.



Family-friendly Fun

FOR PARENTS AND KIDS, BIG AND SMALL

There’s plenty to do for the whole family in and around Victoria Falls, and a few activities really stand out.

A visit to the Victoria Falls Crocodile Park is a hit with the kids. The croc farm is about 5km from the town centre, on the doorstep of Zambezi National Park. You’ll get the opportunity to handle (non-venomous) snakes and baby crocodiles, as well as have the chance to watch the large crocs feed. The guides are engaging, funny and fantastic with small children.

The Victoria Falls Canopy Tour is a tree-top slide that offers an exciting adventure for the whole family (minimum age is six). The network of nine slides, multiple trails and a cable-bridge walkway within the canopy of the hardwood forest offers amazing views of the rapids, the Victoria Falls Bridge and the spray of the falls. Friendly and experienced staff will take you step by step through the experience.

A game drive at the Stanley & Livingstone Private Game Reserve, just 12km from Victoria Falls, is also a great family experience, especially if your family is unfamiliar with game drives. Drives start in the late afternoon and are led by expert guides. Guests encounter a great diversity of animals, including all of the Big Five, as the reserve has a healthy population of the rare and endangered black rhino. There’s also a resident pride of lions, a good population of leopards, and several elephants. After sundowners and snacks, as it gets dark, your drive continues with the assistance of spotlights to search for nocturnal species.

WHERE TO WINE & DINE IN VICTORIA FALLS

Victoria Falls Safari Lodge

For uninterrupted views of the bushveld (open grassland) and spectacular sunsets, this is the best sundowner spot.

Nkosi Guest Lodge

For some of the best food in Victoria Falls, the young and vibrant chef here cooks up a storm.

Loretta’s Coffee Caravan

Coffee, smoothies, milkshakes and more, plus a play space for kids, crafts for sale and free wi-fi.


THE NILE CROCODILE

Nile crocodiles are found in the Zambezi River and are the second largest in the world. They can grow up to 5m long and weigh up to 600kg. They have a bite force five times stronger than that of an adult lion, and can live to be at least 45 years old in the wild.

The Victoria Falls Crocodile Farm, formerly known as Spencer’s Creek, was set up in the 1950s in response to the declining crocodile population in the Zambezi, due to uncontrolled hunting. The government granted Spencer’s Creek a licence to collect 2500 eggs from the Zambezi every year for commercial purposes. In return, the farm was obliged to return 125 three-year-old crocodiles back into the river to keep the population sustainable.
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GETTING AROUND

Visiting both sides of Victoria Falls is made easy with the KAZA UNIVISA, currently available to around 60 nationalities. It costs US$50, is available at select land borders and airports, and allows you to enter both Zimbabwe and Zambia multiple times on one visa. Note that taxis won’t drive you from one country into the other; they will only drop you at the border and then you will need to get into another taxi at the border post. For instance, if you’re crossing from Zambia into Zimbabwe, the taxi will take you from Zambia, stop and wait at the Zambian immigration post for you to go inside and stamp your passport, and then will drive you across the bridge and to the Zimbabwean immigration post, where you will go inside and get your passport stamped. Then, you will walk out the gate into Zimbabwe and get into another taxi. It works the same in reverse. Many taxi drivers will have a friend who is also a taxi driver on the other side and will organise for them to meet you at the border post.





LIVINGSTONE
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Just upstream of the Victoria Falls, in what is now Zambia, was a staging point for crossing the Zambezi River. This area was a logical place for European settlement, and traders, hunters and missionaries made it home. By the late 1800s a small European settlement, called the Old Drift, had formed by the river here. The settlement was, however, built on low-lying marshy ground, buzzing with mosquitoes, and the settlers struggled with malaria and blackwater fever, which took many lives.

By 1905, when the Victoria Falls Bridge was completed, the remaining settlers transferred to a site on higher ground at a place called Constitution Hill, roughly 10km from the falls. This became the centre of present-day Livingstone. Today, Livingstone offers a city-like feel and represents authentic local life. This is a typical vibrant, bustling African town, with a mixture of modern and traditional architecture, colourful buildings, lively markets and a busy charm.
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SIGHTS

1Jewish Museum

2Livingstone Art Gallery

3Livingstone Museum

4Maramba Cultural Village

5Mosi-oa Tunya National Park

6Railway Museum

7Royal Livingstone Express

8Wayiwayi Art Studio & Gallery

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 11Bundu Adventures

9Jollyboys Backpackers

10Livingstone Crocodile Park

11Livingstone’s Adventure

12Safari Par Excellence

SHOPPING

13Dambwa Central Market

14Maramba Market

15Mukuni Park Curio Market

16WAYAWAYA




TOP TIP

The locals in Livingstone are friendly, welcoming and accommodating. They tend to pay little attention to tourists, so there are a lot less touts and people trying to part you from your money here than on the Zimbabwean side of the border.
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Up-close Views of the Falls

THE MYSTERY AND THE MAJESTY

If you really want to get a close-up experience of Victoria Falls, head to the Zambian side to the part of Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park that’s near the falls. Here, you can walk the paths directly opposite the falls, and cross the precarious Knife Edge Bridge for a spectacular view of the Eastern Cataract and up the main gorge. During high-water season, this is an exhilarating and soaking stroll, along the edge of the precipice, 100m above the gorge. In low-water season, head down the footpath to the Boiling Pot, a massive whirlpool at the base of the falls. Look up and marvel at the magnitude of this natural wonder.

One of the biggest attractions on this side of the falls is the Devil’s Pool, arguably the most extreme infinity pool in the world. Devil’s Pool is a natural rock pool, situated right on the very lip of the falls, and only accessible when the water levels are at their lowest. To get here, you’ll be picked up by speedboat and taken out to Livingstone Island, where you’ll have the chance to take an adrenaline-charged dip in the pool, and peer over the edge into the misty abyss below.

A lunar rainbow is an incredible sight, and Victoria Falls is one of the few places on Earth where this natural phenomenon occurs. At full moon, the light refracting through the falls’ spray creates an ethereal lunar rainbow, or ‘moonbow’. The absolute best viewpoints for the lunar rainbow at the falls are in Zambia, along the Eastern Cataract.


Photographing a Lunar Rainbow

The human eye finds it difficult to discern the colours in a lunar rainbow because the light from the moon is usually too faint for the eye’s colour receptors – so, if your expectations of a bright rainbow are high, it can be a bit disappointing. However, the brilliant colours of the lunar rainbow do show very clearly in photographs with a long exposure, so ditch the flash and try a shutter speed of 10 seconds and ISO 800 (note that there are phone apps that let you manipulate the shutter speed). A tripod can also be handy to stop unwanted blur from shaky hands, but you can also balance your phone camera on your knee or another stable surface.



Thrilling Experiences

FLY, PADDLE OR DRIFT

It’s not cheap, but for a once-in-a-lifetime thrill, a microlight flight over Victoria Falls is a must. Soar over the Zambezi River, buzz around the falls and fly through the upper wisps. The flight gives you an aerial geography lesson, looking down over the twists and turns in the Batoka Gorge, carved out by the river over millennia – a perspective you just can’t get from the ground.

To really get your heart racing, the Zambian Flight of Angels helicopter ride takes you not only over the falls and the rainbows that arch around them, but also swoops right down into the Batoka Gorge and follows the Zambezi River.

For a water-based experience, booking a canoe safari with a local operator is one of the best-kept Zambezi River secrets – with half-day, full-day and overnight options to choose from. Whether you’re an avid birdwatcher, wildlife fan, or just want to experience the peace and tranquillity of the river, this is a wonderfully relaxing way to enjoy the astonishingly beautiful scenery. Hippos are often in sight, and elephants, zebras, buffaloes, waterbucks, baboons and more can be seen on the banks from the laid-back comfort of your canoe. Be aware of the hippos and crocodiles and don’t approach them either.

Those wanting an even more leisurely pace should spend an afternoon drifting between two national parks on an inflatable raft upstream of the falls – a great way to end another perfect day in Africa.

WHERE TO FIND CASUAL MEALS IN LIVINGSTONE

Kubu Café

By the fire station, this cafe features coffee, delicious cakes, hearty breakfasts, lunches, snacks and dinner. $$

Olga’s: The Italian Corner

This inexpensive restaurant behind the Catholic church is run by Italians and serves authentic pizzas and pasta. $

Zest Bar & Restaurant

You can try local foods here like game meat and traditional vegetables; also cooks up light meals and burgers. $


BEST TOUR OPERATORS IN LIVINGSTONE

Bundu Adventures

Operating since 1996, Bundu offers adventures like whitewater rafting, multiday canoe trips, swimming under the falls, hydrospeed surfing and inflatable rafting.

Livingstone’s Adventure

Take to the skies in a helicopter or microlight, hop on a river cruise on the Zambezi Queen, go canoeing or fishing, take a spin on a quad bike or ride a horse!

Safari Par Excellence

This operator, usually referred to as ‘Saf Par’, runs whitewater rafting trips, river cruises and safaris, as well as cultural experiences.
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Mosi-oa-Tunya, Zambia’s Smallest National Park

LET’S GO WILD

There are a number of walking and driving routes in Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park, which is easily accessible from Livingstone. While the park may be one of the smallest of its kind in Zambia, it packs a punch like no other.

There are two parts of the national park: the part close to Victoria Falls, and then, further away and through a separate entrance gate, the part for wildlife viewing. It’s home to giraffes, zebras, buffaloes, most of Zambia’s different antelope species and plenty of elephants. One of the best reasons to visit this part is to see Zambia’s white rhino; booking guided walks through the park will give you an almost guaranteed chance of an up-close sighting. This little sanctuary is also free from predators, making walking here safe.

Within the national park is the Old Drift Crossing Point, as well as the cemetery where the first European settlers were buried. Historically, the Old Drift was where ox-wagons were floated across the Zambezi River, before the Victoria Falls Bridge was built.

A visit to Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park is a great activity for families or for those wanting a taste of a safari, but who don’t have time to travel further afield.

A morning, lunch, or sunset or dinner cruise on the Zambezi River, upstream of the falls and alongside the park, is a great way to get close to the wildlife that frequent both sides of the river. Elephant are regularly spotted swimming across the Zambezi, and there are always plenty of hippos to be seen.

BEST PLACES TO EAT IN LIVINGSTONE

The Waterfront

There are great views over the Zambezi River at this low-key spot serving pizza and pub food. $$

Golden Leaf

Some of the best Indian food around is served at this popular place in the heart of Livingstone. $$

Sea Spice

Despite being in a landlocked country, this restaurant has great seafood dishes and good-quality sushi. $$


HORSEBACK SAFARIS IN ZAMBIA

For intermediate to experienced, competent and confident riders, Zambian Horseback Safaris offers three-night or more riding safaris in the 40,000-hectare prime wilderness area of the Simalaha Wildlife Conservancy in western Zambia. It’s not unusual to see hundreds of wildebeest, zebras and lechwes grazing in harmony alongside the local Lozi tribe’s cattle. Since its inception, more than 3000 animals have been rewilded here, including sables, roans, giraffes and buffaloes, all of whom have settled in well and are producing young. On these safaris, you’ll ride side-by-side with wildlife, meet and visit local communities and stay in an eco-camp.

The safaris include transfers between Livingstone and Simalaha Wildlife Conservancy by road and river – the journey to the conservancy is an adventure in itself.



Museums & History

ZAMBIA’S RICH CULTURE AND NATURAL HERITAGE

The Livingstone Museum, in the heart of town, is the largest and oldest museum in the country. The collections date back to 1930 when the Secretary of Native Affairs convinced the government of the importance of collecting cultural and traditional materials from various local ethnic groups before those traditions died out and were forgotten. Home to archaeological, historical, cultural and natural history collections, this museum is one of a kind.

For the late Victorians, David Livingstone (1813–73) was a household name and was recognised as a courageous explorer of Africa, a tireless missionary and a champion of the fight against slavery. The museum contains a comprehensive collection of his memorabilia, including letters, maps, diaries and various other items.

If you’re interested in trains, head through town to the Railway Museum. Though a little disorganised, there’s a great display of old, very large steam locomotives here. The museum also displays artefacts dating back to the height of the railway industry in the 1930s. Adjacent to the museum is the departure point for the Royal Livingstone Express, a restored luxury steam train. You can hop aboard and head to the Victoria Falls Bridge at sunset, followed by a five-course dinner onboard.

Also on the grounds of the Railway Museum is the tiny Jewish Museum, with some interesting displays about the history of early Jewish settlers, who first arrived in the 1890s. The entrance fee covers both the Railway Museum and the Jewish Museum.

THINGS TO DO IN LIVINGSTONE

Livingstone’s Selfie Street

Selfie street, an interactive alley made by the Livingstone community, is at the entrance to the station.

Mukuni Village Tour

Wander around Mukuni with a local guide and you will be assisting with sustainable employment.

Beautiful Sunsets

Watch the sun go down from the deck at United Air Charter, or the Victoria Falls Waterfront for happy hour.


WHY I LOVE VICTORIA FALLS
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Sarah Kingdom, writer

One of my favourite things to do at Victoria Falls is a sunset cruise on the Zambezi River. It’s a fantastic way to unwind and relax at the end of a fun-filled day of activities in Victoria Falls. The setting is magnificent and the sunsets are spectacular. I love how I can just sit back and sip on a sundowner while keeping an eye out for some of the amazing birds and wildlife along the banks and in the shallows. What better way to watch the sun go down, in a crimson and orange ball of fire, at the end of another perfect day in Africa?
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Explore Markets & Culture

CHAOS, COLOURS AND CRAFTING

Maramba Market is the soul of Livingstone – colourful, vibrant, noisy and bustling with activity. You can find just about everything here: dried and smoked fish; fruit and vegetables; pots and pans made out of bits of recycled metal; and rows and rows of colourful chitenges (lengths of fabric worn by women, wrapped around the chest or waist, over the head as a headscarf, or used as a baby sling). Surrounded by residential areas and characterised by the sound of local music, this open market provides a real experience of the people of Zambia. Another great market to visit is the often chaotic and very atmospheric Dambwa Central Market.

To learn a bit more about the cultural side of Livingstone, sign up for one of the many activities offered by Jollyboys Backpackers. Among the offerings is an African Culture & Cooking Tour, where you’ll check out the local markets before trying your hand at some Zambian cooking or just eating – perhaps kapenta (a small freshwater type of sardine usually purchased dried and eaten whole) or vinkubala (a type of caterpillar and a delicacy, also purchased dried). The tour also includes a basic language course and a historical tour of town. For more fun, it has free weekly Livingstone Town Walking Tours with one of Jollyboys’ super-friendly staff, to explore the town’s backstreets and some of its oldest buildings. It also has craft classes and workshops, including stone and wood carving, wire art and beading.

BEST PLACES FOR HEALTH & BEAUTY IN LIVINGSTONE

B’Hive Fitness Centre

For professional, qualified staff and modern equipment, this is the best fitness spot in town.

Namakau’s Health Spa

Treat yourself to a fabulous massage, or perhaps a manicure, pedicure or facial.

Radisson Blu Mosi-Oa-Tunya Spa Centre

For bigger budgets, this spa offers soothing treatments and has a nail and hair salon.


ZAMBIA IN ONE VILLAGE

The Maramba Cultural Village was established shortly after Zambia’s independence in 1964 as a living museum of Zambia’s cultural heritage. It showcases the country’s 72 different ethnic groups and 10 different provinces through music, dance, food, crafts, theatre and film. Its motto is ‘Zambia in one village’.

Though it’s a little dusty nowadays, there are sometimes opportunities to see demonstrations of traditional crafts, such as pottery and weaving, and to participate in local dances and ceremonies. The real highlight here is the cultural village’s Zambian National Dance Troupe, which puts on colourful performances of traditional Zambian dances every weekend.



Livingstone’s Art Scene

LOCAL ART AND ARTISANS

Livingstone has a small community of wonderful artists and craftspeople, whose work blends ancient traditions with modern life.

Wayiwayi Art Studio & Gallery, an artist co-op not far from the town centre, is a family-run studio and gallery. The founders are world-class artists with decades of involvement in Zambia’s contemporary art scene. A visit to Wayiwayi gives you the opportunity to learn more about Zambian culture and traditions.

The Livingstone Art Gallery, a little out of town, houses exhibitions of contemporary Zambian art, with many of the works available to purchase. Or, if you’re looking for a wooden sculpture to take home, call in at Mukuni Park Curio Market, in the heart of town on the main street. This purpose-built market is home to sellers of everything from small pieces of jewellery made from stone, wire, cow horn and copper, to giant wooden giraffe sculptures and elaborate walking sticks.

En route from Livingstone town to the falls you’ll find WAYAWAYA, whose goal is ‘slow fashion with a social mission’. WAYAWAYA empowers Zambian women by providing vocational artisan training programs and giving them the opportunity for viable employment. WAYAWAYA designs and produces exquisitely handcrafted handbags, leather goods and travel accessories, all in a vibrant and delightful range of colours and quality.

Just five minutes from the Zambian border, right at the entrance to the falls, is Falls Park, another craft market where you’ll see vibrant local fabrics, beadwork, elegantly polished wooden bowls, woven baskets, intricately twisted wire ornaments, and stone and wooden animal carvings.

WHERE TO HANG OUT WITH THE LOCALS IN LIVINGSTONE

Limpo’s Pub & Grill

If you’re looking to watch football, listen to live music or hang with the locals, this is the spot.

Livingstone Museum

Zambian traditional dishes and snacks can be purchased at the museum restaurant, just outside the main building.

Mwabonwa Cultural Experience

To experience Zambia through its people, food and rich culture, sign up for a tour.


THE BUSH GOURMET
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Annabel Hughes Aston, from SavannahBel, lives on a farm in the Zambezi Valley near Livingstone.

Living in the bush in Zambia, Annabel has learned about the edible flora around her. She says, ‘I’ve relied on native Zambians to teach me what I know, and then used my imagination and culinary skills to turn these edibles into a contemporary bush gourmet cuisine.’

Annabel uses wild edibles, indigenous Zambian ingredients and locally grown seasonal produce in her dishes. It’s wild food, garden food, market food, farm food, all brought together in an imaginative and stylish way. Bookings are essential if you want to visit and sample the food.
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Family Fun in Livingstone

SOMETHING FOR THE WHOLE FAMILY

There are plenty of activities in and around Victoria Falls that are suitable for children, but some are more specifically designed with kids in mind. The Livingstone Crocodile Park has guided tours that let you observe crocodiles in their natural habitat, and if you are up for it, you can also hold the young hatchling crocs. There’s also a snake enclosure where you can see some of the most dangerous snakes in the region.

The late Cliff Sitwala, the ‘Local Cowboy’, was a Livingstone legend with a vision for his community. His idea was simple: he would buy some bikes and offer cycling tours to tourists in the area, and then build a school with the profits. And that’s exactly what he did. Cliff started a preschool with the profits from his cycling tours and the legacy continues. Let the guides show you around and wow you with their knowledge of Livingstone. The tours take you through areas that you might not otherwise visit, including a number of local villages and markets, and the preschool itself. It’s a great way to see the real Zambia, and a fun activity for the whole family.

Of all the bridge activities, the Bridge Slide is definitely the tamest, and you can do it solo or in tandem. The minimum age for a tandem slide run is six years old. This is a fun, and mildly adventurous activity, with great views as you zipline across the Batoka Gorge from the Zambian side, finishing at the Victoria Falls Bridge.

BEST PLACES TO SWIM IN LIVINGSTONE

Angel’s Pool

Open during the rainy season, this is an alternative for when water levels are too high at Devil’s Pool.

River Club

This infinity pool, 18km upstream of Livingstone, overlooks a picturesque bend in the Zambezi River.

Radisson Blu Mosi-Oa-Tunya

The pool here has a swim-up bar and is perfect for relaxing; also has a rooftop pool for spa guests.


A WORLD-FAMOUS BRIDGE

Connecting two countries, the Victoria Falls Bridge was the dream of Cecil John Rhodes, politician and entrepreneur, whose vision it was to connect the Cape to Cairo with a continuous railway. Construction began in 1903 and was completed in 1905. Although it was his vision, Rhodes never actually visited Victoria Falls and died before construction began.

Shearwater runs a historic bridge tour, where you walk the catwalks below the bridge, an area normally closed to the public, and learn more about this wonder of Victorian engineering. The tour is unusual and entertaining, and gives you unique views of the falls, the Zambezi River and Batoka Gorge.
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GETTING AROUND

Livingstone town is very walkable and there is no public transport. Victoria Falls and the border to Zimbabwe are around 10km away, so a taxi is needed for those excursions.






NAMIBIA
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EPIC LANDSCAPES AND ABUNDANT WILDLIFE

Towering dunes, a wild coastline and wonderful parks are complemented by lovely campsites and lodges, dramatic scenery and unlimited space in Namibia, Southern Africa’s desert gem.
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Welcome to Namibia, a land of dramatic landscapes and fascinating contrasts. Seemingly barren tracts teem with life, desert-adapted rhinos find sustenance in ephemeral river beds, elephants congregate along waterways and a multiethnic, multilingual kaleidoscope of cultures works together to build a forward-looking society in one of the world’s youngest nations. Travelling in Namibia is a pleasure. A fine road network connects main centres and delightful lodges and well-situated campgrounds appear in the middle of nowhere. Fiery sunsets wrap each day in their glow, while clear night skies are filled with more stars and planets than you ever knew existed.

When planning your travels, it’s best to pick several highlights and build your itinerary around those. For animal spotting, head north, where Etosha National Park and the wetlands of Zambezi host significant populations of wildlife. For striking scenery and desert-adapted lions, elephants and rhinos, focus on Damaraland. The iconic dunes around Sossusvlei are just one draw of Namibia’s wonderful south, centred around Namib-Naukluft National Park. Other attractions include Africa’s largest canyon, abandoned ghost towns and the chance to canoe along the Orange River. Namibia’s Kalahari offers a completely different perspective to the Namib, with its gracious lodges, vegetated dunes and red-hued vistas. To sample all of Namibia’s regions, you’ll need at least a month. If you can, focus on just one area, as you’ll almost certainly want to come back for more.


THE MAIN AREAS

WINDHOEK

The low-key capital.

NORTH-CENTRAL NAMIBIA

Cheetah project and Waterberg Plateau.

ETOSHA NATIONAL PARK

Abundant wildlife.

DAMARALAND

Rock art and rhinos.

NORTHERN NAMIBIA

Owambo heartland.

ZAMBEZI REGION

Wildlife and waterways.

KUNENE REGION

Remote valleys and Himba villages.

SKELETON COAST

Fog-blanketed coastline.

SWAKOPMUND

Coastal adrenaline hub.

WALVIS BAY

Flamingos and seals.

NAMIB-NAUKLUFT NATIONAL PARK

Dunes and desert.

CENTRAL PLATEAU

Kalahari gateway and country lodges.

LÜDERITZ

Ghost towns and diamonds.

FISH RIVER CANYON

Africa’s largest canyon.

ORANGE RIVER

Canoeing and rafting.



Find Your Way

At about 824,300 sq km in area, Namibia is vast, and distances between major areas are long. We’ve picked places that capture the country’s different aspects. Use them as suggested bases, from where you can set off and explore as you wish.
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Plan Your Time

Namibia has something for everyone. Experience Sossusvlei, Fish River Canyon and other iconic landscapes. Go on safari in Etosha National Park or head north to discover local culture and explore languid waterways.
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Pressed for Time

• Head to Sossusvlei and Deadvlei to climb the dunes and be surrounded by the incredible scenery of Namib-Naukluft National Park. Carry on to the Swakopmund and Walvis Bay area for a night or two at the coast, and sandboarding, fat-biking, kayaking and taking in the juxtaposition of desert and sea. Continue on to Damaraland, with a visit to the seals at Cape Cross en route. In Damaraland, enjoy the isolated red mountains and the wealth of rock art, while also fitting in some elephant and rhino tracking. Finish with a few days at Etosha National Park, focusing on the abundant wildlife in the park’s southern reaches.




A Two-week Stay

• Follow the first route, but expand each stage. After Sossusvlei and a stop at Sesriem Canyon, visit NamibRand Nature Reserve before heading to the coast. Base yourself in either Walvis Bay or Swakopmund, kayak or boat around Pelican Point, fat bike at Sandwich Harbour and sandboard or quad bike on the dunes. In Damaraland, spend time around Palmwag learning about desert-adapted rhinos, see the rock art at Brandberg and visit the Damara Living Museum near Twyfelfontein. In Etosha, don’t miss spending time at a floodlit water hole – an Etosha highlight. Finish with a visit to the Waterberg Plateau or the cheetahs and leopards at Okonjima.




One Month or More

• Travel to Fish River Canyon via the Kalahari near Mariental. At the canyon, enjoy the views and hiking, before continuing via the wild horses at Aus to Lüderitz and Kolmanskop. Head north via Helmeringhausen to Sossusvlei and then, via Solitaire and the Naukluft Mountains, to Walvis Bay and Swakopmund. From here, it’s northward to Skeleton Coast National Park, then into Damaraland, perhaps detouring to visit the Himba around Opuwo. Enter Etosha via Galton Gate and exit at Namutoni or King Nehale Gates to meet the Owambo around Ondangwa. Then head east to Rundu, Zambezi’s waterways and Botswana or back to Windhoek via Tsumkwe or Waterberg Plateau.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Namibia is a year-round destination. July through September is high season, with dry, cooler weather and easy wildlife watching. November through February brings rain and flooding, plus wonderful birding.

FEBRUARY

Usually the wettest month. It’s also calving season in Etosha, with baby animals, green landscapes and excellent birding.
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MAY

Dry, cooler weather and vibrant green landscapes make May especially pleasant for visiting Namib-Naukluft National Park.
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JULY

Namibia’s coldest month and one of its driest, with sunny days and optimal wildlife watching.
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AUGUST

Cooler, clear weather and Namibian Heroes’ Day celebrations feature in August high-season travel.
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OCTOBER

Blooming jacarandas, plus wildlife watching and reasonable temperatures, make October in Namibia delightful.

[image: jpg]

tony tsl/shutterstock ©

NOVEMBER

High season is over. Wildlife watching is rewarding and migratory birds fill the skies, with rains just around the corner.
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DECEMBER

Hot temperatures and less fog means the coast fills with holiday-goers.
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WINDHOEK
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Windhoek’s charms can be elusive at first glance. Yet, the small capital has a lot to offer, and it’s the best stocking-up point before heading off to explore the rest of the country. The tidy and orderly central area is full of contrasts rooted in the troubled legacy of Namibia’s time as a German colony, with a mix of German and Namibian street names, neo-baroque cathedral spires, striking independence monuments and bold, modern architecture. Office workers lounge in the city’s parks at lunchtime, passersby admire woodcarvings and curios, and taxis whizz around honking at potential customers. On the outskirts, small, single-storey homes and zinc-roofed shops flank the streets, the air sizzles with spiced, grilled meat and street-side vendors hawk their wares. Rounding things out is a decent range of accommodation and restaurants and an amenable African urban buzz that gives the city a distinctive edge.

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1Christ Church

2Elephant Column

3Independence Memorial Museum

4Namibia Craft Centre

5National Art Gallery

6Parliament Gardens

7Zoo Park

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 4Craft Cafe

ENTERTAINMENT

8National Theatre of Namibia




TOP TIP

Windhoek is an easy city for a stroll. Most attractions are in the central area, along or near Independence Ave and east towards the Independence Memorial Museum. Spreading out from here are neighbourhoods including Klein Windhoek and Eros, with upmarket cafes and guesthouses, and the vibrant suburb of Katutura.
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Museum-hopping in Windhoek

SPEND A DAY VISITING MUSEUMS

Windhoek’s fine collection of museums give insights into Namibia’s history, culture and geology. Start at the architecturally striking Independence Memorial Museum, which has excellent and sobering displays dedicated to Namibia’s anti-colonial and independence struggle. The 1st floor graphically portrays Namibia under colonial rule, including one section dedicated to Namibians who were imprisoned on South Africa’s Robben Island. The 2nd floor focuses on the resistance movement, while the 3rd floor is dominated by the road to independence. Don’t miss taking the glass elevator up the outside of the building for views over Windhoek. On the 4th floor, there are even better views from the cafe-bar balcony. From here, you can look down onto the now-closed Old Fortress, Windhoek’s oldest surviving building, which was built beginning in 1890 to serve as HQ for the German colonial troops.

Anyone interested in geology should head to the southern end of town, next to Eros domestic airport, to visit the National Earth Science Museum inside the Ministry of Mines & Energy. It has well-presented exhibits covering Namibia’s geology, mining, fossils and meteorites, and gives an overview of the country from a geological perspective that will put some of the country’s other sights in perspective.

Classic car lovers will enjoy the sleepy Old Wheeler’s Club, just off Rehobother Rd. Sometimes it seems like everyone in Windhoek drives a bakkie (open-backed truck) or a Toyota Fortuner, but it wasn’t always that way, and here you can see beautiful old relics, especially on the annual Day of the Wheeler, usually around September or October.

WHERE TO EAT IN WINDHOEK

The Village

European cafe-style chic with a Namibian backdrop. Restaurants range from Portuguese to Italian. $$

Olivia’s Kitchen

The focus is on healthy mains and decadent desserts, all made with fresh, locally sourced ingredients. $$

Stellenbosch Winebar & Bistro

A classy outdoor-indoor setting and thoughtfully imagined international cuisine. $$$


WINDHOEK’S BEST FESTIVALS

Independence Day

Centred downtown and around the stadium, with a parade, sporting events and speeches on 21 March.

Bank Windhoek Arts Festival

Events in Windhoek and elsewhere; dates vary.

Oktoberfest

Dust off your Lederhosen and Dirndl for Windhoek’s October celebration of German roots and beer.

Windhoek Karneval

A German-style carnival, with music, a parade and masked ball, from February to April.

/Ae //Gams

Windhoek’s annual arts and cultural festival is held in late April.

Windhoek Show

This agricultural and livestock event is held at the showgrounds in September and October.
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WHERE TO EAT IN WINDHOEK

La Marmite Restaurant

Tasty West and North African cuisine, all prepared with a haute cuisine finesse. $

Joe’s Beerhouse

Marinated kudu, springbok medallions and vegetarian choices, plus a weekly drumming circle. $$

Fresh ‘n’ Wild @ Utopia

A quiet, garden setting and focus on fresh ingredients. $$

Parks & Parliament

TAKE IN WINDHOEK’S MAJOR LANDMARKS

From 1884 to 1915, Namibia was governed as a colony of the German Empire, with Windhoek as its main settlement. This history – along with the many conflicts to which it gave rise – is still reflected in the modern-day city, especially in the downtown area. A good spot to start exploring is Zoo Park, on Independence Ave: visit at lunch hour, when it becomes a shady retreat for lunching office workers. Five thousand years ago, the park was the site of a Stone Age elephant hunt, as evidenced by the remains of two elephants and several quartz tools found here in the early 1960s. Today this is memorialised by the Elephant Column, designed by Dörthe Berner. Nearby is the War Memorial, topped by a golden imperial eagle, which was dedicated in 1987 to the memory of German soldiers who died in the Nama wars of 1893–94.

From Zoo Park, walk two blocks east to the German Lutheran Christ Church, with its 42m-high steeple. It was designed by architect Gottlieb Redecker in mixed neogothic and art nouveau styles. Although planning for the church began at the turn of the 19th century, it was not consecrated until 1910 – delayed by the German-Nama wars of 1904–07. The roofing and various other elements were imported from Europe, while local sandstone was used for the main building. The altarpiece, the Resurrection of Lazarus, is a copy of the renowned work by Rubens. The church is open for services at 10am on Sundays.

East of the Christ Church, you’ll see Parliament Gardens. Although not open to the public, the green grass is lovely to behold. Behind the gardens is the parliament building. Formerly known as Ink Palace, in honour of all the ink spent on excessive official paperwork, this was originally the administrative HQ of German South West Africa. Opposite is the old State House, now seat of the vice president.


GET TO KNOW WINDHOEK

[image: jpg]

Alicia Reiff (aliciareiff.com), born and raised in Windhoek, has the following insights to offer visitors to the capital.

The best way to get to know Windhoek is through an authentic experience with locals. You’ll have a starkly different view of the city and what it has to offer depending on where you go and who you meet.

Many visitors choose to observe, rather than interact with, our communities through commercialised city tours. I’d recommend taking a private tour and interacting directly with the community, supporting local vendors and craftspeople, while learning about Windhoek’s history on a more personal level. My favourite is the private city tour offered by Martin von Lüttichau (mkkulu@gmail.com; 081-399 7958), who weaves in his personal experience fighting for Namibia’s independence.



Exploring Windhoek’s Monuments

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN HISTORY

Discover bits of Windhoek’s history reflected in its monuments. The main ones are all within an easy walk of each other in the city centre. Here, hidden away in the courtyard of the Old Fortress, is the infamous Equestrian Statue, originally erected opposite the Christ Church in 1912 to commemorate Germans who died in the Nama-Herero genocide. In 2009, it was moved to the front of the Old Fortress under protest, and in 2010, it was placed where it now sits, in the dustbin of history and visible only from above. In its place, in front of the Old Fortress, is the Genocide Memorial, honouring Namibians who died at German hands in the Nama-Herero uprising. Nearby, in front of the Independence Memorial Museum, is a beautiful statue of Sam Nujoma holding aloft the Namibian Constitution – in contrast to the statue of Nujoma at the National Heritage Site in Omugulugwombashe, where Nujoma holds an AK47. Immediately north of the Independence museum, in Parliament Gardens, is Namibia’s first post-independence monument, a bronze-cast statue of the Herero chief Hosea Kutako, who was best known for his vehement opposition to South African rule. About a 15-minute taxi ride away from this area, you’ll find Windhoek’s largest single collection of memorials at the imposing and dignified Heroes’ Acre. It is set in the hills 12km south of Windhoek and visible just west of the B1. Stretching out from a large statue of the Unknown Soldier and a marble obelisk are about 174 tombstones, some of which are symbolic, some actual, honouring Namibians who played important roles in the country’s independence struggle.

WHERE TO STAY IN WINDHOEK

Urban Camp

A shady compound with camping, glamping, hearty meals and a convenient location. $

Chameleon Backpackers

Afri-chic rooms, tidy dorms, self-catering flats, free daily city tours and an on-site travel centre. $

Tamboti Guesthouse

Spacious, homey rooms on a small hill just above the city centre. $


A TROUBLED PAST

From 1884 to 1915, Namibia was subjected to the colonial government of the German Empire. While the mood in the country today is impressively forward-looking, with many Namibians of all backgrounds working together to build a positive future, deep scars still remain. One of the deepest is from the Herero-Nama genocide: from 1904 to 1907, thousands of Herero and Nama lost their lives at the hands of the German military, both in battle and under inhumane conditions in concentration camps. One of the most notorious of these camps was at Shark Island near Lüderitz.

For more on Namibia’s history.
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WHERE TO STAY IN WINDHOEK

Maison Ambre

A small, homey place on the edge of Klein Windhoek, near some restaurants. $$

Olive Grove

A smart boutique hotel in Eros with well-appointed rooms and elegant natural decor. $$$

Belvedere Boutique Hotel

In the upmarket Ludwigsdorf neighbourhood, with airy, well-appointed rooms and attentive service. $$

City Tours in Katutura

GET TO KNOW LOCAL LIFE

To get an idea of what daily life is like for a large portion of Windhoek’s residents, it’s well worth visiting Katutura, the vibrant, sprawling suburb just northwest of the city centre. Katutura’s history dates to 1912 and the apartheid era, when the Windhoek town council set aside two ‘locations’ that were open to black Africans working in the city: Main Location, which was west of the city centre, and Klein Windhoek, to the east. The following year, people were forcibly relocated to these areas, which effectively became haphazard settlements. In the early 1930s, streets were laid out in Main Location and the area was divided into regions. Each subdivision within these regions was assigned to an ethnic group and referred to by that name (eg Herero, Nama, Owambo, Damara).

In the 1950s, the Windhoek municipal council, with encouragement from the South African government (which then regarded Namibia as a province of South Africa), decided to ‘take back’ Klein Windhoek and consolidate all ‘location’ residents into a single settlement northwest of the main city. There was strong opposition to the move, and in early December 1959, a group of Herero women launched a protest march and boycott against the city government. On 10 December, the unrest escalated into a confrontation with the police, resulting in 11 deaths and 44 serious injuries. Frightened, the roughly 4000 residents of the Main Location submitted and moved to the new settlement, which was ultimately named ‘Katutura’. In Herero the name means ‘we have no permanent place’, although it can also be translated as ‘the place we do not want to settle’.

In today’s independent Namibia, Katutura is a vibrant Windhoek suburb – Namibia’s Soweto – where poverty and affluence brush elbows. The town council has extended municipal water, power and telephone services to most areas, and has also established the colourful Soweto Market, where traders sell just about anything imaginable. Unlike its South African counterpart, Katutura is relatively safe by day if you can find a trustworthy local who can act as a guide. An excellent choice is Katutours (katutours@gmail.com), run by the well-organised Anna Mafwila, who is a wealth of information on the area. She offers 3½-hour tours on bicycle, or on foot during the rainy season. You’ll get a taste of township life and the chance to meet plenty of locals. For vehicle tours, try contacting Comfort Tours & Safaris (www.ctoursandsafaris.com) or Nam Flava City Tours (eesy-ees.com/namflavacitytours).


BEST TRADITIONAL FOOD

Oshetu Community Market (Single Quarter)

This is the place to try kapana (Namibia’s famous seasoned, grilled beef). Tell them the amount you’d like (it’s about N$40 for a large portion) and don’t forget the seasoning. $

Xwama Traditional Restaurant

Owambo food and culture are the highlights here; enjoy traditional singing and dancing performances with advance notice. $

Papa G’s

Sample tasty grilled chicken at this street-side grill in the western suburbs. Just behind, you’ll find beef, lamb, fresh rolls and condiments. $

Pepata Traditional Restaurant

The menu rotates, so stop by a few times to get a full sampling of traditional dishes. $



WHERE TO STAY IN WINDHOEK

Hotel Heinitzburg

Personable accommodation in an historic castle, with fine dining and wonderful views. $$$

Moonraker Farm

Cosy chalets, wide vistas and hiking trails at this ‘adventure camp’ between Windhoek and the airport. $$

Windhoek West Guesthouse

A reliable budget choice, catering to both local business travellers and tourists. $


BEST MARKETS

Green Market (Bio-Markt)

This Saturday farmers market (8am to 12.30pm) is held in Klein Windhoek, at the corner of Berg and Kaunda Sts. There’s also a mini-version on Wednesday afternoons.

Sunday Market

Fresh bread, fresh produce and a social vibe at The Village (9am to 3pm) on Liliencron St.

Soweto Market

You can find anything at this colourful market in Katutura.
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The Arts in Windhoek

PAINTINGS, CRAFTS AND A CAFE

For a small capital, Windhoek has a remarkably lively and accessible cultural scene. The National Art Gallery is a good starting point, with a small permanent collection of works reflecting Namibia’s historical and natural heritage. Watch especially for works by Muafangejo, Namibia’s first black artist to gain international acclaim. His linocuts depict the liberation struggle from a religious and narrative perspective. Next door is the National Theatre of Namibia, which has sporadic performances.

For crafts visit the area between Tal St and Independence Ave. The highlight is the Namibia Craft Centre at the Old Breweries complex, with a range of crafts from around the country, plus the Craft Cafe – a pleasant spot to relax. The small sidewalk market on the western (back) side of Hilton Hotel is worth visiting to get to know the Himba women there, who sell jewellery and other crafts.

SHOPPING VENUES IN WINDHOEK

Maerua Mall

All the essentials, plus a Checkers supermarket branch inside and a Superspar across the street.

Grove Mall

Windhoek’s glitziest shopping, plus a supermarket and eateries.

Post Street Mall

A hodge-podge of shops selling crafts and essentials.

Craft Shopping at Penduka

A WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT PROJECT

Penduka, which means ‘wake up’, is a women’s empowerment project overlooking Goreangob Dam on the edge of Katutura, 8km northwest of the city centre. Plan a few hours out here enjoying the tranquil setting and learning how economically disadvantaged women are trained in embroidery and sewing. The lovely crafts they produce are for sale in the on-site shop, with all proceeds going to the women themselves. The compound also hosts a project in which deaf women recycle glass to make jewellery.

After touring the project, you can relax at the on-site restaurant, which serves a small selection of local and Western-style dishes. The project also has a handful of tidy rondavels overlooking the lake for anyone who wants to stay overnight. Paddleboats are also available for rent. The setting is peaceful and breezy, and a complete change from the nearby bustle of Katutura. Arrange a taxi to get here, or ask staff for help with booking transport.


WINDY CORNER

The Nama called Windhoek /Ai //Gams, meaning ‘fire water’, and the Herero knew it as Otjomuise (’place of smoke’) in reference to hot springs that bubbled and steamed near the original town. The current name, meaning ‘windy corner’ in Afrikaans, dates to the 1920 South African mandate in Namibia. Some say it might be a variation of ‘Winterhoek’, the South African home town of Jonker Afrikaner, who first used the name Windhoek. If you spend much time in and around the capital, and especially if you do much cycling, you may think it could just as well refer to the area’s strong winds.



Get Out in Nature

HIKE, BIKE AND WATCH WILDLIFE

Just a few minutes from central Windhoek, you can be in the middle of nature. IJG Trails @ Farm Windhoek, with its main entrance about 8km southeast of the city centre, is a fabulous place to start, with 70km of tracks for biking, running, walking and hiking. A few have fine views over Windhoek. There’s also a mountain-biking hub here and a small cafe.

About 20km west of the city centre is Daan Viljoen Nature Reserve. Although the reserve and affiliated lodge have languished in recent years, the scenery – at the edge of the Khomas Highlands – is lovely and it’s quite likely you’ll see various antelope, giraffes and wildebeest on the short 4WD loop. There are also two walking trails (1.5km and 9km).

Another place to spot wildlife is Heja Game Lodge, 20km northeast of the city centre and signposted off the airport road. Watch for springboks, wildebeest and ostriches on the short driving loop. Further out, set in open land about 50km northeast of the centre, is N/a’ankuse, with cultural, wildlife and nature activities for day and overnight visitors with advance booking. Signposted from the same turnoff, and about 85km from the centre at the foot of the Otjihavera Mountains, is Midgard Country Lodge, with a swimming pool, playground, giraffes and antelope. On the other side of the Otjihavera range, and accessed from the B1 about 35km north of Windhoek, is the recently rehabilitated Okapuka Safari Lodge. Its peaceful, expansive grounds are home to giraffes, ostriches and various antelope, and wildlife drives are also open to day visitors.

SUNSET VIEWS IN WINDHOEK

Heinitzburg Hotel

Enjoy sundowners at the Garden Terrace.

National Indepedence Memorial Museum Restaurant

Take in city views from the rooftop bar (open until 10pm) at NIMMS.

Hilton Skybar

Check out Windhoek’s landmarks and central areas from the 9th-floor poolside terrace.


WINDHOEK’S CLUBBING SCENE
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Windhoek resident and member of The Ell’s music duo, Emmanuel Ndifon, shares tips about Windhoek’s clubbing scene. Instagram @the_ells_

It all depends on your taste. Brewer’s Market is a dark, energetic place attracting a young crowd. For something more staid, try MYNT. The music is more European – hope for a good DJ and forget the crazy aesthetics. Experience Lounge, 10km north of town, draws young, upmarket professionals. Back in town, the Winebar is a classic, with its old-school music. Origin draws a young, mixed set with its dynamic beats (there’s a cover charge here). Stratos, on top of Avani Hotel, brings in its own crowd, with its expensive drinks and classy vibe.
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A Day of City Sightseeing

HIKING, HISTORY AND CRAFTS

Only have a day in Windhoek? Start with an early morning walk around your hotel, or at IJG Trails @ Farm Windhoek (which open at 6.30am, or 7.30am in the winter months). Try a bite to eat at the cafe there, Coffee Wild, or head into town and enjoy a fresh, warm fat cake and a hot tea from one of the many morning street corner food stalls. We like the one under the acacia tree just downhill from Maerua Mall. While the air is still cool, head to the city centre for a stroll in the area around Independence Ave and the Christ Church. The National Gallery of Art and Namibia Independence Memorial Museum open early most days – duck inside and spend some time exploring, or make your way to the Craft Centre on Tal St.

For lunch, there are plenty of places to choose from, both in the downtown area and around Klein Windhoek. In the afternoon, arrange a cultural tour in Katutura and a visit to Penduka, allowing about three hours for both together. To cap off your Windhoek day in style, enjoy a sundowner overlooking the city, followed by dinner – maybe Xwama’s Traditional Restaurant or La Marmite if you’re in the mood for African food.

WHERE TO FIND CAMPING OUTFITTERS IN WINDHOEK

Cymot

Tents, camping chairs, braai (barbecue) equipment and whatever else you could want for camping in Namibia.

Cape Union Mart

At Maerua Mall, with sleeping bags, camping equipment and hiking gear.

Adventure Camping Hire

Tents, trailers, mini-fridges and more for rent.

A Night Out in the Capital

DRINKS AND DANCING

Windhoek’s relaxed nightlife scene is quieter than you may find in other African capitals, but there are several perennially popular spots to enjoy a drink and dancing. Many restaurants also double as late-night watering holes. Always travel by taxi after dark. Vinyl’s Music Cafe is an artsy place in Zoo Park with, as they say themselves, good music, good food and good vibes. Joe’s Beerhouse stocks a wide assortment of Namibian and German beers, and attracts a slightly raucous crowd, and you can count on activity here until early in the morning. There’s a completely different vibe at the Stellenbosch Wine Bar & Bistro, where you can enjoy drinks, with or without a meal, in a pleasant open courtyard. Another quiet spot for a drink is the Wine Bar. You can also buy wine for your own sundowners at its well-stocked shop. The perennially popular Andy’s Pub is a German-style sports bar. For an eclectic mix of music and occasional poetry readings, join the loyal group of regulars at Muso’s Cafe on Merensky St. For classical concerts, the best bets are the Franco-Namibian Cultural Centre and the Goethe Institut, both of which sponsor concerts and performances. It’s also worth checking the College of the Arts Facebook page for occasional concerts and events.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE SUBURBS

Arebbusch Travel Lodge

A large resort off the B1 and convenient for an early morning start. Parking for trailers and campers. $$

Villa Violet

A small, classy B&B in Klein Windhoek with a tiny courtyard pool and lovely, violet-inspired decor. $$

Hotel Thule

Views over the city are the best attraction at this German-style establishment on a hilltop in Windhoek’s Eros suburb. $$$

The Weinberg

An upmarket place in Klein Windhoek with a courtyard bar, a spa and several restaurants in the same compound. $$$

Olive Exclusive

Each room has a different Namibian theme at this boutique hotel. $$$




GETTING AROUND

Collective taxis from the ranks at Wernhill Park Centre follow set routes to Khomasdal and Katutura; if your destination is along the way, you’ll pay around N$15 to N$25. Fares for private radio-dispatch taxis are roughly calculated on a per kilometre basis and average N$80 within the city; be sure to confirm the total when booking. If you’re arriving at Chief Hosea Kutako International Airport, taxis and airport shuttles typically wait outside the arrivals area, meeting most international flights; rates for the 40km-plus journey into town average around N$450, depending on your destination. For Eros domestic airport, about 4km from the city centre, fares are around N$80.

If you flag down a collective taxi on the street, be aware there are plenty of cowboys around and often not much English is spoken. Although the taxis are supposed to be registered, it’s not unknown for fake numbers to be pasted on the side. It’s better to try a private company such as City Cab (citycabtransfers.com), Dial-a-Cab (dialacab.com.na) or Lefa (lefa.com.na).





Beyond Windhoek
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The area around Windhoek has enough attractions to keep you busy for days, with many overnight and weekend getaways.


Depart Windhoek in any direction and you’ll quickly find yourself in the middle of nature. To the west are the grassland expanses and open vistas of the Khomas Highlands. To the south are mesmerising, desert-rich landscapes rimmed by distant mountain ranges and big skies. To the east are ranchlands that provide over one-third of Namibia’s beef, and the red sands of the Namibian Kalahari, while to the north and northwest are pleasant towns, volcanic peaks, rock art and dinosaur footprints. While some would argue that Namibia’s most superlative landscapes are found further afield, Windhoek’s surroundings are beautiful in their own right in whatever direction you might take and well worth exploring.
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TOP TIP

Roads leading out of Windhoek are generally in excellent condition, especially the tarmac B1 highway. There are police checkpoints at the city’s northern and southern edges, where you’ll likely be asked to show your driver’s licence and vehicle papers.



An Oanob Dam Getaway

LAKESIDE FUN NEAR WINDHOEK

For an enjoyable respite from the capital, follow the B1 south for 85km to Rehoboth and then 12km west to Lake Oanob Resort. At this amenable spot overlooking Oanob dam and lake, you can swim, stand-up paddleboard or kayak (with your own board/boat), hike and enjoy waterside views from the thatch-roofed bar-restaurant. There’s also shaded camping.

Rehoboth itself is home of Namibia’s Baster population, whose history is highlighted in the small Rehoboth Museum, just east of the highway. En route from Windhoek are several other points of interest to round out the excursion. First up, about 25km south of Windhoek off the B1, is the laid-back Hooves & Gardens, with home-style meals, farm animals and horse riding by prior arrangement. About 5km before is the turnoff for Krumhuk Organic Farm. Their products are for sale at Windhoek’s Green Market, and you can arrange farm tours and overnight stays.


BORDER CROSSING TIPS

The Buitepos border between Namibia and Botswana is currently open from 7am to midnight in both directions, but soon to change to a 24-hour, one-stop post. It’s a straightforward, efficient crossing with a filling station, food and good internet connectivity. Time your travels to leave Namibia with plenty of daylight, as it’s a long drive to Ghanzi, the next major settlement along the Trans-Kalahari Hwy in Botswana.



Exploring the Bat Cave

FUN FOR SPELUNKERS

On private farmland about 60km northeast of Dordabis and 125km southeast of Windhoek is Arnhem Cave, Namibia’s longest subterranean system. It measures around 4.5km in length and 110m in depth and makes an interesting excursion. You can arrange guided tours with Arnhem Cave Lodge & Campsites, either hiking up the hill from the lodge to the entrance or going by vehicle. They supply torches and masks (which help cut down on the guano smell and dust). Much of the cave consists of large, interconnected chambers. While there are few stalagmites or stalactites, because of the aridity and lack of carbonite, there are bats, which you will definitely see once inside. Up to seven species have been identified here, including the giant leaf-nosed bat, which is the world’s largest insect-eating bat. In Arnhem’s early days, following its discovery in 1930 by a local farmer, the cave was mined for its deposits of lucrative bag guano, which was coveted as a fertiliser.

You could combine a visit to Arnhem Cave with a stay in the ranching outpost of Dordabis, the heart of Namibia’s karakul (sheep) farming country, set in rolling terrain. There are several lovely lodges in the surrounding area.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND DORDABIS

Eningu Clayhouse Lodge

Spacious rooms with hand-painted floors and handwoven rugs, plus hiking, wildlife watching and archery. $$$

Ibenstein Farm

Modern chalets overlooking a water hole, plus hiking, horse riding and an in-house safari company. $$$

Arnhem Cave Lodge & Campsite

Camping, self-catering chalets and a restaurant near Arnhem Cave, and guided cave walks. $


BEST PLACES TO STAY AROUND GOBABIS & THE BORDER

Kalahari Bush Breaks

Views over the Kalahari, camping, a 4WD trail and fine walking. Well worth a stop. $$

SanDune Game Lodge

Luxury cottages, classy rooms, green lawns with grazing springboks and a horse breeding farm and equestrian centre. $$$

East Gate Service Station & Rest Camp

Tidy self-catering chalets, shaded, grassy camping, internet and a restaurant (with takeaway picnics available) just inside the Namibian border. $

Harnas Wildlife Foundation & Guest Farm

Cultural activities and close-up wildlife encounters, plus camping and pleasant cottages. $$$
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Scenic Cattle Country

FARMING OUTPOSTS AND THE BOTSWANA BORDER

For most visitors, experiencing the cattle-farming outpost of Gobabis, about 200km east of Windhoek, means just passing through en route to the border. Yet, the surrounding northern Kalahari offers some lovely lodges, which are rewarding destinations in their own right or as stopovers on a longer regional itinerary. Take nature walks, appreciate the scenery and enjoy wildlife drives as you travel into or out of Namibia.

Gobabis’ name, of Khoekhoen origin, was meant to mean ‘place of strife’, perhaps in reference to early conflicts in this area between the Nama and Herero. However, a slight misspelling renders it ‘place of elephants’, which is the interpretation that has stuck, despite the obvious shortage of elephants. Gobabis is capital of the Omaheke region, which provides over one-third of Namibia’s beef, and is the main service centre of the Namibian Kalahari. The town’s only historic building is the old military hospital, the Lazarett, which is commemorated by a small plaque. The bull statue at the entrance to town will leave you in no doubt that this is cattle country.

The border town of Buitepos, 110km east of Gobabis, is little more than a petrol station and efficient customs and immigration post.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR MT ETJO

Otjihaenamaparero Dinosaur Footprints Campsite

Rustic camping next to the Otjihaenamaparero footprints; bring all supplies. $

Mt Etjo Safari Lodge

In Okonjati Game Reserve, with spacious rooms featuring stone and dark-wood decor, plus a campsite. $$$

Erindi Old Traders Lodge

Well-appointed rooms; the better ones front a small water hole that sees considerable animal traffic. $$$

Celebrate Herero Heroes

HERERO HISTORY AND WOODCARVINGS

To experience a ‘typical’ central Namibian town, it’s worth making the short detour off the B1 to spend an hour or two in the staid garden centre of Okahandja, 70km north of Windhoek. It’s an incongruous but appealing mix of African and German influences, with a scattering of old German-style buildings juxtaposed against the large carved elephants greeting you at the open-air Mbangura woodcarvers market at the edge of town. At the market, carvers from Rundu and elsewhere in the north gather to sell their creations; note that the main market, at the northeastern edge of Okahandja, is better than the one at the southeastern entrance to town. After taking a stroll and chatting with the vendors, have a snack at Bakery Dekker or sample some biltong at the deli at the Closwa Factory Shop.

Okahandja was a colonial administrative centre and German-run mission in the late 19th century. It also was an important centre for the Herero, with the graves of many Herero heroes who died in the struggle for independence. It’s worth trying to be here for one of the annual Herero commemorative events. The biggest, Red Flag Herero Day, takes place over three days on the weekend closest to 26 August, the day when, in 1923, Chief Samuel Maherero’s remains were transferred from his place of death in Bechuanaland (Botswana) to Okahandja. (Samuel Maherero also has a ceremonial tombstone at Heroes’ Acre, near Windhoek.) Hundreds of Red Flag Herero gather and parade through the cemeteries on the eastern edge of town. Blessings are conferred by Herero elders, who take water in their mouths to purify it and then spit it onto others for their purification and that of their surroundings. A similar event is held by the Mbanderu, or Green Flag Herero, on the weekend nearest 11 June.


BATTLE OF MOORDKOPPIE

The historical animosity between the Nama and the Herero had its most emphatic expression at the Battle of Moordkoppie (Afrikaans for ‘Murder Hill’) on 23 August 1850. During the battle, 700 Herero under the command of chief Katjihene were massacred by Nama forces. Half of the victims were women and children, whose bodies were dismembered for the copper bangles on their arms and legs. The scene of this tragedy was a small rocky hill near the centre of Okahandja between the B2 and the railway line, 500m north of the Gross Barmen turnoff, although little remains now to mark the event.



Art, Crafts & Wine Combined

WINERIES AND ART FESTIVAL

The outback oasis of Omaruru, on the ephemeral Omaruru River about 200km northwest of Windhoek, lies along the fastest route between Swakopmund and Etosha National Park and makes a lovely stop. Enjoy a drink in a cosy cafe, sample wine at a nearby wine farm, take a stroll around town, or make a weekend of it and cycle between Omaruru and the Erongo massif, using Ai-Aiba – The Rock Painting Lodge as your Erongo destination.

Omaruru has long had a reputation as an artist’s enclave, and while a number of galleries have shut in recent years, there are several remaining. These include Eins Art Studio, and Tikoloshe Africa for crafts. In September, the annual Omaruru Arts Festival showcases live music performances, artists and craft stalls.

Another annual event, held on the weekend closest to 10 October, is White Flag Herero Day, when the Herero honour their fallen chiefs. A procession winds its way from the Ozonde neighbourhood to the graveyard opposite the old mission station, where Chief Wilhelm Zeraeua, who founded Omaruru in 1863, was buried after his defeat in the German-Herero wars. You’ll also see Franke tower, which was built by the Germans to commemorate Victor Franke, who led the 1904 cavalry charge against the Herero.

About 5km southwest of town is the Erongo Mountain Winery. Although most of the grapes are sourced from South Africa, you can tour the production area and enjoy tastings and lunch. Tastings can also be arranged at Kristall Kellerei, 3km northeast of town; advance bookings are required.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN OKAHANDJA

Okahandja Country Hotel

Spacious rooms, greenery and hearty, home-style meals. $$

Bäckerei Dekker & Cafe

Known for its savoury pies and homey breakfasts and lunches. $

Closwa Factory Shop

A good spot to try Namibia’s famous biltong. $


CHIEFS’ MEMORIAL SHRINE

Near the 1952 German-Lutheran Friedenskirche in Okahandja, in a protected enclosure at the Chiefs’ Memorial Shrine, are the graves of Herero leader Willem Maherero, Nama leader Jan Jonker Afrikaner and Hosea Kutako, the father of Namibian independence. Kutako was the first politician to petition the UN against the South African occupation of Namibia. In his will, he asked to be buried next to Jonker Afrikaner.
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WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN OMARURU

Central Hotel Omaruru

Shady grounds, simple rondavels, a pool and a popular restaurant at this pleasant hub of Omaruru life. $

Kashana Hotel

Spacious, tiled rooms around a large courtyard planted with succulents and cacti. Also a restaurant and a pool. $

River Guesthouse Omaruru

Lovely and green, with the best camping in town, rooms around a shady courtyard and dinners on request. $

Rock Art in the Erongo Mountains

ANCIENT PAINTINGS AND SCENIC SURROUNDINGS

The volcanic Erongo massif, which rises to 2216m about 250km northwest of Windhoek, is both beautiful and relatively accessible, and makes a worthwhile detour. The range is known for its caves and rock art, particularly the 50m-deep Phillips Cave, where you can see the famous white elephant painting. Superimposed on the elephant is a red antelope (perhaps an eland), and around it what appear to be ostriches and giraffes. The site is 3km off the road and open to day hikers via Ameib Guesthouse & Farm, on the southwestern edge of the Erongo massif, where you can also spend the night camping, or staying in rustic cabins or in the guesthouse. There’s also a picnic site here, which is backed by outcrops of stacked boulders, one group of which is known as the Bull’s Party, because it resembles a circle of gossiping bovines. Other notable formations include one resembling an elephant’s head and another that recalls a Herero woman standing, in traditional dress, with two children. Allow about 45 minutes to an hour to negotiate the path up to the cave. If you’re just visiting for the day, you can make payment and arrange guided hikes at the Ameib Guesthouse reception.

The surrounding countryside is part of the Erongo Mountain Nature Conservancy, an area of privately held land where the owners have removed fences to promote the free movement of local wildlife. In addition to reintroduced black rhinos, black-faced impalas and Hartmann’s mountain zebras are also at home here, although they are not often seen.


NAMIBIA’S ARTS SCENE

There’s so much happening behind the scenes in the Namibian arts. Most galleries showcase rotating exhibitions of for-sale work, although a few have small permanent collections. Here are some places to get started:

Namibian Arts Association

This gallery space is in a refurbished building on Ave Robert Mugabe in Windhoek. Exhibits rotate every three weeks. (naa.na)

Omba

Omba promotes fair trade and development of local artistic talent and handicraft traditions countrywide, especially among the San. It has a gallery at the Namibia Crafts Centre in Windhoek. Swakopmund’s Trendhaus also carries some of its products. (omba.org.na)

StART Art Gallery

An online showcase for contemporary Namibian art, with gallery space at The Village in Windhoek. (startartgallery.com)



Grasslands Wildlife Watching

WATER HOLES AND WILDLIFE

If you can’t make it to Etosha National Park, consider spending a night or two at Erindi Private Game Reserve, about 200km northwest of Windhoek. With over 700 sq km of savannah grasslands and rocky mountains, Erindi lacks the zoo-like feel of many smaller private reserves. You can expect to see elephants and giraffes, especially around the main water hole, with lions, leopards, cheetahs and black rhinos all reasonable possibilities. Self-drive safaris are not currently permitted, but wildlife drives can be arranged at the reserve lodge. Ownership has been in flux over the past few years so expect some changes, but for now, Erindi remains a recommendable wildlife experience.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR ERONGO

Ai-Aiba – The Rock Painting Lodge

Spacious, high-ceilinged rooms and mountain biking trails on northwestern edge. $$$

Erongo Plateau Campsite

Camping on Erongo’s northeastern edge, with wildlife at a nearby water hole. Wheelchair-friendly. $

Camp Mara

In the northeastern foothills, with campsites, decorated rooms and the chance to meet the local San community. $$


VOLCANIC HISTORY

The 35km-wide Erongo massif, which rises about 1000m above the surrounding flatlands, is actually the eroded core of an ancient volcano formed about 150 million years ago when the volcano collapsed on its magma chamber, allowing the basin to fill with slow-cooling igneous material. The result is a hard, granite-like core, which withstood the erosion that washed away the surrounding rock. The massif hosts several caves, which were used by early San inhabitants for shelter. Their presence is documented by the rich legacy of cave paintings and rock art found at several sites, including at Phillips Cave on the Erongo massif’s southwestern edge.



[image: jpg]

Dinosaur footprint | annette coetzee sa/shutterstock ©

Dinosaur Footprints near Kalkfeld

IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF DINOSAURS

Around 200 million years ago, Namibia was covered in a shallow sea, which gradually filled with wind-blown sand and eroded silt, creating sandstone layers that have preserved a clear record of a 28m-long dinosaur stroll. There are about 30 prints, some smaller, some larger, showing a three-toed, clawed foot which scientists believe to belong to a bipedal, medium-sized dinosaur. It is a remarkable sight and worth a stop. The footprints are near the tiny town of Kalkfeld at the Otjihaenamaparero Dinosaur Footprints Guestfarm, about 230km northwest of Windhoek and about an hour’s detour off the main road. Day visits are permitted.


GETTING AROUND

Regular public transport connects Windhoek with major towns in the vicinity, including Rehoboth, Okahandja, Dordabis and Gobabis. Okahandja is a minor public transport hub, serving various regional destinations by Combi (minibus). A ride between Windhoek and Okahandja shouldn’t cost more than N$150.

Elsewhere, you’ll need your own wheels. Especially in the dry season, 2WD is fine for most major destinations covered here. Omaruru is a convenient stop for travellers between Etosha National Park and Swakopmund, while the Erongo Mountain area is a springboard into Damaraland, further northwest. Alternatively, you can head east towards Omaruru on the D1937. This route virtually encircles the Erongo massif and provides access to minor 4WD roads into the heart of the mountains.

Intercape Mainliner passes through Rehoboth and Okahandja on its route connecting South Africa with northern Namibia, and Tok-Tokkie Shuttles has a weekly bus between Windhoek and Gaborone (Botswana’s capital) via Gobabis. If you’re planning on crossing into Botswana in a rental car, be sure to get the necessary paperwork in advance.






NORTH-CENTRAL NAMIBIA
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In North-Central Namibia, you can participate in one of Southern Africa’s great carnivore conservation projects, breathe in cool highland air on the isolated Waterberg Plateau, get to know the attractive towns of Grootfontein and Tsumeb, see the world’s largest meteorite, and enjoy pleasant guesthouses and lodges along the way. While most travellers simply pass through the region en route to Etosha, Zambezi or Northern Namibia, it’s worth planning several extra days to explore. The work of Africat Foundation at Okonjima is particularly fascinating, and the background knowledge you’ll pick up about cheetahs and other big cats and their habits will make a later visit to Etosha even richer. Nearby, the setting on the Waterberg Plateau is like nowhere else in Namibia. As you make your way north, enjoy the region’s wide vistas, brilliant sunsets and gently undulating farm country, where you’ll frequently spot warthogs trotting along the roadsides.
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TOP TIP

North-Central Namibia’s road network is excellent and well suited to visits year-round. You can reach most destinations on tarmac, but allow extra time for the gravel side roads, especially around the Waterberg Plateau, or if you are travelling to Tsumkwe and Khaudum National Park.




CHEETAH FACTS
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Daniel Kasera works as a wildlife guide, helping visitors to better understand the conservation work of Okonjima and the AfriCat Foundation. Here, he shares some interesting facts about cheetahs:

It’s believed that the white fur on cheetah cubs’ backs helps them resemble honey badgers, thereby protecting them against predators.

It’s also thought that the mother cheetah moves her cubs frequently for protection, and that the black markings behind cheetahs’ ears act as ‘false eyes’ to scare predators approaching from behind.

Cheetahs have excellent eyesight. In areas without hills or bush encroachment, they’re able to spot prey 5km away by detecting the prey’s movement.

The black tear marks on cheetahs’ faces reduce glare, enabling them to better spot their prey.
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The Cats of Okonjima

SUPPORT WILDLIFE CONSERVATION

It’s sunrise, there’s a chill in the air, the bush is awakening and you’re in an open safari vehicle bumping through the tall grass with your guide, who is trying to pick up the signals of collared leopards at the 200-sq-km Okonjima Nature Reserve. Okonjima, home of the AfriCat Foundation, is the epicentre of one of Namibia’s most impressive conservation programs. It protects cheetahs and other carnivores rescued from human–wildlife conflict situations across the country, and gives them room to move.

With its excellent opportunities to observe leopards, cheetahs and other carnivores at close range and its comprehensive education program, the reserve is an ideal complement to Etosha for anyone interested in exploring Namibia’s wildlife in more depth. It also offers the chance to be a part of something that makes a genuine difference. In addition to leopard tracking, you can go on night drives, track rhinos on foot and take self-guided walks around the 20-sq-km central protected area.

Day visitors are welcome, and can visit the AfriCat centre and observe rescued cheetahs. However, only those staying overnight at the lodges or campsites can take part in most of the activities, including leopard tracking, due to the early morning and afternoon timing of the excursions. Plan on staying at least two nights, to take advantage of all the activities on offer and start to get a feel for the place. Okonjima is also a research centre for pangolins, and this is one of the best spots in Namibia for spotting these reclusive creatures.

WHERE TO STAY AT OKONJIMA

Omboroko Campsite

Fabulous campsites, with shade, hot showers and a swimming pool, within the 20-sq-km fenced zone. $

Okonjima Plains Camp, Bush Camp & Suites

Rooms range from wonderfully comfortable to classy and discreet. $$$

Otjiwa Lodge

This popular place offers camping, luxe chalets and self-catering cottages just off the B1 near the Okonjima turnoff. $$$

Hiking & Wildlife around the Waterberg Plateau

SANDSTONE CLIFFS AND FORESTED SLOPES

There’s just a hint of ‘Lost World’ as you make your way up to the top of the 150m-high Waterberg Plateau – the centrepiece of Waterberg Plateau National Park – with its striking sandstone cliffs, lianas, bird-filled forest canopy, elusive wildlife and even dinosaur footprints. Set off to explore on one of the park-run guided wildlife drives, which take about four hours and visit several hides overlooking water holes. You’ll likely see various antelope, including elands, and sable, roan and red hartebeests, and with luck you may also spot buffaloes, rhinos and perhaps even a leopard as well as some of the 200-plus species of birds. Thanks to its geological isolation, the plateau’s biodiversity is stunning, and you’ll be surrounded by its impressive array of flora while on top of the plateau and along its sides.

Once back in camp, there are several short walks that you can do on your own within the park boundaries. These range from one to two hours and take you through the forest, right up to the plateau rim. The best is the Mountain View Trail, which starts near the NWR Resort chalets. If you are based at Waterberg Wilderness Lodge, there’s also the chance to do hikes and go rhino tracking on foot or in a vehicle in the lodge’s wildlife-rich private conservancy.

No matter where you stay, allow time for just relaxing and soaking up Waterberg’s unique environment. It’s a lovely area, especially at sunrise, when the red cliffs echo with the calls of baboons and tiny Damara dik-dik wander along the paths. Just before sunset, the air is filled with birdsong.


WATERBERG HISTORY

Apart from its geology and biodiversity, Waterberg is significant for its role in Namibian history. On 11 August 1904, Waterberg was the site of the Battle of Waterberg – or War of Ohamakari, as the Herero know it – which was the decisive battle in the German colonial campaign against the Herero. Due to superior weaponry and communications, the Germans prevailed and thousands of Herero were forced to flee east into the Kalahari. The final death blow was dealt by German soldiers, who were sent ahead to refuse the retreating Herero access to the region’s few water holes. Many Herero perished in the desert without food or water.



The Pleasant Place

AN AMENABLE STOPOVER TOWN

Otjiwarongo is Herero for ‘pleasant place’, and the town lives up to its name. It’s prosperous and peaceful, with open skies, wide avenues and a laid-back vibe, and makes a convenient jumping-off point for travel to Etosha and the north. It’s also a useful staging point for visits to the nearby Waterberg Plateau and Okonjima. Otjiwarongo is especially beautiful in September and October, when it explodes with the vivid colours of blooming jacaranda and bougainvillea. Enjoy its collection of hotels, and refuel and stock up on supplies before heading onwards for more adventure.

On the eastern side of town is the Otjiwarongo Crocodile Farm, where there are regular feedings and short, informative tours, plus the chance to try crocodile meat at the on-site restaurant. However, the fact that the skins are produced for export might lend a different twist to the experience. If you’re a history buff, check out Locomotive No 41, at the train station. It was made in 1912 by the Henschel company of Germany, and then brought to Namibia to haul ore between the Tsumeb mines and the port at Swakopmund. In 1960, it was retired from service when the 0.6m narrow gauge was replaced with the wider 1.067m gauge. Otjiwarongo’s central area is easily walkable, making it an ideal destination if you’re travelling with public transport.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE WATERBERG PLATEAU

NWR Waterberg Resort

Campsites and good-value chalets looking up to the cliffs. There’s also a small shop and a restaurant. $$

Waterberg Wilderness Lodge

Lovely camping, tented rooms and upmarket red-sandstone chalets in a large private concession in the park. $$$

Frans Indongo Lodge

North of Waterberg Plateau, this place with its lovely decor and welcoming ambience gets good reviews. $$$


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN OTJIWARONGO

Bush Pillow

A great little guesthouse with modern rooms, pool and restaurant. $$

Hadassa Guesthouse

B&B intimacy meets boutique hotel quality. Excursions include an Otji tour for glimpses into local life. $

C’est si bon

Namibian design with European flourishes. There’s a pool, sun deck and wine bar. $$

Out of Africa Town Lodge

An attractive, whitewashed place with cavernous, comfortable rooms. $
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Blooming Jacarandas of Big Spring

FLOWERING TREES AND GENTEEL CHARM

The city of Grootfontein (’Big Spring’) has an air of uprightness and respectability, with local limestone constructions and honour guards of jacaranda trees that bloom in October. It’s a convenient springboard for excursions to Khaudum National Park and the San village of Otjozondjupa, and a way station en route to or from Etosha’s east.

Grootfontein’s history started with its spring, which attracted its earliest visitors. In 1885, the Dorsland (’Thirst Land’) trekkers set up their short-lived Republic of Upingtonia here. By 1887 the settlement was gone, but six years later Grootfontein became the HQ for the German South-West Africa Company, thanks to the area’s abundant mineral wealth. In 1896, the German army constructed a fort using local labour, and Grootfontein became a heavily fortified garrison town. You can still see the fort, which is now the worthwhile Old Fort Museum, with display on the settlers, Himba and Kavango artefacts, and information about local rock art.

WHERE TO EAT IN OTJIWARONGO

Crocodile Farm Restaurant

Appropriately featuring crocodile dishes, plus breakfasts, sandwiches and some vegetarian offerings. $

Casa Forno

Pasta, steaks and other international staples in an agreeable setting. $$

Out of Africa Town Lodge Restaurant

An array of international and local food at reasonable prices. $$

See the World’s Largest Meteorite

THE HOBA METEORITE

In 1920, the world’s largest-known meteorite – almost 3m across and about 1m high – was discovered 25km southwest of Grootfontein on Hoba Farm. Originally, it was estimated to weigh about 66,000kg (now somewhat less due to erosion, vandalism and research sampling). It’s composed of 82% iron, 16% nickel and 0.8% cobalt, along with traces of other metals. No one knows when it fell to Earth, although it’s thought to have been around at least as long as 80,000 years ago. If you like meteorites, it’s a must see. There’s a small information board and a tiny campsite. From Grootfontein, follow the C42 towards Tsumeb. After 500m, turn west on the D2859, continue 22km and follow the signs to the compound.


THE RED LINE

Heading north from Grootfontein and Tsumeb, the B8 and B1 cross the ‘red line’, the animal disease veterinary control separating the commercial cattle ranches of the south from the communal subsistence lands of the north. Since the 1960s, this fence has barred the north–south movement of animals as a precaution against foot-and-mouth disease and rinderpest, and animals bred in the north have not been allowed to be sold to the south nor exported to overseas markets. Namibia has sought to have the line shifted further north or gradually eliminated, although without progress to date. For travellers, it means your car will be checked for meat products, which cannot be taken southward.



Delve into the Mining Past

MUSEUMS AND MINERALS

The appealing mining town of Tsumeb is often relegated to just a few minutes as a transit stop for travellers en route to or from Etosha National Park. However, if you find yourself here for a day or two, it offers some surprisingly interesting exploring.

Start with a stroll along the flame tree- and jacaranda-lined streets, passing St Barbara’s church, which is dedicated to the patron saint of miners and notable for its Germanic architecture and indoor murals. Next head to the nearby and worthwhile Tsumeb Museum, which profiles the town’s history. It includes a selection of Himba and Herero artefacts, an outstanding mineral display featuring specimens from the surrounding area, mining machinery, and a large collection of military items dumped here by German troops prior to their surrender to the South Africans in 1915. The building itself dates to 1915 and once served as both a school and a hospital for the German troops.

A new Minerology Museum is set to open soon in Tsumeb featuring more displays of Tsumeb’s mineral wealth; ask at the Tsumeb Museum for an update. Afterwards, make your way to the Helvi Mpingana Kondombolo Cultural Village, 3km outside town en route to Grootfontein, which showcases examples of housing styles and artefacts from all major Namibian traditions. The cultural village had fallen into decline, but it’s now being slowly rehabilitated and is worth a stop, especially if you’re here in September when it’s the centre point of Tsumeb’s Namibian Heritage Week celebrations. Finish with a stop back in town at the Arts & Crafts Centre.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT NEAR GROOTFONTEIN

Roy’s Rest Camp

Thatch-roofed bungalows under towering trees and a grassy camping area. It’s 55km northeast of Grootfontein. $

Pondoki Rest Camp

About 5km northeast of Grootfontein, with no-frills rooms, a lawn to pitch your tent and a pool. $

Purple Fig Bistro

Tasty salads and wraps plus heartier fare served under the eponymous fig tree. $


TSUMEB’S MINERALS

Tsumeb owes its prosperity in large part to the abundant minerals found in its surrounding landscapes. At least 200 different minerals have been identified here, including some that are unique to the area. There are also deposits of copper ore and a phenomenal range of other metals and minerals, including lead, silver, germanium, cadmium and many others. All these combined have given the town the reputation of being one of the most mineral-diverse localities in the world.
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Deep Lakes & Colourful Fish

SCENIC SINKHOLE LAKES

About 25km northwest of Tsumeb along the B1 is Lake Otjikoto (’deep hole’ in Herero) – a sinkhole lake created when a karst cave collapsed and filled with water. Its average depth is estimated to be about 91m. About 50km further west is the larger Lake Guinas, another sinkhole lake that is thought to be about 130m deep. These are Namibia’s only natural lakes, and also the only known habitats of the unusual mouth-brooding cichlid fish. These fish are psychedelic in appearance – ranging from dark green to bright red, yellow and blue – and are believed by biologists to eschew camouflage due to the absence of predators in this isolated environment. It’s thought that they evolved from tilapia (bream) washed into the lake by ancient floods. Lake Otjikoto is also known for the large amount of weaponry and ammunition that has been found in its depths – dumped in 1915 by the retreating German army to prevent it from falling into South African hands. You can see some of the recovered pieces at the Tsumeb Museum.

The lakes – both of which are surrounded by steep cliffs – can be visited independently, or on excursions with Tsumeb hotels. You can swim at Lake Guinas – although take care, as it quickly gets very deep – but not at Lake Otjikoto (where you’ll also need to pay an entry fee).

WHERE TO STAY IN TSUMEB

Villa Africa Guesthouse & Tsumeb Backpackers

A good budget choice, with tidy rooms, dorm beds and a backpackers kitchen. $

Kupferquelle Resort

A competition-length swimming pool, contemporary, high-ceilinged rooms, green grounds and shaded, grassy camping. $

Makalani Hotel

This is a well-kept place with tastefully decorated rooms, a leafy courtyard, swimming pool and restaurant. $$
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SPELUNKING AROUND TSUMEB

About 25km southeast of Tsumeb, on Ghaub Farm, is Dragon’s Breath Cave. The cave is named after the moist air rising from its entrance, and is famous for containing the largest non-subglacial underground lake in the world. Its full dimensions are still being explored, but it is at least 131m deep and about 2 hectares in area. Dragon’s Breath is closed to the public, but you can arrange with Ghaub Farm (where you can also stay or camp) to explore the nearby Ghaub Cave, which stretches for about 2.5km and is Namibia’s third largest.




GETTING AROUND

Regular public transport connects Tsumeb, Grootfontein and Otjiwarongo with each other, with Windhoek to the south and Rundu to the northeast. Tsumeb is the jumping-off point for the Von Lindequist (Namutoni) Gate of Etosha National Park, although there’s no public transport along this route.






ETOSHA NATIONAL PARK
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Etosha National Park, covering more than 20,000 sq km, is one of the world’s great wildlife-viewing venues, and one of Southern Africa’s most accessible safari destinations. Etosha means ‘the empty place’, and at the park’s heart is the vast Etosha Pan, an immense, flat, saline desert that, for a few days each year, turns into a shallow lagoon teeming with flamingos and pelicans. Late in the dry season, everything – from the elephants to the grasslands – is covered in Etosha’s white, chalky dust.

Exploring this wildlife-filled wonderland is easy. Water holes – one of the park’s defining features – are the centre of the action: just park your vehicle next to a water hole, then wait and watch lions, elephants, springboks, gemsboks and more, often in great numbers. While it’s likely you will see animals within a short time of entering the park, it’s well worth spending at least several days to get to know Etosha’s varied habitats and nuances. Etosha fills up, especially in the July and August peak season, again around December and January, and on weekends. Advance bookings for accommodation are recommended.
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TOP TIP

Etosha is rewarding year-round. The best wildlife watching is in the cooler, dry months, from late June to September, when animals gather at Etosha’s water holes. In the hot, wetter summer months, from November through April, you’ll be treated to greener landscapes, fewer visitors and young animals during calving season.
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A Self-drive Safari Adventure

WATER HOLES AND WILDLIFE

Etosha National Park is ideally suited to a self-drive safari, with a good network of roads, and this is the way the majority of visitors explore. Most areas are readily negotiable with 2WD, although high clearance is recommended. The downside of Etosha’s easy self-drive access is that the park can get quite full. Indeed, it is this hint of safari ‘mass tourism’ that is probably the main drawback to a visit here. Yet, this is balanced out by the fact such high concentrations of wildlife are accessible to almost everyone. Self-drive also allows you to stay put in one area for as long as you wish.

Especially in the dry season, wildlife can be readily spotted at any time of day as thirsty animals come to Etosha’s many water holes to drink, but the morning and evening hours are particularly good. To best take advantage of these times and avoid morning queues at the gates, consider basing yourself for at least part of your visit at one of the NWR properties inside the park. Another plus of the park-run camps is that they all have floodlit water holes, offering fabulous opportunities for night-time wildlife watching. The best of these is at Okaukuejo, where rhinos, elephants, giraffes, zebras and countless other animals gather in large numbers to drink. All of the park camps are open year-round, and the resorts have restaurants, bars, swimming pools, picnic sites, petrol stations and shops selling a few basics.

There are also many fine lodges and camps outside the park, including more upmarket options, and there are some wonderfully situated, atmospheric lodges located in private game reserves just east and south of the park. The facilities at these places tend to be excellent, making them an ideal choice if you’re looking for a more rounded and tailored overall safari experience.

Wherever you stay, bring supplies if you’re self-catering, as only a very limited selection is available in and around the park.


ENTRY GATES

There are four main entry gates: Andersson Gate (at Okaukuejo), Von Lindequist (Namutoni) Gate, King Nehale Lya Mpingana Gate (105km southeast of Ondangwa) and Galton Gate (about 70km northwest of Kamanjab). The main gateway towns are Outjo (about 100km south of Okaukuejo), Tsumeb (110km southeast of Von Lindequist Gate), Ondangwa and Kamanjab. All gates are open from sunrise to sunset.



WHERE TO STAY INSIDE THE PARK

Okaukuejo Resort

Busy and crowded, but the floodlit water hole compensates. $$

Olifantsrus Camp

In western Etosha, with camping and an elevated hide overlooking a water hole. $

Halali Resort

An intimate floodlit water hole, camping, chalets and a short hiking track with panoramas of the park. $


ETOSHA NATIONAL PARK’S HISTORY

Etosha, known as ‘the empty place’ to the area’s first residents, was full of wildlife in its early days in the late 19th century. In 1876, G McKeirnan, an American trader, observed: ‘All the menageries in the world turned loose would not compare to the sight I saw [there]’. However, Etosha didn’t attract the interest of tourists or conservationists until after the turn of the 20th century, when the governor of German South West Africa, Friederich von Lindequist, became concerned about diminishing animal numbers and established a reserve encompassing Etosha Pan. At that time, the land was still unfenced, allowing animals to follow their normal migration routes. Later, the park boundaries were altered several times, and by 1970 Etosha was gazetted at its present, smaller size.



[image: jpg]

Elephants | simone crespiatico/shutterstock ©

Wildlife Spotting in Etosha National Park

ANIMALS AND BIRDS IN ABUNDANCE

The concentrations and diversity of Etosha’s wildlife are outstanding. The park supports large herds of zebras and wildebeest, as well as a significant elephant population, which was estimated to number upwards of 2500 at the time of writing. Depending on the season, you may also see giraffes, springboks, red hartebeests, blue wildebeest, gemsboks, elands, kudus, roans, jackals, hyenas, lions and even cheetahs and leopards. Among the endangered animal species at home in the park are the black-faced impala (in western Etosha) and the black rhinoceros. The only Big Five animal not found in Etosha is the Cape buffalo.

There are wildlife registers at the reception areas of the NWR camps where visitors can record their recent sightings, and these are worth checking before heading off to explore.

The best time for wildlife drives is at first light and late in the evening, although visitors aren’t permitted outside the camps after dark. Guided night drives can be booked through any of the main park camps and offer the chance to see lions hunting, as well as the various nocturnal species – although the water holes near the camps generally have just as many spotting opportunities as driving around.

WHERE TO STAY INSIDE THE PARK

Onkoshi Resort

Semi-upmarket thatch-and-canvas chalets on elevated wooden decks with wide views over the pan. $$$

Namutoni Resort

At a former fort, with chalets and camping, although wildlife isn’t as abundant as further south. $$

Dolomite Resort

Set amid dolomite outcrops in western Etosha. Luxury tents (some with plunge pool) and views over the plains. $$$

Lions

Etosha is Namibia’s most important stronghold for lions, with close to half of the country’s wild lions – around 330, according to recent estimates. Watch for them resting under trees in the vicinity of water holes, including the Okaukuejo water hole. Other spots include Goas and Rietfontein water holes near Halali, and Olifantsbad, southeast of Okaukuejo.

Elephants

Elephants are frequent visitors to Etosha’s water holes, and at the Okaukuejo water hole, you’re almost guaranteed to see them in abundance. Another elephant spot is the appropriately named Olifantsbad (Elephant Bath) near Okaukuejo.

Rhinos

The floodlit water hole at Okaukuejo is one of the best spots anywhere for seeing rhinos. Your chances are also good at the water holes at Olifantsrus and Halali.

Wildebeest, antelope and smaller animals

In general, the further east you go, the more wildebeest, kudus and impalas there are joining the springboks and gemsboks. The area around Namutoni, which averages 443mm of rain annually (compared with 412mm at Okaukuejo), is a good place to see the Damara dik-dik, Africa’s smallest antelope. Black-faced impalas are best seen in western Etosha, especially around Dolomite Resort and Olifantsrus Camp. The park is also home to numerous smaller animals, including both yellow and slender mongoose, honey badgers and leguaans (water-monitor lizards). Goas and Aus water holes, in Etosha’s southeast, tend to attract a wide array of wildlife.


ETOSHA’S VEGETATION ZONES

Etosha’s most widespread vegetation type is mopane woodland. The park also has umbrella-thorn acacias and other trees that are favoured by browsing animals. In general, wildlife concentrations are highest in southern and eastern Etosha, due to the many drilled and natural water holes. However, western Etosha has its own special appeal. Vegetation is denser, and thus wildlife not as straightforward to spot, but it is definitely there, including the black-faced impala and Hartmann’s mountain zebras, which aren’t generally found elsewhere. Another western highlight is a more pronounced bush feel due to lower visitor traffic. If you’re staying inside the park, note that the NWR camps are spaced to allow driving from one to the next over three to four days, taking time to get to know the park’s different faces.



WHERE TO STAY OUTSIDE THE PARK

Etosha Safari Camp & Lodge

Grassy camping, 65 comfortable chalets and a curio shop, about 10km south of Andersson Gate. $$

King Nehale Lodge

Wildlife isn’t as abundant here, but it offers Owambo overtones and comforts. It’s 2km from King Nehale Gate. $$$

Taleni Etosha Village

Just south of Andersson Gate, with camping plus self-catering safari tents nestled among the mopane trees. $$

Birding

Birdlife is profuse in Etosha, with about 340 species identified. Yellow-billed hornbills are common, and on the ground you can look for the huge kori bustard, which weighs 15kg and seldom flies – it’s the world’s heaviest flying bird. You’ll also likely see ostriches. These are the only large animal that regularly inhabit Etosha Pan itself, where they nest several kilometres inside, out of reach from predators. Other birds include korhaans, marabous, white-backed vultures and many smaller species. In the rainy season, Etosha Pan is a sight to behold, with its pink haze of flamingos, as well as white pelicans and a variety of storks and cranes. Another excellent birding spot is Fisher’s Pan, adjoining the southeastern corner of Etosha Pan.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY OUTSIDE THE PARK

Mushara Bush Camp

Well-priced and family-friendly, 10km outside Von Lindequist Gate, with 16 tents set amid the bush. $$

Ongava Lodge

In a private game reserve bordering Etosha to the southwest, with safari-chic chalets surrounding a small water hole. $$$

Onguma Bush Camp

Comfortable and low key, with a water hole, rooms (some with lofts), a pool and lovely grounds. A top all-around choice. $$

Onguma Tented Camp

Unfenced, with just seven tents and a water hole. It’s in a private reserve on Etosha’s eastern edge bordering Fischer’s Pan. $$$.

Hobatere Lodge

A community-oriented lodge in a private concession 65km northwest of Kamanjab and known for its big cat sightings. $$$




GETTING AROUND

There’s no public transport into and around Etosha, which means you must visit either in a private vehicle or as part of an organised tour. The vast majority of roads in Etosha are passable to 2WD vehicles, in a good network of gravel threading through the savannah and mopane woodland. The park speed limit is set at 60km/h both to protect wildlife and keep down the dust. The park road between Namutoni and Okaukuejo skirts Etosha Pan, providing great views of the pan’s searingly white, barren vastness. Driving isn’t permitted on the pan itself.






DAMARALAND
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From Brandberg in the south, with its glorious rock formations, to Sesfontein in the north, with its scrub plains leading to fringing mountains, Damaraland is home to some of the most dramatic and enigmatic landscapes in Namibia, and it is these that make travel in this region so unforgettable. Damaraland is also one of the country’s most unique and challenging, yet rewarding, wildlife-watching destinations. Desert-adapted lions prowl among the rocks, elephants make their way along the beds of ancient ephemeral rivers, and black rhinos – a Damaraland highlight – appear silhouetted against the surrounding plains.

Damaraland’s long human history is documented by outstanding rock art at Brandberg and Twyfelfontein. Rounding things out are a petrified forest, some oasis-like valleys and a combination of spectacular high-end lodges and well-situated campsites. Plan to stay on as long as you can.
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TOP TIP

Damaraland is ideally positioned for itineraries linking Etosha NP with Skeleton Coast NP and Swakopmund, and with the Kunene region to the north. Brandberg and Twyfelfontein are highlights, easily incorporated into shorter Damaraland itineraries.




BEST PLACES TO EAT IN OUTJO

Outjo Bakery

Pasta, burgers, sandwiches, a tempting array of bakery items and good coffee. $

Farmhouse Restaurant

Burgers, pies, wraps and salads, a shady beer garden and more good coffee. $
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Savour Country Life

STOPOVER BETWEEN ETOSHA AND DAMARALAND

The low-key country town of Outjo lies at a crossroads for travel between Etosha National Park and Damaraland. It’s about 120km south of the park and makes the perfect stopover town. Enjoy a light meal in a delightful cafe, take care of any vehicle issues at one of the town’s garages, stock up on provisions and maybe even spend a night. While strolling around, check out Franke House, one of Outjo’s earliest buildings, dating to 1899 and originally built as a residence for German commanders. The museum inside was closed at the time of writing. Just a short walk away, near the post office, is the Naulila Monument, commemorating the October 1914 massacre of German soldiers and officials by the Portuguese near Fort Naulila on the Kunene River in Angola, as well as those who died a few months later, also at the hands of the Portuguese, when they went to avenge the deaths of their comrades.

WHERE TO STAY IN OUTJO

Sophienhof Lodge

Camping, bungalows, dorm beds and a ‘VIP house’, plus guided excursions and a small water hole. $$

Etotongwe Lodge

Simple, spacious rooms, camping, tidy grounds and a small water hole with some ostriches and elands. $

Farmhouse B&B

A mix of older and newer B&B-style rooms, centrally located at Farmhouse Restaurant. $

Gateway to Damaraland

CRAFTS AND ROCK FORMATIONS

The small and unassuming town of Khorixas sits on the eastern edge of Damaraland, about 135km southwest of Outjo. You’ll likely find yourself passing through when travelling between Etosha National Park, Twyfelfontein and Brandberg. Cosdef has an active branch here, and you may see some of its colourful textiles and crafts for sale around town and especially at nearby lodges. As you’re driving between Khorixas and Outjo, watch for the sign marking the turnoff for the 35m-high Vingerklip (’Finger Cliff’) pillar formation rising up amid quite beautiful rock terraces in the Ugab River valley. The pleasant NWR Khorixas Rest Camp, on the edge of town, offers a jumping-off spot for exploring more deeply into Damaraland.


VOLCANOES & ROCK ART

Spitzkoppe, Brandberg to the northwest and the Erongo mountains to the northeast, are granite formations that resulted from the same volcanic activity that broke up the Gondwanaland supercontinent into Africa and South America some 140 million years ago. In the early days, the area around Spitzkoppe was home to the San, who have left a number of rock art sites. The main ones (albeit damaged by vandalism and visitors) are at Bushman Paradise – reached via a short but steep walk up the smooth granite slopes to a vegetated hollow – and the easier-to-reach Small Bushman Paradise. Guided walks can be arranged with the lodge or campsite reception.



Hiking & Mountain Biking on Granite Massifs

ACTIVITIES AND SUNSETS

From professional climbers and mountain bikers to holidaying families with kids, everyone seems to find their favourite spot at the 1784m-high Spitzkoppe, one of Namibia’s most recognisable landmarks. As you turn off from the B2 onto the gravel access road and make your way past scattered settlements, you’ll see the mountain rising up, mirage-like, above the dusty pro-Namib plains of southern Damaraland.

The Spitzkoppe massif is actually three formations: Big Spitzkoppe; the surrounding granite domes of the Pontok mountains; and Little Spitzkoppe to the southwest. First summited in 1946, Big Spitzkoppe continues to attract hard-core rock climbers. It’s also popular with mountain bikers, with a network of trails, and is the site of an annual mountain bike race and run in September.

The area gets hot, so visits in the cooler months are better, when you can also enjoy hiking and exploring the mountain’s beautiful boulder-like formations and rock arch. Everything at Spitzkoppe is at its best in the early morning and at sunset, when the low light illuminates the rocks in striking red and orange hues. And, one of the best sunsets you may see in Namibia might just be from Spitzkoppe’s natural rock arch as you watch the changing colours of the smooth, granite boulders as the clear night skies settle in above.

If you’re thinking of tackling Spitzkoppe’s peak, you’ll need to be fully self-sufficient, especially with water, and preferably go in a group. Spitzkoppe Campsites and Spitzkoppen Lodge are two fine accommodation options in the area.

WHERE TO STAY IN BRANDBERG & UIS

Brandberg White Lady Lodge

There’s something for almost everyone here, with camping, bungalows, chalets, luxury tents and wildlife drives. $$

Brandberg Rest Camp

A mix of camping, no-frills rooms, safari tents and chalets, plus a restaurant and 25m-long swimming pool. $

Uis Elephant Guesthouse

An upmarket B&B with standard or luxury rooms and two-storey suites. Overnight rock art hikes too. $$$


WHITE LADY

Brandberg’s most famous figure painting, the White Lady, stands about 40cm high and is part of a larger painting that depicts a hunting procession. In one hand, the figure is carrying what appears to be a flower, but is most likely a burning stick, while in the other it is holding a bow and arrows. The figure is distinctive because of its straight, light-coloured hair. The body, too, is painted white from the chest down. Most researchers now believe that the ‘white lady’ is in fact a male shaman, perhaps ritualistically covered in white clay.
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Fire Mountain

ROCK ART ON NAMIBIA’S HIGHEST PEAK

At 2573m, Brandberg – Fire Mountain – is Namibia’s highest peak. Known as Dâures (Daureb) to the local San communities, it is named for the red-orange glow created on its flanks by the rising and setting sun. While this sight alone is reason enough to visit, the mountain is also home to an exceptionally high concentration of prehistoric rock art. There are some engravings, although most pieces are paintings. The most famous of these is the White Lady, in the Tsisab Ravine, but there are thousands more – over 43,000 in total – spread out in hundreds of clefts and crevices around the mountain, estimated to be between 2000 and 4000 years old. Visiting the White Lady is straightforward; it is reached via a relatively flat hour’s walk with a guide. Some of the other sites require extensive climbing. For all rock art visits, you’re required to have a guide; hook up with one at the entrance of the Brandberg conservancy.

While the Tsisab Ravine is the epicentre of Brandberg’s rock art, there are many other areas. Numas Ravine, slicing through the mountain’s western face, is a little-known treasure house of ancient paintings. A popular hike here is to the rock facing the southern bank of the river bed, which bears paintings of a snake, a giraffe and an antelope. It lies about a 30-minute walk up the ravine. After another half-hour you’ll reach an oasis-like spring and several more paintings in the immediate surroundings.

In addition to its rock art, Brandberg is worth exploring for its scenery. Most lodges in the nearby town of Uis can help you organise hikes on the mountain or full-day 4WD excursions around its base. The Brandberg area can get extremely hot. For any real hiking or proper exploration, plan your visit for the cooler months between April and October.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR UIS

Uis White Lady Guesthouse

A local institution, with nicely decorated rooms, camping and a restaurant. $$

Ozohere Community Campsite

Local meals, basic campsites near some boulders and the chance to visit the local Himba, 40km northeast of Uis. $

Daureb Isib Campsite & B&B

Camping, tented chalets, a comfortable cottage and the excellent Cactus & Coffee Tea Garden cafe. $

Brandberg Base Camp

OLD MINING TOWN RICH WITH CRYSTAL

The old tin mining town of Uis, about 20km southeast of Brandberg, is the base for visits to the mountain and its rock art sites. It’s a small but surprisingly well-provisioned place, considering the remote location, with a collection of comfortable guesthouses. Although mining operations ceased in the early 1990s, you can still see the large, white mountain where processed tin ore was dumped. The area around Uis and Brandberg is rich in amethyst, Brandberg crystals and other semi-precious stones, and there are many vendors selling these. In October, Uis hosts the annual Tinman Triathlon.


DESERT ELEPHANTS

Elephant-Human Relations Aid (EHRA, www.ehranamibia.org) is a good contact if you’re interested in learning more about Namibia’s desert-adapted elephants. Its Treetop Camp, located at the EHRA base about 55km northeast of Uis along the Ugab River, has opportunities for volunteering and working with the local community, as well as for learning about elephants, who come frequently to drink at the camp’s water hole.



Fascinating 1000-Year-Old Art

ANCIENT ROCK ENGRAVINGS

The Unesco World Heritage Site of Twyfelfontein – Uncertain Spring, or /Ui-//aes (Jumping Spring) in Damara – lies at the head of the grassy Aba Huab Valley and is one of the most extensive collections of rock engravings on the continent. To date, over 2500 engravings have been discovered, on more than 200 stones, as well as some rock paintings. The age of the petroglyphs is uncertain, with estimates varying between 1000 and 10,000 years old. Animals, animal tracks and geometric designs are well represented, although there are surprisingly few human figures. Many of the engravings depict animals that are no longer abundant in the area – elephants, rhinos, giraffes and lions – and an engraving of a sea lion indicates contact with the coast more than 100km away. Seeing the engravings is fascinating, and it is here, and in nearby Brandberg, where Namibia’s ancient human history really comes alive.

It’s easy to think of Twyfelfontein as a quick visit en route to Damaraland’s other destinations, but a visit takes time, and it’s better to allocate at least a full morning. There are several set routes for exploring, ranging from some fairly easily accessed panels near the visitors centre to others that involve clambering up steps and over rocks. Guides are compulsory; note that tips are their only source of income. Twyfelfontein became a national monument in 1952, although the site did not receive formal protection until 1986, when it was designated a natural reserve. In the interim, many petroglyphs were damaged by vandals, and some were even removed altogether, although it is believed that the core area remains intact. Restoration work continues.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND TWYFELFONTEIN

Mowani Campsite

Well-tended campsites built into the boulders, each with private ablutions. $

Camp Kipwe

Large rondavels brilliantly located among boulders and rocks, with outdoor bathrooms and stunning views. $$$

Doro Nawas

Luxurious thatch-roofed rooms, terraces with views and a range of excursions. $$$


DAMARA LIVING MUSEUM

About 10km northeast of Twyfelfontein is the excellent Damara Living Museum. The Damara, one of Namibia’s most ancient ethnic groups, are very welcoming, and you’ll get to learn about their life and customs, go on bush walks, learn about traditional medicine and much more.
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The Lost World of a Mysterious Crater

REMNANT OF GONDWANALAND

One of Damaraland’s most remote and seldom-visited natural attractions is the mysterious-looking Messum Crater, which comprises two concentric circles of broken hills created by a collapsed volcano during the breakup of Gondwanaland. The crater measures about 23km in diameter, and resembles a vast lost world that you will likely have all to yourself (although you can’t really appreciate the crater’s full outline, except from the air).

Messum is best visited as a day trip from the Brandberg area via the D2342, and then along the Messum River bed. It’s also possible to reach Messum from Henties Bay. The western section of the crater is part of Dorob National Park; for activities and driving in this area, arrange a permit in advance through the Ministry of Environment & Tourism in Swakopmund or Windhoek, or through the Henties Bay tourism office. All routes are remote and isolated, so come prepared. Driving with at least one other vehicle isn’t a bad idea. Note that camping inside the crater area is prohibited.

BEST BASES FOR RHINO TRACKING

Grootberg Lodge

This community-run camp offers excellent guiding and tracking excursions.

Desert Rhino Camp

If your budget covers it, this is probably the best spot in Namibia for rhino tracking.

Huab Under Canvas

Highly rewarding tracking along and around a tributary of the ephemeral Huab River.

Petrified Forest

SOUTHERN AFRICA’S LARGEST PETRIFIED FOREST

When travelling through Damaraland on the C39, about 40km west of the town of Khorixas, you’ll see signs for the Petrified Forest National Monument. This is an area of open veld scattered with petrified tree trunks up to 34m long and 6m in circumference, and estimated to be around 260 million years old. Because of the lack of root or branch remnants, it’s thought that the trunks were transported to the site in a flood. About 50 individual trees are visible, some half buried in sandstone and many perfectly petrified in silica – complete with bark and tree rings. You’ll need to enter with a guide; you’ll find them at the entrance.


NAMIBIA’S DESERT-DWELLING ELEPHANTS

Desert-dwelling elephants are considered an endangered sub-species. They tend to have larger feet than other African elephants, allowing them to more easily walk on the sand, and they tend to travel in smaller herds than elephants in less arid areas.

Unlike other African elephants, desert-dwelling elephants can get by drinking only every third or fourth day, obtaining their water requirements from vegetation. Their trunks are longer, and they use them to dig in the sand in river beds, in search of water.



Go on a Rhino-tracking Adventure

RHINOS IN THE WILD

Although it’s hard work, and you might not see many animals, tracking Damaraland’s desert-adapted wildlife is one of the region’s highlights, and a great way to support conservation of these critically endangered animals. While trackers try to keep approximate tabs on their locations, there are no guarantees, although if you have two to three days, the chances of spottings are generally quite good. The rhinos are most active at night and early morning, so plan on getting up early in the delicious pre-dawn cool, when you may also be lucky enough to spot hyenas, elephants, giraffes and – with great luck – perhaps a lion.

Depending on where you are based, you’ll either start out on foot, or go first in a vehicle and then continue on foot once in closer proximity to the rhinos, all the while with your guide and the trackers working together to locate the rhinos by searching for tracks, dung and perhaps some trampled or broken bushes. It’s an overall bumpy experience, bouncing around in the vehicle and scrambling over loose rock, although the amount of distance you cover on foot often isn’t that much. By midday, the rhinos seek shelter from the heat, and are harder to spot. Once you do finally see the rhino, it’s somehow magical, watching them in the wild in this most unlikely of environments.

The classic area for rhino-tracking is Palmwag Concession, although they can be found throughout northern Damaraland and into Kunene. The most rewarding spotting is generally during the drier months from about April or May to November.

WHERE TO STAY IN SESFONTEIN

Camel Top Community Campsite

Basic and quiet, 3km southwest of Sesfontein. $

Sesfontein Guesthouse

In the town centre and a good base, with self-drive excursions and rhino-tracking sleepouts. $

Fort Sesfontein

Sleep in a colonial-era fort in the desert; it’s an atmospheric place with an oasis-like courtyard. $$$


BLACK RHINOS

Northwestern Namibia is home to the world’s last remaining free-roaming population of the critically endangered black rhino. Unlike their counterparts, who need to drink each night, desert-adapted rhinos can survive by drinking only every third or fourth night. The hooked upper lip of the black rhino is ideally suited to grasping leaves and branches. Except for a mother with her calf, desert-adapted black rhinos are usually solitary.
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Black Rhinos of the Hills & Plains

RHINO TRACKING AND MOUNTAIN VISTAS

The 5500-sq-km Palmwag Concession is an area of stark red hills and plains that is notable for its peak and valley landscapes and its rich wildlife. It’s especially famed for its population of free-roaming black rhinos, and spotting these is a highlight. Most camps offer rhino-tracking excursions, and sometimes you may be lucky enough to see the animals from your lodge. In addition to rhinos, you might spot desert-adapted elephants and lions, hyenas, giraffes, and gemsboks and other antelope.

Palmwag Concession also serves as a study centre for the Save the Rhino Trust (SRT; www.savetherhinotrust.org). A number of lodges around Palmwag partner with SRT, making travelling here a mix of great wildlife watching and support for serious conservation. Another way to promote conservation efforts is to consider joining the Ride for Rhinos (www.venture.com.na/ ride -for -rhinos), which is held annually in May. This support could not be more critical: despite great gains made in protecting the rhinos, enormous challenges remain, with the number of rhinos poached in Namibia in 2022 the highest on record.

WHERE TO STAY IN KAMANJAB

Oppi-Koppi Rest Camp

Simple rooms, camping, excursions around Kamanjab and night-time porcupine sightings. $

Porcupine Camp

A simple, friendly place with campsites, basic tents and evening porcupine viewing. $

Otjitotongwe Cheetah Guest Farm

A cheetah rescue project that offers camping and rooms plus cheetah tours. $

Take a Break in a Historic Outpost

NORTHERN DAMARALAND BASE TOWN

With its dusty streets and amenable pace, the relaxed outpost of Sesfontein makes a good stop before heading further north. The town, which lies on the edge of the Hoanib River Valley on Damaraland’s northern frontier, sits in an area dotted by hot springs (hence its name, ‘six springs’). It was established in 1896 as a military outpost following a rinderpest outbreak. To get a feel for its history, head over to Fort Sesfontein. The fort was built in 1905 to control cattle disease, arms smuggling and poaching, but is now an appealing, oasis-like lodge.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN & AROUND PALMWAG CONCESSION

Palmwag Lodge & Campsite

A little oasis featuring campsites with pool access, chalet-style rooms, a ‘sleep out’ excursion and Jimbo, a bull elephant who sometimes visits. $$

Desert Rhino Camp

The admirable ethos of this place – trying to save Namibia’s black rhinos – is complemented by the comfortable tents and rhino tracking opportunities. $$$

Damaraland Camp

A solar-powered luxury outpost 60km south of Palmwag, with views over the hills and its wildlife-spotting opportunities. $$$



The Wild Hoanib River Valley

WILDLIFE AND WILDERNESS

The wild, scenic and wildlife-filled bed of the ephemeral Hoanib River is a favourite of 4WD excursioners during the dry season. (During the rains, there’s usually too much water.) The section from Sesfontein westward is part of the Palmwag Concession, and you’ll need to pay a small entry fee. No camping is allowed in the river bed, but about 20km southwest of Sesfontein near the control gate is the rustic Elephant Song Campsite, set on a windy rise with stunning views in all directions. About 20km further along, nestled amid barren hills and sparse scrub favoured by desert-adapted elephants and occasional lions, is the upmarket and wonderfully remote Hoanib Valley Camp. Base yourself here to do walks and wildlife drives in the surrounding area. The eco-conscious camp is run as a joint venture between the local community and the Giraffe Conservation Foundation.

WHERE TO STAY IN DAMARALAND

Hoada Campsite

An ecofriendly, community-run campsite set among large boulders. $

Etendeka Mountain Camp

Enjoythe out-in-nature vibe, emphasis on conservation and overnight hiking trail. $$$

Grootberg Lodge

Enjoy the small but comfortable rooms and excursions. Wonderful views. $$$


NAMIBIA’S LONE MEN

If you look carefully as you make your way from Damaraland northwards into Kaokoland, you’ll see solitary figures made of stone and wire in the most unlikely places. One sits on a high outcrop, taking in the endless vistas before him. Another sits, head in hands, seemingly lost in thought, while yet another rests against a tree, sitting in silent contemplation. The total number of these lone stone men remains a mystery, as does the identity of their creator – known only to a few who also keep the secret.
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A Handy Stopover

BREAK BETWEEN DAMARALAND AND THE NORTH

It’s easy to keep yourself busy in tiny Kamanjab. Visit the rock engravings at nearby Peet Alberts Koppie by day (first pick up the key at Oppi-Koppi Rest Camp), and spot porcupines around your camp by night. It’s not certain how old the engravings are, but over 1000 have been found in the area. Many feature animals, especially giraffes. Kamanjab itself – the name is Herero for ‘place of big rocks’ – is flanked by lovely, low rock formations and makes a convenient stopover and refuelling station between Damaraland, Kunene and Etosha National Park.


GETTING AROUND

The further west and north you go in Damaraland, the rougher the roads become, and 4WD is recommended. Combis run between the OK Supermarket in Outjo to Kamanjab, Khorixas and towns in North-Central Namibia. However, there’s no public transport from Outjo to Etosha National Park’s Andersson Gate. If you’re driving, the tarmac road from Outjo continues north as far as the park gate. The road between Palmwag and Sesfontein is good gravel. If it hasn’t been raining, the gravel road from Sesfontein on to Opuwo is accessible to all vehicles.

To reach Spitzkoppe, a 2WD is usually fine. Turn northwest off the B2 onto the D1918 towards Henties Bay. After 18km, turn north onto the D3716.






NORTHERN NAMIBIA
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The north – the Omusati, Oshana, Ohangwena and Oshikoto regions – is Namibia’s most densely populated area and the cultural heartland of the Owambo. It has thriving rural towns, lively villages, beautiful basketry and flat, open landscapes dotted with makalani palms and grazing cattle. While travel in much of the rest of the country tends to revolve around scenery, wildlife and activities, in the north it is the people who are front and centre – this region is an essential stopover for anyone wanting to better understand modern-day Namibia. Sample some omagungu (mopane worms) and omboga (chopped greens) at a roadside eatery, visit the birthplace of Namibian independence in Omugulugwombashe, spend a night in the Owambo hub of Ondangwa and visit interesting cultural museums. Travel in the north tends to be low key, and hotels comfortable rather than luxurious, but some of your best Namibia memories will be from your time here.
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TOP TIP

Northern Namibia is an ideal destination if heading from Etosha NP to Kunene, or continuing east to Zambezi. Rainfall is heavier here than elsewhere in Namibia. If you’re travelling in summer, it’s worth checking about flooding before leaving the main roads. Away from the hubs of Ondangwa and Oshakati, there is very little tourist infrastructure.
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OSHITUTHI SHOMAGONGO

Oshituthi Shomagongo, the marula fruit festival of the Owambo, takes place annually for two to three days in March or April. The location varies, but try to find out where it is being held and attend. The juice of the marula is used to make omagongo, a fermented drink, and the non-alcoholic oshinwa, and the whole preparation process is rich with tradition and accompanied by singing and dancing.



Immerse Yourself in Owambo Culture

NORTHERN NAMIBIAN HUB

Ondangwa, capital of the Owambo kindgom of Ondonga, is a regional transport hub, one of northern Namibia’s main towns and a fine jumping-off point for immersing yourself in Owambo culture. The town’s modern establishment dates to the late 19th century when the Finnish Missionary Society established a base here. Later, Ondangwa was an important way station for Owambo contract workers travelling to and from southern Namibia.

Start your explorations with a stop at Olukonda village, 13km south of town and 5km off the B1. Here, housed in the old Finnish mission station, is the Nakambale Museum, with displays about the mission and Owambo culture, and a reconstruction of a traditional homestead. About 30km further along the same road, which turns into a sandy track, you’ll come to the floodplains surrounding Lake Oponono, a large wetland fed by the Culevai iishana (seasonal pans). After heavy rains, the area attracts a variety of birds, including saddle-billed storks, crowned cranes, flamingos and pelicans. The 4WD track is difficult to follow, and only passable during the dry season.

About 82km southeast of Ondangwa in Omuthiya. A convenient stop if you’re travelling to Ondangwa from Etosha National Park is the Museum of Namibian Music, which provides an overview of traditional instruments and Namibian musical traditions, plus an interesting display about the national anthem.

About 5km east of Ondangwa in the Oniipa area is the small Onandjokwe Medical Museum, with old medical equipment and documentation of the local independence struggle. If it’s closed, ask at the Oniipa Town Council for the caretaker.

To round off your explorations around Ondangwa, head about 45km northeast to Ongula Village Homestead Lodge & Campsite, where you can stay (camping and rooms) in the midst of the local community and experience local traditions firsthand, including cooking, making traditional beer and pounding maize.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR ONDANGWA

Nakambale Lodge

A nice choice, with camping, safari-style tents, small pool and pizza oven; they also organise village walks. $

Protea Hotel Ondangwa

This business hotel leaves much to be desired, but it will do if the other choices are full. $

City Lodge Boutique Hotel

Located in Omuthiya and convenient for the Museum of Namibian Music. $

Browse Namibia’s Largest Market

A QUICK LOOK IN OSHAKATI

The bustling commercial centre of Oshakati is the largest town in the north. While it is completely lacking in character, it’s a convenient stocking-up point, with featureless shops and malls, and a large market, the Oshakati Omatala, said to be the largest market in Namibia. It sells everything from clothing and baskets to mopane worms and glasses of freshly brewed beer. After visiting the market, there’s no need to linger in Oshakati – rather, visit the nearby attractions around Uutapi and Omugulugwombashe.


OMUGULUGWOMBASHE

On 26 August 1966, the first shots of Namibia’s independence war were fired at Omugulugwombashe; today the site is revered as the birthplace of modern Namibia. It is also where Namibia’s People’s Liberation Army enjoyed its first victory over the South African troops, who had been charged with rooting out and quelling potential guerrilla activities. These events are movingly commemorated at the Omugulugwombashe National Heritage Site, with displays on Namibia’s freedom fighters, an imposing statue of founding father Sam Nujoma holding aloft an AK47 and life-size sculptures showing soldiers in an operational planning session. The Heritage Site is on the D3633, 22km west of Tsandi, and open from 8am to 5pm Monday to Friday.



History & Culture of the North

BAOBABS AND ROYALTY

Northern Namibia is full of surprises. One of the great pleasures of exploring here is constantly coming upon places that are woven into the rich fabric of local culture. Nowhere better epitomises this than the area around Uutapi, 90km northwest of Oshakati. Here, you’ll find a former South African Defence Force base, which is dominated by the enormous Ombalantu baobab. This giant, 8m-wide, hollow tree, known locally as Omukwa waNakafingo Na Temba, has been used over the years as a refuge, a prison and even a post office. There’s a basic campsite and a small, lively market next door.

Carrying on in an anticlockwise circle, the next destination, about 30km south of Uutapi, is Tsandi village and the nearby Uukwaluudhi Royal Homestead, which is the seat of one of the seven traditional kingdoms of the Owambo. The current king lives next door in a modern house, but you can visit the old homestead, with its winding passageways to keep out enemies and animals and its layout of traditional buildings, each with its own purpose. Carry on about 26km southeast to the Okahao baobab, which – like the Ombalantu baobab – is also at the site of a former South African military base. Close by is Ongandjera, the birthplace of former president Sam Nujoma. His boyhood home is now a national shrine and not open to the public.

WHERE TO STAY IN OSHAKATI

Bahay Susan Accommodation

A small, centrally located B&B with a profusion of flowers, a lovely garden and a pool. $

Oshakati Guesthouse

Simple but nicely turned out rooms make this a good base in the area. There’s also a restaurant. $

Oshandira Lodge

Near the old airport, with no-frills rooms, a small pool and a restaurant. $


BEST PLACES TO STAY NEAR RUACANA

Ruacana Eha Lodge

An attractive oasis, with manicured campsites, rustic A-frame huts and polished rooms. It’s also wheelchair friendly. $

Hippo Pools Campsite (Otjipahuriro)

A basic, community-run campsite just below Ruacana Falls. $

Kunene River Lodge

Rustic camping, with most sites overlooking the river. It’s about 55km west of Ruacana and just east of Swartboois Drift. Note that the lodge rooms are currently not available. $



Search for an Elusive Waterfall

FALLS IF YOU’RE LUCKY

The tiny Kunene River town of Ruacana (from the Herero words orua hakahana – ‘the rapids’) is the jumping-off point for visiting Ruacana Falls and a potential stop en route to or from Kunene and Epupa Falls. Ruacana was built as a company town to serve the 320-megawatt underground Ruacana hydroelectric project, which now supplies over half of Namibia’s power. Further upstream in Angola is Calueque Dam. Before these two constructions, the falls were a beautiful sight, showcasing the Kunene’s plunge over an 85m-high escarpment and through a 2km-long gorge. Now, on the rare occasions when there is a surfeit of water, Ruacana returns to its former glory. At all other times, the little water that makes it past the first barrage is collected by an intake weir, 1km above the falls, which ushers it into the hydroelectric plant to turn the turbines.

Early to mid-March is generally the best time to catch the falls in action. There are several viewpoints. The main one involves temporarily passing through the Namibia border; the other one, before the border turnoff, gives a full view of the falls, but from a distance. All Ruacana accommodation can help you arrange guides to the falls and to visit local Himba villages.
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GETTING AROUND

Regular Combis connect Windhoek with Ondangwa and Oshakati, from where transport fans out to Ruacana and other cities in the north. Although main routes are tarmac, a 4WD vehicle with clearance makes Northern Namibia visits much easier. For the rough route from Ruacana west along the Kunene River, 4WD is essential. Sections of this route can be impassable at certain times due to flooding.






ZAMBEZI REGION
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Namibia’s Zambezi Region (formerly known as Caprivi) is an area of winding waterways and abundant bird- and wildlife, surrounded by expanses of mopane woodland and punctuated by ephemeral pans known locally as iishana. It’s home to a mix of cultures, from the Ju/’Hoansi-San who live on its southwestern fringes to the Barakwena-San, the Mafwe, Mbukushu and others. The region offers many opportunities to get to know local ways of life.

Zambezi has excellent birding, with over 450 species. The region is also Namibia’s best area for wetland wildlife watching, with hippos, crocodiles, buffaloes and elephants, as well as many species seldom seen elsewhere, including sitatungas and red lechwes. After decades of poaching, encroachment and overhunting, populations of all of these animals are rebounding, making Zambezi somewhat of an insider’s safari tip. Discover this abundance on boat cruises or on rugged 4WD excursions.
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TOP TIP

While the main B8 highway running eastward through Zambezi is flat, straight and in excellent condition, almost everywhere off this is wild and rugged. For any forays away from the tarmac, you’ll need a 4WD with high clearance. When planning park visits, it’s essential to consider seasonal water variations, as flooding and rains can make some areas inaccessible.
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NYAE NYAE CONSERVANCY

Spreading out around Tsumkwe is the community-based Nyae Nyae Conservancy, which gives the local Ju/’Hoansi management and wildlife rights over the area. Namibia is a global leader in community-based natural resource management. By providing communities the chance to directly benefit from wildlife conservation through tourism and hunting, the conservancies directly promote wildlife conservation.



Meet the San in Their Homeland

LEARN ABOUT SAN LIFE AND CULTURE

The isolated settlement of Tsumkwe is the heart of northeastern Otjozondjupa, the traditional homeland of the Ju/’Hoansi-San. Visiting here is an off-the-beaten track adventure and a worthwhile detour. Base yourself at Tsumkwe’s lodge or at the community campground and get to know the San. Once you’re ready to move on, Tsumkwe serves as a jumping-off point for exploring Khaudum National Park, assuming you have a 4WD, or for entering into Botswana via the tiny Dobe border crossing.

About 23km north of Tsumkwe along the road to Khaudum National Park is the Living Hunters’ Museum of the Ju/’Hoansi-San. It’s a recreation of a traditional village, and you’ll be able to get to know locals and gain insights into their daily lives. You’ll also learn about the challenges the San face in modern society, and have the chance to participate in jewellery-making and search for medicinal plants. The whole experience is an initiative of the San, and all proceeds go directly to the community, many of whom view it as an essential way of preserving their culture. The living museum operates daily, and there’s no need to book a visit in advance.

If you don’t make it out to visit the San near Tsumkwe, there is the similar, but more accessible, Living Museum of the Ju/’Hoansi-San near Grashoek, about 7km north of the gravel C44. It’s easy to visit for the day from Grootfontein or elsewhere along the B8 and there are several basic campsites for overnighting.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR TSUMKWE

Tsumkwe Country Lodge

Inviting and recently refurbished, with cosy chalets, camping and a restaurant. $$

Elephant Song Campsite

A community-run campsite with two basic pitches at the Living Hunters’ Museum of the Ju/’Hoansi-San. $

Village Campsites

Some Ju/’Hoansi communities run rustic campsites. Contact the Nyae Nyae Conservancy office in Tsumkwe. $

A Bush Adventure among Baobabs

SANDY TRACKS AND OMIRAMBA

Exploring the wild woodlands, sandy tracks and dry river beds of Khaudum National Park is a real bush adventure. Meandering sand tracks lure you through the bush and across omiramba (ancient river beds) cutting through the northern Kalahari sandveld, while rustic viewing platforms let you wait for wildlife unseen. The going can be slow, especially along the deep, sandy tracks in Khaudum’s northern section, but there is much to appreciate en route.

The baobab trees are a highlight. You’ll see some when approaching the park from Tsumkwe, including the Dorsland baobab near the park’s southern boundary, which is estimated to be over 2000 years old. Elephants are common throughout Khaudum and lions are seen with some frequency. Khaudum is also home to Namibia’s largest population of roan antelope. With luck, you may spot one in the woodlands or along the dry river beds. African wild dogs, another Khaudum speciality, roam over wide areas of this section of the Kalahari. Birding is rewarding, with over 300 species, including various hornbills and many migrants, such as storks, crakes, bitterns and falcons. If you’re here for the birding, also consider exploring further south around the Nyae Nyae Pans, which host large seasonal populations of flamingos, but are difficult to access in times of flood. Above all, relish the chance to be one of just a handful of visitors in such remote, wild terrain and to support local communities through tourism.


KHAUDUM PRACTICALITIES

A fully equipped 4WD is essential for exploring Khaudum, and park rangers recommend travelling in a convoy of at least two vehicles.

The roads in the south are generally somewhat better than those in the north, although be prepared for slow going throughout.

The cooler, dry months from June to October are best for spotting wildlife, when herds congregate around water holes and along the omiramba.

There is only minimal signage. A GPS and/or a satellite phone is a good idea.

Khaudum’s campsites are unfenced.

Gateway towns are Tsumkwe and Rundu.



Gateway to the Zambezi Region

A LIVELY OKAVANGO TOWN

Capital of the Kavango-East region and the largest town in these parts, Rundu serves as a convenient way station and gateway to Zambezi. It’s a sultry, tropical outpost on the bluffs above the Okavango River and a major centre of activity for Namibia’s Angolan community. Although there is little of specific interest for tourists, there are plenty of shops, and Rundu makes a good stocking-up point before travelling further east. It’s also an amenable place in its own right and worth a stopover for a night or two. Take a walk through the open market, which sells a bit of everything and has a welcoming vibe. Nearby is the Mbangura Woodcarving Coop, although you’ll likely find a better selection at the Mbangura woodcarvers market in Okahandja, which is supplied by the same carvers.

The surrounding Kavango area is home to a number of wonderful lodges where you can laze along the riverside, take boat cruises, spot crocs and hippos and ease into Zambezi’s languid pace. About 15km west of Rundu at Lake Samsitu is the recommended Living Museum of the Mbunza, where you can learn about the fishing and farming traditions of the people of the Kavango area, see a traditional homestead, watch weaving and see traditional clothing.

Most travellers stay in one of the riverside camps east and west of Rundu. Alternatively, there are a few nice places in the town centre.

WHERE TO STAY IN ZAMBEZI REGION

Nhoma Safari Camp

Interact with the local San community, 80km northwest of Tsumkwe. $

Sikereti Camp

Camping, hot-water and self-catering bungalows; 7km inside Khaudum’s southern entrance. $

Khaudum Camp

Community partnership 12km inside the northern Khaudum gate, with shaded campsites and hot-water ablutions. $


BEST OKAVANGO RIVER CAMPS

Mobola Island Lodge

Laid-back and lovely, with a mix of camping and self-catering bungalows plus three self-catering tents on an island reached via a swing bridge. $$

Riverdance Lodge

A community-oriented ecolodge with river cruises, bicycle tours and village walks. Several beautiful campsites and seven luxury bungalows top things off. $$$

Samsitu Riverside Camp

A well-located community-run campsite 13km west of Rundu. $

Hakusembe River Lodge

This Gondwana property is 16km west of Rundu in lush, riverside gardens, with camping, bungalows and river excursions. $$



[image: jpg]

Bridge to Mobola Island Lodge | imagebroker.com/shutterstock ©

Floodplain Drawing Thirsty Wildlife

THE PARK BETWEEN THE RIVERS

Bwabwata National Park is an approximately 200km-long and 30km-wide strip framed by two major rivers. Most travellers don’t see much more of the park than the long woodland-fringed section paralleling the B8 highway. To experience the heart of Bwabwata, you’ll need to venture further inside, to the Mahango and Buffalo Core Areas along the Okavango River and the Kwando Core Area along the Kwando River. It is here that the park comes alive.

While wildlife populations are still recovering after suffering from years of poaching, conflict and human encroachment, numbers are definitely on the rise and Bwabwata makes a rewarding bush experience. Start in the Mahango Core Area, on the Okavango’s western side. This is one of the most wildlife-rich areas of the park, and its broad floodplain attracts large concentrations of thirsty elephants and herd animals, particularly in the dry season. In the late afternoon, stop beside the river and watch the elephants wading and drinking among hippos and crocodiles. The Buffalo Core Area, on the Okavango’s eastern side, is notable for its buffalo herds. In both the Mahango and Buffalo Core Areas, also watch for roan and sable antelope, tsessebes and red lechwes. The Kwando Core Area is especially known for its elephants, as well as for its African wild dogs, although these are difficult to spot. Don’t miss the part of the river known as Horseshoe Bend, with its sandy shoreline, or ‘little Serengeti’, in the Mayuni Conservancy area, with its abundant plains animals. In all three core areas, birding is superb.

Apart from wildlife watching, the area around Bwabwata is also a perfect spot to appreciate the waterways of the Zambezi in one of the many fine lodges and camps. Plan on at least two to three nights. In addition to the accommodation options outside Bwabwata, there are several places to stay in the park. Nambwa Tented Lodge has camping (ask for the riverside sites), and a luxury lodge with raised elephant walkways and views. Kazile Island Lodge, on a small island, has wonderful views of the river and floodplains.

WHERE TO STAY IN RUNDU TOWN

Guesthouse Bavaria

Lovely gardens, a relaxing terrace, tastefully decorated rooms and a central location make this a good choice. $

Tambuti Lodge

Rooms ooze faded grandeur, with flagstone floors, free-standing bathtubs and small verandas. $

River Lodges

Many of the best Rundu accommodation options are east and west of town along the river. $$
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BWABWATA PRACTICALITIES

May through September are the best months for wildlife watching.

Gateway towns are Divundu, Kongola and Katima Mulilo.

With a 2WD vehicle, you can follow the Scenic Loop Drive past Kwetche picnic site, east of the main road. You’ll need 4WD to explore much of the rest of the park, including the rewarding 20km Circular Loop Drive, which follows the omiramba.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR BWABWATA NATIONAL PARK

Namushasha Lodge

Across the Kwando River from Bwabwata, and well-located for birding. Spacious rooms have slate-tiled floors. $$$

Ngepi Camp

Sleep in a bush hut or a treehouse with an outdoor shower, or pitch a tent. Village walks and boat cruises too. $$

Shametu Lodge

Overlooking Popa Falls, there’s shaded camping, rooms, boat cruises and mokoro rides. $$


POPA FALLS

Near Divundu and Bagani village, the Okavango River crosses over a small geological fault line and tumbles between 1.5m and 3.5m (depending on water levels) over a series of small cascades known as Popa Falls. While not spectacular, Popa is a pleasant place if you’re looking for a break along the B8. Due to the presence of large wildlife, there’s no swimming. Stay at Shametu Lodge or NWR’s Popa Falls Resort.
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Float Along on a River Cruise or Mokoro Trip

TRANQUIL SUNSETS AND ANIMAL SPOTTING

A highlight of any visit to Zambezi is the chance to do a boat cruise or paddle a mokoro (dugout canoe). Almost all of the river-based lodges offer boat cruises, often timed to finish around sunset. If you have the chance, don’t miss doing this. You’ll float along in a wide, flat-bottomed boat, past hippos and crocs, and get to watch elephants and other wildlife on the riverbanks. It’s incredibly peaceful and a fine change of pace from vehicle-based wildlife watching. Several places, including Ngepi Camp and Shametu Lodge, also offer mokoro trips along the Okavango. The traditional mokoro, made from a hollowed out tree trunk, is replaced by fibreglass canoes, but the experience is just as rewarding, as you paddle along and experience the river at water level.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR BWABWATA NATIONAL PARK

Mukolo Camp

Camping and self-catering chalets overlooking Kwando River, with a night-time wetland symphony. $

Nunda River Lodge

An appealing aesthetic of stone, thatch and wood on the river’s edge. Camping, safari tents with views and chalets. $

Mavunje Camp

Camping and safari-style tents across the river from Kwando Core Area. $

Stock Up for a Trip into the Wilds

BUSTLING BORDER TOWN

Katima Mulilo is eastern Zambezi’s main hub and the jumping-off point for a sojourn at one of the lovely river lodges in the surrounding area. Don’t expect too much from the town itself. Once known for the elephants that marched through the village streets, today’s Katima Mulilo is a bustling and slightly scruffy border town. It is, however, a convenient spot to stock up on basic provisions before heading off to explore the many nearby parks. It’s also the only place until Rundu, 500km to the west, with ‘facilities’.

Stay in a Luxury Island Lodge

VILLAGE LIFE AND REMOTE LODGES

Impalila – also written as Mpalila, and meaning ‘the far place’ – is a wedge of land in Namibia’s northeasternmost corner framed by the Zambezi and Chobe Rivers. Luxuriate in one of the upmarket lodges, take a boat cruise, get a glimpse of local village life or clamber to the top of a 2000-year-old baobab tree to see where Namibia, Zambia, Botswana and Zimbabwe meet. Other things to keep yourself busy include spotting wildlife along the river banks, paddling in a mokoro and enjoying birding and angling. This is about everything there is to do on Impalila, but it is more than enough. The vibe is simple, the accommodation classy, and the open, watery vistas tranquil. Note that all island lodges must be prebooked.


BEST PLACES TO STAY NEAR KATIMA MULILO

Caprivi River Lodge

Five kilometres out of town, with no-frills cabins sharing bathrooms and more upmarket, river-facing chalets, plus boating, fishing and wildlife drives. $$

Caprivi Houseboat Safari Lodge

Rustic chalets amid the greenery, camping and the chance for sunset cruises. $$

Zambezi Mubala Lodge

Chalets directly over the water and wonderful riverside views. The boat ride to reach the lodge caps things off. $$$

Serondela Lodge

The riverside setting here is everything; the well-positioned, supremely comfortable chalets let you take full advantage. $$$



Roam Wildlife-filled Wetlands

A WETLAND PARADISE

In the eastern reaches of Zambezi, almost dropping out of Namibia into Botswana, is a wedge of land that is framed by the Kwando and Linyati Rivers and harbours one of Namibia’s most significant concentrations of hippos, crocodiles and other wetland wildlife. Reedbucks, waterbucks and sitatungas are all present, as are large numbers of elephants, zebras and buffaloes. The rhythms of life here, in Nkasa Rupara National Park, are determined by the rains and by the rising and falling waters of the Kwando River as they make their way down from Angola’s Central Highlands to fan out in the Linyati delta area that forms the park’s core.

It’s a place of subtle magnificence in the middle of the expansive Kavango-Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area, where wildlife comes and goes at will. Explore the rough tracks branching out to the northeast and southwest from the main Shisinze Gate entrance near Sangwali. Linger by the rivers and wetlands. Spot African wild dogs across the water in Botswana. Watch for some of the park’s 430-plus species of birds, who are lured here by Nkasa Rupara’s forested islands fringed by reed and papyrus marshes. And, savour the sublime beauty and wildness of it all.

The missionary explorer David Livingstone spent time in this area, and thanks to the efforts and dedication of a local Sangwali teacher, Linus Mukwata, there is now the small David Livingstone Museum in his honour. It is along the road leading from Sangwali to the park gate, and well worth a stop.

WHERE TO STAY ON IMPALILA ISLAND

Ichingo Chobe River Lodge

On the river bank surrounded by birdsong, with an exclusive, alluring feel and wildlife nearby. $$$

Chobe Savannah Lodge

Views of the wildlife-rich Puku Flats, stylishly decorated rooms, private verandas and river cruises. $$$

Kaza Safari Lodge

An intimate place surrounded by vegetation with just eight bungalows, all with river views. $$$


NKASA RUPARA PRACTICALITIES

Nkasa Rupara is open year-round, but heavy rains between December and February, and flooding of the Kwando River during the colder months, can make many areas inacessible.

The main entrance is at Shisinze Gate, about 10km south of Sangwali.

4WD is essential for exploring Nkasa Rupara.

Gateway towns are Katima Mulilo, Kongola and Sangwali.
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WHERE TO STAY AROUND NKASA RUPARA NATIONAL PARK

Rupara Rest Camp

A community-owned, privately managed camp with a mix of lovely sites on a small channel. $

Livingstone’s Camp

Campsites with private ablutions blocks, river views, wildlife drives and mokoro trips. $

Jackalberry Tented Camp

Remote, intimate and inside the park, with four comfortable tents overlooking the Linyati waterways. $$$

Let Yourself Be Surprised

WATERSIDE VISTAS AND REBOUNDING WILDLIFE

Tiny Mudumu National Park lies between Bwabwata and Nkasa Rupara National Parks, and is bordered to the west by the Kwando River. After years of neglect, overhunting and ongoing human pressures, Mudumu’s wildlife watching doesn’t always live up to its potential. However, the park is definitely on the upswing, with slowly recovering animal populations.

Thanks to the area’s mix of wetlands, savannah grasslands and woodlands, exploring here is full of surprises. The river, where the lodges are located, is the highlight. Spend time here watching for Mudumu’s rather plentiful elephants, crocodiles and hippos or search here and in the hinterlands for waterbucks and the more elusive sitatungas. The fact that these animals are present at all offers signs of hope for the future.

If you view Mudumu as a wilderness river experience rather than as a wildlife safari destination, you won’t be disappointed. You can get a sneak peak of Mudumu from the tarmac C49, which runs through the park, but to appreciate its range of habitats and see more wildlife, you’ll need to negotiate the sometimes sandy and rough interior roads with 4WD. Note that development of Mudumu’s facilities is planned for the near future, so get an update before heading in.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY AROUND MUDUMU NATIONAL PARK

Lianshulu Lodge

Riverside and woodland viewing decks are the highlights of this long-standing place, with its well-spaced bungalows and homey feel. $$$

Lianshulu Bush Lodge

The younger sister of Lianshulu Lodge lacks the older establishment’s more settled feel, but is nevertheless a good and less pricey alternative. $$

Nakatwa Camp

Wild camping on the Kwando River. Bring water and all supplies with you. $




GETTING AROUND

For anywhere off Zambezi’s main tarmac highway (the B8), and especially for anywhere inside the region’s parks, you’ll need a 4WD. Fuel is available at Katima Mulilo and major towns. If you’re coming from the south, fuel is usually also available at the General Dealer in Tsumkwe. Combis ply regularly between Katima Mulilo, Rundu and Windhoek, but otherwise you’ll need your own transport. Fly Namibia has several flights weekly connecting Katima Mulilo with Windhoek. Access to Impalila Island is either by charter flight or by boat from Kasane (Botswana); the island lodges organise all transport for their booked guests.





KUNENE REGION
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Kunene, which is often still referred to by its earlier name of Kaokoland, is a wild, magical place of open vistas, grassy valleys, barren peaks and rough tracks leading up to the narrow, vegetated belt along the Kunene River on the Angolan border. It’s fringed to the west by the dunes of Skeleton Coast National Park and to the south by Damaraland. Kunene’s population is sparse, limited primarily to isolated groups of Himba. And, access throughout the region is challenging, making Kunene the preserve of fly-in safaris and rugged 4WD guided or self-drive excursions. Those who make their way up to northwestern Namibia can look forward to days spent traversing the stark, magnificent landscapes and getting to know the Himba, and afternoons and evenings relaxing at wonderfully remote campsites and lodges. If you are dreaming of an African adventure, then Kunene is the region for you.
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TOP TIP

The main access points to Kunene are Ruacana to the east, Opuwo to the south and Puros to the southwest. Upmarket itineraries, both 4WD and flying, often combine Kunene with the Skeleton Coast. For self-drivers, the region makes a good combination with Damaraland, but this routing is best if you have at least a month or so at your disposal.
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Visiting the Himba Heartland

HOME OF THE HIMBA

The frontier town of Opuwo is the capital of the Kunene Region and the unofficial seat of Namibia’s Himba people. Despite the dusty outpost ambience, it’s a great feeling to finally arrive here, after long journeying from any direction. Opuwo is also one of the best places in Namibia to interact with the Himba in a natural setting, learn about their culture and daily lives, and better understand the challenges they face. Spend a few days soaking all this up and experiencing how life is in such a remote location. A good starting point for arranging excursions, including to nearby Himba villages, is the Kaoko Information Centre along the C41 at the southeastern end of town, where staff can sort you out with local guides. For self-drivers, a great option is to head about 40km north along the C43 and spend time with the Himba at the Ovahimba Living Museum, camping at the adjoining Omungunda Campsite.

Namibia’s Himba are seminomadic people who traditionally base themselves at an onganda (small village), moving when necessary to find access to water. Himba women are renowned for the ochre-coloured cream, otjize, which is made from mixing butterfat with ochre powder, and which is applied to protect and moisturise the skin and hair. Fire and smoke hold elevated status in Himba culture. Smoke, often scented with herbs, is used by women for cleansing. It’s also used to carry prayers to the supreme being, Mukuru. At traditional Himba homesteads, there is always a holy fire, or okuruwo, which is kept smouldering between the main hut and the animal enclosure to maintain ties to the ancestors.


GETTING TO KNOW THE HIMBA

We asked a group of Himba ladies what their recommendations would be for visitors to get to know their culture. Here is what they suggest:

When you reach Opuwo, sleep for a night. The next day travel 15km along the Etanga road to Ohungumure village. You can organise this day visit in Opuwo. If you wish to spend one or several nights in the village to really learn about Himba life, you are welcome. Before leaving Opuwo, buy supplies for your own meals, plus some sugar (5kg), maize meal (20kg), oil (5L) and coffee to bring as a gift. On arrival, ask to speak with the chief. You will be shown where to pitch your tent, if you don’t mind using a bush toilet, and you can arrange with the villagers to cook your meals.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND OPUWO

Ohakane Guesthouse

A small, good-value place with tidy rooms, a pool and meals on request. $

Opuwo Country Lodge

A mix of rooms, camping, excursions, a pool and wide views over the valley. $$

Kaoko Mopane Lodge & Campsite

About 5km from town, with luxury chalets, camping and fine dining. $$$


CAPE FRIA

About 150km south of the Kunene River and the Angolan border is remote Cape Fria. It’s a barren, windswept area and home to a large colony of Cape fur seals. Some Skeleton Coast excursions stop here to see the famous nearby stone circles, believed to be remnants of shelters made by the Dauna-Daman or Strandloper San about 200 years ago.



Desert-adapted Wildlife in Puros Conservancy

WILDLIFE AND CONSERVATION INITIATIVES

About 120km southwest of Opuwo, and 100km northwest of Sesfontein, is the junction settlement of Puros (’fountain’) and the surrounding Puros Conservancy. Arriving in Puros can feel like the end of the road and the middle of nowhere. But it’s a peaceful spot and, as with Opuwo, there’s an underlying excitement because it’s also the starting point for some of Namibia’s greatest adventures: heading northward to Kunene and the far northern reaches of the Skeleton Coast and the Kunene River, or setting off on 4WD routes that lead into the Marienfluss Conservancy via Orupembe. For another way to explore, contact Mabaruli Safaris (mabaruli.com), which offers a 15-day cycling tour encompassing Puros and other areas of Kunene Region and Damaraland (and cycling elsewhere in Namibia too).

The Puros area has also long been at the forefront of community conservation initiatives in Namibia, and is known in particular for its efforts to balance the needs of local livestock herders with populations of desert lions. There are several good options for accommodation – made even better, as profits benefit local communities, and it’s well worth planning a night or several nights here.

The Puros Conservancy encompasses parts of the ephemeral Hoarusib and Khumib Rivers, and is a prime area for spotting desert-adapted elephants, and there’s a good chance you may see them near camp. Lions, giraffes, black rhinos and even leopards have also been reported further out in the conservancy. About 10km from town, surrounded by open, wild vistas, is a traditional Himba village that you can visit.

Remote Routes to Oasis-like Falls

WATERFALLS ON THE ANGOLAN BORDER

The Kunene River at Epupa Falls is a wonderful sight, filled with spray and small islands, surrounded by scattered baobabs and lined with a thin band of foliage. It appears, oasis-like, in the midst of an otherwise extremely arid region, and the green strip of makalani palms and other vegetation along the river provides a tranquil respite. Plan on at least two nights here, visiting the falls, getting to know the local Himba, appreciating the multitude of birds, enjoying views into Angola on the opposite bank and watching the river flow by. The falls themselves stretch over about 1.5km and flow over a series of drops, the highest of which is 37m. They are at their best around March.

If you’re travelling to Epupa Falls from Ruacana, one option is the D3700, which parallels the Kunene River. Depending on the season, parts of it are in reasonable condition, while other sections involve crossing flooded gullies and rough terrain. It’s true 4WD adventure country here, and you’ll love it if you like remote road challenges. Otherwise, take the easier (but also remote) route north from Opuwo. En route along the river route is the small outpost of Swartbooi’s Drift, where a monument commemorates the Dorsland trekkers who passed here en route to their future homesteads in Angola. Also en route are several remote camps, including the lovely Camp Cornie, about 60km downstream from Swartbooi’s Drift, with riverside camping and standing tents.

WHERE TO STAY IN PUROS CONSERVANCY

Puros Bush Lodge & Camp

Camping under camel thorn trees and self-catering chalets along the Hoarusib river bed. $

Okahirongo Elephant Lodge

About 3km west of Puros, with rooms overlooking the remote landscapes plus wildlife drives. $$$

Etaambura Camp

Run as a partnership with the Himba community, with wonderful views; 110km northwest of Puros. $$
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KEEPING THE TANK FULL IN KUNENE

Opuwo

The last reliable fuel coming from the south.

Okongwati

Fuel in containers is sometimes available at this remote outpost.

Ruacana

The last fuel coming from the east.


BEST PLACES TO STAY AT EPUPA FALLS

Epupa Camp

A lovely riverside setting amid the palms and foliage 800m upstream from the falls, with tented rooms, campsites and fixed tents. $$$

Omarunga Lodge & Campsite

This Gondwana-community partnership property 200m upstream from the falls has well-groomed campsites beneath the palms and a dozen luxury chalets. $$

Epupa Falls Lodge

In a prime location overlooking the falls, with riverside camping and bungalows. $$$




BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE MARIENFLUSS CONSERVANCY

Okahorombo Community Campsite

In a fine riverside location nestled among the trees at the northern end of Otjinjange Valley. $

Okahirongo River Camp

A luxurious property on the Kunene River at the head of the Otjinjange Valley, with river cruises and walks. $$$

Serra Cafema

On the Kunene River at the northern end of Hartmann’s Valley, this is one of Namibia’s most opulent and remote safari experiences. $$$



Kunene’s Northwestern Corner

THE WILD HEARTLAND OF KUNENE

Kunene’s northwest corner, which runs up against Skeleton Coast National Park, is centred around Otjinjange (Marienfluss) Valley to the east and Hartmann’s Valley to the west, with the Hartmann mountains in between. This is the Kunene of legend: rugged peaks, hidden valleys, drought-resistant wildlife, and scattered settlements of Himba people who take advantage of the grasslands to graze their cattle. Much of the area is part of the Marienfluss Conservancy – one of Namibia’s true gems. It’s also a place where the journey is as much a part of the experience as the destination itself.

Throughout, you’ll need a solid 4WD vehicle, plenty of time and enough supplies to see you through. It’s also useful to go with someone who knows the region, and to travel in a convoy of at least two vehicles. The main way to reach Marienfluss Conservancy is through the Red Drum junction about 35km north of Orupembe (which in turn is about 100km north of Puros) via Otjihaa Pass. There’s another, more adventurous route along 4WD tracks from Opuwo via the steep Van Zyl’s Pass, which forms a dramatic transition between Kunene’s eastern highlands and the grassy Otjinjange valley expanses. Note that this winding, 13km stretch isn’t suitable for trailers and may only be passed from east to west. It’s not possible to travel by vehicle directly between Marienfluss Conservancy and Skeleton Coast National Park.


GETTING AROUND

The tarmac C41 runs from Outjo to Opuwo, making Kunene accessible even to 2WD vehicles. However, from here on, you will need 4WD. At Otjikeze/Epembe, 73km northwest of Opuwo, an eastward turning onto the D3701 leads 60km to Swartbooi’s Drift. This is the easiest access route to the river, and it’s open to 2WD vehicles. From Swartbooi’s Drift east to Ruacana can be negotiated by high-clearance 2WD vehicles. However, the 93km stretch west to Epupa Falls is challenging 4WD territory.

From Okongwati, the westward route through Etengwa leads to either Van Zyl’s Pass or Otjihaa Pass. From Okauwa to the road fork at Otjitanda, which is a Himba chief’s kraal (village), the journey is rough and slow going. Along the way, stop off for a swim at beautiful Ovivero Dam. From Otjitanda, you can access Otjinjange and Hartmann’s Valleys by turning north at the three-way junction in the middle of the Onjuva Plains, 12km north of Orupembe. At the T-junction at the Red Drum, you can decide which valley you want. Turn right for Otjinjange and left for Hartmann’s. West of this junction and 17km from the Red Drum, you can also turn south along the fairly good route to Orupembe, Puros (provided that the Hoarusib River isn’t flowing) and on to Sesfontein. Alternatively, you can head west from Opuwo on the D3703, which leads 105km to Etanga; 19km beyond Etanga, you’ll reach a road junction marked by a stone sign painted with white birds. At this point, you can turn north towards Otjitanda (27km away) or south towards Otjihaa Pass and Orupembe.






SKELETON COAST
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The Skeleton Coast is bleak, desolate and exquisitely beautiful. Its treacherous shoreline, littered with rusting wrecks, has long been a graveyard for unwary ships and their crews. Early Portuguese sailors called it As Areias do Inferno (The Sands of Hell), as once a ship washed ashore, the fate of the crew was sealed. It is one of the world’s most inhospitable areas and one of its most magnificent. While its expanses look barren at first glance, they harbour unexpected life. Anglers favour its fish-filled waters, black-backed jackals forage on the beach and hyenas prowl in the mist. Venture this way to experience a unique crossroads of ocean and desert, a place where solitude takes on a whole other dimension, and one in which you are left with a spellbinding sense of both isolation and natural grandeur.
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TOP TIP

Here, Skeleton Coast refers to the entire Namibian coastline from Swakopmund north to the Angolan border, encompassing Dorob and Skeleton Coast National Parks. There are no requirements for transiting Dorob National Park. However, for all visits to Skeleton Coast National Park (the area from the Ugab north to the Kunene River) you’ll need to arrange permits.
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DOROB NATIONAL PARK

Henties Bay is part of Dorob National Park, a multi-use park created to protect coastal ecosystems while also accommodating the many recreational activities for which this part of Namibia is known. The section of coast from just north of Swakopmund past Henties Bay and on to the Ugab River is especially popular with anglers, who flock here by the dozens to tackle such saltwater species as galjoens, steenbras, kabeljous and blacktails. You’ll see many low concrete buildings spaced at intervals – these are intended as toilet blocks for anglers and campers. The Dorob coastline also offers world-class surfing, although the best breaks are said to be further south by Donkey Bay in the area of Walvis Bay.



Fishing at Henties Bay

BEACH WALKS AND FISHING

If you’re driving to the coast from Brandberg or Spitzkoppe, good gravel roads head straight to Henties Bay, offering quieter alternatives to the heavily travelled B2 to Swakopmund. Henties Bay is a popular stop for anglers and, in season, you’ll see fishing-rod-festooned vehicles everywhere. For non-anglers, the main attractions are an agreeable, low-key vibe and a long, wide beach that is ideal for walking. About 14km south is the clearly visible wreck of the Zeila, which ran aground here in 2008. There’s a helpful tourist centre on the corner of Nickey Iyambo St and Jakkalsputz.

Fur Seals of Cape Cross

SEALS, SEALS AND MORE SEALS

First it’s the smell, then the sounds and then it’s the seals themselves – thousands of them, everywhere you look. The best-known breeding colony of Cape fur seals along the Namib coast is here, at the Cape Cross Seal Reserve, where the population has grown large and fat by taking advantage of the rich concentrations of fish in the cold Benguela Current. The sight of more than 100,000 seals basking on the beach and frolicking in the surf is impressive to behold, although you will have to contend with the overwhelming odoriferousness of the experience and the sometimes rude and ornery behaviour of the seals. Bring a handkerchief or bandana to cover your nose, and note that it’s not permitted to cross the low barrier between the seal-viewing area and the rocks where the colony lounges, both for your own protection and that of the seals.

Once you’ve had your fill, take a short walk across the beach to the area where Portuguese explorer Diego Cão, the first European to set foot in Namibia, planted a 2m-high padrão (a tribute to Portuguese king João II) in 1485. In 1893, a German sailor removed the cross and brought it to Germany. The following year, Kaiser Wilhelm II ordered that a replica be made. This cross remains at the site, in addition to a second cross, made of dolerite, which was erected in 1980 on the site of Cão’s original cross.

At the entrance to Cape Cross, there’s a small information centre and curio vendors, some of whom sell some beautiful sand-in-bottle creations.

SKELETON COAST WILDLIFE

Lions

Desert-adapted lions prowl over a large area, including the coastline, where they prey on seals and birds.

Elephants

Best spotted near the beds of the park’s ephemeral rivers.

Black-backed jackals and brown hyenas

Commonly seen, especially foraging along the coast.


CAPE FUR SEALS

There are seven seal species in Southern African waters, but except for occasional vagrants from the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic islands, the only mainland species is the Cape fur seal. Communal to the extreme, this massive population is divided between only about 25 colonies; a few of them, like Cape Cross, number more than 100,000. Despite their gregariousness, Cape fur seals are not especially sociable; colony living makes sense for breeding opportunities and to reduce the chance of predators sneaking up. Individual seals are essentially loners on land, and they constantly quarrel over their own little patch. Except for pups playing with each other in crèche-like ‘playgrounds’, virtually every other interaction in the colony is hostile, creating extraordinary opportunities for behaviour observation.



Waves & Wilderness Along the Skeleton Coast

UNFORGETTABLE VISTAS OF SEA AND DESERT

The heart of the Skeleton Coast is Skeleton Coast National Park, beginning at the Ugab River mouth, 110km north of Cape Cross. It’s an area of fog, crashing waves and rolling dunes leading past the fishing outposts of Torra Bay and Terrace Bay, through increasingly remote terrain to the sandbanks and waterways of the Kunene River delta.

The only way to visit is on an organised tour, either by vehicle or by air. Karibu Namibia Safaris runs excellent multi-night vehicle excursions (generally seven to 10 days) through Skeleton Coast National Park up to the Angolan border, including the Dunedin Star wreck site. There are some magnificent moments as you drive through ephemeral river beds and over the dunes before cresting to see the truly magnificent sight of the Kunene delta spreading out before you. En route, the secrets of the desert begin to unfold as you pass through remote areas, often seeing desert wildlife. The trips are costly, but being out in these landscapes is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. For flying safaris, contact the longstanding Skeleton Coast Safaris.

Permits are required for all park visits. Free transit permits are available at Skeleton Coast National Park’s two entry gates, Ugabmund in the south and Springbokwasser, east of Torra Bay. If you plan to sleep at either Torra Bay or Terrace Bay, you must have an advance booking made through NWR in Windhoek. About 4km past Terrace Bay is a boom gate. Much of the park’s northern section beyond this gate is part of an exclusive tourism concession and can only be visited as part of an organised 4WD or fly-in tour.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN HENTIES BAY

Desert Rose

Comfortable self-catering accommodation in two- and three-bedroom apartments overlooking the beach. $$

Desert Rendezvous

Several self-catering apartments and a room, but no meals. The owner is helpful with arranging excursions. $

Fishy Corner

Delicious seafood, plus burgers and chicken. $$


EXPERIENCING THE SKELETON COAST
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Elago Negumbo works as a freelance tour guide, with particular expertise on the Skeleton Coast, where he has led many expeditions for Karibu Safaris. Here, he shares some insights for visitors. Facebook @elago.negumbo

One of the Skeleton Coast’s main attractions is the diversity of the landscapes, notably the rock formations stretching from Torra Bay to the Kunene. Come here for the absolute solitude and for the feeling of going back millions of years. Along the Skeleton Coast, you are forced to live in the moment. Wildlife is another attraction. The area is so desolate that when you do see animals, you can’t help but wonder how they can survive. Ephemeral rivers and fog provide the main support for most local wildlife.



[image: jpg]

Eduard Bohlen shipwreck | cezary wojtkowski/shutterstock ©

Hunting for Shipwrecks

SKELETONS OF THE PAST

While there have been countless shipwrecks along the Skeleton Coast over the centuries, relatively few are still visible, due to the forces of wind, sea and sand. It’s well worth putting in effort to see at least some of those that still remain.

One is the Eduard Bohlen, which ran aground in 1909 about 60km south of Sandwich Harbour while carrying equipment to the diamond fields of the south. It now lies a few hundred metres inland, partially buried by the sand. About 100km north of Lüderitz, on picturesque Spencer Bay and just north of the abandoned mining town of Saddle Hill, is the dramatic wreck of the Otavi. This cargo ship beached in 1945 following a strong storm, and now sits in splendour at the water’s edge, atmospherically surrounded by a seal colony. These wrecks can be visited on organised tours from Walvis Bay and Lüderitz, respectively, or on a multiday 4WD excursion between Lüderitz and Walvis Bay.

In the far north, and just south of the Angolan border, are the scant remains of the infamous wreck of the Dunedin Star, which was deliberately run aground in 1942 after hitting some offshore rocks. The ship was en route from Britain around the Cape of Good Hope to the Middle East war zone, and was carrying more than 100 passengers, a military crew and cargo. All of the passengers and half of the crew were able to get to shore on a dingy before the small boat capsized. After several days, rescue ships arrived and collected the remaining crew, but could not reach those on shore. Various other rescue efforts ensued, including via aircraft, but all faced mishaps. The saga only ended for the survivors about one month later, thanks to help from an overland convoy sent to the area from Windhoek. Wild Expeditions (www.wild-exp.com) and Route Africa Expeditions (simon@routeafricaexpeditions.com) are good contacts for trips up to the Kunene, including the Dunedin Star wreck site. For more background on the Dunedin Star, read Jeff Dawson’s Dead Reckoning: The Dunedin Star Disaster.

WHERE TO STAY AT CAPE CROSS

Cape Cross Lodge

Location is everything at this comfortable establishment, and the views are unbeatable. $$$

Cape Cross Lodge Campsite

Camping with power points, cold running water and ablutions blocks, but no sea views. $

Seal Reserve Campsite

Basic camping with no running water or power points, but wonderful views; inside the reserve, away from the smell. $
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN SKELETON COAST NP

Terrace Bay

An angler’s camp with cosy chalets above the beach, a restaurant, shop and fuel. $$

Torra Bay Campsite

An oceanside campsite (open December and January) with fuel, firewood and water, flanked by textbook barchan dunes. $

Shipwreck Lodge

The only permanent accommodation in the northern part of the park, with luxurious chalets about 2.5km back from the beach plus quad biking and excursions. $$$

Hoanib Skeleton Coast Camp

Remote luxury and end-of-the-earth romance. It’s 45km from the coast set amid low, rocky mountains. $$$




GETTING AROUND

There’s no public transport along Namibia’s northern coastline after Henties Bay. You’ll need your own wheels, and for the far north – beyond Terrace Bay – you’ll need to visit as part of an organised 4WD or fly-in safari. The coastal C34 road is in part built from salt but, generally, is in excellent condition. A 2WD is fine year-round as far as Ugabmund, and usually also onwards to Terrace Bay, although for comfort, or to go anywhere off the main road, 4WD is better. If you’re coming from the north, take the C43 road south from Palmwag, then west along the C39. Note that motorcycles are not permitted in Skeleton Coast National Park.

The ambience for a Skeleton Coast visit is set at the park gates, with a skull and crossbones welcome. Ugabmund Gate is open for entry for all visitors from 7.30am to 3pm and for exit until 7pm. Springbokwasser Gate is open for entry from 7.30am to 5pm for those with a booking at Torra Bay or Terrace Bay, and from 7.30am to 3pm for transit visitors. The gate is open for exit for all visitors until 7pm. If you’re coming from the east and don’t make the cutoff, there’s a small campsite at Springbokwasser. Note that a transit permit only allows you to travel between the two gates; you’re not allowed to carry on northward between Torra Bay and Terrace Bay.






SWAKOPMUND
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Sandwiched between desert dunes and Atlantic rollers, Swakopmund is one of those great traveller way stations along the African road. It is at once Namibia’s adventure capital, surreal colonial remnant and bustling African town, part destination and part launch pad for an exploration of the Skeleton Coast and the expanses of the Namib. With its German architecture, seaside promenade and hint of Gemütlichkeit (a distinctively German appreciation of comfort and hospitality), Swakopmund, especially out of season, can feel like a holiday resort along Germany’s North Sea and Baltic coasts. But the city is also thoroughly African and its multidimensional appeal means that most people end up staying longer than they planned. In addition to the adrenaline activities for which Swakopmund is famed, the town offers excellent opportunities to get acquainted with local culture and to explore the surrounding desert landscapes and habitats.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Jetty

SIGHTS

2Alte Kaserne

3Kristall Galerie

4Mole

5National Marine Aquarium

6Swakopmund Museum & Bookstore

SHOPPING

7Craft Market

8Karakulia Weavers




TOP TIP

Central Swakopmund is relatively compact and easily negotiated on foot. The area around the Mole (breakwater) is the main focal point for visitors, with a museum, waterfront promenade and an array of hotels and restaurants. Just southeast of here is the town centre, with shops and more hotels and eateries.
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Cultural Tours in Mondesa

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN LOCAL CULTURE

Almost two-thirds of Swakopmund’s population lives in Mondesa, a former township just northeast of the city centre that dates to the days of South African rule. A visit is a complete change from Swakopmund’s normal adrenaline activities, and a not-to-miss opportunity to more fully understand modern-day Swakopmund and its people. Itineraries vary, but most organised tours last three to four hours and include sampling local dishes, meeting Mondesa residents, listening to a choir performance, visiting community projects and learning about local customs. Some incorporate cooking lessons, where you learn to prepare popular dishes such as oshifima (pap) and mahangu (millet porridge), while others make a stop at a traditional restaurant. With prior arrangement, most can also include a stop at the cemetery on Swakopmund’s southeastern edge, where there’s a memorial stone commemorating the Nama and Herero who died between 1904 and 1908 in the uprising against German colonial rule and the ensuing genocide.


BEST CAFES & PUBS IN SWAKOPMUND

Village Cafe

Breakfasts, sandwiches and good vibes in the town centre. $

Raith Gourmet

Ice cream and pastries are the highlights; sit upstairs or down. $$

Bojo’s

Light meals and sweet treats, including vegan cookies. $

Bar Zonder Naam

A wine bar that also has decent food and a laid-back ambience. $$



WHERE TO FIND BUDGET ACCOMMODATION IN SWAKOPMUND

Seaview Backpackers

A tidy, family-friendly place just up from the beach and close to the town centre. $

Desert Sky Backpackers

Centrally located, with a homey lounge, picnic area and free coffee. $

Salty Jackal Backpackers & Surf Camp

A cosy, centrally located backpackers that rents surf gear and offers packages. $



TOP SIGHT
Adventure Activities

Whether it’s powering up, boarding down or floating over a dune, Swakopmund is Namibia’s adventure sports capital and one of the top destinations in Southern Africa for extreme sports enthusiasts. Although the adrenaline buzz is what hooks most visitors at the outset, it’s the stunning contrast of crashing Atlantic waves abruptly yielding to rolling dunes and barren desert that leaves lasting impressions.
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Did You know?

Swakopmund’s dunes are constantly in motion, moving up to 2m and more per year.




SEASONS

Adventure activities are offered year-round, but check with operators for optimal seasons and times of day.



Sandboarding

One of the most popular activities is sandboarding (pictured). The long-standing Alter Action Sandboarding offers a choice of snowboards or waxed sheets of Masonite, but if you have experience snowboarding or surfing, it’s recommended that you try the stand-up option. You’ll be given a proper snowboard, gloves, goggles and enough polish to ensure a smooth ride. While you can’t expect the same speeds as you would on the snow, it’s a singular experience to carve a dune face, and falling on sand hurts a lot less than on ice. The lie-down sandboarding option requires less finesse but is equally fun. Trips depart in the morning and last for approximately four hours. Desert Explorers, on the southern edge of town, is another company offering sandboarding, often combined with quad biking: bike through the dunes before finishing with an hour or so of sandboarding.

Fat Biking & Horse Riding

Swakopmund Fat Bike Tours, on Hendrik Witbooi St in the town centre, organises fun and ecoconscious cycling in the dunes behind Swakopmund, as well as further afield at Sandwich Harbour. In addition to standard fat bikes, it has a few e-bikes – very nice for a bit of help climbing the dunes before coasting down – and the company’s guides are a wealth of information on local flora and fauna. Most guides carry a magnet with them on tours; ask them to demonstrate the iron content in the sand.

About 12km east of Swakopmund on the D1901 is Okakambe Stables, which specialises in horse riding and trekking through the desert. The German owner cares well for her horses, so they’re properly fed and looked after. Discounts are available for larger groups and longer outings, and multiday treks can be organised for experienced riders. Give a day’s notice for short rides and at least a week for multiday treks.

Skydiving & Scenic Flights

Once you’ve explored with your feet on the ground, Ground Rush Adventures can help you get views of Swakopmund’s dune and ocean contrasts from above. You’ll first have a 25-minute scenic flight in a tiny Cessna aircraft, with wide vistas up and down the coastline, before making the actual jump. It’s worth noting that the ascent can often be the scariest part, especially if you’re afraid of flying (though it certainly makes the jump that much easier!).

For something a bit tamer, treat yourself to a scenic aerial cruise over Sossusvlei and the coast. Several companies, including Sossusfly and Scenic Air, offer aerial tours providing fabulous views over the Atlantic coastline and central Namibian interior. Routes include the dune landscapes, salt works, Sandwich Harbour, Sossusvlei and beyond. Given that so much of Namibia’s South Atlantic coastline is inaccessible on the ground, this is a wonderful way to obtain a glimpse of it. Rates start from around N$3000 per person for a one-hour circuit and from around N$5000 for a two-hour flight, including Sossusvlei, for a group of five. Generally speaking, if you can put together a large group and spring for a longer flight, you will get better value for your money. Weather permitting, flights depart year-round at any time of day, although late afternoons generally have a lower chance of fog.


BEYOND SWAKOPMUND

Swakopmund also makes an excellent base for exploring central Namibia. Popular destinations include Cape Cross, Walvis Bay and the Namib-Naukluft. In addition to operators listed elsewhere in this section, try Charly’s Desert Tours, Ocean Adventures and Turnstone Tours, all of which can also organise adventure activities in Swakopmund.



TOP TIPS


• When doing lie-down sandboarding, be sure to hold the front end of your board up, to avoid it jamming in the sand.

• Most activities are offered year-round. It’s worth waiting until the fog lifts to best appreciate the views from the dune tops towards the sea.
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THE MARTIN LUTHER

On Sam Nujoma Ave, 4km east of town, is the tiny Martin Luther Museum, housing an old steam locomotive. The machine was imported from Germany in 1896 to replace the ox wagons used to transport freight between Swakopmund and the interior. However, its inauguration was delayed, and in the interim its engineer returned to Germany without disclosing the secret of its operation. Although a US prospector eventually got it running, it consumed enormous quantities of water and after a lengthy maiden voyage from Walvis Bay to Swakopmund, it ground to a halt where it now sits. It was dubbed the Martin Luther, in reference to the great reformer’s famous words to the Diet of Worms in 1521: ‘Here I stand. May God help me, I cannot do otherwise.’
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Check Out Swakopmund’s Museums

SHARKS, CRYSTALS AND HISTORICAL ARTEFACTS

If the weather is too raw for being outdoors, hole up and explore Swakopmund’s museums. The Swakopmund Museum, at the foot of the lighthouse, sits at the site of the old harbour warehouse, which was destroyed in 1914 by a shot from a British warship. It has a hodge-podge mix of displays covering a wide range of topics, including Namibian history and ethnology, local flora and fauna, and a reconstructed dental practice and apothecary. Military buffs will appreciate the stifling uniforms of the Camel Corps and the Shell furniture, so called because it was homemade from 1930s Depression-era petrol and paraffin tins.

Several blocks south, and directly on the waterfront, is the National Marine Aquarium. It’s small, but provides a fine introduction to life in the cold waters of the southern Atlantic Ocean. Most impressive is the tunnel through the largest aquarium, which offers close-up views of graceful rays, sharks and other ocean dwellers. Feeding is daily at 3pm – on Tuesday, Saturday and Sunday with a diver.

About a 20-minute walk away, on Theo Ben Gurirab Ave in the town centre, is the architecturally astute Kristall Galerie, featuring some of the planet’s most incredible crystal formations. Most striking is the display of the world’s largest-known quartz crystal cluster. There’s also a replica of a crystal cave, and the adjacent shop sells lovely mineral samples, crystal jewellery and plates, cups and wine glasses carved from local stone.

WHERE TO FIND BUDGET ACCOMMODATION IN SWAKOPMUND

The Residence

Upgraded from its former incarnation as Villa Wiese, but still good value for money. $

Dunedin Star Guesthouse

A busy but central location and tidy budget rooms. $

Alte Brücke

Comfortable, grassy camping with hot- and cold-water ablutions, plus rooms. $


SWAKOPMUND CITY CENTRE WALKING TOUR
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Central Swakopmund is easy to cover on foot. Start at the 1 Alte Gefängnis (Old Prison; Nordring St). The main building of this impressive 1909 structure was used only for staff housing, with prisoners relegated to less opulent quarters on one side. Southwest of here is the ornate 2 railway station, built in 1901 for the Swakopmund to Windhoek line. In 1910, when the railway closed, the building became the station for the mine railway between Swakopmund and Otavi. Near the corner of Woermann and Moltke Sts is the neoclassical 3 Deutsche-Afrika Bank Building (1909), now a Bank of Windhoek branch. Nearby is the baroque-style 4 Hohenzollern Building (Libertine Amathila St), constructed in 1906 as a hotel. Its outlandish decor is crowned by a fibreglass cast of Atlas supporting the world. Next is 5 Woermannhaus (Bismarck St), built in 1905 as the main office of the Damara & Namaqua Trading Company. In the 1920s, it was used as a school dormitory and later served as a merchant sailors’ hostel. North of here is the palm-fronted, 1902 6 State House (Kaiserliches Bezirksgericht; Daniel Tjongarero St), built as the district magistrates’ court. It was extended in 1905 and 1945, and today is the president’s official Swakopmund residence. Further north is the gabled 1908 7 Altes Amtsgericht (Old Magistrates Court; corner of Garnison and Bahnhof Sts), built as a private school. When funds ran out, the government requisitioned it as a magistrates’ court. It now houses municipal offices. Finish at Swakopmund’s operational 8 lighthouse, off Strand St. In 1902 it was built 11m high, with an additional 10m added in 1910.




A BRIEF HISTORY

The modern-day town of Swakopmund has its beginnings in the late 19th century, when the first European settlers arrived from Germany. The first building to be constructed, dating to 1892, was the Alte Kaserne (Old Barracks) on Anton Lubowski St. The first civilian homes were prefabricated in Germany and transported by ship, and by 1909, Swakopmund had become a municipality. Because nearby Walvis Bay had been annexed by the British-controlled Cape Colony in 1878, Swakopmund remained German South West Africa’s only harbour, and consequently rose to greater prominence than its poor conditions warranted. During WWI, South Africa stepped in, and the harbour was allowed to silt up as maritime operations moved to Walvis Bay.
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Swakopmund & the Sea

SEA SPRAY, SWIMMING AND VIEWS

For many visitors, life in Swakopmund centres around the area near the sea wall or breakwater jutting into the ocean just in front of the lighthouse. The wall, known as the Mole, was designed in 1899 by architect FW Ortloff to enhance Swakopmund’s poor harbour and create a mooring place for large cargo vessels. Unfortunately, the design did not take into account the Benguela Current, which sweeps northward along the coast, carrying with it sand from the southern deserts. Within less than five years, the harbour entrance was choked off by a sandbank and two years later the harbour itself had filled with sand to create a small beach, known as Palm Beach. The Mole is now used as a launching point for fishing and pleasure boats. Its partially sheltered waters are also a popular swimming spot. Walk out to the platform at the end for some sea spray and views.

About 700m south of the Mole is Swakopmund’s jetty, which was originally built in 1905 to address the need for a cargo- and passenger-landing site. In the ensuing years, the original wooden jetty was battered by the high seas and damaged by woodworm, and in 1911, construction began on a 500m-long iron jetty. When South African forces occupied Swakopmund, the port became redundant, as it was overshadowed by the harbour at Walvis Bay. The old wooden pier was removed in 1916 and the unfinished iron pier was left to the elements. Today the jetty is known for the restaurants at its beginning and end, and for the Jetty Mile ocean swim that takes place annually on 27 December.

WHERE TO STAY IN SWAKOPMUND

Strand Hotel

Multistorey hotel at the Mole with supremely comfortable rooms, many with sea views. $$$

Desert Breeze Lodge

Luxury bungalows and dune views from above the Swakop river bed at the town’s southeastern edge. $$$

Cornerstone Guesthouse

A cosy, family-run establishment just a few blocks from the beach. $$


BEST CULTURAL TOUR OPERATORS IN SWAKOPMUND

All operators will collect you at your hotel.

Hafeni Cultural Tours

Includes a stop at Hafeni Traditional Restaurant. It can also arrange visits to Walvis Bay’s Kuisebmond township area and to a local Topnaar community. (hafenictours@gmail.com)

Mondesa Township Tours

The focus is on getting to know locals and their way of life. (www.mondesatownship.com)

Swakop Cultural Tours

Cultural tours on bicycle, plus city centre walking tours. (www.empiresafaris.com)

Hata Angu Cultural Tours

Includes a stop at a shebeen (local bar) and a visit to a traditional herbalist. (hataangu@gmail.com)



Crafts & Shopping in Swakopmund

BEADWORK AND BASKETRY

From street stalls selling Namibian and Zimbabwean crafts to boutique shops and bookstores, Swakopmund is a relaxed and rewarding place to browse and buy. Start with the informal traders at the craft market by the steps behind the lighthouse and just up from the Mole. Quality pieces are available with a bit of patience and persistence, and all the traders have stories to tell that will open new windows into Namibian life. One of our favourite trinkets – and one that you’ll see almost everywhere in Namibia – is the carved nut of the makalani palm. Carvers will personalise these with your name in lightning speed, and we’ve never seen one yet make an error.

The recommended Cosdef Arts & Crafts Centre supports local artisans and unemployed people by providing a shopfront for their work. Quality is high and the overall message is one of building sustainability in local communities. Don’t miss a stop here if you’re interested in crafts. It’s just northwest of the first traffic circle when coming into Swakopmund, by the airport turnoff and open normal business hours.

Karakulia Weavers (Rakotoka St) is a local carpet factory that produces original and beautiful African rugs, carpets and wall hangings in karakul wool and offers tours of the spinning, dyeing and weaving processes. Trendhaus, in a courtyard just off Tobia Hainyeko St, is a centre for a variety of Namibian artisanry and handicrafts. The Swakopmund Museum bookstore has a good selection of Namibia-related books, including some otherwise difficult-to-find editions, while OTB Sport is the place to go to rent or buy surfing wetsuits and get outfitted for your Swakopmund sporting activities.

WHERE TO STAY IN SWAKOPMUND

Swakopmund Guesthouse

Centrally located, well-appointed guesthouse notable for its solar power and eco-friendly approach. $$

Atlantic Villa

Bright rooms overlooking a popular surfing spot on the beach north of town. $$

Hotel Pension à la Mer

Well-appointed, well-located rooms just back from the beach near the jetty. $$


NAMIBIA’S LITTLE FIVE

Namibia’s desert-adapted Little Five (the local version of the safari-goer’s Big Five):

Shovel-snouted lizards

A spade-shaped mouth lets this creature rapidly dig into the sand.

Web-footed geckos

Thanks to its webbed feet, this gecko can stay above the sand or burrow underneath.

Dancing white-lady spiders

It’s fascinating to watch as she raises herself up and ‘dances’ when feeling threatened.

Peringuey’s adders

Watch for the typical s-shaped tracks of this venomous snake.

Namaqua chameleons

A good place to spot these masters of camouflage is the gravel plains east of Swakopmund.
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Find Namibia’s Little Five

GET TO KNOW THE DESERT

As you set off in the evening to explore the gravel plains edging Swakopmund to the east, the western horizon blazes with reds and oranges of the setting sun before yielding to deep blues and purples as the night sky wraps itself over the landscape. Once your eyes adjust to the darkness, watch the terrain come alive, as dancing white lady spiders rise up to frighten predators, a transparent Namib dune gecko burrows into the sand with its webbed feet and the exoskeletons of tens of scorpions glow purple under your guide’s UV flashlight. Welcome to the contrasts and wonders of the Namib Desert, where seemingly barren tracts teem with life and the most amazing creatures flourish in the harshest of landscapes.

Namibia’s desert-dwelling creatures have developed fascinating adaptations enabling them to survive. The fog-basking beetle, for example, stands on its head facing into the wind, allowing droplets of fog to collect and run down its body into its mouth, while the legless lizard burrows to avoid being eaten. Several operators – including Living Desert Adventures, Tommy’s Tours and Safaris and Batis Birding Safaris – offer exploratory walks. Excursions take two to four hours, and are run day and evening. Keen birders should also not miss Batis Birding Safaris’ expertly guided full- and half-day birding tours in search of the elusive dune lark, Karoo eremomela and other local specialities.

WHERE TO EAT IN SWAKOPMUND

Gabriele’s Italian Pizzeria

This place gets our vote for Namibia’s best pizza, served outdoors or inside. $$

Hafeni Traditional Restaurant

Oshingali (black-eyed bean puree) and other local delicacies at a Mondesa institution. $

Fish Deli

A tidy establishment with sushi and well-prepared seafood. $$

Getting Close to Snakes

SIDEWINDERS AND PUFF ADDERS

A good stop before heading out on a desert tour is Swakopmund’s small Living Desert Snake Park. It is full of all the things that you hope not to meet while exploring central Namibia’s desert tracts and the owner is a wealth of information about the snakes, as well as scorpions, spiders and other widely misunderstood creatures.

Explore the Moon Landscape

OTHERWORLDLY SCENERY, LICHEN AND WELWITSCHIA

About 40km southeast of Swakopmund is a large tract of eroded hills and valleys known as the Moon Landscape. The scenery is at its best around Goanikontes Oasis, which is nestled beside the Swakop River, surrounded by fabulous desert mountains. It makes an ideal stop for families and for mountain bikers, with bungalows (No 9 is built directly into the rock), a restaurant, freshly baked bread, farm animals and unlimited exploring. About 5km south of Goanikontes on the D1991 are several viewpoints.

Also in this area is Welwitschia Drive, an approximately 120km loop that takes you from the intersection of the C28 and D1991 through desert plains and past some impressive specimens of Welwitschia mirabilis. This bizarre plant, which can live for up to 2000 years, has only two long, leathery leaves growing from opposite sides of a cork-like stem. Over time, the leaves darken in the sun and get torn by the wind into tattered strips, causing the plant to resemble a giant wilted lettuce. Pores in the leaves trap moisture, and longer leaves actually water the plant’s roots by channelling droplets onto the surrounding sand.

Welwitschia Drive lies inside Namib-Naukluft National Park, and you’ll need a permit in advance from the Ministry of Environment & Tourism office in Swakopmund. No permit is necessary if you’re just visiting Goanikontes Oasis. Allow a half day to do the full drive, including stops at the 13 route markers. Sadly, the large lichen fields for which the area was once famed are now greatly reduced. You could also just do the section leading towards Goanikontes and stop there for lunch, although the best Welwitschia only comes later in the drive.


DESERT DASH

Every year in early December, the beach in front of Swakopmund’s Platz am Meer mall is the finish line for the 24-hour, 393km Nedbank Desert Dash – a single-stage cycling race from Windhoek to the coast. The race, which attracts hundreds of riders, both local and international, starts mid-afternoon in Windhoek in the height of the Namibian summer. Cyclists battle the heat and headwinds, making their way up the 2050m-high Kupferberg on Windhoek’s southern outskirts, and then southwestward through the desert, crossing sections of Namib-Naukluft National Park and Swakopmund’s Moon Landscape. The fastest riders usually finish just before dawn. It’s a gruelling but spirited event, and even if you don’t participate, it’s worth coming out to watch the start along the C26 leading up to the Kupferberg, or catching some of the local media coverage.



WHERE TO EAT IN SWAKOPMUND

Tiger Reef

Snacks, bar food and great sunset views on the stilted deck as the waves wash up beneath you. $$

Kücki’s Pub

Dine on hearty meat and seafood dishes at this convivial pub-style institution. $$

Jetty 1905

The seafood and meat dishes are tasty, but the highlight is the setting at the end of the jetty. $$$


RHINOS IN SWAKOPMUND?

The name Swakopmund (’mouth of the Swakop’) has long been thought to come from the Nama tsoa (’backside’) and xoub (’excrement’), in reference to the mud and debris that gathers in the river’s mouth during times of flood. However, another theory posits that it originated from the San xwaka (’rhinocerous’) and ob (’river’) – not as far-fetched as it might seem, given that fossilised rhino footprints have been found in the Kuiseb River mouth near Walvis Bay. The Herero name for Swakopmund is Otjozondjii, meaning ‘place of the chief’s shells’.



Down the Escarpment

STUNNING CLIFF-EDGE VIEWS

In Namibia, the journey is a big part of the adventure, and the journey to Swakopmund is no exception. From Windhoek, there are three main routes taking you over the central plateau down to the coast. The fastest and most heavily travelled is the fully tarmac routing via the B1 and B2 highways (about 365km). To see some beautiful scenery and avoid the truck traffic, consider instead either the C28 or the longer C26. Both routes are mostly gravel and see very little traffic – just a few vehicles each day.

The 325km C28 takes you out of Windhoek past the Daan Viljoen Game Reserve and up into the beautiful Khomas Highlands, where it goes through open highland savannah scenery and past occasional guest farms before steeply descending to the Namib plains via the Bosua Pass. It then passes the turnoff to the Moon Landscape and Goanikontes before turning northwestward into Swakopmund.

The 385km route via the C26 and C14 is equally scenic, especially around the Gamsberg Pass, where sublime folded mountain ridges cascade into the horizon. From Windhoek, follow the C26 up the Kupferberg into the wide vistas of the Khomas Highlands before reaching the Gamsberg. Shortly before the pass itself, you’ll see a sign for the high energy stereoscopic system (HESS) observatory at Farm Göllschau, where astronomers take advantage of Namibia’s dark, clear skies to conduct celestial and galactic research. The centre can only be visited by prior arrangement. However, just a few kilometres further on is Hakos Guestfarm, with several smaller telescopes and observatories making it a favourite stop for amateur astronomers. Carrying on, you’ll soon come to the Kuiseb Pass, which takes you down into the Kuiseb Valley and out onto the plains before joining the C14 for the final stretch to Walvis Bay and on to Swakopmund.

Although both the C28 and C26 pass through Namib-Naukluft National Park, you will only need a permit if you plan on leaving the main roads.


GETTING AROUND

Swakopmund is compact enough that you can get around without a car. Excursions further afield can be easily arranged with the town’s many tour operators and bike rentals can be arranged through Swakopmund Fat Bike Tours. Between Windhoek and Swakopmund, there are several shuttles daily in each direction (4½ hours, about N$280 one-way); try Carlo’s Shuttle, Welwitschia Shuttle or McClune’s Shuttle Service. Most also continue on to Walvis Bay.






WALVIS BAY
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Walvis Bay is a workaday port town that is redeemed from mediocrity by its lovely lagoon-side setting and its surrounding natural attractions. Its harbour is the result of a long sand spit jutting into the sea, forming a natural breakwater sheltering the town from the strong ocean surge. Due to its harbour, Walvis Bay has long been viewed as strategic. It was claimed by the British Cape Colony in 1795 and formally annexed by Britain in 1878 to keep it out of German hands. In 1910, it became part of the newly formed Union of South Africa. Only in 1994 was the Namibian flag finally raised over the town.

While Walvis Bay doesn’t have Swakopmund’s adrenaline buzz and doesn’t see as many visitors, it’s a relaxed place and an essential stop for anyone interested in birding. Walvis Bay’s community feel is best experienced around the waterfront at the end of Atlantic St and along the esplanade.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Lagoon

2Walvis Bay

EATING

3Anchors@The Jetty

4Godenfang Restaurant

DRINKING

5Dolphins Coffee Shop




TOP TIP

Excursions from Windhoek or Swakopmund will bring you to the waterfront, from where you can continue on foot along the esplanade. This is also where you’ll find most hotels and restaurants. Pelican Point lies across the bay at the end of the sandy spit, and can be reached by boat or with 4WD from the road leading past the salt works.
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Pelicans, Walvis Bay | dominique de la croix/shutterstock ©


DAMARA TERNS

The central Namibian coastline hosts around 90% of the global population of Damara terns during their breeding season between November and March, and you’ll almost certainly see these tiny, graceful birds while exploring Pelican Point. Because of their small size, they are unable to carry food for long distances, and so must always remain near a food source, which usually consists of prawns and larval fishes. They tend to return to the same breeding sites each year, but if the breeding place is in any way disturbed, the parent tern abandons its nest – very good reasons to stick to existing tracks and avoid unnecessary off-road driving.



Sea Kayaking & Boating on Walvis Bay

BIRDS, SEALS AND SPRAY

For a fine introduction to Walvis Bay, join one of the daily morning sea-kayaking trips. You’ll get acquainted with Walvis Bay’s Cape fur seal colony and spot pelicans, flamingos and Damara terns on the windswept sandbar known as Pelican Point, directly across the harbour from Walvis Bay. All kayaking is done in the morning, when the water is calmest. Along the drive to the launching point, you’ll be given an explanation of local nature and fauna, especially local birdlife. It’s generally chilly on the water, so dress warmly, although all operators also provide waterproof coveralls and hot tea afterwards. Apart from the birding, the best part of the experience is being able to spend so much time at very close range observing the seals playing in the water around the boats. It’s common for them to swim quite close, and sometimes they even hop onto the ends of the kayaks.

Alternatively, you could drift out of Walvis Bay’s small tour boat harbour in the fresh, early morning air, or in the soft light of sunset, into a wonderland of birds and marine life on a boat tour. As you head towards Pelican Point, you’ll see seals swimming past, and with luck may spot dolphins. Flamingos and pelicans are almost guaranteed. As you move out towards more open water, the wind may pick up, but most companies provide you with jackets, and most have a sheltering screen on their boats. Tours generally last about three hours.

Eco-Marine Ka yak Tours, Mola Mola Safaris and Sandwich Harbour 4X4 all organise sea kayaking, as well as boat tours.

WHERE TO EAT IN WALVIS BAY

Dolphins Coffee Shop

This homey waterfront cafe is a popular morning gathering spot for locals. $

Anchors@The Jetty

Come here to enjoy the convivial vibe, waterfront views and tasty salads and seafood. $

Godenfang

Well-prepared seafood, occasional live music and a casual ambience. $$

Flamingo Lagoon

FLOCKS OF FLAMINGOS

With its shallow waters and sheltered setting, Walvis Bay’s lagoon attracts a range of coastal water birds. It’s a beautiful spot, best appreciated on a stroll along the esplanade beginning at the terminus of Atlantic St. If you carry on to the southwest, you’ll come to the Walvis Bay Salt Works, marked by pink water and huge piles of coarse salt, almost all of which is exported to South Africa and beyond. The pans concentrate salt from seawater with the aid of evaporation, and the water’s distinctive pink colour is caused by a beta-carotene-producing microalgae.

The pans are also a rich feeding ground for shrimp and larval fish and, together with the lagoon, form part of one of Southern Africa’s most important coastal wetlands for migratory birds. Up to 150,000 transient avian visitors stop by annually. Most notable are the large flocks of greater and lesser flamingos, which lend a sublime beauty to the setting. Towards the end of the rainy season, generally around February, when water in northern Namibia is abundant, the flamingos migrate to Etosha Pan for breeding. In addition to flamingos, Walvis Bay’s lagoon also supports chestnut banded plovers and curlew sandpipers, as well as the rare Damara tern, which likes to nest on gravel flats, well away from jackals, hyenas and other predators.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN WALVIS BAY

Oyster Box Guesthouse

A lagoon-side boutique hotel with a contemporary design, crisp sheets and fluffy pillows $$

Lagoon Loge

This French-run establishment is notable for its bright yellow facade, cheery rooms and prime waterfront views. $$

Lagoon Chalets & Caravan Park

Tidy, good-value chalets, a dorm and camping 500m from the lagoon; good for budget travellers and families. $

Protea Hotel Walvis Bay

Ivy-draped trellises and bougainvillea-covered panels give a cosy feel to this waterside business establishment. $$

Langholm Hotel

The Langholm’s warm personal touch and tasty dining draw travellers back time and again. $$

Pelican Point Lodge

This windswept luxury lodge at Pelican Point immerses you in Walvis Bay’s nature. $$$




GETTING AROUND

Walvis Bay sprawls over several kilometres and a car is helpful for getting around. Delly Shuttles & Tours, run by the friendly and formidable Delly, is one of the few female-run operators in this area, and offers shuttle service and excursions in and around both Walvis Bay and Swakopmund. Kayaks and fat bikes are the best ways to explore Walvis Bay’s natural attractions.





Beyond Walvis Bay
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Enjoy the sea air, views of tall dunes cascading into the ocean and a wealth of birds.


Magnificent natural attractions surround Walvis Bay in all directions. This is especially so to the east and south, where impressive dune fields and open desert tracts spread into the distance. Along the coast about 56km south of town is Sandwich Harbour, its wild landscapes marked by soaring dunes sweeping down to Ramsar-designated coastal wetlands and the open ocean. Further south, beyond Sandwich Harbour, is the heart of the former Diamond Area Number 2. Like the Sperrgebiet south of Lüderitz, the area was long off-limits due to diamond-mining operations. Today it is the site of a 4WD route connecting Walvis Bay and Lüderitz, although this journey can only be done as part of an organised tour.
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TOP TIP

For all excursions beyond Walvis Bay, you’ll need to make arrangements through a tour operator; independent visits are not permitted. Sandwich Harbour is part of Namib-Naukluft National Park, and the tour company will sort out the necessary permits.



Dunes & Sea at Sandwich Harbour

SOARING DUNES AND COASTAL WETLANDS

The Namib Sand Sea meets the ocean at Sandwich Harbour, 56km south of Walvis Bay. Dunes up to 100m high tumble into the water and waves flow over into a beautiful, bird-filled lagoon. Namibia’s Topnaar Nama people were among the first to appreciate this beauty, although there were likely not as many settlements here as further north around the Kuiseb River delta near Walvis Bay. In 1486, Portuguese explorer Diego Cão came to call, and during the 19th century, the area served as a small-scale commercial fishing and trading port. Today Sandwich Harbour’s dramatic solitude, rich birdlife and rugged wilderness are the main draws. As one of Namibia’s four designated Ramsar sites, the Sandwich Harbour lagoon is considered to be one of the most important wetlands for water birds in Southern Africa, with total counts exceeding 200,000 in some years.

The best part of a Sandwich Harbour visit is just being here, surrounded by the nature and the beauty. Excursions take a full half day, including a roller-coaster ride back over the dunes. If you’re not keen about spending that much time in a vehicle, join one of the cycling trips offered by Swakopmund Fat BikeTours. These involve about three hours (16km to 18km) of cycling across the sands and dunes, feeling the wind and taking in the beauty. Note that e-bikes are not an option for this trip. Whether you choose a 4WD or cycling excursion, check the tide tables before planning your trip. The lagoon is only reachable at low tide. Trips planned at other times still take in the dunes, but stop short of the lagoon.
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ROOT RIVER

The ephemeral Kuiseb arises in the Khomas Highlands west of Windhoek and flows westward through Namib-Naukluft National Park to Walvis Bay and the sea, blocking southern Namibia’s towering sand dunes on their relentless, wind-driven march northward. Since at least the early 19th century, the Topnaar (Nama) people have had settlements along the lower Kuiseb, just south of Walvis Bay, where they have dug wells in the river bed to access water beneath the surface and sought sustenance from the !nara melon, which gets moisture from the water table through its long taproot. The name Kuiseb, which means ‘root river’ in the Topnaar-Nama language, is most likely a reference to this. Topnaar cultural excursions in the Kuiseb delta area can be arranged through Walvis Bay tour operators.




GETTING AROUND

Most Swakopmund-based tour operators also cover Walvis Bay, and will do pick-ups for Sandwich Harbour excursions from hotels in both towns. Recommended operators for Sandwich Bay include Sandwaves; Sandwich Harbour 4x4; Eco-Marine Kayak Tours; Red Dune Safaris (which also offers self-drive excursions); and Sandwich Dune Tours & Safaris. Most also offers combination itineraries, starting with kayaking at Pelican Point followed by a 4WD excursion to Sandwich Harbour.






NAMIB-NAUKLUFT NATIONAL PARK
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Spreading out from the coast over central Namibia is the Namib, one of Earth’s oldest, most beautiful and most accessible deserts. Namib, a Nama word meaning ‘vast dry plain’, inspired the name of the entire country and is an apt description for this timeless landscape. Much of this arid and semi-arid expanse of epic silence and endless vistas is protected as part of the 23,000-sq-km Namib-Naukluft National Park, whose most famous attraction is Sossusvlei. Yet, there are many other areas to discover. Rimming the Namib’s northeastern edge are the Naukluft Mountains, whose gorges, caves and springs shelter mountain zebras, kudus, leopards, klipspringers and springboks. To the south is the smaller Tsaris range and to the southeast is NamibRand Nature Reserve, the largest privately owned property in Southern Africa and an important conservation area and migration corridor. Allow plenty of time to get to know the park and its ecosystems and to enjoy its delightful network of lodges and camps.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Deadvlei

2Naukluft Mountains

3Sossusvlei

SIGHTS

4Big Daddy Dune

5Dune 45

6Hidden Vlei

7Sesriem Canyon

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Namib-Naukluft National Park

9NamibRand Nature Reserve

SLEEPING

10Namibgrens Guest Farm

11Solitaire Country Lodge




TOP TIP

Namib-Naukluft NP sweeps across most of central Namibia and is readily accessed from Windhoek, Swakopmund, Walvis Bay and Lüderitz. Access is only via self-drive or organised tours. Given the area’s extreme temperature and environment, you will need a 4WD vehicle, navigation skills and plenty of water.
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Camping & a Canyon

GATEWAY TO SOSSUSVLEI

About 300km from Windhoek, and at the end of the flat, straight D826, is the lonely and far-flung outpost of Sesriem. Its name, which means ‘six thongs’, refers to the number of joined leather ox-wagon thongs necessary to draw water from the bottom of the nearby gorge. In addition to a petrol station, it hosts a handful of camps and lodges and is the most convenient base for visiting Sossusvlei. About 4km south is the 3km-long and 30m-deep Sesriem Canyon, which was carved by the Tsauchab River through 15-million-year-old deposits of sand and gravel conglomerate. The canyon is well worth visiting. You can hike upstream to a brackish pool at its head or 2.5km downstream to its lower end.


SPREETSHOOGTE PASS

If driving towards Solitaire and into the Namib-Naukluft from Windhoek via the C26 and D1261, you will pass the rustic Namibgrens Guest Farm, about 55km before Solitaire, with camping, a rock pool and rooms, plus a small shop selling homemade bread and brandy. The highlight of this route is the Spreetshoogte Pass, about 10km past Namibgrens. Namibia’s steepest pass, Spreetshoogte drops about 1000m in just 4km of road and offers fabulous views over the Namib plains below. There’s a viewpoint near the top and a campsite about halfway down. Ideally, try to drive the pass several times in different seasons – after good rains, the greenery is stunning. Note that vehicles with trailers can’t use this route.



Stargazing in Solitaire

FAT BIKES AND DESERT FUN

Solitaire junction, 80km north of Sesriem and about 230km southwest of Windhoek, is home to several guest farms and lodges and makes an appealing launching point into the Namib-Naukluft. It’s also a pleasant stop in its own right. Solitaire Country Lodge, the area’s main establishment, offers fat bike rentals and what is billed as Namibia’s best apple pie. In the early mornings and evenings there are sublime views southward towards the blue-hued Naukluft Mountains, while at night, the sky seems to wrap itself around you, with stars and planets so clear you feel you could reach up and touch them. Along the C19 just south of town are some large and beautiful sociable weaver bird nests.

Hiking in the Naukluft Mountains

CHALLENGING HIKING AND LOVELY SCENERY

Exploring the Naukluft Mountains on foot is a fine way for fit and well-prepared hikers to become acquainted with the area’s landscapes. Start with the beautiful 10km Olive Trail, which begins at the car park 4km northeast of Namib-Naukluft National Park HQ (along the D854, about 75km southwest of Solitaire). For about the first hour, the trail climbs steeply up past the wild olive trees that give it its name, then yields to easy hiking and wide views over the Naukluft Valley before descending into a deep ravine. There’s one point where you’ll need to traverse a canyon wall using anchored chains, but otherwise the route is straightforward.

The more challenging seven-hour, 17km Waterkloof Trail begins at Naukluft Campsite, 2km west of park HQ, and traverses a range of landscapes. It first climbs along the Naukluft River past a series of pools, where you’ll hear frogs and can cool off with a dip. Just after the halfway mark, the trail ascends steeply to about 1900m and offers striking views before beginning a long, steep descent, including some challenging climbing down a waterfall before meeting up with the Naukluft River.

The most demanding trail is a challenging eight-day, 120km loop that requires between seven and nine hours a day of hiking and clambering. There’s also a four-day, 60km option. For all hikes, you’ll need to be properly prepared, with sturdy hiking boots, and carry sufficient water (3L to 4L per person per day). Because of the extreme summer heat, the multiday hikes can only be done from March to October and must be arranged in advance through NWR.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE NAUKLUFT MOUNTAINS

Tsauchab River Camp

Camping and chalets along the Tsauchab River, plus cycling and mountain-biking trails. $$

Zebra River Lodge

A lovely setting in the Tsaris Mountains, with camping, ‘rock chalets’ and hiking trails. $$

Naukluft Campsite

A shaded NWR-run campsite on the Naukluft River near the Olive and Waterkloof trailheads. $


KUISEB CANYON

One of the area’s many notable geological formations is Kuiseb Canyon, along the Gamsberg Pass route west of the Khomas Highlands. The canyon shelters the ephemeral Kuiseb River, and it was here that the famous German geologists Henno Martin and Hermann Korn went into hiding for more than two years during WWII, as recounted in Martin’s book The Sheltering Desert.



Magnificent Desertscape

SOARING DUNES AND CLOUDLESS SKIES

Sossusvlei, about 65km from the gateway junction of Sesriem, is a large ephemeral pan surrounded by ochre-coloured dunes soaring above the valley floor against a backdrop of cloudless blue skies. The wind is forever altering the shape of the dunes, and the colours shift with the changing light. It is one of Namibia’s most iconic sights, and on almost everyone’s must-see list for good reason. The setting is stunning, and the overwhelming sense of space and timeless grandeur will sear itself into your mind.

Most images that you’ll see of this area highlight its aridity. But in years when the Tsauchab River gathers enough volume and momentum to push beyond the thirsty plains to the sand sea, Sossusvlei is completely transformed. Its normally cracked, dry mud gives way to an ethereal blue lake surrounded by greenery and the water attracts aquatic birdlife, as well as gemsboks and ostriches.

To reach Sossusvlei from Sesriem, follow the access road for 60km to the 2WD car park. En route, you’ll pass Dune 45 (45km from Sesriem), which rises more than 150m above the surrounding plains and makes a good climb. Once at the 2WD car park, you can continue the last 4km to the 4WD parking area with 4WD (deflate your tyres), on foot (bring plenty of water) or with one of the frequent shuttles.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE NAUKLUFT MOUNTAINS

BüllsPort Guestfarm

Scenically set below the Naukluft massif, and a base for hiking and horse riding. $$$

Agama Lodge

About 34km north of Sesriem, with wonderfully comfortable rooms, all with rooftop decks. $$$

Moon Mountain

A tented camp built into a steep hillside off the C19 between Sesriem and Solitaire. Fine sunset views. $$$


NAMIB DUNES

The dunes of the Namib, composed of colourful quartz sand, are continuously being sculpted by the wind into beautiful and ever-changing patterns. These range from ‘star’ dunes (their namesake shape can be seen from above), to long, linear transverse dunes, such as the coastal dunes south of Walvis Bay, that are perpendicular to the prevailing southwesterly winds. The Namib’s most stable, and therefore most vegetated, dunes are parabolic dunes, resulting from variable wind patterns. Linear ‘seif’ dunes rise to heights of up to 100m, while ‘barchan’ dunes, found around the northern end of the Skeleton Coast and south of Lüderitz, are the most mobile as they are created by unidirectional winds.
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Stark Silhouettes Rising from the Pan

PETRIFIED TREE SKELETONS

Perhaps even more alluring than Sossusvlei is Deadvlei. It’s just southwest of Sossusvlei and an easy 1km walk from the 4WD parking lot. Sprouting from the pan are petrified trees, their parched limbs casting stark shadows across the baked, searingly white canvas. The juxtaposition of this scene with the cobalt-blue skies and the towering sands is spellbinding. The best way to appreciate Deadvlei is by climbing the 325m Big Daddy Dune, the area’s tallest and a definite challenge to scale. If you’re visiting in the summer months, consider visiting Deadvlei first, before Sossusvlei, to climb Big Daddy before the sun gets too high.

Hidden Vlei is a small, unearthly pan set amid lonely dunes just east of Deadvlei. It is best accessed from the 2WD car park, from where it’s an easy 4km return walk.

Ballooning over the Namib

FLOAT OVER THE DESERT

Floating over the dunes in a hot-air balloon is a breathtaking way to appreciate the Namib’s landscapes. Namib Sky runs balloon safaris over the desert around Sossusvlei, and from start to finish, the experience is amazing. After awakening in the desert chill well before dawn, you’ll be collected from your lodge or campsite for the drive to the starting point at Namib Sky’s base. There are several different balloons (the largest takes 16 passengers), and you’ll see the pilots and crew making preparations and inflating the balloon before you actually board. Once aloft, it’s common to spot gemsboks and other wildlife as the sun slowly illuminates the plains below. After landing, enjoy the delicious champagne breakfast buffet that will be waiting for you, before driving back to the base. While actual flying time is generally around an hour, plan on about four to five hours for the full experience. Pick-ups can be arranged from most lodges and camps in the Sossusvlei area. Namib Sky also supports a primary school and several other projects that you may be able to arrange to visit with advance notice.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND SOSSUSVLEI

Sesriem Camp

Basic and often crowded; the location inside the park is perfect to reach Sossusvlei for sunrise. $

Little Kulala

Expansive rooms with private plunge pools and views over the rippling sands. $$$

Kulala Desert Lodge

Rooftop terraces for sleeping under the stars, and a private park entrance. $$$

Hike & Spot Wildlife at NamibRand Nature Reserve

WILDLIFE AND WILDERNESS

Surround yourself with desert grasslands and isolated mountain ranges, watch fiery sunsets and spot some of the rich wildlife that is at home here, including large herds of gemsboks, springboks and zebras, kudus, klipspringers, spotted hyenas, jackals, and Cape and bat-eared foxes. Every aspect of this beautiful, 2000-sq-km private nature reserve has been carefully thought out to ensure minimum visitor impact and maximum conservation effect, with efforts aimed at protecting the area’s ancient migratory routes and its biodiversity. Hike to your heart’s content or take a wildlife safari and get to know the desert and semi-desert ecosystems. NamibRand is also an international Dark Sky Reserve, with fabulous stargazing. A worthwhile splurge when visiting NamibRand is the three-day, catered Tok Tokkie hiking trail, where you can walk with a guide and sleep under the stars. The name comes from the tok tokkie beetle, which makes a distinctive tapping sound on the ground with its abdomen. The reserve is about 160km south of Solitaire junction and accessed with private vehicle or organised tour via the C27.


NAMIBIA TOUR OPERATORS

There are many great tour operators in Namibia, and here are a few suggestions. Also check with the Namibian Tourism Board.

Blue Crane Safaris

Itineraries throughout Namibia, self-drive tours and houseboat safaris. (bluecranesafaris.com)

Comfort Tours & Safaris

Budget safaris, plus Windhoek tours. (ctoursandsafaris.com)

Ekipa Travel

Bespoke tineraries, including for families and honeymooners. (ekipa-travel.com)

Karibu Namibia Safaris

Particularly recommended for Skeleton Coast and Kunene Region. (karibunamibia.com)

Quest Tours & Safaris

Tours around the country, Windhoek city tours and private shuttle service. (questtransfer.com)

Vision Tours & Safaris

Etosha, Sossusvlei and custom-tailored itineraries. (visiontoursandsafaris.com)



Camping in Namib-Naukluft National Park

DESERT SOLITUDE

Namib-Naukluft National Park has a network of rudimentary camps that can be used as bases for self-sufficient and well-prepared self-drivers. At all camps, you’ll need to be fully equipped, including with all food and plenty of water, as there are no facilities anywhere other than toilets, stone seats and braai pits. Brackish water is available for washing only. The campsites cannot be prebooked, but a permit from the Ministry of Environment & Tourism in Windhoek, Swakopmund or Sesriem is required to enter the park.

Among the most beautiful sites are those at Bloedkoppie (’blood mountain’). They are set around and behind the granite massif that gives the area its name, as it glows red at sunset. They lie about 10km off the C28, along a signposted track. The more southerly sites can be accessed with 2WD, but they tend to be more crowded, while the quieter, more secluded northerly sites can be reached only with 4WD. The surrounding area offers some pleasant walking, and at Klein Tinkas, 5km to the east, you’ll see the ruins of a colonial police station (basically a ruined hut) and the graves of two German police officers dating back to 1895. There’s also a rock arch nearby, many beautiful rock formations and more camping at the various Tinkas sites. During rainy periods, the brackish water in the Tinkas dam attracts a variety of birdlife.

South of here, between the C14 and Gobabeb, is Namib-Naukluft’s Mirabib camp. It accommodates two parties at separate sites, and is set comfortably beneath rock overhangs along a large granite escarpment. There’s evidence that these shelters were used by nomadic peoples as early as 9000 years ago, as well as by nomadic shepherds in the 4th or 5th century.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND SOSSUSVLEI

Sossus Dune Lodge

Luxury lodge inside the park constructed of local materials and surrounded by desert expanses. $$$

Desert Camp

A straightforward, reasonably priced place conveniently located near the park gate. $$

Sossus Oasis Campsite

A nice little spot, outside the main gate. $


NAMIBIA’S FAIRY CIRCLES

In the southern Giribes Plains (northwest of Sesfontein), in Hartmann’s Valley (in Kunene’s far northwest), in Tsau //Khaeb National Park, in NamibRand Nature Reserve and in several other areas, you’ll see ‘fairy circles’ – bare, reddish, circular patches devoid of vegetation. Some Himba say they are the work of their supreme being, Mukuru, or perhaps Mukuru’s footsteps. The origins of the circles, which measure between 2m and 10m (the more southerly ones tend to be smaller), have long baffled scientists. Theories range from plant self-organisation to take advantage of scarce water to toxins from euphorbia bushes. While waiting for the mystery to be solved, you can donate to conservation work by ‘adopting’ a fairy circle at NamibRand.
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GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own vehicle or to join a prearranged tour to get to and around Namib-Naukluft. Note that only visitors sleeping inside the main park gate (at either Sesriem Camp, Sossus Dune Lodge or Kulala Desert Lodge) will be able to reach Sossusvlei early enough for sunrise (and then only if you’ve bought your permit at the entry gate the evening before).






CENTRAL PLATEAU
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Namibia’s central plateau extends over the length of the country, bordered by the Kalahari to the east and the Skeleton Coast and Namib Desert to the west, but this section focuses on the plateau’s southern reaches. The area is not generally on tourist itineraries, and most travellers encounter it only on their way to somewhere else. Bisecting the plateau is the tarmac B1 highway, which runs from Windhoek south to Noordoewer and the South African border and north via Otjiwarongo, Tsumeb and Ondangwa to the Angolan border at Oshikango. Along its way, it offers fuel stops and good roadside facilities. Yet, if you have time, it’s worth exploring the plateau further afield. Its southern reaches offer an amenable array of country lodges and several destinations also make worthy detours in their own right, or lie along interesting alternative routes to the coast. Of the latter, the best are probably Mariental, Keetmanshoop and Bethanie.
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TOP TIP

All major towns along the B1 have petrol stations. It’s well worth topping up, especially if you’re planning any detours, as once away from the tarmac, fuel stops are few and far between. Most petrol stations also have kiosks with food and other basic supplies.
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On the Edge of the Kalahari

RED SANDS AND LOVELY LODGES

Mariental is a small administrative and commercial centre and home to the large-scale Hardap irrigation scheme, which allows citrus-growing and ostrich farming in this otherwise arid region. If you’re passing through en route to or from southern Namibia, don’t miss getting a glimpse of the Kalahari, which begins just east of town and continues into Botswana. Several lovely lodges make discovering this area a pleasure, and it’s well worth the short detours necessary to reach them.

Mariental is also notable for its proximity to one of the largest ancient meteorite showers ever recorded. At some point in the distant past, around 21 tonnes of extraterrestrial boulders fell around the former Rhenish mission station of Gibeon, about 60km south of Mariental and 6km west of the B1 highway. It’s rare for so many meteorites to fall at once, and these are thought to have been remnants of an explosion in space, which were held together as they were drawn in by the Earth’s gravitational field. Thus far, at least 77 meteorite chunks have been found within a 2500-sq-km area around Gibeon. The largest chunk, weighing 650kg, is housed in the Cape Town Museum, but smaller fragments are on display at the Post Street Mall in Windhoek and at Windhoek’s National Earth Science Museum. There is no longer any trace of the event in Gibeon itself.
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THE KALAHARI

Unlike the Namib, Namibia’s other famous desert, the Kalahari – which extends into Botswana and South Africa – is not truly a desert. Its name comes from the Tswana kgalagadi, meaning ‘waterless place’, in reference to the lack of surface water. Yet, much of its climate is semi-arid and its Namibian section is home to a wealth of plants, including acacia trees, bush and savannah grasses. Thanks to this relative abundance of vegetation, the Kalahari supports sheep and goat farming, especially northeast of Mariental, as well as plenty of gemsboks, springboks and ostriches, and the Kalahari’s characteristic red sands and open vistas make for some unforgettable sunsets.



Climb an Extinct Volcano

WIDE VIEWS AND STUNNING NIGHT SKIES

Driving between Mariental and Keetmanshoop, you can’t miss the extinct, 2km-wide Brukkaros Crater (1586m), which dominates the skyline. It was formed some 80 million years ago when a magma pipe encountered groundwater about 1km below the Earth’s surface, resulting in a series of violent volcanic explosions. In the early 20th century, Brukkaros was the site of a German-run heliograph, and in the late 1920s, the US Smithsonian Institution and the National Geographic Society took advantage of the clear, dark skies to establish a sunspot research centre – the Brukkaros Solar Observatory. There’s not much left of either of these, but Brukkaros makes a fine climb and wild camping spot, with wonderful views from the top over the plains.

From the B1, the access village is Tses, about 150km south of Mariental. Follow the C98 west for 40km, crossing the Fish River approximately halfway, and then turn north onto the D3904 just before reaching Berseba village. It’s 8km further to the car park, and from there, a 3.5km hike to the crater’s southern entrance. Along the way, watch for the remarkable quartz formations embedded in the rock. Once up, you can head down to the crater floor, or turn left and follow the southern rim around to the location of the abandoned research centre.

There are no facilities at Brukkaros, apart from a rather neglected campsite. Bring plenty of water and whatever food you’ll need, and note that you’ll need to have 4WD (or hike) to access some of the higher campsites.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR MARIENTAL

Kalahari Anib Lodge & Campsite

Wood-floored rooms, excellent campsites, a restaurant and palm-strewn grounds. $$$

Bagatelle Kalahari Game Ranch

Camping plus wooden chalets on elevated stilts atop a sand dune; a lovely place. $$$

Mariental Hotel

A centrally located spot that’s OK if you are stuck for the night; it also has a restaurant. $


HARDAP DAM

Hardap Dam lies about 20km northwest of Mariental, in an area dotted with conical hills topped by dolerite knobs (Hardap is Nama for ‘nipple’). The dam catches the Fish River on its way southward, and in so doing has created a large lake in the middle of the surrounding arid landscape. The contrast is lovely to behold. Several small islands host important great white pelican and cormorant breeding colonies and the area is home to an abundance of other birdlife. The lake also offers excellent fishing (but no swimming) and rather rugged 9km and 15km hiking loops. Wildlife drives are possible in the reserve area to the southwest. The signposted turnoff from the B1 is 15km north of Mariental, from where it is 6km to the entrance gate for the dam and resort.
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WHERE TO STAY NEAR HARDAP DAM

Hardap Resort

Rooms (mostly) overlooking the lake, camping and a restaurant. $$

Brukkaros Campsite

Very rudimentary, but the wonderful views and night skies compensate. $

Bitterwasser Lodge & Flying Centre

A cosy lodge and world-class glider base between Windhoek and Hardap Dam. $$

Southern Namibia Crossroads

A PLEASANT JUNCTION TOWN

All roads in southern Namibia seem to pass through Keetmanshoop, and chances are that you, too, will at least pass through when exploring this area. Although more of an overnight stop than a destination in itself, Keetmanshoop is nonetheless a friendly enough place with wide, quiet streets, a municipal swimming pool, a modest museum housed in the 1895 Rhenish Mission church and some notable stands of quiver trees outside town. The main one, which includes some plants that are reportedly several hundred years old, is on the grounds of the Quivertree Forest Rest Camp, 13km northeast of town. Together with the rock formations at the nearby Giant’s Playground, it makes for slightly otherworldy scenery.


NAUTE DAM

If you’re a water bird, or fancy tasting home-grown brandy, Naute Dam will come as a welcome respite during your southern Namibia travels. The Naute Kristall Distillery, near the dam’s northwestern corner, offers tastings, plus delicious light lunches and coffee. It’s about 55km southwest of Keetmanshoop and signposted from the C12.



German Architecture and History

EUROPEAN CASTLE IN THE DESESRT

If you fancy seeing a small European-style castle in the desert, you can detour to the curious neo-baroque Duwisib Castle set about 340km northeast of Lüderitz and 100km northwest of Helmeringhausen. The castle is smaller than some grandiose descriptions suggest and was closed indefinitely at the time of writing, so it’s really only worth a stop if you’re here anyway.

The castle was built in 1909 by Baron Captain Hansheinrich von Wolf. After the German-Nama wars, the Baron commissioned architect Willie Sander to design a castle that would reflect his commitment to the German military cause. Although the stone for the castle was quarried nearby, much of the raw material was imported from Germany, and required 20 ox wagons to transport it across the 330km of desert from Lüderitz. Artisans and masons were hired from countries as far away as Ireland, Denmark, Sweden and Italy.

The result was a U-shaped castle with 22 rooms, all suitably fortified and decorated with family portraits and military paraphernalia. Rather than windows, most rooms have embrasures, which emphasise von Wolf’s apparent obsession with security. As history would have it, WWI broke out, and the Baron reenlisted in the Schutzruppe (German Imperial Army), only to be killed two weeks later at the Battle of the Somme. In the late 1970s, ownership of the Duwisib Castle and its surrounding 50 hectares was transferred to the State, and it is now administered by NWR.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND KEETMANSHOOP

Keetmanshoop Self-Catering Accommodation

Quiet mini-apartments around a small courtyard with a pretty, flowering garden. $

Quivertree Forest Rest Camp

Simple rooms, bungalows and camping; nearby is a stand of quiver trees. $$

Pension Gessert

Clean, cosy rooms, good breakfasts, a lovely garden and a pool. $


EXPLORING NEAR THE KGALAGADI TRANSFRONTIER PARK

If you are travelling to Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, Kalahari Game Lodge, about 250km northeast of Keetmanshoop and 18km from the Mata Mata border, makes a pleasant stop. It has chalets, camping in the Auob river bed, a restaurant and wildlife drives and walks. Note that if you’re travelling between Namibia and South Africa via the transfrontier park in either direction, you’ll need to spend at least two nights inside the park. This policy is designed to protect the park area from being used as a through-corridor. Those wishing to transit to or from South Africa can use the Rietfontein border, about 145km south of Mata Mata.
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Remote Outposts En Route to Sossusvlei

MALTAHÖHE, HELMERINGHAUSEN & BETHANIE

If you’re travelling along the back route between Lüderitz and Namib-Naukluft National Park, chances are you’ll pass through these remote outposts, all of which make lovely stopping points for overnight or for a meal.

Maltahöhe, lying at the heart of a commercial ranching area about 375km northeast of Lüderitz, has had brief moments of glory as a minor tourism hub and sheep farming centre, although those days are in the past. Maltahöhe is also notable as lying on the best route to get back to the B1 from Namib-Naukluft if you want to avoid the steep gradients on the C26 and other routes. In years when the rains in the surrounding area are just right, thousands of pink lilies bloom – usually around early February – at Farm Sandhof, about 40km north of Maltahöhe.

Helmeringhausen, 235km northeast of Lüderitz, is little more than a homestead, hotel and petrol station set in attractive surroundings. It has been the property of the Hester family since 1919.

One of Namibia’s oldest European settlements, Bethanie, 235km east of Lüderitz, was founded in 1814 by the Londoön Missionary Society. The mission station sits on the grounds of the Evangelical Lutheran Church and houses a museum full of old photos and some other memorabilia. If it’s locked, a notice on the door will tell you where to pick up a key. Also worth visiting is the 1883 home of Captain Joseph Fredericks, the Nama chief who signed a treaty with the representatives of Adolf Lüderitz on 1 May 1883 for the transfer of Angra Pequena (present-day Lüderitz). It was here in October 1884 that Captain Fredericks and the German Consul General, Dr Friedrich Nachtigal, signed a treaty of German protection over the entire territory.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR DUWISIB

Namtib Desert Lodge

Simple rooms, camping and hiking trails. In the Tiras Mountains, about 120km north of Aus. $$

Duwisib Guest Farm

About 300m from the castle, with cosy rooms, a self-catering bungalow and camping. $$

Betta Camp & Self-Catering Chalets

Camping, self-catering chalets, petrol station and shop about 20km past Duwisib. $
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE CENTRAL PLATEAU

Maltahöhe Hotel

This historical and quite pleasant establishment has comfortable rooms, a restaurant and bar. $$

Helmeringhausen Hotel

Surprisingly swish, with elegant rooms, bush camp, self-catering cottage, a restaurant and bar, and famously delicious apple pie. $$

Bethanie Hotel & Guesthouse

This popular place is a renovated version of one of Namibia’s oldest hotels, with comfortable rooms and a restaurant. $$

Neuras Wine & Wildlife Estate

Taste the wines and stay overnight here, when travelling between Maltahöhe and Sossusvlei via Sesriem.




GETTING AROUND

There is regular public transport between Keetmanshoop and Windhoek to the north, Noordoewer to the south and Aus and Lüderitz to the west. For most destinations off these main routes, you will need your own vehicle.

There is no public transport to Duwisib Castle. From Helmeringhausen, head north on the C14 for 62km and turn northwest onto the D831. After for 27km, turn west onto the D826 and travel a further 15km to the castle.






LÜDERITZ
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On the southern Namibian coast, between the barren Namib Desert and the windswept South Atlantic shoreline, is Lüderitz. It is part busy port town and part colonial-era relic, with a distinct end-of-the-road feeling. Central Lüderitz has a low-key vibe and a good selection of hotels and restaurants. But the town’s main draw is the surrounding wild and scenic natural environment. The rocky coastline of the Lüderitz peninsula harbours flamingo flocks and penguin colonies, while the adjacent Tsau //Khaeb (Sperrgebiet) National Park is one of the country’s most remote landscapes. Spend some time strolling through the town centre, with its museum, mix of architectural styles and sea breezes. Clamber over the rocks at Shark’s Point, explore the nearby coastline, visit the ghost town of Kolmanskop and take a guided tour into the Sperrgebiet. Before you know it, your time in and around Lüderitz will be over and you’ll be wishing you could stay longer.
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TOP TIP

Lüderitz, with its prevailing southerly wind, hosts the annual windsurfing World Speed Challenge. Gusts are especially strong between November and January – worth considering if camping. If you’re here in late April/early May, don’t miss the annual Lüderitz Crayfish Festival, celebrating this local seafood delicacy.
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A Walk around Lüderitz

SEA BREEZES AND GERMAN ARCHITECTURE

Spend an afternoon strolling around Lüderitz’ amenable town centre. Start at the Lüderitz Museum, near the waterfront, with displays on the San and the local diamond-mining industry, among other topics. A short walk away, atop Diamond Hill, is the Felsenkirche, with impressive stained-glass windows and wide views over the water and town. Completed in 1912, the church was designed by Albert Bause, who implemented the Victorian influences he’d seen in the Cape, and the panel over the altar was donated by Kaiser Wilhelm II. Nearby, and also on Diamond Hill, is Goerke Haus (currently open only by appointment), constructed in 1910 as one of Lüderitz’ most extravagant properties, and one of the best examples of the town’s art nouveau architectural heritage. From here, head north towards Hafen St and Insel St. Carrying on for about 20 minutes on Insel St will bring you to Shark Island, which is no longer an island, thanks to the harbour reclamation project that attached it to the mainland. From 1905 to 1907, Shark Island (known informally then as Death Island) was used as a concentration camp, with up to 3000 Herero and Nama prisoners, including Nama captain Cornelius Fredericks, dying there under the harsh conditions. Today, other than a small memorial near the entrance gate, there are few reminders of this tragic history. Most visitors come to enjoy the winds and sea air and the views back towards town. At the end of the small peninsula is the bright red lighthouse building, with windy camping nearby and views.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN LÜDERITZ

Alte Villa

Beautifully restored, comfortable rooms in a central location. $$

Obelix Guesthouse

Simple, clean rooms in a convenient central location. It’s a good base for excursions. $

Haus Sandrose

Cheerful self-catering rooms in the town centre. $$

Lüderitz Nest Hotel

A lovely waterside setting and well-appointed rooms. It’s also wheelchair-friendly. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN LÜDERITZ

Kratzplatz

Mostly large, clean rooms and a friendly, informal vibe next to Barrels Restaurant. $

Lüderitz Backpackers

Low-key and conveniently located, with basic rooms, communal kitchen and laundry service. $

Shark Island Camping

Enjoy the views and be ready to brave the winds. $


ZACHARIAS LEWALA & THE FIRST DIAMOND

Although diamonds had been discovered along the Orange River in South Africa, and among the guano workings on offshore islands as early as 1866, it was not until 1908 that they were found in the sands around Lüderitz. It was railway worker Zacharias Lewala who first found a shiny stone along the railway line about 20km southeast of Lüderitz and gave it to his employer, August Stauch. Almost immediately, Stauch set up his own mining company, the Deutsche Diamanten Gesellschaft (German Diamond Company), and began exploiting the windfall.
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The Diamond History of Lüderitz

MINING AND DEVELOPMENT IN LÜDERITZ

Little is known of the early history of !Nami‡nus – as Lüderitz is known to the Nama – other than that various Nama groups were long at home here before anyone else. Various European explorers passed by, including Bartolomeu Dias in 1487 and Dutch explorers in the 18th century. In 1883, Heinrich Vogelsang, a German trader acting under orders from Bremen merchant Adolf Lüderitz, entered into a treaty with Nama chief Joseph Fredericks and secured lands within an 8km radius of Lüderitz Bay. Later that year, Lüderitz visited the area, and following his recommendation, German chancellor Otto von Bismarck designated South Western Africa a protectorate of the German Empire. In 1908, diamonds were discovered nearby and the town of Lüderitz was officially founded.

As hordes of prospectors descended upon Lüderitz, the German government responded by establishing the Sperrgebiet, a ‘forbidden zone’ extending from 26°S latitude southward to the Orange River mouth, and inland for 100km (an area today protected as Tsau //Khaeb National Park). Independent prospecting was prohibited, and those who had already staked their claims were forced to form mining companies. After WWI, Consolidated Diamond Mines (CDM) was formed, with its HQ in Kolmanskop and administered by De Beers South Africa. This arrangement flourished until 1928, when rich diamond fields were discovered around the mouth of the Orange River. In 1944 CDM decided to relocate to the purpose-built company town of Oranjemund and Kolmanskop’s last inhabitants left in 1956. In 1994 CDM gave way to Namdeb Diamond Corporation Limited (Namdeb), which is owned in equal shares by the government of Namibia and the De Beers Group.

The social effects of diamond mining on the local community are still being debated, although few would argue that diamond mining put Lüderitz on the map and contributed greatly to local economic growth and infrastructure development. Today, in addition to ongoing diamond mining in the surrounding area, Lüderitz is also home to several maritime industries, including the harvesting of crayfish, seaweed and seagrass, as well as experimental oyster, mussel and prawn farms.

While there are few specific sights from this era, its legacy has shaped modern-day Lüderitz and permeates the town wherever you go.

WHERE TO EAT IN LÜDERITZ

Desert Deli

Cafe-style meals, a gift shop featuring local artisans, and excursion bookings. $

Diaz Coffee Shop

Good coffee and tasty burgers, wraps or fish and chips by day, fresh oysters and wine at night. $

Barrels Pub & Restaurant

Large portions and a convivial atmosphere, sometimes with live music. $$


COASTAL RICHES

Upwelling – a process in which wind and currents bring nutrient-rich water from the depths up to the ocean’s surface – is one of nature’s ways of creating fertile ecosystems. Thanks to extremely strong coastal winds, the area around Lüderitz has an upwelling system that is one of the world’s strongest. It also has many islands and islets where birds can breed and feed away from predators, and it is this combination that nourishes the area’s rich bird and marine life. These islands include Seal and Penguin Islands, both at the mouth of the Lüderitz harbour, Ichaboe (about 50km north of Lüderitz) and tiny Mercury (110km north of Lüderitz). Mercury and Ichaboe, together with Posession Island, south of Elizabeth Bay, support Namibia’s entire breeding population of Cape gannets.



Exploring the Lüderitz Peninsula

COASTLINE, PENGUINS AND SEALS

With its windswept vistas, seals, penguins and dolphins, Lüderitz Peninsula makes a good introduction to southern Namibia’s coastal wealth and, after a few visits, you’ll soon get hooked by its raw beauty, especially if you manage to visit when the fog has lifted.

The best way to see the peninsula is on a kayak tour organised by Alte Villa Lodge or on one of the three- to four-hour boat tours that leave from the town harbour and generally go as far as Halifax Island. It’s also straightforward to explore on a self-drive excursion. The main destination is Diaz Point, 22km by road from Lüderitz, where you’ll find a lighthouse, lots of wind, and a replica of the cross erected in July 1488 by Portuguese navigator Bartolomeu Dias on his return from the Cape of Good Hope. You will likely also see cormorants, flamingos, wading birds and even the occasional pod of dolphins. Diaz Point Sheltered Camping has several stone shelters with braai stands and ablutions facilities; you’ll need to supply sleeping bags and mattresses.

Other worthwhile stops on the peninsula include Grosse Bucht, which has a scenic beach with a small shipwreck and flocks of flamingos, and Sturmvogelbucht, where there’s a calm bay, the wreck of a 1914 Norwegian whaling station and – just inland – a flamingo-filled pan. Halifax, the tiny island just southwest of Diaz Point, is home to Namibia’s best-known Cape penguin colony, and with binoculars you’ll have views of the penguins from the point.

If you don’t have time to explore the peninsula itself, you can get a taste of the coastline around Lüderitz at the partially sheltered Agate Bay, about 7km north of town.

Lüderitz Safaris & Tours (ludsaf@africaonline.com.na), the town’s helpful information centre on Bismark St, is a another good contact for arranging excursions in the area.

WHERE TO EAT IN LÜDERITZ

Portuguese Fisherman

Seafood served outdoors or in, just back from the water in the town centre. $$$

Essenzeit

A good location at the waterfront, with tasty snacks and seafood. $$

Penguin Restaurant

Upmarket dining overlooking the water at the Lüderitz Nest Hotel. $$$


OYSTERS ON THE HALF SHELL

If you enjoy oysters, you’ll enjoy Lüderitz. The town is known for its quality oysters, and several organised tours, plus local restaurants, offer the chance to enjoy fresh oysters with wine or a glass of champagne. Also try the kayaking tours offered by Alte Villa Lodge which visit oyster farms in Second Lagoon.
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GETTING AROUND

Lüderitz and the scenery en route are worth the 334km trip from Keetmanshoop via the tarred B4. When the wind blows – which is most of the time – the final 10km into Lüderitz may be blocked by a barchan dune field that seems bent upon crossing the road. Conditions do get hazardous, especially if it’s foggy, and the drifts pile quite high before road crews clean them off. Obey local speed limits, and avoid driving at night if possible. If travelling with public transport, Combis run at least daily in both directions between Lüderitz and Keetmanshoop, with fares averaging around N$250. Buses depart from the southern edge of town at informal bus stops along Bismarck St. For all visits to the Sperrgebiet, apart from Kolmanskop, you’ll need to go as part of an organised tour.






Beyond Lüderitz
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The landscapes beyond Lüderitz are dominated by dunes, diamonds and desert – wild, desolate and strikingly beautiful.


Isolated roads and wilderness surround Lüderitz in all directions except the sea. Running north to Walvis Bay is a vast area of enormous linear dunes, which roll back from the sea towards inland gravel plains and isolated mountain ranges. To the east and south are harsh, empty tracts of coastal plain that rise up to a mountainous escarpment. Much of this area – east almost as far as Aus and Rosh Pinah, and south to Oranjemund – has long been off-limits as the Sperrgebiet (Forbidden Area), the site of Namibia’s highly lucrative and highly secure diamond-mining efforts. Now it is protected as Tsau //Khaeb National Park, which can be visited as part of an organised tour.
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TOP TIP

Most Lüderitz-based tour operators can organise excursions into the Sperrgebiet. Allow from five days to two weeks advance notice to arrange permits. Apart from Aus, which is serviced by sporadic public transport, you’ll need a private vehicle to travel in the hinterlands around Lüderitz.




VISITING NAMIBIA
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Windhoek resident Anna Mafwila, who runs Katutours & Safaris, has the following suggestions for visitors to Namibia. Facebook @katu.tours

Over my 13 years of experience in tourism, I have stood for breaking borders and racial divisions, as well as sustainable tourism. Integration, responsible travel, sensitivity and harmony are what we encourage our visitors to bear in mind when visiting Namibia. We are a strong, friendly and humble nation, and we welcome everyone to visit us and learn about our diverse cultures, and experience some of the world’s most impressive natural wonders and wildlife.



[image: jpg]

Abandoned house, Kolmanskop | chris piason/shutterstock ©

Southern Namibia’s Ghost Towns

EXPLORE ABANDONED DIAMOND MINING TOWNS

Standing amid the sand-covered remains of Kolmanskop, about 15km southeast of Lüderitz, it’s hard to imagine that this former diamond-mining town once boasted a bowling alley and theatre. The town was originally constructed as the headquarters for Consolidated Diamond Mines, formed after WWI to oversee Namibia’s diamond-mining operations. Following a slump in diamond sales after WWI and the discovery of richer pickings at Oranjemund, its heyday ended, and by 1956, the town was deserted.

Today, Kolmanskop, which is an easy drive from Lüderitz along the B4 (there’s no public transport), has been partially restored, and the sight of decrepit buildings being invaded by the shifting sands is surreal. It’s best visited around sunrise or in the late afternoon, when you’ll avoid the crowds. Permits between 8am and 1pm are available at the Kolmanskop gate. For visiting outside these times, you’ll need a special ‘photographer’s’ permit, available in Lüderitz from Desert Deli on Bahnhof St.

For more history, especially insights into working conditions in the diamond mines, visit Elizabeth Bay (30km south of Lüderitz along the coast), or Pomona, about 45km further south. Both Elizabeth Bay, with its prowling hyenas, and Pomona, with its mounds of sand, are usually deserted. Both also can only be visited as part of an organised tour, and are often combined with Bogenfels, another smaller abandoned mining town near an impressive rock arch of the same name.

LÜDERITZ TOUR OPERATORS

Route Africa Expeditions

Professional self-drive expeditions into the Namib dune fields, Skeleton Coast and Kunene.

Coastways Tours

Day and multiday 4WD excursions exploring the area around Lüderitz.

Namibia Offroad Excursions

Day and multiday excursions around Lüderitz and beyond, including along the coast to Walvis Bay.

Abandoned Towns among Diverse Landscapes

BIODIVERSITY HOT SPOT NOTABLE FOR ITS SUCCULENTS

Stretching over 22,000 sq km from Lüderitz down to Oranjemund, Tsau //Khaeb National Park is a hauntingly wild area of coast, dunes, gravel plains and mountain ranges, plus the Orange River Valley and even pieces of a wreck that is believed to be the early-16th-century Portuguese ship Bom Jesus.

Because it was off-limits – as the Sperrgebiet (Forbidden Area) – for so long due to diamond-mining operations, some areas of Tsau //Khaeb remain pristine. It is now considered to be one of the world’s top 25 biodiversity hot spots and Namibia’s most biodiverse region, containing almost one-fourth of the country’s flora in less than 5% of its area. It is particularly famed for its succulents, whose leaves are able to store fog moisture and resist evaporation. In addition to its succulents, the park is also notable for its abandoned towns that document the area’s diamond-mining history.

There is also the 2.5km-wide Roter Kamm (Red Ridge), one of the best-preserved meteor craters in the world, and the 55m-high Bogenfels rock arch along the coast. Except for the abandoned mining town of Kolmanskop, which is within the park’s boundaries but open to the public, and the Lüderitz Peninsula, all visits into Tsau //Khaeb must be arranged as part of an organised tour. Don’t expect much by way of facilities – there was nothing at the time of writing. But if you’re botanically or historically inclined, it is worth a visit. Park headquarters are at the Old Post Office in Lüderitz, and there are ranger posts at Aus and Oranjemund, with a new information centre planned for Garub (near Aus).


TSAU //KHAEB IN NUMBERS

Tsau //Khaeb’s great diversity of species, as detailed in the Ministry of Environment & Tourism’s management plan, hint at the park’s enormous natural wealth:

There are 1050 plant species.

The 80 terrestrial and 38 marine mammal species include over 600,000 Cape fur seals (almost half of the global population).

The 35 coastal and marine bird species include African penguins, Cape gannets and various cormorants, gulls and terns.

Close to 60 wetland bird species live here, primarily along the Orange River, plus 120 terrestrial bird species.

There are almost 100 reptile species and some 16 frog species.

There are many insects and other invertebrates, most of which have never been studied.



Wild Horses of the Hinterland

WILD HORSES AND DESERT VISTAS

The tiny outpost of Aus, 125km east of Lüderitz and reachable by private vehicle or sporadic public transport, would be almost forgettable were it not for the striking desert scenery surrounding, which offers hiking and mountain biking, some lovely nearby lodges and a population of wild horses at the town’s doorstep.

It is unclear where the horses came from. Some posit that they are descendants of abandoned German cavalry horses, while others trace their origins to the stud stock of Baron Captain Hansheinrich von Wolf, the original owner of Duwisib Castle, or to a mix of these two. The number of horses has dropped in recent years due to predation, especially by hyenas, and drought, with between 100 and 150 remaining, but with luck, you may still see them. A good place to look is around the water hole at Garub. Head west along the B4 past Aus for about 20km, turn north at the sign and follow the track for 1.5km. The horses, which can go without water for up to three days at a time, have adapted remarkably to their environment.

LÜDERITZ TOUR OPERATORS

Zeepard Boat Tours

Well-guided boat tours to Halifax Island.

Penguin Catamaran Tours

Reliable catamaran tours to Halifax Island.

Alte Villa Lodge

Kayaking tours to Halifax Island and Second Lagoon.


LÜDERITZ TO WALVIS BAY

The coastal route between Lüderitz and Walvis Bay goes through the area formerly known as Diamond Area Number 2, along the coast and over the dunes. If you enjoy 4WD off-roading, it’s an excellent five-night excursion, taking in the remains of old mining settlements, a few shipwrecks, stunning coastal scenery and some major dune driving before reaching Sandwich Harbour and the finish at Walvis Bay.



Protected Breeding Ground for Water Birds

THE PARK THAT YOU CAN’T VISIT

From its guano islands and rocky islets to its lagoons and sandbanks, southern Namibia’s coastline is quite literally a lifeline for seabirds. Tucked away along its length are major breeding sites and foraging areas for Cape penguins, Cape gannets, bank cormorants and many more. To protect this wealth, the Namibian Islands Marine Protected Area (Nimpa) was established in 2009, running for 400km from Meob Bay (about 175km south of Walvis Bay) to Chameis Bay (about 140km south of Lüderitz). While at this stage the park exists mostly in theory, its creation marked an important first step. Most of the islands and islets that it protects are off-limits to the general public. As Namibia’s diamond mining moves offshore – according to some estimates, as much as 95% of future Namibian diamond resources will come from the seabed – this and other protected zones will provide an increasingly important framework for development. Choosing tour operators that incorporate sustainability into their activities along Namibia’s coast is a good way to contribute to protection of these riches.


GETTING AROUND

Apart from Aus, which is serviced by Combis with regular connections to Lüderitz and Keetmanshoop, you will need your own transport to explore this area. Organised excursions are the only way to visit Tsau //Khaeb National Park, while elsewhere, self-drive is recommended.






FISH RIVER CANYON
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In the early days, when the world was still young, the twisting Fish River Canyon was gouged out of the earth by a giant snake, Koutein Kooru, as he was pursued into the desert by hunters, writhing, flailing and cutting deep furrows into the ground. So goes an ancient San legend. Today, standing above this dramatic gash across the landscape, it’s easy to imagine how the San believed that a massive creature might have made it. At 160km in length, up to 27km in width and with a depth of 550m, Fish River is the second-largest canyon on Earth (after the Grand Canyon in the USA) and one of Africa’s most impressive geological wonders. Whether you experience it from above at one of the viewpoints or from below while hiking along its inner recesses, the canyon’s scale, timeless majesty and harsh beauty are spellbinding.
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SIGHTS

1|Ai-|Ais Hot Springs

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Hiker’s Viewpoint

3Sulphur Springs

EATING

see 1|Ai-|Ais Resort

4Canyon Lodge

5Canyon Roadhouse

6Canyon Village

7Fish River Lodge

8Hobas Campsite




TOP TIP

The main access points for Fish River Canyon are at Hobas, near the northern end of the park, and |Ai-|Ais, near the southern end. Daily park permits (N$150 per person, N$50 per vehicle) are valid for both gates. The Hobas Information Centre, at the northern end of the park, is the check-in point for the multiday canyon hike.
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Fish River Canyon | serge goujon/shutterstock ©

Millennia of Geological History

SPECTACULAR CANYON

The Fish River, which joins the Orange River 110km south of the canyon, has been gouging out the earth for aeons. The current Fish River Canyon is actually two canyons, one inside the other, which were formed in entirely different ways. It’s thought that the original sedimentary layers of shale, sandstone and loose igneous material around Fish River Canyon were laid down nearly two billion years ago, and were later metamorphosed by heat and pressure into more solid materials, such as gneiss.

Just under a billion years ago, cracks in the formation admitted intrusions of igneous material, which cooled to form the dolerite dykes (which are now exposed in the inner canyon). The surface was then eroded into a basin and covered by a shallow sea, which eventually filled with sediment – sandstone, conglomerate, quartzite, limestone and shale – washed down from the surrounding exposed lands.

Around 500 million years ago, a period of tectonic activity along crustal faults caused these layers to rift and to tilt at a 45-degree angle. These forces opened a wide gap in the earth’s crust and formed a large canyon. This was what we now regard as the outer canyon, the bottom of which was the first level of terraces that are visible approximately 170m below the eastern rim and 380m below the western rim. This newly created valley naturally became a watercourse (the Fish River), which began eroding a meandering path along the valley floor and eventually gouged out what is now the 270m-deep inner canyon. Apart from hiking, the best way to experience the canyon is to stand at one of the viewpoints along the rim and gaze out over the magnificence before you – ideally at sunrise or sunset.

WHERE TO FIND GREAT CANYON VIEWS

Hell’s Bend (Main) Viewpoint

Wonderful sunrise views from the eastern rim.

Fish River Lodge

Magnificent views from the canyon’s western rim.

Hiker’s Viewpoint

Another perspective on the canyon’s dramatic northern section.

Preparing for the Hike

ESSENTIAL INFO

Hiking the Fish River Canyon is challenging, but if you’re well prepared, it’s likely to be one of your Namibia highlights. While the hike doesn’t require any technical equipment or expertise, it does necessitate a basic level of fitness, as you’ll be walking between six and eight hours per day for four to six days. Guided hikes are recommended for those who are unsure of their abilities.

All hikes, which can be done in groups of three to 30 people, must be prebooked through NWR’s Windhoek office and you’ll need to present a certificate of fitness from your doctor valid within 40 days. You’ll also need to prebook the Hobas and |Ai-|Ais Campsites at the beginning and end of your walk. Except for the final stretch, water is generally available in the canyon (check with the Hobas information centre before starting to confirm availability).

In late winter, the last 15km can be completely dry; you’ll need several 2L bottles to manage this hot stretch. You’ll also need purification tablets and a filter, plus all food. There are no facilities once in the canyon and no cellphone reception. A map is essential; look for Slingsby’s canyon hiking map. Less detailed versions are sometimes on sale at the Hobas information centre and at |Ai-|Ais Resort. Other things to bring along include sun protection, a first aid kit, headlamp and extra batteries, camping stove and pan, three-season sleeping bag and ground cover, a jacket for evenings, matches/lighter and a wide-brimmed hat.


SUNRISE OVER THE CANYON

Sunrise at the Hell’s Bend (main) viewpoint, on the eastern side of Fish River Canyon’s northern end, is not to be missed. Take in the silent spectacle as the morning light illuminates the reds, oranges and browns of the rocks, their rounded edges and sharp corners creating a symphony in stone of gigantic and imposing proportions. The canyon’s history is written in its clearly visible geological layers and stratification, its ancientness is palpable and its barrenness and lack of plant life is startling. Happily, this viewpoint is also one of the most accessible (you can easily drive from Hobas to within a short walk to the overlook).



WHERE TO STAY IN FISH RIVER CANYON

Fish River Lodge

Superlative views from the canyon’s western rim; access via the D463. $$$

Hobas Lodge & Campsite

Pleasant camping and straightforward rooms near the Fish River Canyon Hike trailhead. $

|Ai-|Ais Resort

A pleasant setting at the hot springs, although rooms are underwhelming and camping gets crowded. $$



HIKING TOUR
Hiking Fish River Canyon

Mid-April to mid-September, it’s possible to hike along a challenging 75km route, following Fish River Canyon’s sandy river bed from the Hobas area in the north to |Ai-|Ais Hot Springs in the south, past a series of ephemeral pools and stunning geological formations. While fit hikers can do the route in four days, five days is recommended. The stages below are suggestions; there are no fixed itineraries. If you don’t take the shortcuts between bends in the river, the hike is closer to 90km.
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1 Hiker’s Viewpoint

This spot, about 10km from Hobas, is the trailhead, from where there is a very steep but scenic descent from the canyon rim to the river. At the base is a lovely beach where you can camp, or carry on and try to cover some more distance.

The Hike: The hike begins with a one- to three-hour descent. It can be started at any time. The descent is difficult in parts, with chains at several points to help. Down on the canyon floor, things get easier. Once in the canyon, the first 15km are challenging, through sand and boulders along the river’s east bank and past dramatic terrain, until reaching the junction with the Sulphur Springs Viewpoint track. This track can, in theory, be used as an emergency exit, although if you ascend, unless you’ve arranged a rescue, there is nothing around. The going gets easier as you move downstream, so perhaps head about 2km further to the springs, camp and see how you feel in the morning. Sulphur Springs itself is a pleasant spot, with odiferous thermal (57°C) pools containing sulphur, chloride and flouride to soothe your feet, and less odiferous camping nearby.

2 Sulphur (Palm) Springs

Continuing on from Sulphur Springs, crossing over the boulders can be rough going, and this stage can be split into two days if necessary. Better is to start early on Day 1, or spend the night on the canyon floor after descending, and before beginning the main hike, thereby allowing time to make it to Sulphur Springs (about seven hours from the trailhead) in one long day.

The Hike: This section takes you through deep sand and across pebbles and gravel for two to three hours to a formation known as Table Mountain. About 30km from Sulphur Springs you come to the first of a series of shortcuts, avoiding an area of dense thorn scrub known as Bushy Corner. Beyond that is the Three Sisters rock formation, a good spot to camp.

3 Three Sisters

The scenery on this next six- to seven-hour section becomes somewhat more gentle, with the chance to spot rock hyraxes and klipspringers. The most direct route through the inside bends requires crossing the river several times; crossings are usually dry.

The Hike: Just upstream from Three Sisters, backtracking slightly, is a shortcut up to Kooigoedhoogte Pass. At the top, take in the view of the pinnacles of Four Finger Rock. After descending again, cross to the river’s west bank and start climbing over another short cut (although you can also follow the river bend). Near the end is the grave of Lieutenant Thilo von Trotha, a German killed in 1905 in a confrontation with the Nama.

4 South of Kooigoedhoogte Pass

There are several shortcuts along this section, significantly reducing the distance, although you should still plan on at least six hours’ hiking. En route, watch for the quiver tree, a tall, branching succulent that is Namibia’s national tree.

The Hike: The final 20km to 25km stretch, which can be completed in about six hours of hiking, follows a flat and easy route as the landscapes widen out, leaving the dramatic canyon scenery behind you. Especially for the final 15km, plan on carrying all your water.

5 |Ai-|Ais

Once at |Ai-|Ais, soothe your muscles in the warm waters of its hot springs. Transport back to the trailhead can be arranged.
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GRÜNAU

Many travellers pass through the tiny town of Grünau en route to or from the Fish River Canyon. While ‘experiencing’ the settlement is likely to be underwhelming, unless you’re in need of petrol or accommodation, the surrounding area is peaceful and scenic, with lovely, open landscapes. To overnight, try the no-frills Grünau Country Hotel in town or the hospitable White House Guest Farm about 13km outside town, with cosy chalets and camping.
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Halfmens trees, |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld Transfrontier Park | roger de la harpe/shutterstock ©

Soothe Your Muscles at in Piping-hot Springs

POST-HIKING RELAXATION

In Nama, |Ai-|Ais means ‘scalding hot’ – an appropriate name for these springs set beneath towering peaks at the southern end of Fish River Canyon. The surroundings are scenic, with some green to break the barren vistas, and the 60°C springs, which are piped into a series of baths, spas and an outdoor swimming pool (all belonging to the |Ai-|Ais Resort), are relaxing and reputedly therapeutic.

Although the springs have probably been known to the San for centuries, legend has it that they were ‘discovered’ by a nomadic Nama shepherd rounding up stray sheep. A pleasant diversion is the short, unmarked trail to the peak rising above the opposite bank, offering a superb view of |Ai-|Ais and of the pinnacles of Four Finger Rock, far to the north. The return hike takes approximately two hours.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND GONDWANA CANYON PARK

Canyon Lodge

A stunning setting and lovely bungalows in Gondwana Canyon Park. $$$

Canyon Village

Spacious, Cape Dutch–inspired cottages in a peaceful location, convenient to the canyon. $$$

Canyon Roadhouse

A quirky place with a 1950s roadhouse feel, a small pool and straightforward rooms. $$

Relax in a Stunning Wildlife Park

LOVELY DESERT SCENERY

While Fish River Canyon is the geological star of this part of Namibia, it is Gondwana Canyon Park, bordering Fish River Canyon to the northeast, that has raised the profile of the area’s amazing wildlife. The 1000-sq-km conservation area was created in 1996 to promote reestablishment of local wildlife. Now, thanks to establishment of water holes, removal of fences and other measures, it is home to Hartmann’s mountain zebras, gemsboks, klipspringers, steenboks and a host of smaller creatures, including rock hyraxes. With its fine collection of lodges, Gondwana Canyon Park makes a great base for exploring. All the lodges can organise guided hikes, 4WD excursions, horseback riding and scenic flights.


FISH RIVER

The intermittently flowing Fish is Namibia’s longest seasonal river, winding its way southward more than 600km from its source on the eastern edge of the Naukluft Mountains between Rehoboth and Maltahöhe. It is dammed en route by both the Hardap and Neckartal Dams, below which it is fed by tributaries. Its most famous section passes through the Fish River Canyon before it joins the Orange River about 30km east of Sendelingsdrift. You’ll see the beautiful junction area if travelling along the C13.



Arid-zone ‘Peace’ Park

HOT SPRINGS AND SUBLIME SCENERY

Encompassing much of the area south and west of Fish River Canyon, and extending to include South Africa’s Richtersveld National Park, is the |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld Transfrontier Park, one of an increasing number of ‘peace’ or cross-border parks in Southern Africa. In addition to its wild scenery, this remote, 5920-sq-km tract is known for being one of the most species-rich arid zones in the world. Try to visit in springtime, around September, to catch some of the flora in bloom and enjoy cooler temperatures. While exploring, watch out also for quiver trees (so-called, because their hollowed-out branches are used by the San for quivers) and the halfmens tree – a tree-like succulent that can grow over 2m high. Note that the Sendelingsdrift border crossing between the South African and Namibian sides of the park is only sporadically open.


GETTING AROUND

There’s no public transport to Hobas or |Ai-|Ais (67km further south), and you’ll need a private vehicle to get around. The drive in from Grünau to Hobas (86km) at Fish River Canyon’s northern end is on a decent gravel road, accessible most of the year in a 2WD, although it can be problematic immediately after heavy rain. The park runs shuttles between |Ai-|Ais Resort and Hobas, which are useful at the end of a hike if you’ve left your vehicle waiting at Hobas. However, for the start of the hike, you’ll need to arrange your own transport from Hobas for the remaining 10km to the trailhead.

Although you can’t go down into the canyon from October until April due to the extreme heat and risk of flooding, the viewpoints along the canyon rim are open year-round, as are the hot springs.






ORANGE RIVER
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The Orange River – known simply as Gariep (’river’) among the San – is Southern Africa’s second longest after the Zambezi. It flows – sometimes languidly, sometimes in more of a hurry – over 2000km from its headwaters in the Drakensberg Mountains of Lesotho (where it is known as the Senqu) to the Atlantic, as its crocodile- and hippo-free waters make their way past narrow gorges and barren peaks into the increasingly more open landscapes near the sea. Its banks echo with the call of the African fish eagle, its delta hosts a wealth of birds on its sandbanks, islets and marshes, and its waters abound with catfish and yellowfish. Experience the exhilaration of paddling small rapids, enjoy a cold drink while watching an Orange River sunset, or get acquainted with local life in the small town of Oranjemund. The more time you spend along Namibia’s southernmost frontier, the more its gentle pace and rich nature are sure to enchant.
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TOP TIP

The main Namibian towns here are Noordoewer (the busiest Namibian–South African border crossing and the base for canoe trips) and Oranjemund, about 240km downstream on the coast. Once there, the canoeing companies can meet you and take you to their base camps.
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Border Town Charms

BASE FOR ORANGE RIVER EXCURSIONS

The small town of Noordoewer is known primarily for its 24-hour border crossing with South Africa. It is rimmed by extensive grape plantations, especially to the north near Aussenkehr, and the patches of green are a welcome respite in the arid surroundings. A number of pleasant camps and small lodges line the river bank, and basing yourself at one of these is the best way to experience the town. However, Noordoewer’s main claim to tourism fame is as a base for multiday canoeing and rafting trips along the Orange River. Beyond that, the town serves as a convenient starting or finishing point for explorations of southern Namibia, with petrol and basic supplies available at a handful of shops.


THE C13 TO AUS

The C13 is a seldom-travelled but starkly scenic and convenient route linking the Orange River near the Sendelingsdrift Namibia–South Africa border crossing and |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld Transfrontier Park with Aus, to the north, via the zinc-mining town of Rosh Pinah. During summer months, check first that the southern section isn’t closed due to flooding.



Canoeing on the River

PADDLE ALONG THE ORANGE RIVER

Paddling and relaxing along the river by day, doing some light hiking in the afternoon and sleeping under the stars at night – a canoe trip down the Orange River is a wonderful way to get to know the landscapes and moods of Namibia’s southernmost frontier.

The paddling is done in two-person fibreglass canoes or inflatable rafts along stretches of water that vary from flat and gentle to faster Class I and Class II rapids. While it’s mostly straightforward, and trips are advertised as being suitable for most ages, young children might not be comfortable on some of the faster sections. Spills do happen, although the water is generally warm and guides are well trained. Trips are usually three nights, four days, with four- to five-night itineraries also possible.

Along the way, there is plenty of time to appreciate the region’s natural beauty and the contrasts between the river’s narrow green belt and the arid mountains beyond. While wildlife isn’t a major feature of canoe trips, there are plenty of birds and animals that you might see en route, including Cape clawless otters in the river, or the occasional klipspringer, baboon, vervet monkey or jackal along the banks. Don’t worry about hippos or crocodiles – there are none. Evenings are just as much of a treat as the actual paddling, with time around the campfire, incredible night skies and the chance to sleep out in the open.

The two main canoe excursion operators are Felix Unite and Amanzi Trails, both based near Noordoewer. Felix Unite has its base camp about 8km downriver from town, and Amanzi Trails is about 3km beyond that. Itineraries generally have the first night spent at base camp. On the last day, canoeing usually finishes by mid-morning, leaving you time to travel onwards that day or spend the final night at base camp. Both operators provide hearty meals during the trip, and with advance notice, can generally cater to individual requirements.

Canoe trips are offered throughout the year, although at times of especially heavy rainfall, river levels can rise significantly. Check in with the trip operators prior to your planned dates to get an update on what to expect.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT NEAR NOORDOEWER

Amanzi River Camp

This riverside base camp for canoe trips is also open to non-canoers with camping and bungalows. $

Provenance Camp

Pleasant chalets and camping along the Orange River; the base for Felix Unite’s canoe trips. $

Noordoewer Guesthouse

Air-con rooms, a restaurant and a small farm stall; a convenient overnight stop near the border. $


GETTING TO KNOW ORANJEMUND
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Cindi-Lee Kisting, an Oranjemund resident, loves her home town. Here are some tips that she’d like to share with visitors.

On the southwestern coast of Namibia, where the Atlantic Ocean meets the mighty Orange River, you will find a small oasis called Oranjemund, which is my home town. The weather is mild and coastal, but can become quite windy and adventurous. With your own gear (and some experience, as currents can be strong) you can go windsurfing, kitesurfing and kayaking, as well as dune boarding. Oranjemund is a walking and biking town and e-bikes are available for rent at the tourist information office. There are many hiking trails in and around town, and beach and riverside camping are popular.
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WHERE TO STAY & EAT NEAR NOORDOEWER

Vioolsdrift Lodge

Tidy chalets, a small pool and a restaurant just across the border in Vioolsdrift, South Africa. $$

Norotshama River Lodge

Air-con chalets, some with lake views, and many activities; 45km north of Noordoewer on the river near Aussenkehr. $$

Jolien’s Rest Camp

At the Ariamsvlei border crossing, and useful if you need a spot to put your head down for the night. $

Share the Streets with Gemsboks

WILDLIFE AND OCEAN BREEZES

Oranjemund, long a ‘closed town’ due to the nearby diamond-mining operations, opened to the world in 2017. While it’s well off most tourism itineraries, if you find yourself in the area it makes an enjoyable and intriguing stop, with gemsboks wandering the grass-fringed streets and Atlantic waves crashing along the beach.

The town’s trees and greenery stand in sharp contrast to the surrounding desert and lend a relaxing vibe. Enjoy a round on the golf course, where gemsboks and ostriches mingle with the players. Swim in the public pool or visit Jasper House, a small museum documenting the area’s diamond-mining history. Don’t miss the sculpture by Saima Iita documenting the 1533 wreck of the Bom Jesus, which went down near Oranjemund. While walking around, take in the town’s many excellent murals. On its outskirts, Oranjemund is surrounded by arid tracts leading to the river and to the wild Atlantic coastline stretching to the horizon in both directions. There are fine views over the river and towards the delta from Swartkop Hill, 9km east of town. The tourist office in the town centre at the Hub on 7th St can help you organise a local guide.

Part of the delta area, southeast of Oranjemund and fringing on the southern border of Tsau //Khaeb National Park, has been designated by Ramsar as a wetland of global importance, with a wealth of migrants and breeders. Access is via the small road running southwest of the airport, from where you’ll need to then make your way over the dunes.


BEST PLACES TO SLEEP & EAT IN ORANJEMUND

Op my Stoep

Tidy rooms, a restaurant and a wealth of information on what to do in and around town. $$

Oryx Guesthouse

Comfortable accommodation in a quiet location on the northern edge of town; meals can be arranged. $$

Tom’s Cabin

Self-catering accommodation plus a few rooms on the southern edge of town. $$

Ciato’s Eatery & Bar

A bit of everything, with burgers, seafood, pizza and bites and a convivial pub vibe. $

Sand’s Hotel

Ask the tourist office for a guide to show you the best places for a dance and a drink in this informal pub and eatery area on the edge of town. $




GETTING AROUND

The Noordoewer border crossing, at the southern edge of town, is open 24 hours. It is not regularly served by public transport, although Intercape Mainliner crosses through on its routes between Namibia and South Africa. Only basic supplies are available in town, so stock up in advance on any speciality items you may want. Downriver, the smaller Sendelingsdrift border crossing is only sporadically open.

There’s no regular public transport between Noordoewer and Oranjemund, but it’s easy to get to Noordoewer on public transport from Windhoek.






TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Botswana and Namibia. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Botswana and Namibia, and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

The main air access points for the region are Windhoek, Gaborone, Victoria Falls and Johannesburg’s OR Tambo airport, which has frequent connections to all three of these destinations. The region is also ideally suited to overland travel, with straightforward border crossings between Botswana and Namibia, and between these countries and South Africa.
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Botswana

One-month tourist visas can be purchased on arrival for many nationalities.

Gaborone’s airport is 11km from town.

SIM cards are for sale, and there’s an ATM.




Victoria Falls

Served by Victoria Falls Airport and Livingstone Airport.

Airport transport is taxis and pre-arranged pick-ups.

SIM cards are not sold at the airports; ATMs are unreliable.




Namibia

Tourist entry permits are issued on arrival for many nationalities.

Windhoek’s airport is 45km from the city.

SIM cards are for sale.

The ATM in arrivals dispenses South African rand.




Border Crossings

Many itineraries involve recrossing borders. Consider a multiple-entry visa.

Get the KAZA Univisa online at zambiaimmigration.gov.zm or evisa.gov.zw.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre

[image: jpg]

TRAVELLING WITH CHILDREN

All Southern African countries have strict laws in place to ensure safeguarding of children, and these are generally enforced at points of entry and exit, and by international airlines flying into the region. If you are travelling with children, you will need a certified or notarised copy of the child’s long-form birth certificate (it must include the names of both parents). If only one parent is travelling, you will also need an affidavit from the other parent granting permission to travel, together with a certified copy of their identity document, or a certified copy of documentation showing that you have sole custody of the child.






Getting Around

Namibia and Botswana are best suited to self-drive. Many destinations are not serviced by public transport, and vehicle hire is generally reasonably priced.



TRAVEL COSTS

2WD rental per day
N$850/P800

4WD rental per day
N$1900/P1900

Petrol per litre
Approx N$18/P15

Combi ticket from Maun to Kasane
P300



Road Conditions

Main roads are generally good, as are many secondary roads. Expect seasonal flooding. Don’t drive through riverbeds before checking locally on conditions. For remote areas, GPS is recommended.

Public Transport

Minibuses (known as Combis) are the main form of long-haul public transport, regularly and cheaply connecting major towns. Safety and overcrowding can be issues. There’s also a limited network of long-distance buses.

ROAD SAFETY

Major secondary routes throughout the region are generally good, except after rains, when conditions can be more challenging. However, many regional roads are incredibly isolated, with only a few vehicles each day. In both Botswana and Namibia, accidents are common as a result of skidding and overturning on gravel; unexpectedly encountering sharp turns; livestock and wild animals in the roadway; and drink driving. A maximum speed of 80km/hr is considered safe away from the tarmac.

[image: jpg]

mark_ka/shutterstock ©


TIP

Always travel well prepared, with extra water, supplies and fuel, and brush up on your tyre-changing skills.




Vehicle Hire

Prebook rental cars.

Most cars are manual.

Get insurance that includes tyre and windscreen damage.

Rental agencies include all the major companies plus Bushlore, Zambezi Car Rental, Namibia2Go and Savannah Car Hire in Namibia, and AT&T, Britz and Bushtrackers Africa in Botswana.




Road Rules

Seatbelts are required for all passengers.

Headlights must be turned on while driving on highways.

Speed limits are enforced.

At veterinary fences, your car will be searched for meat or dairy products. Meat cannot be brought from north to south Namibia.




Plane Travel

A limited network of regular domestic flights operates in Namibia (with FlyNamibia) and Botswana, with regional connections to Victoria Falls. Scenic or charter flights also operate in major tourist areas, including Sossusvlei and Skeleton Coast in Namibia, Victoria Falls, and Botswana’s Okavango Delta.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left.

18

Legal driving age: 18

.05

Blood alcohol limits: 0.08% (Botswana), 0.05% (Namibia)







Money

CURRENCY: NAMIBIAN DOLLAR (N$), BOTSWANAN PULA (P)
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Cash vs Card


In major towns, digital payments are common. ATMs with local currency are found in all major towns and there is an ATM with South African rand at the international airport in Windhoek. In Zimbabwe, ATMs dispense US dollars only, but most are unreliable. In Zambia, all ATMs give Zambian kwacha only. Always carry some cash for tipping and for use in rural areas. It’s especially important to have enough cash to pay for fuel when travelling in remote areas.

Tipping

Restaurants Welcomed everywhere, but expected only in upmarket restaurants (10–15%), unless a service charge has been added

Taxis Generally not tipped

Parking attendants N$10/P10; more for long periods or at night

Service station attendants From N$10/P10, depending on how much they have helped you

Safari company staff It’s common and appreciated to tip the guides, camp staff and others who have helped to make your journey memorable. As a general guideline: N$100/P70 per guest per day for guides and about N$50/P35 per guest per day for staff.


HOW MUCH FOR…

National park daily entry fees
P190–270/ N$100–150

Museum entry
Often free

Speeding fine
From N$1000/P500

3GB data bundle
About N$65/P60



HOW TO… Save Money

Camping is one of the single best things you can do in Namibia and Botswana to save money, especially for families. Namibia, particularly, is fully oriented to camping holidays, with campsites widely available and often beautifully situated. Gondwana’s Camping2Go option is a reasonably priced option if you prefer a few more comforts or don’t have camping equipment.


HOW TO CUT COSTS

Fly to Johannesburg and then take a bus to Windhoek or Gaborone. Do a self-drive itinerary, rather than an organised tour. Solo travellers: look for scheduled departures that you can join, like Namibia’s Go2 Travel Transfers (go2.na) or Chameleon Safaris’ weekly camping safari departures. Camp and/or stay in self-catering accommodation (widespread in Namibia). Braai (barbecue) facilities are everywhere. Stock up in major towns. Travel during low season. Children’s discounts are widely available for 12 and under, as are ‘pensioner’s’ discounts.




LOCAL TIP
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ATMs are often unreliable and can only be counted on in major cities and towns. In both Namibia and Botswana, South African rand are widely accepted.








Accommodation

Wilderness Lodges

Namibia and Botswana have fabulous wilderness lodges, many set in stunning, remote surroundings, or optimally placed for wildlife watching. Each has its own vibe but all are memorable and, if you can manage a splurge, it’s worth it. The best tend to be the smaller, more intimate places. Advance bookings are generally required, because of the remote lodge locations.

Camping

Campsites in the region are abundant. Some, especially in some of the less developed parks, are very basic, unfenced and completely wild, with no running water or other facilities, while many have hot-water ablutions and well-equipped cooking areas. For camping in parks, which includes almost the entire Namibian coastline, and on some conservancies, you’ll need a permit. For camping on farmland, obtain the landowner’s permission. In rural areas, community campsites are abundant, and using those, rather than trying to camp wild, is a way to support locals. Camping in riverbeds is generally not permitted, and is in any case inadvisable, in part because of the chance of the river flooding, but more so because the rivers are often used by wildlife as migratory corridors.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a campsite
N$100–400/P350

a luxury lodge
N$2500+/P2500+

a backpackers
N$300/P260
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Farmstays

Farmstays are a unique option in Namibia, allowing visitors to spend the night on one of the country’s huge private farms. The emphasis is on personal service and quaint, rural luxury, although standards vary greatly. Many of these farms have land designated as wildlife reserves, and so also offer wildlife viewing. Advance bookings are recommended.



Community-run Accommodation

Throughout the region, and especially in Namibia, you’ll find many campsites and lodges of all levels that are fully or partially community owned. At least a portion of your money will go directly to the community, and staying in these is an excellent way to support locals and contribute to sustainable tourism and conservation initiatives. Often, although not always, these places also offer the chance for cultural tourism.
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CAMPING PRACTICALITIES

Especially in southern and central Namibia, be prepared for chilly nights. In July and August, it’s not uncommon for a water bottle left outside your tent to partially freeze. A three-season sleeping bag and jacket are recommended. Another consideration is whether to use a rooftop tent. Carrying your own ground tent might save you money, but renting a rooftop tent may make you feel safer when camping in wildlife areas. They also have the advantage that you don’t need to try and drive tent pegs into the often rocky or sandy ground.






Family Travel

Botswana and Namibia are wonderful destinations for families, with their wildlife-watching opportunities and abundant natural attractions. What could be better than camping, staying in fun lodges and spending hours outdoors each day? Travel is generally safe and straightforward, and health care is good. Distances are long, but if you break things up, you will return with memories of a lifetime.


Facilities

Away from Windhoek and Gaborone, there are few nappy-changing stations or other dedicated facilities. This is compensated for by a generally child-friendly attitude and a willingness to help throughout the region. You’ll find the occasional lodge or campground with children’s playgrounds, and swimming pools are almost everywhere. For infants, prams aren’t practical – it’s better to do as the locals do and carry your child in some sort of sling.


Eating

Baby food and infant formula are widely available in cities (but not always in rural areas), and many restaurants have children’s menus. Pasta, burgers, chips, chicken nuggets and other Western-style dishes that are likely to be familiar territory for your children are widely available.



Getting Around

One of the biggest challenges to family travel is the long distances that you’ll need to cover between destinations. Bring some amusements with you (books, car games etc), and don’t be too ambitious when setting your itinerary. Focus on a smaller area and break up the distances with overnight stays near fun sights. Campgrounds and lodges with a pool can do wonders to revive flagging spirits.


Practicalities

Most hotels and lodges offer significant children’s discounts (often 50% off the adult rate), and children’s park entry fees are also discounted. For self-drive rentals, each child is required to have their own seatbelt. Infant seats are best brought from home.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

SWAKOPMUND ADVENTURE ACTIVITIES Quad bike and board down the dunes.

VICTORIA FALLS Enjoy the shady nature walk on the Zimbabwe side of the falls.

CHOBE RIVER BOAT CRUISE Seeing wildlife from a water-based perspective is a great experience for everyone.

MAKGADIKGADI SALT PANS Interact with the meerkats at close range.

OKAVANGO RIVER LODGES, ZAMBEZI REGION Enjoy imaginatively designed riverside lodges, a laid-back vibe and the chance to spot wildlife.
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A FEW MORE THOUGHTS

From climbing up and sliding down dunes to spotting wildlife, seeing waterfalls, quad biking, boating and enjoying campsites and lodges – there is so much fun to be had for children of all ages. You’ll meet many families, both local and international, also travelling with children. Note that while plenty of lodges welcome children, there are some in wildlife areas that cannot accommodate younger children (usually under 12). Alternatively, they may require you to arrange a separate vehicle for wildlife drives. Also note that camps in wildlife areas, especially those in Botswana, may be unfenced. Some adventure activities (eg quad biking) have age limits.






Health & Safe Travel

HEALTH

Overall, Botswana and Namibia are healthy countries for travel, both food- and health-wise. Their low population densities are ideal for social distancing. There are no mandatory vaccines. Malaria is a risk in some areas; check with your doctor about precautions. Government websites such as fitfortravel.nhs.uk are useful.
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Insurance

Health care at major regional centres is good throughout the region. You’ll need to pay up front for any treatment, and then later seek reimbursement from your insurance. Check the fine points of your policy to see what is included, as some policies may exclude bungee jumping, quad biking and other activities classified as ‘dangerous’.

Wildlife

In wildlife areas, respect the rules set out by the park authorities, and especially don’t exit your vehicle in wildlife areas of national parks. On mokoro (dugout canoe) trips or other activities that may involve being in close proximity to wildlife, always follow the instructions of your guide. In unfenced campgrounds, enjoy the wild, but also be aware of your surroundings.


TOP TIP

Most travellers don’t encounter snakes and scorpions, but they exist. Shake out shoes before wearing them, hike in sturdy boots and take care when clambering over rocks.



ROAD SIGNS
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Road Safety

Be alert for drunk drivers and drivers using their phones. Both are illegal, but frequently encountered. In rural areas, watch out for livestock and wildlife on the roadways. When using secondary roads, keep in mind that skids and rollovers are common due to speeding. Curves can be sharper than expected and roadside embankments are often steep.


SAFETY PRECAUTIONS

While most travellers to this region have safe visits, there are great regional disparities in income levels, and muggings and robberies occur. Don’t flaunt your valuables. Keep your car doors locked and windows up, especially in cities. Arrange transport with a reputable operator recommended by your hotel.








Food & Drink


The Braai

The braai (barbecue) is a national pastime here, and Namibians and Botswanans have things down to a fine art. Campsites and self-catering places almost always have braai facilities, and supermarket chains like Checkers, and Cymot camping store, sell cool boxes and everything else you’ll need to have your own braai in the bush while sipping a cold beer and watching the sun go down.



Where to Eat & Drink

Street food stalls The most convivial type of eatery; watch for roadside vendors, often set up around small tables under a shady acacia tree. Among other things, they sell fat cakes (also called oukuki or vetkoek in Namibia and magwinya in Botswana).

Cafes Thanks to its German population, Namibia is especially known for its cafes selling German-style pastries.

Cuca shops Small, unlicensed bars or shebeens, so-called after the brand of Angolan beer they traditionally sold; often imaginatively named.
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MENU DECODER

Mealie pap There are many variants of this thick, cornmeal staple, including oshifima (with millet flour) and bogobe (sorghum meal). It’s usually served with a vegetable-based sauce or meat. In some rural areas, it’s traditionally eaten with the right hand, scooping up a bit of pap into a ball, then dipping it into the sauce.

Mopane worms Known as omagungu in Namibia and mashonja in Botswana, these are a local delicacy, seasoned, fried with tomatoes and onions and eaten with mealie pap.

Potjie (Afrikaans for ‘little pot’) This South African favourite is also common in Namibia. Typically, it’s made with game meat, potatoes, vegetables and seasonings, and cooked for hours in a three-legged iron pot.

Vleis Afrikaans for ‘meat’; you’ll find it on almost all menus.



Drinks

Namibia has its own Oasis mineral water, sourced from a spring near Omaruru. Both countries have local coffee roasteries.

South African wines are widely available and reasonably priced. While Namibia has a few wineries, most of the grapes used for their wine production come from South Africa.

Traditional drinks include Namibia’s oshikundu (made from mahangu, or millet, and also available in a non-alcoholic version), tambo (fermented millet and sugar) and walende (a distilled drink made from the makalani palm). Botswana has bojalwa (a sprouted-sorghum beer brewed commercially as Chibuku). Most of these are brewed and drunk the same day. Namibia has many locally brewed lagers, including the lighter Windhoek Lager, Tafel Lager and the more bitter Windhoek Export. Botswana has the locally made St Louis Special Light and Lion Lager.

In Botswana, try madila, a thickened sour milk used as a relish or drunk plain. The Namibian equivalent is omashikwa. Botswana’s mosukujane tea is said to have health benefits, and the non-caffeinated rooibos (red bush) tea is everywhere.


HOW MUCH FOR…

Beer
US$1.70

Kudu steak
US$7

Bottle of wine
From US$9

Small bag of biltong
US$5

Pizza
From US$7

Coffee
US$2

Fat cake
US$0.35



Specialities

Seswaa – pounded, shredded and seasoned beef – is Botswana’s national dish, usually served with pap and greens at special occasions like weddings. Especially in Windhoek and northern Namibia, an equivalent signature dish is kapana – chopped, grilled and seasoned beef. It’s traditionally sold by groups of vendors working together. They’ll put a few pieces on their grill and offer you samples so you can decide which vendor to patronise. Once you’ve chosen, tell them the amount you’d like – portions are usually between N$20 and N$40 – and they’ll cook it up for you. In both Namibia and Botswana, you’ll find boerewors (farmer’s sausage), which is a staple for braais. Along Namibia’s coast, especially around Lüderitz, watch for local oysters, which are reputed to be particularly delicious, as well as hake and cod. In the Zambezi and Okavango areas, you’ll find tilapia and bream.

Mopane worms are protein-rich, found everywhere and eaten dry and crunchy, or cooked into a stew with tomatoes and onions, although these might be an acquired taste for many visitors.
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Kalahari Truffles

Also known as n’aabas, Kalahari truffles have long been known to the San, but are recently also gaining international attention. Look for them in markets around March and April.




VEGETARIAN CUISINE

In meat-loving Namibia and Botswana, it can be challenging to find vegetarian cuisine, but with some effort, it’s possible to make things work while enjoying your travels. This will mainly involve self-catering. In major cities, the supermarkets sell a good range of fresh vegetables and produce, and dried beans are easy to get everywhere. Organic products are available at speciality shops and farmers markets in cities.

For vegetarian traditional dishes, try stewed spinach, known as morogo in Botswana and ombidi or omboga in Namibia. It’s often cooked with potatoes, onions and tomatoes and served with mealie pap, making a filling, healthy meal (assuming not too much oil has been added during preparation). Botswana’s matemekwane (seasoned dumplings) are often meat-filled, but sometimes you can find vegetarian versions. In both Namibia and Botswana, you can find vegetarian samosas, both at supermarkets and sometimes on the street.

There are many nourishing bean dishes throughout the region. These include Botswana’s dikgobe, which is cooked samp (maize) and beans and ditloo (cooked and salted groundnuts, eaten as a snack); and Namibia’s oshingali (black-eyed bean puree).

Garnish Indian Restaurant has branches in Windhoek and Swakopmund, and there are several Indian restaurants in Gaborone and Maun; all of these serve vegetarian dishes. The vegan scene has not quite hit the region yet, apart from a few small circles in Windhoek and Gaborone. You’ll likely need to focus on self-catering and farmers markets.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Craft Shopping

The Namibia Community Skills Development Foundation (Cosdef, cosdef.org.na) has centres throughout Namibia providing skills training to disadvantaged communities. Buying jewellery or other crafts from its Swakopmund base or its other branches countrywide directly supports rural crafters.

Community Benefits & Ecosystem Conservation

The community-managed Nata Bird Sanctuary, on the edge of Sowa Pan, benefits both local ecosystems and the local community, with all visitor money going back into wetland conservation and community development.

San Artistic Traditions

The Kuru Art Project, focused on San artists living in and around D’kar, supports San cultural and artistic traditions by directly assisting the San to produce and market their artwork. It has achieved impressive success in promoting local economic development, and many pieces of art have received international acclaim.

Vocational Training

Located between Livingstone (Zambia) and Victoria Falls, WAYAWAYA offers vocational training for vulnerable women. Purchasing the beautiful hand-crafted bags, leather goods and other accessories that they make is a way to directly support their work.
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Kavango-Zambezi TFCA

In addition to helping local communities benefit from wildlife conservation, the Kavango-Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area also strives to combat poaching and to remove fences to enable wildlife to follow their natural migration routes.


Sustainable Wildlife Management (swm-programme.info) focuses on the Kavango-Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area.




Watch for lodges certified as ‘Green’, ‘Green+’ or (the highest) ‘Eco’ through Botswana Tourism Organisation’s ecotourism certification system.



Almost 40% of Botswana’s land is protected as national parks or wildlife management areas, and a similar percentage of Namibia’s land is protected as national parks or communal conservancies, making both countries global conservation leaders.

Throughout this book, we’ve tried to highlight camps and lodges that are wholly or partly owned by the local community, or run as community partnerships. By patronising these, you can directly contribute to communities where you travel, and also, often, get to know locals.

Dark Skies

Namibia’s NamibRand Nature Reserve, which is a Dark Sky Reserve, and Botswana’s !Ae!Hai Kalahari Heritage Park, which is a Dark Sky Sanctuary, are Africa’s only two officially designated dark sky places – remote, dark places whose conservation status is fragile. Protecting these areas ensures that future generations will be able to enjoy wonderful stargazing. Just as important, it ensures protection for the habitats of a variety of wildlife, including nocturnal and migratory birds, who can get distracted by the false cues of artificial light.
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Rhino Poaching

After significant gains in combating rhino poaching, both Namibia and Botswana have experienced setbacks. Botswana lost one-third of its rhino population to poaching between 2017 and 2022; in Namibia, 87 rhinos were poached in 2022, including 61 black rhinos.


In Botswana, where tourism is focused on protected wildlife areas, ecotourism is promoted through a high-value, low-volume tourism policy.




The Living Culture Foundation Namibia (lcfn.info) works to preserve traditional cultures and intercultural exchanges through its ‘living museums’.




114/116

Namibia and Botswana rank 114th and 116th, respectively, out of 163, on the most recent Sustainable Development Report. While these numbers are low, several of the individual indicators for both countries are improving, including climate action.




RESOURCES

conservationtourism.com.na Wildlife and community conservation initiatives.
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kcs.org.bw Biodiversity promotion in Botswana.
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Namibia has long been a global leader in the area of community-based natural resource management. The country’s first communal conservancies were gazetted in 1998, and now similar conservancies cover 20% of Namibia’s land area.






LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Botswana and Namibia are among the region’s most welcoming destinations for LGBTIQ+ travellers. The legal climate in both countries has relaxed in recent years, with Botswana’s 2019 legalisation of same-sex sexual acts and Namibia’s non-enforcement of its remaining negative statutes. While conservative views prevail, so too does a tradition of tolerance and hospitality towards all visitors.


Climate

The overall vibe is positive and forward-looking. Gay and lesbian people we spoke with in both Botswana and Namibia noted that, especially in capital cities and major tourist areas, the climate is relaxed and they were able to live quite openly as gays and lesbians. However, traditional, conservative attitudes are ingrained in many areas, and these should be respected by all travellers, however they identify, by refraining from overt public displays of affection. Yet, this is unlikely to negatively impact your travels.
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NAMIBIA PRIDE

Namibia Pride takes place annually in early December (Namibian summer) with most events in Windhoek – where things are centred around Tal St and the Old Breweries complex – and in Swakopmund. There’s also a Pride week in June to coincide with international Pride month.




GABORONE PRIDE

In Botswana, the first Pride events were held in 2019, to celebrate the new legislation. Now, Gaborone Pride takes place in October. Events are centred around the Three Dikgosi Monument in Gaborone’s central business district. Check @GaboronePride for updates.



Botswana Contacts

LeGaBiBo (legabibo.org.bw) is Botswana’s go-to organisation for all things LGBTIQ+, and it also has helpful background articles on its website. Gaborone Pride (prideofafrica.co.bw) is another good contact, especially its social media pages, as is Ditshwanelo – the Botswana Centre for Human Rights – which has been a key player in recent years in lobbying for LGBT rights and legal recognition of LeGaBiBo.

TOUR OPERATORS

Good contacts for LGBTIQ+ travel in Namibia, and throughout the region, are OUT Namibia – LGBTQ+ Travel (facebook.com/outnamibia) and About Africa (aboutafrica.co). Others include Out2Africa (out2africa.com), which organises luxury itineraries for LGBTIQ+ travellers in Namibia and Botswana; Namibia JJ Tours (namibiajjtours.com), which works with all price ranges, and also offers camping safaris; and Rhino Africa (rhinoafrica.com), with upmarket itineraries in Botswana and Namibia.


Namibia Contacts

The main organisation is Out-Right Namibia (outrightnamibia.org.na), which lobbies, advocates and counsels. @EqualNamibia is good for information about events, and Sister Namibia (sisternamibia.org) for lesbians.








Accessible Travel

So much of travel here is about simply experiencing the landscapes and wildlife, and good transport infrastructure, plus growing awareness of travellers’ needs, mean that everyone can enjoy a visit.


Transport

Large minibuses are widely used in the region, and specially modified vehicles for wildlife drives and touring are readily available. Some have hydraulic lifts and can accept one or more wheelchairs.


Airport

The international airports in Gaborone, Victoria Falls, Livingstone and Windhoek are wheelchair accessible, with staff available to provide general assistance. If specific assistance is required, it should be requested through your tour operator in advance of your arrival.




Accommodation

There are wheelchair-friendly lodges near most major tourist attractions throughout the region; your tour operator will be able to help you. Two places to start are Sossusvlei Lodge, with several wheelchair-accessible rooms, and NWR’s Okakuejo Resort in EtoshaNP.



Lodges & Camps

It’s best to go through a tour operator to ensure that the lodges and camps you use will meet your requirements. Given the relatively high regional awareness of the needs of travellers with disability, it can also be helpful to contact the lodges directly to discuss their facilities. Two concerns are sandy or bumpy access paths (try to find lodges with paved paths) and long distances between rooms and common areas.

Getting Around Town

Streets in Windhoek and Gaborone are not well designed for travellers with disability. Pavements (no kerbside ramps) can disappear without warning. Both cities are good for vehicle-based sightseeing. Namibia’s Swakopmund is one of the easier towns to negotiate, with flat, wide streets, street-level shop entries and a paved beachside boardwalk.


RESOURCES

Lonely Planet’s Accessible Travel Online Resources is an excellent starting point. Download it for free from the lonelyplanet.com shop. Another recommended region-specific tour operator is Endeavour Safaris (endeavour-safaris.com), with itineraries in both Botswana and Namibia. Other good contacts offering regional itineraries include Blue Baobab Safaris (bluebaobabsafari.com), Extraordinary Journeys (extraordinaryjourneys.com) and Access2Africa Safaris (access2africasafaris.com).



AIR & BOAT TRAVEL

Air charter companies are generally able to accommodate travellers with disability for scenic flights with advance notice. Boat safaris can often also accommodate specialised mobility needs; many are done on wide, flat-bottomed boats with sufficient deck space to anchor a wheelchair.


Together with South Africa, Botswana and Namibia are considered to be among the most accessible African travel destinations.








Responsible Safaris

Namibia and Botswana have long been pioneers in promoting community, wildlife and habitat conservation, and in encouraging sustainable travel. You can join in this exciting work through the choices you make when planning your trip and travelling.
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GETTING AROUND

Given the vast distances and relative scarcity of public transport away from main routes, it’s likely that you’ll need to hire a vehicle or join an organised tour for at least part of your journey. Yet, there are still many ways to make your travels sustainable. Once in a destination, consider exploring on bicycle, foot or by boat. We’ve noted various hiking areas in the country chapters of this book, including Fish River Canyon, the Naukluft Mountains and the Tok Tokkie hiking trail. These experiences all allow you to really dive into the essence of the place in a completely sustainable way, leaving no footprints. For boating, the main areas are the Orange River, Zambezi and the Okavango Delta. Almost all lodges in river areas offer mokoro (pictured) rides and boat cruises that are less impactful than standard vehicle safaris.

Sustainable Lodges

An increasing number of lodges are placing emphasis on sustainability through solar power; minimalisation of water wastage; using local materials and local staff; providing skills training; contributing to surrounding communities; ensuring responsible waste management; banning or minimising plastic; and placing emphasis on local ingredients. Eco Awards Namibia (ecoawards-namibia.org) regularly distinguishes lodges that are run with eco-friendly principles and it’s worth checking its member list. In Botswana, Botswana Tourism (botswanatourism.co.bw) offers eco-certification to lodges and other entities promoting sustainability.


Community Conservation

It is important to stay in lodges or camps that are fully or partially community-owned. By choosing these places, you can be confident that your travels are directly contributing to the surrounding communities. Participating in cultural tourism programs that are organised by and for local communities is another aspect of this.



PIONEERING WORK

Namibia was the first country in Africa to incorporate environmental protection into its constitution, and it has implemented an extremely effective wildlife renewal program centred around private and communal conservancies. Botswana is also a global conservation leader, with its national ecotourism strategy and its remarkably successful high-value, low-volume tourism model. There is a definite regional vibe promoting environmental education, conservation support and cultural interaction as the main focus of tourism. The many opportunities to build your travels around community-run, sustainable initiatives is one of the best parts about travelling here.

Cycling Tours

In Namibia, an excellent contact for bicycle tours is Mabaruli African Safaris (mabaruli.com), which offers set and customised cycling tours throughout the country. Another is Mountain Bike Namibia (mountainbikenamibia.com). In Botswana, try Natural Selection (naturalselection.travel), with cycling safaris in the Okavango Delta, and Horizon MTB (mtbsafaris.com), with cycling in the Northern Tuli Reserve. There are active cycling communities, and an array of bike shops, in both Windhoek and Gaborone for any parts or equipment you might need.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Botswana

Banks 8.30am–3.30pm Monday to Friday, 8.15am–10.45am Saturday

National parks 6am–6.30pm April to September, 5.30am–7pm October to March

Restaurants 11am–11pm Monday to Saturday; some also open on Sunday

Namibia

Banks 8am–3pm Monday–Friday, 8am–12.30pm Saturday

National parks Sunrise to sunset, except as noted

Petrol stations Only a few open 24 hours; in outlying areas fuel is hard to find after hours or on Sunday

Tap Water

Officially considered safe to drink in major centres in Botswana and Namibia (but not always in remote areas). The taste can be unpleasant, though, and many locals will advise you to drink bottled water instead.


Internet Access

Reasonably good in major centres. No reception in many wilderness areas. Bush lodges generally offer limited connection.

Weights & Measures

Namibia and Botswana use the metric system.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT+2

Country Codes
+267 (Botswana); +264 (Namibia)

Emergency Numbers
999 (Botswana); 10111 (Namibia)

Population
2.35 million (Botswana); 2.53 million (Namibia)



Electricity 230V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

New Year’s Day 1 January

Independence Day 21 March (Namibia)

Good Friday, Easter Saturday (Botswana), Easter Sunday, Easter Monday March/April

Ascension Day May/June

Labour Day 1 May

Cassinga Day 4 May (Namibia)

Africa Day 25 May (Namibia)

Sir Seretse Khama Day 1 July (Botswana)

President’s Day Third Friday in July (Botswana)

Heroes’ Day 26 August (Namibia)

Botswana (Independence) Day 30 September (Botswana)

Human Rights Day 10 December (Namibia)

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day 26 December






Language

In Botswana, English is the official language, while Setswana (Tswana) is the most commonly spoken. In Namibia, English is the official language, although less than 5% of Namibians speak it as a first language. The most widely spoken local languages are Oshiwambo and Afrikaans. The words and phrases on this page are Afrikaans, unless otherwise indicated.


Basics

Hello. Hallo. ha·loh

Goodbye. Totsiens. tot·seens

Yes. Ja. yaa

No. Nee. ney

Please. Asseblief. a·si·bleef

Thank you. Dankie. dang·kee

Sorry. Jammer. ya·min

What’s your name? Wat’s jou naam? vats yoh naam

My name is … My naam is … may naam is …

Do you speak English? Praat jy Engels? praat yay eng·ils

I don’t understand. Ek verstaan nie. ek vir·staan nee

Directions

Where’s (the station)?

Waar’s (die stasie). vaars (dee staa·see)

What’s the address?

Wat is die adres? vat is dee a·dres

Could you please write it down?

Kan jy asseblief dit neerskryf? kan yay a·si·bleef dit neyr·skrayf

Can you show me (on the map)?

Kan jy my (op die kaart) wys? kan yay may (op dee kaart) vays

Time

What time is it? Hoe laat is dit? hu laat is dit

It’s (10) o’clock. Dis (tien-)uur. dis (teen·)ewr

Half past (2). Half (drie). half (dree)

morning oggend. aw·khint

night nag. nakh

yesterday gister. khis·tir

today vandag. fin·dakh

tomorrow môre. mo·ri

Emergencies

Help! Help! help

I’m lost. Ek is verdwaal. ek is fir·dwaal

Could you help me, please? Kan jy my help, asseblief? kan yay may help a·si·bleef

Call ...! Kry. kray

a doctor ‘n dokter. i dok·tir

the police die polisie. dee pu·lee·see

Eating & Drinking

Can you recommend a dish?

Kan jy ‘n gereg aanbeveel? kan yay i khi·rekh aan·bi·feyl

Do you have vegetarian food? Het julle vegetariese kos? het yi·li fe·gee·taa·ree·si kos

I’d like the bill, please. Ek wil asseblief die rekening hê. ek vil a·si·bleef dee rey·ki·ning he

Greetings in Oshiwambo

Good morning. Mwa lala po?

Good evening. Mwa tokelwa po?

Good night. Lalii po nawa.

Hello/How are you? Ongiini.

I am fine. Onawa.

Thank you. Tangi unene.


NUMBERS

1

een eyn

2

twee twey

3

drie dree

4

vier feer

5

vyf fayf

6

ses ses

7

sewe see·vi

8

agt akht

9

nege ney·khi

10

tien teen




DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

These Afrikaans words made it into the English language: aardvark, commando, trek, meerkat.



HISTORY

Afrikaans developed from the dialect spoken by the Dutch settlers in South Africa from the 17th century.

Namibia

As their first language, most Namibians speak one of the region’s many African languages. Most are multilingual, with many also speaking English and Afrikaans. German is widely spoken.

Botswana

After Setswana, the second most common Bantu language is Sekalanga, a derivative of the Shona language spoken by the Bakalanga people who are centred around Francistown.


Street Talk

Aweh – yes, really wow, expression of amazement; also a greeting

Bra – brother, friend, dude

Nxa – used to say something is good

Shandie – thing, object

Sjoe – wow, amazing

Meme – respectful term for an older woman

Tate – respectful term for an older man

Kama – I mean, like

Lekker – good, nice

Eish – yikes

Bakkie – open-backed truck

Root – traffic light



WHO SPEAKS AFRIKAANS?

One of neighbouring South Africa’s official languages , in Namibia Afrikaans is a first language of about 150,000 people, although it is widely understood. Over half of all Namibians are first-language speakers of Oshiwambo or the related Otjiherero. About 11% speak Khoekhoegowab (Damara). Just under 1% speak San languages.
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THE BOTSWANA, NAMIBIA & VICTORIA FALLS
STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of life in Botswana and Namibia, and around Victoria Falls.



A History of Botswana, Namibia & Victoria Falls in 15 Places

Trace the region’s past from rock paintings to the present day.

Narina Exelby

Between the Lines

Go on a literary journey through Botswana and Namibia.

Narina Exelby

Fabric, Fashion & Identity

Explore the region’s rich culture through fashion.

Sarah Kingdom

Last Chance to See

Home to several endangered species, visit Botswana and Namibia before it’s too late.

Narina Exelby

Listen for the Heartbeat

Hear the region – from African rock to the silence of the desert.

Melanie van Zyl
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A HISTORY OF BOTSWANA, NAMIBIA & VICTORIA FALLS IN
15 PLACES

Tracing the history of Botswana, Namibia and Victoria Falls is an expedition in itself – one that tracks our ancestors and follows the footsteps of great explorers, and dips into the shadows of colonial powers. It also witnesses the resilience of both the human spirit and the natural world. By Narina Exelby


IT IS SO easy, when you think of Botswana, Namibia and Victoria Falls, to conjure images of vast landscapes, mighty waterways and abundant gatherings of wildlife, that the history of the region might, at first glance, seem irrelevant.

But look a little deeper and it becomes obvious that what makes this region so intriguing is, in fact, the passage of time. Over aeons, geological forces have built and shaped the land we see today – the valleys and deserts, plains and mountains that have evolved to host the intricate ecosystems of flora and fauna that draw so many travellers to these wild and evocative parts of Southern Africa.

Some archaeologists say that the dry salt flats of the Makgadikgadi Pans – once a wet, fertile habitat – were the birthplace of modern humans, around 200,000 years ago. Their descendants have roamed the region ever since, leaving intriguing traces of their spiritual beliefs on the rocks, and plundering the natural resources, waging wars, establishing empires, building monuments and charting the course of history.

Namibia and Botswana share a complicated history – one that is as violent as it is fascinating – and tracing the past in this part of the world can be a very powerful journey.

1. Fish River Canyon

AFRICA’S MOST MAJESTIC CANYON

Southern Namibia’s 160km-long Fish River Canyon is a marvel of topography: a canyon within a canyon, and regarded as one of the largest in the world. The oldest sedimentary rocks here were created around two billion years ago; 500 million years ago the Earth’s pressures forced them to rift and tilt, forming a wide tectonic canyon. The second canyon, 270m deep, was then cut when the Fish River carved its course through the new valley floor.

2. Tsodilo Hills

THE LOUVRE OF THE DESERT

Rising dramatically from Botswana’s arid Kalahari are the Tsodilo Hills, a collection of mystical quartzite rock formations that boast one of the highest concentrations of rock art in the world. There are about 4500 rock paintings within an area of 10 sq km. Archaeologists estimate that the hills have provided shelter to humans for around 100,000 years; excavations show that ancestors of the San were there 30,000 years ago, and that Bantu people arrived around 500 CE. The hills are held sacred by the San, who believe them to be the resting place of their ancestors, who likely created the magnificent rock paintings.

3. Twyfelfontein

RITUAL RECORDS OF THE SAN

One of Africa’s largest concentrations of petroglyphs can be found along the edge of a broad valley at Twyfelfontein in Damaraland (northwestern Namibia). The dramatic open-air sandstone galleries contain around 2000 rock engravings, some of which are thought to be as old as 5000 years. The petroglyphs depict geometric images as well as animals such as elephants, rhinos, ostriches and zebras, and offer a coherent record of the rituals and beliefs of the San hunter-gatherers, who have roamed this region for millennia.

4. Welwitschia Plains

A COLLECTION OF LIVING FOSSILS

What the dishevelled-looking welwitschia plants (Welwitschia mirabilis) lack in beauty, they more than make up for in terms of interest – for these bizarre-looking desert plants are among some of the oldest on the planet. Some specimens on Welwitschia Plains – where the plants can be seen in their greatest concentrations, about 30 to 50km inland from Swakopmund (Namibia) – are estimated to be 2000 years old. Botanists believe they are relics of the Jurassic period, when dinosaurs roamed the Earth, about 200 million years ago.
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5. Dias Cross

BEACON OF EARLY EXPLORATION

In 1488, Portuguese explorer Bartolomeu Dias sailed into Lüderitz Bay (Namibia); he was on the return leg of his pioneering voyage around the southernmost tip of Africa, which opened the sea route to Asia via the Cape of Good Hope. On the far western headland of the bay, Dias erected a padrão, a cross-shaped stone beacon that was used as a navigational aid by sailors for at least another 333 years. A replica of the original cross now stands in its location. Dias named the bay Angra das Voltas; it was renamed by Germany’s first prominent colonialist, Adolf Lüderitz, who established a trading post at the natural harbour.

6. Ovahimba Living Museum

WHERE TRADITIONS THRIVE

The open vistas of the Kaokoveld (northwestern Namibia) are the home of the Himba, a tribal group that was part of the early Bantu migrations and moved down from Angola into northern Namibia in the 16th century. The Himba people – who comprise one of Namibia’s 12 major ethnic groups – still live a semi-nomadic, pastoral lifestyle, and at the Ovahimba Living Museum visitors can engage in and experience the traditional Himba culture. It’s one of seven ‘living museums’ supported by the Living Culture Foundation, which aims to preserve Namibia’s traditional cultures.

7. Kolobeng Mission

RUINS OF DAVID LIVINGSTONE’S MISSION

Today only remnants of the mission station at Kolobeng near Gaborone remain, but it is tightly woven into the development of the region: it was here the first church and school were built in what would later become Botswana. The site was established in 1847 by Scottish missionary doctor David Livingstone and his wife, Mary Moffatt Livingstone, who converted the Bakwena people to Christianity; they also introduced irrigation techniques and European construction practices to the region. Livingstone built a church and home here, and it was from Kolobeng that he set off on his pioneering expeditions. The mission was abandoned in 1852, after an attack by the Boers.

8. Baines Baobabs

BEACONS OF THE KALAHARI

In 1862, the English artist, naturalist and cartographer Thomas Baines camped in an enclave of seven baobabs on the south of Botswana’s Nxai Pan. When Baines immortalised the mighty baobabs (which now carry his name) in a watercolour that hangs in London’s Natural History Museum, he created an evocative record of trees that were used by hunters, gatherers and travellers for centuries. Their enormous trunks have provided water and shelter, and their leaves and bark are used as food and medicine. The trees, which can live 2000 years, also served as landmarks for hunters and explorers, who would often carve their names and messages into the trunks.

9. Old Palapye

ONCE THE BANGWATO STRONGHOLD

The striking red-brick ruin of the Gothic-style London Missionary Church at Old Palapye (eastern Botswana) might create the impression of a former colonial settlement, but actually it marks the site of what was once the thriving capital of the Bangwato people. Phalatswe, as it was then called, was established when Christian chief Khama III and his people arrived from Shoshong in 1889 and settled on the fertile land near the Tswapong Hills. Within 13 years it had become a town of 30,000 people but water resources had been so depleted that the chief moved his people to Serowe. He then ordered Phalatswe to be torched.

10. Three Dikgosi Monument

BOTSWANA’S CHIEFS OF INDEPENDENCE

Watching proudly over Gaborone’s city centre are the 5.4m-high bronze statues of three men who played a pivotal role in retaining Botswana’s independence from Cecil John Rhodes’ exploitative British South Africa Company. Concerned that the Bechuanaland Protectorate would be taken over by Rhodes’ empire, dikgosi (chiefs) Khama III, Sebele I and Bathoen I sailed to England in 1895 to appeal to the British Parliament that Bechuanaland remain under the administration of the British Crown. With the support of the London Missionary Society and other Christian groups, they eventually succeeded.

11. Waterberg Plateau

GENOCIDE OF THE HERERO PEOPLE

The Waterberg Plateau was the setting of the pivotal battle in the German campaign against the Herero. For 10 years the colonialists had suppressed insurgences but in 1904 a 750-strong German force went into battle with an army of 8000 Herero men. The Herero, led by Chief Samuel Maharero, were equipped with modern weapons but it was a decisive victory for the Germans once their reinforcements arrived. About 120 German soldiers and settlers were killed, and in response, General Lieutenant Lothar von Tratha issued the order that ‘Any Herero found within the German borders with or without a gun, with or without cattle, will be shot’. By 1908 between 65,000 and 80,000 Herero – around 75% of their population – had been killed.

12. Victoria Falls Bridge

MORE THAN A LANDMARK

The iconic 198m-long steel bridge that spans the Zambezi Valley connects Zimbabwe with Zambia and, ever since its completion in 1905, has been the primary artery for trade between the countries north and south of the mighty Zambezi River. The Victoria Falls Bridge was commissioned as a vital link in Rhodes’ vision for the Cape to Cairo railway, and to connect the coalfields of Zimbabwe’s Hwange area with the copperbelt in Zambia. It took 14 months to build the bridge; components were manufactured in England, shipped to Beira in Mozambique and then transported by rail to Victoria Falls.

[image: jpg]

Christ Church, Windhoek, Namibia | nate hovee/shutterstock ©

13. Christ Church

THE UNOFFICIAL SYMBOL OF WINDHOEK

With its towering steeple and gingerbread-house-like facade, Windhoek’s iconic Christuskirke (also called Christ Church) is a grand relic of Germany’s colonial hold on Namibia. Plans for the neogothic-style Evangelical Lutheran church were drawn up by government architect Gottlieb Redecker in 1900, but construction was delayed by the Germans’ wars with the Herero and Nama. The foundation stone was finally laid in 1907, and the striking building was constructed from local sandstone. When it was consecrated three years later, it was called the Church of Peace.

14. Omugulugwombashe

BIRTHPLACE OF NAMIBIAN INDEPENDENCE

The town of Omugulugwombashe in northern Namibia played a pivotal role in Namibia’s history. After WWI, Namibia became a territory under the administration of the Union of South Africa. However, in 1966, when that United Nations mandate was abolished, South Africa refused to give up what then was called South West Africa. The South West African People’s Organisation (Swapo) took the matter to the International Court of Justice, which upheld South Africa’s right to govern South West Africa. In response, Swapo’s armed wing, the South West African Liberation Army (Swala), launched a campaign of guerrilla warfare when South African forces attacked Swala’s training camp in Omugulugwombashe on 26 August 1966. Namibia eventually gained independence in 1990.

15. Orapa

FROM RAGS TO RICHES

Botswana’s fortunes changed dramatically in 1967, when diamonds were discovered in Orapa. From being one of the poorest countries on the African continent (with a GDP per capita of under US$200), Botswana spent the next 40 years topping the list of fastest-growing economies on the planet. By 2021 the country’s GDP per capita was more than US$6800, and revenue from diamond mining has been used to transform Botswana’s education system, health facilities and infrastructure. Botswana is now one of the world’s greatest suppliers of the precious stone, mining around one-quarter of the world’s diamond supply.





BETWEEN
THE LINES

A literary journey through Botswana and Namibia. By Narina Exelby
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THE TRADITION OF storytelling runs deep in Africa. So deep, that it’s etched even into the rock and tells of the spiritual beliefs of the San people, who have roamed the region for millennia. Some of the oldest petroglyphs at Twyfelfontein in Namibia date back around 5000 years, and at Tsodilo Hills in Botswana, thousands of paintings tell the myths of Africa’s early hunter-gatherers. ‘The Louvre of the Desert’, people often call it, but it could just as well be nicknamed Library of the San.

In 1911, German linguist Wilhelm HI Bleek and writer Lucy C Lloyd published Specimens of Bushman Folklore, perhaps the earliest written collection of San mythology. Among the 87 stories translated from the |Xam Bushmen (whose language is now extinct) are tales of how the sun, moon and stars were created, as well as the origin of death. ‘A sort of Stone Age Bible’ is how South Africa–born explorer and conservationist Sir Laurens van der Post (1906–96) once described the collection. It was two of Van der Post’s own books, The Lost World of the Kalahari (1958) and The Heart of the Hunter (1961), that later informed much of the Western world’s knowledge of the San.

Oral traditions have carried the history and folklore of Southern Africa for millennia, yet in Botswana and Namibia modern literature is still in its infancy. The first printing presses in Namibia were owned by missionaries and the earliest works they produced, as with those in Botswana, were religious texts written in local languages. It was only in 1959, when poet HD Namuhuja published Omahodhi Gaavali (Parental Tears), that the first non-religious book was published by a Black Namibian.

Arguably, the most widely known novel to come out of the region is Alexander McCall Smith’s The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency (1998). The book, whose fictional main character set up Botswana’s first woman-run detective agency, evolved into a 23-book series, a movie and a television series. Successful as it is, however, it doesn’t slip easily under the umbrella of Botswanan literature. While McCall Smith was raised in neighbouring Zimbabwe, he lived only a few years in Botswana, as did American writer Norman Rush, whose novel Whites (1986), also set in Botswana, was a finalist in the 1987 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction.

Bessie Head (1937–86) wasn’t raised in the country either, but she is often regarded in Botswana’s literary circles as its most influential writer. Head moved from South Africa as a political exile in 1964 and drew on her experiences as a mixed-race woman to write about poverty, power and discrimination. Her most notable works include When Rain Clouds Gather (1968), Maru (1971) and A Question of Power (1973).

There was a flurry of writing in Botswana from the mid-1970s into the 1980s; Botswana had gained independence in 1966 and as many artists and writers from Southern Africa found themselves in exile here, literary groups and journals were established and writers like Andrew Sesinyi (Love on the Rocks, 1981) and poet Barolong Seboni made their voices heard. In 1976 Mvula Ya Nangolo (1943–2019), considered the father of Namibian poetry, published From Exile (in Zambia); it was his first volume of poetry, and the first volume of Namibian poetry to be published in English.

Namibia’s literary scene is still emerging and, as with the books coming out of Botswana, political and social themes are often tightly woven into the work. In her compelling first novel, The Purple Violet of Oshaantu (2001), Neshani Andreas (1964–2011) dealt with women’s struggle for equality against patriarchal structures in rural northern Namibia. Andreas was the first Namibian author to be included in the prestigious Heinemann African Writers Series (the first book published in the series was Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart). Lawyer and former High Court judge Unity Dow tackles the imbalance of power and search for identity in her popular Botswana-based novels, including Far and Beyon’ (2000) and The Heavens May Fall (2006). Multiple-award-winning writer Lauri Kubuitsile, who was raised in America but has lived in Botswana since 1989, often pens children’s books and romances, although she confronts social issues too. The Scattering (2016) is a particularly poignant historical novel about a young Herero mother who escapes the German massacre, only to end up in a death camp in Lüderitz. A lighter book, written with a wonderful sense of humour, is The Eternal Audience of One (2019), a coming-of-age novel by Rwandan-Namibian writer Rémy Ngamije. ‘Meet the future of African literature,’ wrote Mukoma Wa Ngugi, author of The Rise of the African Novel, when he reviewed Ngamije’s debut offering.

Botswana and Namibia’s writers might only be penning the first chapter of their country’s contribution to modern literature, but one thing is certain: it is a compelling read.





FABRIC,
FASHION & IDENTITY

African fashion is rich and deeply rooted in the culture of the continent. By Sarah Kingdom
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AFRICAN TRADITIONIS expressed through many different art forms – music, dance, art, sculpture, beadwork and, of course, clothing. The way one dresses can express a person’s heritage, culture, style and so much more. Southern Africa is a region rich in cultural diversity, and traditional clothing and fabrics play an important role in the expression of these cultures. In Africa, the type of clothing worn varies from north to south and east to west, by religious beliefs and traditional customs. While, historically, the traditional attire of the area was animal-skin-based, the arrival of European and Asian influences, dating back to the 16th century, led to most cultures adopting various textiles as cultural wear. From the Herero people of Namibia to the Ndebele of Zimbabwe, from shwe-shwe cloth in Botswana to chitenje in Zambia, the clothing and fabrics of Southern Africa reflect the history, customs and beliefs of its people. And while modern times have seen a move away from traditional dress, for many there is still a link between clothing and identity, and it plays an important symbolic role in the preservation of national values and cultural heritage.

Namibia’s Diverse & Distinctive Dress

Traditional attire plays an important role in the preservation of cultural heritage for the tribes of Namibia, which is home to 10 indigenous tribes and ethnic groups, each with its own unique traditional clothing.

The San people are the first people of Africa; descendants of the original Homo sapiens, they are the region’s earliest inhabitants and it’s estimated that they’ve been living here for the last 30,000-plus years. The San are known for their animal-skin clothing. Men wear antelope skirts and leather coats, and carry a shoulder bag for their personal belongings. Women also wear animal-skin skirts and long shorts, leather coats and a double leather apron that covers their front and back, as well as lots of rings and necklaces.

One of the most iconic Namibian tribes is the Himba, with an estimated population of about 50,000, who live in northern Namibia. What makes the Himba people immediately recognisable is their terracotta-red skin, coloured by smearing the body with a paste called otjize, which is made from butterfat, ochre pigment and scented resins. For clothing, the Himba, like the San, also favour leather, with the men usually dressed in calfskin and often wearing sandals with soles made from old car tyres. Both men and women wear numerous necklaces and arm bracelets, made from ostrich eggshell beads, grass, cloth and copper. Adult women wear beaded anklets to protect their legs from venomous animal bites. The most important and precious piece of jewellery a Himba woman wears is a necklace called an ohumba, a large white shell that comes from Angola. This is a symbol of fertility and is given to a mother following the birth of her first child.

The Herero people are among the most famous in Namibia. The original dress of the Herero people consisted of leather aprons (front and back), made from sheep, goat or game skin. They were known for their ostrich-shell-embellished over-skirts and their metal beadwork, as well as brass, copper and carved horn cuffs worn on their wrists and ankles. With the arrival of German colonisers though, in the late 19th century, Herero women were forced to abandon their traditional wear for Victorian-style gowns. This eventually led to the ohorokova, a floor-length dress with colourful, vibrant patterns worn with several petticoats underneath, today considered the traditional Herero dress. This is not just a fancy gown, though; the ohorokova is also a reminder of the Herero’s ruinous history with their German colonisers who, between 1904 and 1907, conducted a campaign of ethnic extermination, massacring somewhere between 50,000 and 65,000 Herero and 10,000 Nama. The genocide nearly wiped out these once prosperous people of Namibia, and their cultural dress is worn today as a sign of empowerment and a protest against oppression. The dress is topped off with a hat, called an otjukaiva, that mimics the horn of a cow and is a symbol of respect and homage to the cows that have historically sustained the Herero people.

Botswana’s Bold Traditional Attire

In Botswana, pre-colonial Tswana people, like their tribal neighbours to the north and west in Namibia, dressed in clothing made from animal skins. What they wore and how they wore it represented their social class, gender, age and status. Poorer tribespeople wore fewer items of clothing and what they wore was made from antelope skin. Those of higher status wore coats made from the fur of such animals as wild cats, jackals and hares, sometimes with 15 to 18 pelts sewn together for just one article of clothing. Ornaments, usually made of copper, leather and animal teeth, also played an important role, and people of every age and gender wore them, often in large quantities. Like the Himba in Namibia, pre-colonial Tswana also used a mixture of ochre and animal fat to cover their clothes and skin.

The arrival of missionaries in Botswana in the mid-19th century saw a marked change in what local people wore. Missionaries moving into Southern Africa brought European traditions with them, and they tried to dress the local people in European clothing. Gradually, the Tswana began to mix styles, using modest European dresses, combined with karosses (traditional skin blankets) or woven blankets. Old-style Tswana outfits have got somewhat lost over time and are now usually reserved for special occasions like weddings and other traditional ceremonies.

What’s viewed as traditional clothing in Botswana now, for women, tends to be a skirt known as a khiba. This is usually made from shwe-shwe cloth (known as leteisi in the Setswana language), brought to Southern Africa in the mid-1800s by German immigrants. Women still wear the kaross, and nursing mothers use an animal-skin wrap (thari) to carry their babies on their backs. Young girls might wear a skirt called a makgabe, which is made of small Tswana beads.

Zimbabwean Threads: Heritage & History

Across the border, pre-colonial Zimbabwe was a multi-ethnic society, made up of numerous different peoples and kingdoms. The fact that there are 16 official languages in the country demonstrates the diversity of culture, and goes some way to explaining why there isn’t one singular national traditional dress.

The Shona and Ndebele people are now the two biggest ethnicities in Zimbabwe, with the Shona forming approximately 70% of the population and the Ndebele around 20%. For the Shona, traditional clothing was usually animal skins called mhapa and shashiko. This later evolved when the Shona people started trading for cloth with other tribes. Shona traditional cloth (Jira reRetso) is known as the cloth of the ancestors – a beautiful material, typically red in colour with a distinct black and white geometric pattern inspired by the sacred red serpent. Jira reRetso is used for wraps, headdresses or even scarves.

For Ndebele women, traditional dress is colourful, bright and decorated with lots of beautiful beadwork. What a woman wears shows her age and status in the community, with young girls wearing beaded aprons or beaded skirts, and older girls who’ve undergone initiation wear many thick isigolwani – thick beaded hoops of twisted grass – around their necks, arms, legs and waist. They also wear isiphephetu, a beaded apron, elaborately decorated with beadwork in geometric designs, given to them by their mothers as a symbol of entering into womanhood. A married woman traditionally wears a striped blanket (nguba) in green, red, blue, yellow and brown, over her shoulders, and lots of isigolwani around her neck and legs. She also wears copper and brass rings, or dzilla, around her arms, neck and legs. The number of copper and brass rings indicates the husband’s wealth: the richer the husband, the more rings the wife will wear. Ndebele men’s traditional clothing is nowhere near as elaborate as the women’s and involves wearing an apron made from the skin of a genet or civet cat that is beaded in geometric designs. Historically, a leather or fur headdress and a small shoulder cloak were also part of the traditional attire, but those are rarely seen now.

Chitenje Charm: Zambia’s Fashion

Hopping over the border to Zambia, the style of traditional clothing varies here from tribe to tribe, and with over 70 different tribes in the country, there is wide cultural diversity. Generally, women usually wear loose dresses or long skirts and a blouse. Long trousers and loose-fitting cotton shirts are favoured by most men. The one common clothing item that’s found in Zambia is the chitenje, a piece of cloth, 2m in length, that women wrap around their bodies, use as a headscarf or even as a baby sling. The width of the cloth is enough to cover a person more or less from their waist to their ankles – this is used for modesty and for practical purposes of keeping clothing clean. While the fabric originally comes from Indonesia, it has grown in vast popularity across Africa and is now considered cultural wear for many.

In rural Zambia, when a woman comes of age, she starts wearing a chitenje as a sign that she is now a woman and must dress respectably. Covering the legs is considered essential for modest female dress, and it would be unusual in any Zambian rural village to find a woman not wearing a chitenje. Chitenje, mass-produced, colourful, lightweight and 100% cotton, serve as an inexpensive, informal piece of clothing, though they are often turned into two-piece tailored outfits, usually comprising a top and a skirt. Decorated with a wide variety of colours, patterns and sometimes even political slogans, the patterns and colours are immensely varied. A chitenje costs around $4 each, so they are an economical fashion accessory – as well as a lightweight souvenir. Chitenje are an integral part of Zambian culture, from the cradle to the grave: in the village, a newborn baby is often wrapped in a chitenje, and when someone dies, they may be wrapped in their favourite chitenje to be buried.
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TRADITIONAL ATTIRE PLAYS AN IMPORTANT ROLE IN THE PRESERVATION OF CULTURAL HERITAGE.







LAST CHANCE
TO SEE

Where to see some of the most endangered species in Namibia and Botswana – and, why they matter. By Narina Exelby
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THE STATISTICS ON the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species are frightening. More than 42,100 species are threatened with extinction; 27% of the planet’s mammals, 13% of the birds; 69% of the world’s cycads. These figures might cast a pall of doom and gloom, but they can also provide inspiration. A reason to travel – a reason to get out there and, at worst, see these species before they disappear or, on a more positive note, to contribute to their survival by bringing revenue into vulnerable areas and supporting the organisations that work tirelessly to protect the biodiversity of natural habitats, ease human–wildlife conflict, shift old mindsets and combat poaching.

More than 19% of Namibia’s land is now protected, and 25% of Botswana is set aside as national parks and game reserves. Incredible work is being done in both countries to conserve delicate ecosystems and protect myriad threatened species, from aardvarks to cheetahs, pangolins, giraffes, ground hornbills and elephants. Here are some of the endangered species you might get to see in Namibia or Botswana, and why they matter.

African Wild Dog

IUCN CONSERVATION STATUS: ENDANGERED

The elusive African wild dog (Lycaon pictus) is the most endangered large carnivore in Southern Africa. Once, half a million wild dogs roamed 39 African countries but nowadays only 6600 across 14 countries remain. The largest populations, researchers say, are around northern Botswana and eastern Namibia, with Botswana being home to around one-third of the continent’s remaining wild dogs.

These striking animals – each one with its own individual markings – are Africa’s most successful mammalian predators. They’re highly organised hunters and, led by the pack’s dominant female, enjoy a success rate of 75%. Lions, their predators out in the wild, catch and kill their prey only 25% of the time.

Quite predictably, it’s humans who are partly to blame for the wild dogs’ dwindling numbers. For decades, these animals were considered vermin; farmers held them responsible for the loss of valuable livestock, and they would (some still do) shoot or poison the animals in a desperate attempt at retaliation. But it’s not human–wildlife conflict that poses their biggest threat; it’s habitat fragmentation and loss. Wild dogs can cover a range of up to 1400km and, as urban areas expand and more land is converted to agriculture, the space they need in order to survive is dwindling. Their hunting and range (they’ll sometimes cover 50km in a day) play a vital role in maintaining the natural balance of ecosystems: they feed on weak and sick animals, and as they move through their territory they shift their prey around, inadvertently helping to regulate the vegetation within their vast range.

You can see African wild dogs here:

Botswana Moremi Game Reserve, Chobe National Park

Victoria Falls Zambezi National Park

Namibia Khaudum National Park, Bwabwata National Park

Giant Quiver Tree

IUCN CONSERVATION STATUS: CRITICALLY ENDANGERED

With its pale, lanky limbs that are tufted with eruptions of thick leaves, the giant quiver tree (Aloidendron pillansii; formerly Aloe pillansii) looks more like a sculpture than a plant. This stately succulent, which can grow taller than 10m and live to around 150 years, is the rarest of Africa’s aloe species, and in the wild you’ll be able to see it only around the extremely arid mountains of southern Namibia and northwestern South Africa.

The giant quiver tree is a keystone species; many other species rely on it for their survival and, should it become extinct, the environment would be altered dramatically. In this area void of other trees, giant quiver trees are used by raptors as vantage points; they also create nesting sites for smaller birds, and provide shelter, food and moisture for a variety of insects. Ants and sugarbirds harvest nectar when the giant quiver tree flowers in late spring and during times of drought a number of species rely on the water that giant quiver trees can hold in their branches.

The number of giant quiver trees in the wild is decreasing dramatically. Between 1937 and 2004 the number of adult plants halved – most likely due to grazing by livestock, damage by baboons and porcupines, illegal specimen collecting and climate change. According to the IUCN, only 6000 to 9000 specimens remain in the wild.

You can see giant quiver trees in |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld Transfrontier Park.

White-backed Vulture

IUCN CONSERVATION STATUS: CRITICALLY ENDANGERED

White-backed vultures (Gyps africanus) are among the most endangered birds in Southern Africa. According to the IUCN, over the past three generations (one lifespan is about 20 years) their population has declined by as much as 89% – and it’s not slowing down.

White-backed vultures play an exceptionally important role in controlling the spread of disease and maintaining a healthy ecosystem. They feed on carrion before harmful bacteria is able to grow on carcasses, and their stomach acids neutralise pathogens, which limits the spread of disease in the natural environment. But it’s the vultures’ food source, however, that’s inadvertently playing a major role in their demise, as feeding on poisoned carcasses is the primary cause of death in these scavengers.

Once vultures locate a dead animal, they circle high above it. Poachers know that this behaviour can alert anti-poaching units to their illegal activity, so they often lace a carcass with poison – and the effects are disastrous. In 2019, 537 vultures (468 of them white-backed vultures) died near Zimbabwe’s Hwange National Park when they fed on the carcasses of three poisoned elephants.

Habitat loss, dwindling wildlife populations and the traditional African medicine trade are also threats to this species.

You can see white-backed vultures here:

Botswana Central Kalahari Game Reserve, Khutse Game Reserve, Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park

Victoria Falls The vulture feeding station at Victoria Falls Safari Lodge

Namibia Etosha National Park, Namib-Naukluft National Park, Zambezi Region, central and northern regions of Namibia

Otjikoto Tilapia

IUCN CONSERVATION STATUS: CRITICALLY ENDANGERED

The pretty Otjikoto tilapia (also called Nguni fish or African koi) is a rare species of fish endemic to northern Namibia, and you can see it at two small lakes just east of Tsumeb.

To ensure the survival of the species, it was introduced to little Lake Otjikoto (as the fish’s common name implies) from the only place in which it occurs naturally: Lake Guinas (hence its scientific name, Tilapia guinasana). It has also been introduced to a few private dams in the area.

The Otjikoto tilapia evolved in solitary Lake Guinas without threat from predators, and ichthyologists say this is why the species has no camouflage. The mottled fish are generally between 9cm and 14cm long; colour morphs are dark blue, blue striped, light blue, olive green and olive green striped, sometimes with a little yellow, white or blotches of black.

The biggest threat to this rare species is the extraction of groundwater for farming; a potential danger is the introduction of other fish species that might feed on the Otjikoto tilapia, or compete with them for their main food source: algae growing on the lakes’ dolomite walls.

Lakes Otjikoto and Guinas, the only permanent natural lakes in Namibia, are in fact sinkholes that formed when limestone karsts collapsed. Guinas is around 120m deep, and it’s not yet known how deep Otjikoto is, as its base narrows into a horizontal cave system.

For more on Lake Guinas and Lake Otjikoto.

Black Rhino

IUCN CONSERVATION STATUS: CRITICALLY ENDANGERED

Despite the alarming decrease in population of white rhino (Ceratotherium simum), the IUCN lists that species as Endangered, while it’s the belligerent black rhino (Diceros bicornis) that is listed as Critically Endangered. Back in 1973, there were 37,807 black rhinos on the African continent – but hunting and poaching took their toll and by the mid-1990s that figure fell to just 2354. Thanks to persistent conservation efforts the black rhino population had doubled by 2017, and despite poaching it continues to rise. (The population of white rhinos is around 10,000.)

Rhinos are a keystone species, and the role they play in shaping and maintaining the environment is vital. They help to maintain the plant diversity of thickets and savannahs, and their dung fertilises soils and spreads nutrients around their territories. To cool off and control parasites, rhinos will wallow in muddy water holes; this behaviour shapes the landscape and helps to keep valuable water sources open and accessible to other animals. The ticks and parasites removed during their wallowing become food for terrapins, and those that remain on the rhino feed ox-peckers.

The role of rhinos in the economic ecosystem is incredibly important too. As a drawcard for tourists, they inject very valuable income into local economies, which fuels and sustains communities and also encourages the conservation of natural areas.

You can see black rhinos here:

Botswana Moremi Game Reserve

Victoria Falls Stanley and Livingstone Private Game Reserve

Namibia Etosha National Park, Damaraland
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RHINOS PLAY A VITAL ROLE IN SHAPING AND MAINTAINING THE ENVIRONMENT.







LISTEN FOR
THE HEARTBEAT

Sightsee. Taste. Get hands-on. But don’t overlook sound when seeking the pulse of these places. Multiple lenses and senses reveal the layers of a destination. You can taste the vivacious Atlantic Ocean in Namibia’s oysters or observe the bristling potency of a lion’s prowess, even when it’s sleeping in a fever-berry tree shadow in the Okavango Delta. But how to hear the heart of a place? Music is an obvious start. By Melanie van Zyl
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Dancing, Zambezi Region, Namibia | FABIAN PLOCK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Shake, Rattle, Rock & Roll

Folklore and centuries of oral traditions tell us that the earliest San societies gathered around campfires across Botswana and Namibia. People played thumb pianos (mbira) accompanied by music bows and consulted with their forebears through sacred songs, trance and dance routines that often enacted the constant quest for food and supplies.

Jazz, reggae, gospel and hip hop are popular forms of modern music and tinkle from radio speakers (many solar powered) across the countryside today. But in the Central Kalahari, you’ll hear more surprising compositions inspired by Black Sabbath, Iron Maiden, Alice Cooper and Def Leppard, the result of a dynamic heavy metal subculture dubbed MaRock that emerged from the backroad Botswana towns of Ghanzi and Rakops along the boundaries of the Central Kalahari Game Reserve.

Typified by fierce vocals and extended rock guitar solos, bands like Overthrust, Skinflint, Wrust and Vitrified tackle tricky topics, such as corruption, with solemn riffs. Local boutique festivals galvanised the distinctive subculture, and the Winter Metal Mania Fest and Vulture Thrust remain popular (if somewhat irregular) events today. As much an attitude as a sound, leather jackets, studs, spikes, chains and denim vests are typical attire of these committed metalheads, topped by embellished wild west cowboy hats and tailed with ranch boots that honour the regional significance of cattle.

Botswana means ‘land of the Tswana’, and about 80% of the country’s population claims Tswana heritage. As land-owning agriculturalists, historically, the Batswana are farmers and herders, and cattle are still the measure of a family’s status in many ways.

Botswana’s second-largest ethnic group, at around 11% of the population, the Bakalanga, is a strong land-owning group whose members are thought to descend from the Rozwi empire – the culture responsible for building Great Zimbabwe.

Also leather-clad during celebratory dance, but in more traditional string outfits covered with intricate beading instead of metal studs, the Bakalanga people reside in Botswana’s well-wooded northeast district (near Francistown), which is characterised by mopane trees. Fat caterpillars feed on protein-rich leaves and are considered a juicy delicacy. The remaining insects that make it to their moth mutation ditch their roomy cocoons (roughly the size of your thumb) and the Bakalanga people collect these silky sleeping bags to sew them onto a cord of plaited fibre or strips of leather creating leg rattles. Sometimes called mishwayo, musicians wearing them stamp their feet in synchronised hops, shaking stones or seeds against mopane moth cocoons in catchy rhythms.

The Maitisong Festival is Botswana’s biggest arts festival, held at the end of March in Gaborone and is a veritable soundscape in itself. Concerts of laughter commence with uproarious stand-up comedy acts, feet slap onto the stage in unison during high-energy dance displays and even woeful wailing takes place during headline acts by the likes of the highly acclaimed Mophato Dance Theatre. The main musical production is based on a different theme or story each year (in 2023, it centred on rain).

Boisterous Birds

Another seasonal performance occurs on the sparkling Makgadikgadi Salt Pans and shimmering lakes beside the Atlantic Ocean. Lesser and greater flamingos flock to food-rich epicentres at shallow pans and lagoons, flooding the desert shoreline, and gravitate to the salt flats of Walvis Bay, Lüderitz and Etosha in Namibia, and Sua Pan in Botswana. Their long legs and necks gracefully contort as they sieve for snacks while wading through the waters. But don’t let the elegant appearance of flamingos fool you. Chattering and squawking, these clamorous, boisterous birds gather in their thousands, incessantly honking and braying like donkeys. The cacophony can be heard over long distances and signals the male flamingo’s fitness, dominance and readiness to find a mate.

Shrill Thrill-seekers

Displaying one’s brawn, prowess and physicality is a breeze at Victoria Falls. However, finding a mate may be more complicated. Shrill shrieks will betray even the bravest traveller bounding into oblivion at Batoka Gorge. The hollers of exhilaration (or terror!) from noisy thrill-seekers rumble through the atmosphere as people plunge, zip, soar, slide and swish through the air or water of this undisputed adrenaline capital. One of the most famous bungee jumps in the world, the leap from atop the iconic Victoria Falls bridge takes you tumbling 111m into the Zambezi River. It’s a long way down to get your heart rate up. Other blood-pumping activities include ziplining or swinging (where you plunge before swaying across the gorge like a human pendulum) and top whitewater rafting adventure. Whether skilled rafters or rookies, Class V rapids mean long boat rides with huge drops and big kicks.

Thundering Waters

The spectacularly roaring Victoria Falls certainly add to the charge. With a width of over 1.7km and a height of 108m, the Zambezi River rushes over the basalt barrier in a forceful whoosh, producing misty clouds seen from kilometres away. Sometimes, the spray is so thick that seeing the falls themselves from certain viewpoints can be impossible.

A better, descriptive name in the local Toka-Leya language is Mosi-oa-Tunya, which translates to ‘the smoke that thunders’. This thunder is rivalled only by the frequent whumping of helicopter blades hovering above, showcasing the drama of the drop from above on the ‘flight of angels’.

The Clatter of Trains

More soothing is the rhythmic clack of trains on the track. The Victoria Falls Bridge is a critical crux of the historic railway system that threaded through Southern Africa. The route winds beside the rugged landscape of Victoria Falls, at times offering fine views of the Zambezi River and the waterfall from the bridge. Passengers can board luxurious trains to take in the romance of yesteryear or clamber onto the Bamba Tram to hear the clickety clatter up-close while seated in the open-air coach.

Seals & Desert Songs

A chorus of wheezing and belching awaits in the west. You may smell the pungent odour first, but the distinctive barks and grunts of the Skeleton Coast seal colonies rise above the din of the crashing icy breakers. Seals use sound to communicate through the deafening waves and sinister fogs that wrecked many a ship on this shore. If you’re lucky, these social animals will kick up an even more enormous stink, the alert that a predator is nearby. The impressive desert-adapted lions of this area specialise in hunting the fatty sea creatures, but the yelping beasts boom and slap and splash together to try to intimidate unwanted intruders.

Far more dignified is the sing-song trill of the dainty dune lark. Despite Namibia’s inhospitable landscape, more than 700 bird species have been recorded. However, it has only one truly endemic bird species (where its entire global population is contained within the borders). The little brown dune-running bird is a problematic feathered find confined to the Namib Desert dune sea. But, listen out for the distinctive, long series of 10 to 13 simple, staccato notes followed by a short whistle, and you might locate it more easily. Associated with Bushman grasses and !nara melons, the dune lark roots out insects at the vegetated base of these fodder clumps. Open your ears around Elim Dune near Sesriem Canyon (on the way to Sossusvlei), and you might spot it running rapidly over the naked sand between its restaurant patches of herbage.

Chatty Reptiles

The dry lands of Botswana and Namibia are also home to over 150 reptile species. These include 72 species of snake, such as the venomous Mozambique spitting cobra and black mamba. Lizards are everywhere. The largest are leguaans (docile water monitors that reach over 2m in length), and one of the smallest makes a veritable racket. Most reptiles are silent (save for the puff adder, which sizzles with an ominous huffing hiss when disturbed), but as the campfire flames lick the star-sodden desert skies, a peculiar clattering, akin to the striking of small stones, fills the crisp air. Barking geckos chirp and click to chat with one another and gecko choirs reverberate across the darkness at their loudest just after sunset and shortly before sunrise. Commonly heard and hardly seen, they live in small funnel-shaped burrows dug into the fine ochre sands. If found, you’ll see a strange (but surprisingly friendly) wide-eyed dinosaur-like face perched at the burrow opening. The kek-kek-kek call, which continues for hours on end, is the territorial cry of the male and the soundtrack to camping in the Kalahari and the Namib Deserts.

Serenity of the Sands

Then there is the most endangered sound of all. Silence. The endless sands of the Namib Desert quell all ambient audio. In the absence of vehicles, human chatter and animal sounds, the only chords would be the whistling wind.

Unless that wind is punctuated by the whoosh of a hot-air balloon as it takes flight over the wilderness. An unforgettable way to soak up the astonishing desert scenery, your balloon rises to the swooshing hiss of the helium burner as it warms the air within, creating lift. This extraordinary adventure flaunts the miraculous spectacle of nature and the wonder of human ingenuity: common veins that pulse through Botswana, Namibia and Victoria Falls.
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Namib dune gecko | ANOUKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

GECKO CHOIRS REVERBERATE ACROSS THE DARKNESS AT THEIR LOUDEST JUST AFTER SUNSET AND SHORTLY BEFORE SUNRISE.
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Elephants cross the Chobe River in Botswana.
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Find a pot of gold in NamibRand Nature Reserve in Namibia.
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Victoria Falls

THE SMOKE THAT THUNDERS

Heralded as the greatest waterfall on
Earth, Victoria Falls is a must-see for
any traveller to this region. Whether

Victoria you base yourself at Livingstone
Falls in Zambia or at Victoria Falls town
in Zimbabwe, you'll be in a prime
position to experience the bucket-list
activities that this region is known
for, whether it’s bungee jumping,
whitewater rafting, plunging into a
pool on the rim of the falls, or simply
taking in the magnificent view of the
place the Batonga people named
Mosi-oa-Tunya, ‘the smoke that
thunders'.

Namibia

Botswana

Namibia
EPIC LANDSCAPES AND FASCINATING
HUMAN HISTORY
The beauty of Namibia’s remote, wild
landscapes is absolutely astounding. Ina

Botswana
country where contrasts abound - there are
the evocative, windswept desertscapes of the

Atlantic coastline and Namib-Naukluft National
Park, and the verdant wetlands of the Zambezi
Region; the flatlands of Etosha National Park,
and the great valleys of the Fish River Canyon

- one common thread is Namibia’s alluring
sense of solitude. Human history can be traced
from the rock art around Damaraland through
to the Himba people in the Kaokoveld and the
intriguing colonial architecture at Windhoek and
Lideritz.

AN UNPARALLELED DESTINATION FOR
WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES
Botswana is undoubtedly one of the best safari
destinations on the planet: from the tangled
waterways of the iconic Okavango Delta to the vast
arid plains of the Kalahari Desert, the country’s
stunning wilderness regions support a wealth of
wildlife. There are more than 50,000 elephants in
Chobe National Park; black-maned lions prowl the
Kalahari; at least 350 species of birds can be found
in the Tuli Block; and more than 20,000 zebras
migrate between the Chobe River floodplains and
the Makgadikgadi Pans system.
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