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Location
The Republic of Namibia is located in southwest Africa, astride the Tropic of Capricorn and beside the South Atlantic Ocean. Its main borders are with South Africa, Botswana, and Angola, though it also adjoins Zambia.

Topography
Consider Namibia as falling into three distinct topographical areas. Inland a 2,000m-high central plateau runs north to south down the spine of the country. This is hilly, verdant country where most of Namibia’s best farmland is concentrated.
To the west of this plateau, the land drops off a dramatic escarpment to the Namib Desert, which stretches for 1,600km beside the Atlantic Ocean. This narrow coastal strip of gravel flats, isolated mountains and sand-dunes is one of the world’s oldest and most interesting deserts.

On the eastern side of the plateau, the land gently descends to the great sand-sheet of the Kalahari Desert, which lies at about 1,000m and merges into Botswana. This is rolling country with vegetated sand-dunes.

Size
Namibia is very large country, covering about 824,292km²: much larger than Kenya, and more than twice the size of Zimbabwe. In Western terms, Namibia is more than a third larger than the UK and Germany combined, or twice the size of California.

Climate
Namibia has a sub-tropical desert climate. Rainfall occurs in the hottest season, generally from December to March, and can be heavy in northern Namibia. The further south or west you go, the drier it gets, with many southern regions of the Kalahari and the whole of the coastal Namib Desert receiving no rainfall at all some years. In this ‘rainy season’ temperatures occasionally reach 40ºC, and it can be humid in the north.

From April to September, in the ‘dry season’, it is generally cool, pleasant, clear and dry. Temperatures average around 25ºC during the day, but nights are much colder. Frost is possible in the higher areas and the deserts. October and November are still within the ‘dry season’, but then the temperatures are higher, especially in the lower-lying and more northerly areas.

Flora and fauna
Despite its aridity, Namibia is full of fascinating wildlife. Its national parks and concession areas have protected their flora and fauna effectively and offer some superb big game, far from the tourist hordes in more conventional safari countries. Namibia has been the most successful country in the world at protecting its black rhino population, and has Africa’s largest population of cheetahs.

Because the Namib is one of the world’s oldest deserts, the extraordinary way that plants, animals, and even human populations have adapted and evolved in order to survive here is fascinating. There are many endemic species; animals and plants not found anywhere else. From beetles and birds to big game like the famous ‘desert elephants’ and strange welwitschia plants – Namibia has unique and varied wildlife.

Natural resources
Namibia has rich deposits of diamonds, uranium and other minerals that are already being extracted extensively. There are also plans to tap into the Kudu gas field, in the South Atlantic Ocean off Namibia’s southern coast.

Population
Namibia’s populations, estimated in 1996, was 1,677,000. At its present rate of growth, it will double in size in about 23 years. There are 11 main ethnic groups, of which the largest are the Owambos who make up half the country’s population. The population is densest in the north (near the Angolan border), where rainfall is heaviest.

Health
Namibia’s doctor/patient ratio is one of the best in Africa, with one doctor for every 3,650 people. There are about five beds per 1,000 people, which is the third best ratio in Africa. For visitors with health insurance, there are several first-class private hospitals and an efficient company, MediRescue, which provides emergency air evacuations from the rural areas.

Education
Literacy is estimated at about 40%. Since independence, the government has poured resources into an expansion of the education system, and at present about 89% of children (aged 6–16) attend school. There are small primary schools in the most rural of areas and large secondary schools in the regional centres. To help with this expansion, many foreign teachers came to Namibia with the help of NGOs and overseas aid agencies.

Language
English is the official language and is taught throughout the education system, though Afrikaans is still the lingua franca amongst many of the older generation. The main ethnic languages fall into the Bantu and Khoisan language groups. Most black Namibians will also speak one or more African languages, whilst many white Namibians (especially those in the commercial farming communities) regard German as their first language.

Religion
Some 80–90% of the population follow a Christian religion. Dutch Reformed, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Methodist and Presbyterian churches are all common. However, most people will also subscribe to some traditional African religious practices and beliefs.

History
For thousands of years Namibia had been the preserve of Khoisan peoples who first hunted and gathered. Later, within the last two millennia, they also kept some livestock. Less than 500 years ago the first Bantu-speaking people arrived, originating from further north in Africa. They depended upon cattle and used iron-age technology.

By the early 1800s friction was developing between these groups, which was severely compounded by the arrival of missionaries, traders and colonists. By the late 1800s there was strong competition for the best land and resources. Germany claimed this land as their colony, German South West Africa, in 1884. They crushed local resistance and German colonists arrived. In 1915, because of World War I, the Germans surrendered to South African forces.

At the end of the war, South Africa received a League of Nations mandate to administer the territory, which it called South West Africa. Despite a UN vote (Resolution 435) to revoke the mandate in 1978, and increasing military pressure by the South West African People’s Organisation (SWAPO) against the occupying South African troops, South Africa held on to the territory for a further ten years. Following extensive talks in 1988, UN Resolution 435 was implemented, and Namibia became independent on March 21 1990.

Economy
Mining is the mainstay of the economy, accounting for about 25% of Namibia’s GDP. There are important reserves of uranium, lead, zinc, tin, silver, copper and tungsten as well as very rich deposits of alluvial diamonds. Fishing, agriculture and tourism also play important roles in the formal economy, whilst about 60% of the workforce works in agriculture. The country’s commercial agriculture is limited by water, while large sections of wetter northern regions are already farmed intensively by subsistence farmers. Economically Namibia remains dependent on South Africa; its other main trading partners are Germany, Switzerland and the UK.

Currency
Rates of Exchange in June 1998:

£1 = N$8.20 (Namibian dollars) = R8.20 (South African rand).

US$1 = N$5.13 (Namibian dollars) = R5.13 (South African rand).

Namibia changed its currency in September 1993, from the South African rand to the Namibian dollar. However, this has remained pegged at exactly the same value as the rand. Namibian dollars and rand are interchangeable in Namibia, whilst in South Africa you must change the dollars at a bank, and may be charged a small premium for doing so.

Government
The Republic of Namibia’s modern constitution, adopted on independence in 1990, was hailed as one of the world’s most democratic. Its entrenched Bill of Rights provides for freedom of speech, press, assembly, association, and religion. It also set up a bicameral Westminster-style parliament, with a strong executive and independent judiciary.

General elections for the first House of Parliament, the National Assembly, are held every five years. The members of the second House of Parliament, the National Council, are drawn from 13 Regional Councils, which are elected every six years. The constitution limits the president to a maximum of two terms of office.

Politics
In December 1994, the incumbent president, Sam Nujoma, was re-elected to a second five-year term of office. He heads a multi-party government in which his party, SWAPO, has 53 of the 72 elected seats in the National Assembly. The main opposition party is the Democratic Turnhalle Alliance (DTA), which has the majority of the remaining seats.

Tourism
Tourism to Namibia remains small-scale, but has been growing steadily by about 15% per year since 1993. Statistics for arrivals from overseas in 1997 indicate about 28,000 visitors from the UK, 14,000 from the USA, and 80,000 from Germany. Namibia has tremendous potential for sustained growth in tourism, provided the increases are steady and well managed.

Namibia’s main attractions for visitors are stunning scenery, pristine wilderness areas and first-class wildlife. As long as the country remains safe and its wilderness areas are maintained – then the country’s potential for quality tourism is unrivalled in Africa. Already tourism is a powerful earner of foreign exchange and a vital support for numerous local community development schemes.
	Chapter Two
History and Economy
	[image: image1.png]







	HISTORY
	



Pre-history
Namibia’s earliest inhabitants
Palaeontologists looking for evidence of the first ancestors of the human race have excavated a number of sites in southern Africa. The earliest remains yet identified are stone-age tools dated at about 200,000 years old, which have been recovered in gravel deposits around what is now the Victoria Falls. It is thought that these probably belong to homo erectus, whose hand-axes have been dated in Tanzania to half a million years old. These were hunter-gatherer people, who could use fire, make tools, and had probably developed some simple speech.

Experts divide the stone age into the middle, early, and late stone ages. The transition from early to middle stone-age technology – which is indicated by a larger range of stone tools often adapted for particular uses, and signs that these people had a greater mastery of their environment – was probably in progress around 125,000 years ago in southern Africa.

The late stone age is characterised by people who used composite tools, those made of wood and/or bone and/or stone used together, and by the presence of a revolutionary invention: the bow and arrow. This first probably appeared about 15,000 years ago, by which time the original Namibians were already roaming the plains of Damaraland and painting on the rocks at Twyfelfontein.

Africa’s iron age
Around 3000bc, late stone-age hunter-gatherer groups in Ethiopia, and elsewhere in north and west Africa, started to keep domestic animals, sow seeds, and harvest the produce: they became the world’s first farmers. 

By around 1000bc these new pastoral practices had spread south into the equatorial forests of what is now Congo, to around Lake Victoria, and into the northern area of the Great Rift Valley, in northern Tanzania. However, agriculture did not spread south into the rest of central/southern Africa immediately. Only when the technology, and the tools, of iron-working became known did the practices start their relentless expansion southwards.

The spread of agriculture and iron-age culture seems to have been a rapid move. It was brought south by Bantu-speaking Africans who were taller and heavier than the existing Khoisan-speaking inhabitants of southern Africa.

Bantu colonisation
Khoisan coexistence
By around the time of Christ, the hunter-gatherers in Namibia seem to have been joined by pastoralists, the Khoi-khoi (or Nama people), who used a similar language involving clicks. Both belong to the Khoisan language family, as distinct from the Bantu language family. These were pastoralists who combined keeping sheep, goats and cattle with foraging.

These stock animals are not native to southern Africa and it seems likely that some Khoisan hunters and gatherers acquired stock, and the expertise to keep them, from early Bantu tribes in the Zimbabwe area. As the Bantu spread south, into the relatively fertile Natal area, the Khoisan pastoralists spread west, across the Kalahari into Namibia. Their traditional gathering knowledge, and ability to survive on existing plant foods, meant that they didn’t depend entirely on their stock. Hence they could expand across areas of poor grazing which would have defeated the less flexible Bantu.

By around the 9th century another group, the Damara, are recognised as living in Namibia and speaking a Khoisan language. They cultivated more than the Nama, and hence were more settled. Their precise origin is hotly debated, as they have many features common to people of Bantu origin and yet speak a Khoisan language.

The first Bantu people
By the 16th century the first of the Bantu-speaking peoples arrived from the east, the Herero people. Oral tradition suggests that they came south from East Africa’s great lakes to Zambia, across Angola, arriving at the Kunene River around 1550. However they got here, they settled with their cattle in the north of the country and the plains of the Kaokoveld. (Note that the Himba people living in the Kaokoveld today are a sub-group of the Herero, speaking the same language.)

Where the Herero settled, the existing people clearly had to change. Some intermarried with the incoming groups; some may even have been enslaved by the newcomers. A few could shift their lifestyles to take advantage of new opportunities created by the Herero, and an unfortunate fourth group (the Bushmen of the time) started to become marginalised, remaining in areas with less agricultural potential. This was the start of a poor relationship between the cattle-herding Herero and the Bushmen.

These iron-working, cattle-herding Herero people were very successful, and as they thrived, so they began to expand their herds southwards and into central Namibia.

The early explorers
Meanwhile, in the 15th century, trade between Europe and the East opened up sea routes along the Namibian coast and around the Cape of Good Hope. The first Europeans recorded as stepping on Namibian soil were the Portuguese in 1485. Diego Cão stopped briefly at Cape Cross on the Skeleton Coast and erected a limestone cross. On December 8 1487, Bartholomeu Diaz reached Walvis Bay and then continued south to what is now Lüderitz. However, the coast was so totally barren and uninviting that even though the Portuguese had already settled in Angola, and the Dutch in the Cape, little interest was shown in Namibia.

It was only in the latter half of the 18th century when British, French and American whalers began to make use of the ports of Lüderitz and Walvis Bay, that the Dutch authorities in the Cape decided in 1793 to take possession of Walvis Bay – the only good deepwater port on the coast. A few years later, France invaded Holland, prompting England to seize control of the Cape Colony and, with it, Walvis Bay.

Even then, little was known about the interior. It wasn’t until the middle of the 19th century that explorers, missionaries and traders started to venture inland, with Francis Galton and Charles John Andersson leading the way.

Oorlam incursions
By the latter half of the 18th century, the Dutch settlers in the Cape of South Africa were not only expanding rapidly into the interior, but they were also effectively waging war on any of the indigenous people who stood in their way. In Africa: A Biography of a Continent, Reader (see Further Reading) comments:

‘Khoisan resistance hardened as the frontier advanced during the 18th century. [The] Government [of the Cape’s] edicts empowered [commando groups of settlers]... to wage war against all the region’s Khoisan, who were now to be regarded as vermin. Slaughter was widespread. Official records show that commandos killed 503 Khoisan in 1774 alone, and 2,480 between 1786 and 1795. The number of killings that passed unrecorded can only be guessed at.’

By 1793 the settler population in the Cape totalled 13,830 people, who between them owned 14,747 slaves.

With this pressure from the south, it is no wonder that mobile, dispossessed bands of Khoisan, known as Oorlam groups, pressed northwards over the Orange River and into southern Namibia. They often had guns and horses, and had learned some of the European’s ways. However, they still spoke a Khoisan language, and were of the same origins as the Nama pastoralists who had already settled in southern Namibia.

At that time, the Nama in southern Namibia seem to have been settled into a life of relatively peaceful, pastoral coexistence. Thus the arrival of a few Oorlam groups was not a problem. However, around the start of the 19th century more Oorlams came, putting more pressure on the land, and soon regular skirmishes were a feature of the area.

In 1840 the increasingly unsettled situation was calmed by an agreement between the two paramount chiefs: Chief Oaseb of the Nama, and Jonker Afrikaner of the Oorlam people. There was already much intermingling of the two groups, and so accommodating each other made sense – especially given the expansion of Herero groups further north.

The deal split the lands of Southern Namibia between the various Nama and Oorlam groups, whilst giving the land between the Kuiseb and the Swakop rivers to the Oorlams. Further, Jonker Afrikaner was given rights over the people north of the Kuiseb, up to Waterberg.

The Oorlam people
Originating from the Cape, the Oorlam people were a variety of different groups, all speaking Khoisan languages, who left the Cape because of European expansion there. Some were outlaws, others wanted space far from the Europeans. Many broke away from fixed Nama settlements to join roving Oorlam bands, led by kapteins – groups which would hunt, trade, and steal for survival.

Nama–Herero conflict
By around the middle of the 18th century, the Herero people had expanded beyond Kaokoland, spreading at least as far south as the Swakop River. Their expansion south was now effectively blocked by Oorlam groups, led by Jonker Afrikaner, who won several decisive battles against Herero people around 1835 – resulting in his Afrikaner followers stealing many Herero cattle, and becoming the dominant power in central Namibia. From 1840, Jonker Afrikaner and his Oorlam followers created a buffer zone between the Hereros expanding from the north, and the relatively stable Nama groups in the south.

European colonisation
The missionaries
In the early 1800s, missionaries were gradually moving into southern Namibia. The London Missionary Society and the German Rhenish and Finnish Lutheran Mission Societies were all represented. These were important for several reasons. Firstly, they tended to settle in one place, which became the nucleus around which the local Nama people would permanently settle. Often the missionaries would introduce the local people to different ways of cultivation: a further influence to settle in permanent villages, which gradually became larger.

Secondly, they acted as a focal point for traders, who would navigate through the territory from one mission to the next. This effectively set up Namibia’s first trade routes – routes that soon became conduits for the local Nama groups to obtain European goods, from guns and ammunition to alcohol. It seems that the missionaries sometimes provided firearms directly to the local people for protection. Whilst understandable, the net effect was that the whole area became a more dangerous place.

In 1811 Schmelen founded Bethanie, and more missions followed. By December 1842, Rhenish missionaries were established where Windhoek now stands, surrounded by about 1,000 of Jonker Afrikaner’s followers. The settlement soon started trading with the coast, and within a few years there was a steady supply of guns arriving.

Nama conflict
In 1861 Jonker Afrikaner died, whilst returning from a raid he had mounted on the Owambo people (a group of Bantu origin who had settled in the far north of the country and displaced some of the Hereros). Jonker’s death left a power vacuum in central Namibia.

There were many skirmishes for control during the rest of the 1860s, and much politicking and switching of alliances between the rival Nama groups (some of Oorlam descent). The main protagonists included the Witboois from around Gibeon, the Afrikaners based in Windhoek, the Swartboois, the Blondelswarts, the Topnaar and the Red Nation.

The traders
By around 1850 many hunters and traders were penetrating Namibia’s interior, in search of adventure and profit – usually in the form of ivory and ostrich feathers. Amongst these, Charles John Andersson was particularly important, both for his own role in shaping events, and also for the clear documentation that he left behind, including the fascinating books Lake Ngami and The River Okavango (see Further Reading) – chronicling his great journeys of the late 1850s.

In 1860 he bought up the assets of a mining company, and set up a centre for trading at Otjimbingwe, a very strategic position on the Swakop River, half-way between Walvis Bay and Windhoek. (Now it is at the crossroads of the D1953 and the D1976.) In the early 1860s he traded with the Nama groups in the area, and started to open up routes into the Herero lands further north and east. However, after losing cattle to a Nama raid in 1861, he recruited hunters (some the contemporary equivalent of mercenaries) to expand his operations and protect his interests.

In 1863 the eldest son of Jonker Afrikaner led a foolish raid on Otjimbingwe. He was defeated and killed by Andersson’s men, adding to the leadership crisis amongst the Nama groups. By 1864 Andersson had formed an alliance with the paramount Herero chief, Kamaherero, and together they led a large army into battle with the Afrikaner Namas at Windhoek. This was indecisive, but did clearly mark the end of Nama domination of central Namibia, as well as inflicting a wound on Andersson from which he never fully recovered.

The peace of 1870
During the later 1860s the centre of Namibia was often in a state of conflict. The Hereros under Kamaherero were vying for control with the various Nama clans, as Charles Andersson and his traders became increasingly important by forming and breaking alliances with them all.

After several defeats, the Nama kaptein Jan Jonker led an army of Afrikaners to Okahandja in 1870 to make a peace with Kamaherero. This was brokered by the German Wesleyan missionary Hugo Hahn – who had arrived in Windhoek in 1844, but been replaced swiftly after Jonker Afrikaner had complained about him, and requested his replacement by his missionary superiors.

This treaty effectively subdued the Afrikaners, and Hahn also included a provision for the Basters, who had migrated recently from the Cape, to settle at Rehoboth. The Afrikaners were forced to abandon Windhoek, and Herero groups occupied the area. Thus the Basters around Rehoboth effectively became the buffer between the Herero groups to the north, and the Namas to the south. 

The 1870s was a relatively peaceful era, which enabled the missionaries and, especially, the various traders to extend their influence throughout the centre of the country. This most affected the Nama groups in the south, who began to trade more and more with the Cape. Guns, alcohol, coffee, sugar, beads, materials and much else flowed in. To finance these imports, local Nama chiefs and kapteins charged traders and hunters to cross their territory, and granted them licences to exploit the wildlife.

The Hereros, too, traded; but mainly for guns. Their social system valued cattle most highly, and so breeding bigger herds meant more to them than the new Western goods. Thus they emerged into the 1880s stronger than before, whilst the power of many of the Nama groups had waned.

The scramble for Africa
In the last few decades of the 19th century the Portuguese, the British, the French, and Leopold II of Belgium were starting to embark on the famous ‘Scramble for Africa’. Germany had long eschewed the creation of colonies, and Bismarck is widely quoted as stating: ‘So long as I am Chancellor we shan’t pursue a colonial policy.’

However, in March 1878 the English government of South Africa’s Cape formally annexed an enclave around Walvis Bay. (The British had been asked earlier by missionaries to help instil order in the heartland of Namibia, but they didn’t feel that it was worth the effort.)

In late 1883 a German merchant called Adolf Lüderitz started to buy land on the coast. He established the town named Lüderitzbucht – usually referred to now as Lüderitz – and began trading with the local Nama groups. (It was news of this act that was said to have finally prompted Britain to make Bechuanaland a protectorate.)

Faced with much internal pressure, Bismarck reversed his policy in May 1884. He dispatched a gunboat to Lüderitz and in July claimed Togo and Cameroon as colonies. By August Britain had agreed to Germany’s claims on Lüderitz, from which sprang the German colony of South West Africa. Lüderitz itself was bought out a few years later by the newly formed German Colonial Company for South West Africa, and shortly after that the administration of the area was transferred directly to Germany’s control.

In May 1884, Portugal proposed an international conference to address the territorial conflicts of the colonial powers in the Congo. This was convened in Berlin, with no Africans present, and over the next few years the colonial powers parcelled Africa up and split it between them. Amongst many territorial dealings, mostly involving pen-and-ruler decisions on the map of Africa, a clearly defined border between Britain’s new protectorate of Bechuanaland and Germany’s South West Africa was established in 1890 – and Britain ceded a narrow corridor of land to Germany. This was subsequently named after the German Chancellor, Count von Caprivi, as the Caprivi Strip.

German South West Africa
After a decade of relative peace, the 1880s brought problems to central Namibia again, with fighting between the Hereros, the Basters, and various Nama groups, notably the Afrikaners and the Swartboois. However, with German annexation in 1884 a new power had arrived. For the first five years, the official German presence in South West Africa was limited to a few officials stationed at Otjimbingwe. However, they had began the standard colonial tactic of exploiting small conflicts by encouraging the local leaders to sign ‘protection’ treaties with Germany.

The Hereros, under chief Maherero, signed in 1885, after which the German Commissioner Göring wrote to Hendrik Witbooi – the leader of the Witbooi Namas who occupied territory from Gibeon to Gobabis – insisting that he desist from attacking the Hereros, who were now under German protection. Witbooi wrote to Maherero, to dissuade him from making a ‘pact with the devil’ – he was, perhaps, ahead of his time in seeing this German move as an opening gambit in their bid for total control of Namibia.

In 1889 the first 21 German soldiers, Schutztruppe, arrived. More followed in 1890, by which time they had established a fort in Windhoek. That same year Maherero died, which enabled the German authorities to increase their influence in the internal politics of succession which brought Samuel Maherero to be paramount chief of the Herero. By 1892 the first contingent of settlers (over 50 people) had made their homes in Windhoek.

A fair trade?
The 1890s and early 1900s saw a gradual erosion of the power and wealth of all Namibia’s existing main groups, in favour of the Germans. Gradually traders and adventurers bought more and more land from both Nama and the Herero, aided by credit-in-advance agreements. A rinderpest outbreak in 1897 decimated the Herero’s herds, and land sales were the obvious way to repay their debts. Gradually the Herero lost their lands and tension grew. The Rhenish Missionary Society saw the evil, and pressurised the German government to create areas where the Herero could not sell their land. Small enclaves were thus established, but these didn’t address the wider issues.

The 20th century
Namibian war of resistance 1904–7
As land was progressively bought up, or sometimes simply taken from the local inhabitants by colonists, various skirmishes and small uprisings developed. The largest started in October 1903 with the Blondelswarts near Warmbad, which distracted most of the German Schutztruppe in the south. See Further Reading for details of Mark Cocker’s excellent Rivers of Blood, Rivers of Gold which gives a full account of this war.

The Herero nation had become increasingly unhappy about its loss of land, and in January 1904 Samuel Maherero ordered a Herero uprising against the German colonial forces. Initially he was clear to exclude as targets Boer and English settlers and German women and children. Simultaneously he appealed to Hendrik Witbooi, and other Nama leaders, to join battle – they, however, stayed out of the fight.

Initially the Hereros had success in taking many German farms and smaller outposts, and in severing the railway line between Swakopmund and Windhoek. However, later in 1904, the German General Leutwein was replaced by von Trotha – who had a reputation for brutal oppression after his time in East Africa. Backed by domestic German opinion demanding a swift resolution, von Trotha led a large German force including heavy artillery against the Hereros. By August 1904 the Hereros were pushed back to their stronghold of Waterberg, with its permanent water-holes. On 11 August, the Germans attacked, and the battle raged all day. Though not decisive, the Hereros’ spirit was beaten by the superior firepower and they fled east, into the Kalahari. Many perished. Sources conflict about exactly how many Hereros lost their lives, but the battle at Waterberg certainly broke their resistance to the Germans.

Thereafter, somewhat late to be effective, Hendrik Witbooi’s people also revolted against the Germans, and wrote encouraging the other Nama groups to do the same. The Red Nation, Topnaar, Swartbooi and Blondelswarts joined in attacking the Germans, though the latter were largely incapacitated after their battles the previous year. The Basters stayed out of the fight.

For several years these Nama groups waged an effective guerrilla campaign against the colonial forces, using the waterless sands of the Kalahari as a haven in which the German troops were ineffective. However, in 1905 Hendrik Witbooi was killed, and January 1907 saw the last fighters sue for peace.

German consolidation
With South West Africa under stable German control, there was an influx of German settler families and the colony began to develop rapidly. The settlers were given large plots of the country’s most productive lands, the railway network was expanded, and many of the towns began to grow. The non-European Namibians were increasingly marginalised, and simply used as a source of labour.

The building of the railway to Lüderitz led to the discovery of diamonds around there in 1908, and the resulting boom encouraged an influx of prospectors and German opportunists. By that time the mine at Tsumeb was already thriving, and moving its copper produce south on the newly built railway.

The German settlers thrived until the declaration of World War I, and between 1907 and 1914 the colonists were granted self-rule from Germany, a number of the main towns were declared as municipalities, and many of Namibia’s existing civic buildings were constructed.

World War I
At the onset of World War I, Britain encouraged South Africa to push north and wrest German South West Africa from the Germans. In July 1915, the German Colonial troops surrendered to South African forces at Khorab – a memorial now marks the spot. At the end of the war, Namibia became a League of Nations ‘trust territory’, assigned to the Union of South Africa as ‘a sacred trust in the name of civilisation’ to ‘promote to the utmost the material and moral well-being of its inhabitants’. The Caprivi Strip was incorporated back into Bechuanaland (though it was returned 20 years later).

The final colonists
South African rule
After overcoming their initial differences, new colonists from South Africa and the existing German colonists soon discovered a common interest – the unabashed exploitation of the native population whose well-being they were supposed to be protecting.

Gradually more and more of the land in central Namibia was given to settler families, often Boers from South Africa rather than Germans from Europe. The native population was restricted to various ‘native areas’ – usually poor land which couldn’t be easily farmed by the settlers: Bushmanland and Hereroland in the Kalahari, Damaraland and Kaokoland bordering on the Namib. Much of the rest of the black population was confined to a strip of land in the north, as far from South Africa as possible, to serve as a reservoir of cheap labour for the mines – which South Africa was developing to extract the country’s mineral wealth. 

In 1947, after World War II, South Africa formally announced to the United Nations its intention to annex the territory. The UN, which had inherited responsibility for the League of Nations trust territories, opposed the plan, arguing that ‘the African inhabitants of South West Africa have not yet achieved political autonomy’. Until 1961, the UN insisted on this point. Year after year it was systematically ignored by South Africa’s regime.

The struggle for independence
Between 1961 and 1968, the UN tried to annul the trusteeship and establish Namibia’s independence. Legal pressure, however, was ineffective and some of the Namibian people led by the South West African People’s Organisation (SWAPO) chose to fight for their freedom with arms. The first clashes occurred on August 26 1966.

In 1968, the UN finally declared the South African occupation of the country as illegal and changed its name to Namibia. Efforts by the majority of the UN General Assembly to enforce this condemnation with economic sanctions were routinely vetoed by the Western powers of the Security Council – they had vested interests in the multinational companies in Namibia and would stand to lose from the implementation of sanctions.

The independence of Angola in 1975 affected Namibia’s struggle for freedom, by providing SWAPO guerrillas with a friendly rearguard. As a consequence the guerrilla war was stepped up, resulting in increased political pressure on South Africa. But strong internal economic factors also played heavily in the political arena. Up to independence, the status quo had preserved internal inequalities and privileges. Black Africans (90% of the population) consumed only 12.8% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Meanwhile the inhabitants of European origin (10% of the population) received 81.5% of the GDP. Three-quarters of the agricultural production was in the hands of white farmers. Although average per-capita income was (and remains) one of the highest in Africa, whites earned on average over 17 times more than blacks. The white population clearly feared they had a great deal to lose if a majority government came to power and addressed itself to these racially-based inequalities.

However, external South African economic factors had perhaps the greatest effect in blocking Namibian independence. South African and multinational companies dominated the Namibian economy and carried massive political influence. Prior to independence, the Consolidated Diamond Mines Company (a subsidiary of Anglo-American) contributed in taxes 40% of South Africa’s administrative budget in Namibia. Multinationals benefited from extremely generous facilities granted to them by the South African administration in Namibia. According to one estimate, the independence of Namibia would represent costs for South Africa of US$240 million in lost exports, and additional outlays of US$144 million to import foreign products.

In South Africa the official government view stressed the danger that a SWAPO government might present to Namibia’s minority tribes (since SWAPO membership is drawn almost exclusively from the Owambo ethnic group), whilst taking few serious steps towards a negotiated settlement for Namibian independence.

On the military side, South Africa stepped up its campaign against SWAPO, even striking at bases in southern Angola. It also supported Jonas Savimbi’s UNITA (National Union for the Total Independence of Angola) forces in their struggle against the Soviet/Cuban-backed MPLA (Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola) government in Luanda. Meanwhile, Cuban troops poured into Angola and aggravated the situation further by threatening the South African forces in Namibia.

Resolution 435
On the diplomatic front, a proposal (Resolution 435) put forward by the UN security council called for, amongst other things, the cessation of hostilities, the return of refugees, the repeal of discriminatory legislation and the holding of UN-supervised elections. South Africa blocked this by tying any such agreement to the withdrawal of Cuban troops from Angola, and demanding guarantees that its investments in Namibia would not be affected. SWAPO refused to agree to special benefits for the European population and other minority groups, nor would it accept predetermined limitations to constitutional change following independence.

By 1987, all the states involved in the conflict were showing clear signs of wanting an end to hostilities. After 14 years of uninterrupted war, Angola’s economy was on the brink of collapse. (The war is calculated to have cost the country US$13 billion.) On the other side, South Africa’s permanent harassment of Angola, and military occupation of Namibia were costing the regime dearly both economically and diplomatically. 

In December 1988, after prolonged US-mediated negotiations, an agreement was reached between South Africa, Angola and Cuba for a phased withdrawal of Cuban troops from Angola to be linked to the withdrawal of South African troops from Namibia and the implementation of Resolution 435.

Independence
The independence process began on April 1 1989, and was achieved with the help of the United Nations Transition Assistance Group (UNTAG). This consisted of some 7,000 people from 110 countries who worked from nearly 200 locations within the country to ensure free and fair elections and as smooth a transition period to independence as was possible.

In November 1989, 710,000 Namibians (a 97% turn-out) voted in the members of the National Assembly which would draft the country’s first constitution. SWAPO won decisively, but without the two-thirds majority it needed to write the nation’s constitution single-handedly, thereby allaying the fears of Namibia’s minorities. The 72 elected members (68 men and four women) of the Constituent Assembly, representing between them seven different political parties, soon reached agreement on a constitution for the new Namibia, which was subsequently hailed as one of the world’s most democratic. Finally, at 00.20 on March 21 1990, I watched as the Namibian flag replaced South Africa’s over Windhoek, witnessed by Pérez de Cuéllar, the UN Secretary-General, F W de Klerk, the South African President and Sam Nujoma, Namibia’s first president.

The country’s mood was peaceful and, on the day, ecstatic. There was a tremendous feeling of optimism, as (arguably) Africa’s last colonial territory had earned its independence – after sustained diplomatic pressure and a bitter liberation struggle that stretched back to the turn of the century.

Politics since independence
Since started with every indication that Namibia would stand by its constitution and develop into a peaceful and prosperous state. Walvis Bay, previously disputed by South Africa, was transferred to Windhoek’s control on February 28 1994, and its relations with neighbouring countries remain good.

In December 1994 general elections for the National Assembly returned SWAPO to power, with 53 out of 72 seats, and extended Sam Nujoma’s presidency for a further five years. The main opposition continues to be be the Democratic Turnhalle Alliance (DTA), although it is still haunted by the stigma of its co-operation with the former South African regime. 

	ECONOMY
	



Before independence, the South African administration controlled the economy along traditional colonial lines. The country produced what it did not consume and imported everything it needed, including food. Namibia still exports maize, meat and fish, and imports rice and wheat. It exports minerals and raw materials and, since it is still establishing industries, meets most if its needs for manufactured goods by importing them from South Africa.

Namibia inherited a well-developed infrastructure and considerable remaining mineral wealth. The revenue and foreign exchange from mining is still used to provide the financial muscle for the government’s agenda. Realistically, Namibia’s economy is likely to stay closely involved with the South African economy, especially while Namibia continues to peg its currency to the value of the South African rand.

The government is developing structural changes to make the economy more equitable, and to diversify its components. Better living conditions for the majority of Namibians are being realised by increasing the productivity of the subsistence areas, particularly in the populated north. However, there remains an enormous gap between the rich and the poor, which must be closed if the country is to have a secure and prosperous future.

The Guano Trade 
A poem quoted in The River Okavango by CJ Andersson:

‘There’s an island that lies on West Africa’s shore,

Where penguins have lived since the flood or before,

And raised up a hill there, a mile high or more.

This hill is all guano, and lately ’tis shown,

That finer potatoes and turnips are grown,

By means of this compost, than ever were known;

And the peach and the nectarine, the apple, the pear,

Attain such a size that the gardeners stare,

And cry, "Well! I never saw fruit like that ’ere!"

One cabbage thus reared, as a paper maintains,

Weighed twenty-one stone, thirteen pounds and six grains,

So no wonder Guano celebrity gains.’
	Chapter Four
The Natural Environment
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	PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
	



Climate
Most of Namibia is classified as an arid to semi-arid region (the line being crossed from semi-arid to arid when evaporation exceeds rainfall). Most of it has a sub-tropical ‘desert’ climate, characterised by a wide range in temperature (from day to night and from summer to winter), and by low rainfall and humidity. The northern strip follows the same pattern, but has a more moderate, less dry climate.

Temperatures range widely from very hot to very cold, depending on the height of the land above sea level and the month. Note that although the terms ‘summer’ (November to April) and ‘winter’ (May to October) are sometimes used, they are not as applicable as, say, in a European maritime climate.

Most of Namibia’s rain falls in the summer, from around December to March, and it can be heavy and prolonged in Owamboland and Caprivi. The further south or west you go, the drier it becomes, with many southern regions of the Kalahari receiving no rainfall at all some years.

Weather
The beginning of the year, in January and February, is midsummer. Then it’s hot and fairly damp with average maximum temperatures around 25–35°C and average minima around 10–20°C (depending exactly where you are). These averages, however, hide peaks of well over 45°C in the desert.

On a typical day during the rains, the sky will start blue and by early afternoon the clouds will appear. In the late afternoon there will be an hour’s torrential rain on some days. Such tropical storms are spectacular; everything feels terrifically fresh afterwards. However, you wouldn’t want to be caught outside. By the early evening the sky will usually begin to clear again.

The frequency of the rains decreases, and they cease around March or April. From then the heat is waning and the land gradually cools and dries out. The nights quickly become cooler, accentuating the temperature difference between the bright, hot days and the clear nights. May is a lovely month: there is minimal chance of rain, nights are not yet too cold, and many of the summer’s plants are still lush and green.

By June the nights are cold, approaching freezing in desert areas where night game drives can be bitter. July and August are winter, when the average maximum temperatures are around 15–25°C and the average minima are around 0–10°C. That said, you’ll still find yourself wearing shorts and a T-shirt during the day, and getting sunburnt if you are not careful. Clouds will be a rare sight for the next few months.

September is another super month, dry and clear, yet not too hot. By then most green vegetation is fading as the heat begins to build. Everything is dry. All through October the heat mounts, and by November it is very hot during the day. However, the humidity is still exceedingly low, so even the high temperatures feel quite pleasant.

By November the air seems pregnant with anticipation. Everything is dry, awaiting the rains. Though the clouds often build up in the afternoon, they won’t usually deliver until at least December. When (and if ) the rains do arrive, they are a huge relief, dropping the temperatures at a stroke, clearing the air and reviving the vegetation.

The coastal strip
Temperatures on the Namibian coast follow a similar overall pattern, though it may seem very different from one day to the next. Here the climate is largely determined by the interaction between warm dry winds from inland and the cold Benguela Current. The sea is too cold for much evaporation to take place and, consequently, rain-bearing clouds don’t form over the coast. Most of the coast is classified as desert – rainfall is an extremely low 15mm per annum on average, and in some years there may be none. 

However, hot air from the interior mixes regularly with cold sea air to produce a moist fog that penetrates up to 60km inland. This happens regardless of season, and has done for millennia. It is this periodic morning fog which provides the desert’s only dependable source of moisture, and the Namib’s endemic flora and fauna have evolved to take advantage of it.

Geology
Geologically, Namibia forms part of an extremely old region, with Pre-Cambrian granitic and metamorphic rocks dating back over two billion years. These shield or ‘basement’ rocks are usually covered by more recent sedimentary rocks, mostly deposited during the Mesozoic era (65 to 235 million years ago). Tectonic activity or movement in the earth’s crust over the last 100 million years or so created a number of rifts through which magma was able to reach the surface (see the box on Diamond pipes) and resulted in the uplifting of most of the area above sea level.

Kimberlite (diamond) pipes 
Diamond is a crystalline form of ordinary carbon created under conditions of extreme pressure and temperature. In nature, such conditions are only found deep below the earth’s surface in the lower crust or upper mantle. Under certain circumstances in the past (usually associated with tectonic activity) the rock matrix in which diamonds occurred was subjected to such great pressure that it became fluid and welled up to the earth’s surface in a volcanic pipe of fluidised material. The situation is similar to a conventional volcanic eruption, except that instead of basaltic magma being erupted through fissures in the crust, the volcanic material is a peculiar rock called kimberlite. This contains a wide assortment of minerals (including diamond) in addition to large chunks of other rocks that have been caught up in the process.

The pipes are correctly termed kimberlite pipes, and occur throughout southern Africa from the Cape to Zaire. However, only a small proportion of those discovered have proved to contain diamonds in sufficient abundance to be profitably worked. Namibia’s diamonds derive not from primary kimberlite pipes, but from secondary diamond deposits – areas where diamonds have been washed down and deposited by old rivers, which have eroded kimberlite pipes in the interior on their way.

Topography
The topography of Namibia can be divided into four regions. At 2,000m, the highest land is the central plateau that runs roughly from north to south, from south of Keetmanshoop to north of Otjiwarongo. This is hilly and much is under commercial ranches.

On the west side of this, toward the Atlantic Ocean, the land falls off in a steep escarpment down to the Namib Desert’s narrow coastal strip. This escarpment, and the incisions that have been cut through it by river action over the years, provides some of Namibia’s most spectacular scenery. Below, the Namib is a flat coastal plain whose profile is broken only by shifting dunes and the odd towering inselberg.

East of that central plateau, the land slopes off much more gradually, merging into the great sand-sheet of the Kalahari Desert – a plateau standing at about 1,000m, stretching from Namibia into Botswana and even beyond.

Sand-dunes
Barchan, or crescentric, dunes arise wherever sand-laden wind deposits sand on the windward (up-wind) slopes of a random patch on the ground. The mound grows in height until a ‘slip-face’ is established by sand avalanching down on the sheltered leeward (down-wind) side. The resulting dune is therefore in a state of constant (if slow) movement – sand is continuously being deposited and blown up the shallow windward slope and then falling down the steep leeward slope. This slow movement, or migration, is more rapid at the edges of the dune (where there is less wind resistance) than in the centre, which results in the characteristic ‘tails’ of a mature barchan.

Fairly constant winds from the same direction are essential for the growth and stability of barchan dunes, which can migrate from anything up to six metres a year for high dunes to 15 metres a year for smaller dunes. Probably the best examples of barchan dunes occur in Namibia’s Skeleton Coast, where some of the dune crests are highlighted by a purple dusting of garnet sand. You’ll see them ‘marching’ across the road near where the D2345 turns from the main C34 coastal road.

Seif dunes
Where the prevailing wind is interrupted by crosswinds driving in sand from the sides, a long seif or longitudinal dune is formed, instead of a swarm of barchans. The shape of seif dunes is that of a long ridge with high crests, parallel to the direction of the prevailing wind. They commonly occur in long parallel ranges, such as those south of the Kuiseb River which show up so clearly on satellite photographs.

Sand sheets
Sand sheets occur when the land is vegetated with grass and scrub, or is covered with rocks and pebbles. Then the force of the wind is broken and it becomes less homogenous. In such situations poorly developed seif dunes or irregular barchans form, and may often join together to some extent, making an undulating sand sheet. From this platform of coarser sand, more erratic dunes often rise.

Sand sheets, in one form or another, are the most common dune formation in southern Africa, since the ‘text book’ conditions needed to form perfect barchan or seif dunes are rare. However, the principles remain the same and ‘imperfect’ dunes of barchan or seif origin are widespread throughout the Kalahari and Namib deserts.

The Fossil Desert
Though the Namib is one of the world’s oldest deserts, many insist that the Kalahari doesn’t qualify for the title ‘desert’ as it receives much more than 100mm of rain per year. However, the sandsheet that covers the Kalahari results in virtually no surface water, and evidence suggests that it once may have been much more arid than it is now. So although it is commonly called a desert, a better description of it would be ‘a fossil desert’.

	FLORA AND FAUNA
	



Vegetation types
As with animals, each species of plant has its favourite conditions. External factors determine where each species thrives, and where it will perish. These include temperature, light, water, soil type, nutrients, and which other species of plants and animals live in the same area. Species with similar needs are often found together, in communities which are characteristic of that particular environment. Namibia has a number of such communities, or typical ‘vegetation types’, within its borders – each of which is distinct from the others. East of the desert, some of the more common include:

Mopane woodland
The dominant tree here is the remarkably adaptable mopane (Colophospermum mopane), which is sometimes known as the butterfly tree because of the shape of its leaves. It is very tolerant of poorly drained or alkaline soils and those with a high clay content. This tolerance results in the mopane having a wide range of distribution throughout southern Africa; in Namibia it occurs mainly in the higher, slightly wetter areas including Etosha, the northern Kaokoveld, Caprivi and the Kalahari.

Mopane trees can attain a height of 25m, especially if growing on rich, alluvial soils. However, shorter trees are more common in areas that are poor in nutrients, or have suffered from extensive fire damage. Stunted mopane will form a low scrub, perhaps only 5m tall. All mopane trees are deciduous, and the leaves turn beautiful shades of yellow and red before falling in September and October.

Ground cover in mopane woodland is usually sparse, just thin grasses, herbs and the occasional bush. The trees themselves are an important source of food for game, as the leaves have a high nutritional value – rich in protein and phosphorus – which is favoured by browsers and is retained even after they have fallen from the trees. Mopane forests support large populations of rodents, including tree squirrels (Peraxerus cepapi), which are so typical of these areas that they are known as ‘mopane squirrels’.

Savannah
This all-encompassing category refers to those areas of dry, thorny woodland that occur when trees and shrubs have invaded open grassland, often because of some disturbance like cultivation, fire or over-grazing. It could be subdivided further into Thorntree, Bush and Mixed Tree and Shrub Savannah.

Some form of savannah covers much of the Namibian highlands, and the dominant families of trees and bushes are the Acacia, Terminalia (bearing single-winged seeds) and Combretum (bearing seeds with four or five wings), but many others are also present. 

Teak forest
In a few areas of the Kalahari (including some within Kaudom National Park), the Zambezi teak, Baikaea plurijuga, forms dry semi-evergreen forests on a base of Kalahari sand. This species is not fire-resistant, so these stands occur only where slash-and-burn cultivation methods have never been used. Below the tall teak is normally a dense, deciduous thicket of vegetation, interspersed with sparse grasses and herbs in the shadier spots of the forest floor.

Moist evergreen forest
In areas of high rainfall, or near main rivers and swamps where a tree’s roots will have permanent access to water, dense evergreen forest is found. This lush vegetation contains many species and is characterised by having three levels: a canopy of tall trees, a sub-level of smaller trees and bushes, and a variety of ground-level vegetation. In effect, the environment is so good for plants that they have adapted to exploit the light from every sunbeam. In Namibia, this occurs only as riparian forest (sometimes called riverine forest), which lines the country’s major rivers.

Vlei
A vlei is a shallow grass depression, or small valley, that is either permanently or seasonally wet – though Namibia’s vleis are drier than the areas that one would call vleis in countries further east. These open, verdant dips in the landscape usually support no bushes or trees. In higher valleys amongst hills, they sometimes form the sources of streams and rivers. Because of their dampness, they are rich in species of grasses, herbs and flowering plants. Their margins are usually thickly vegetated by grasses, herbs and smaller shrubs.

Floodplain
Floodplains are the low-lying grasslands on the edges of rivers, streams, lakes and swamps that are seasonally inundated by floods. Namibia has only a few floodplains, in the Caprivi area. The best examples are probably beside the Okavango in Mahango, and near the Chobe and Zambezi Rivers in the Impalila area. These contain no trees or bushes, just a low carpet of grass species that can tolerate being submerged for part of the year.

Pan
Though not an environment for rich vegetation, a pan is a shallow, seasonal pool of water with no permanent streams leading into or from it. The bush is full of small pans in the rainy season, most of which will dry up soon after the rains cease. The Etosha and Nyae Nyae pans are just much larger versions, which attract considerable numbers of migrant birds when full.

Desert flora
Weighty tomes have been written on the flora of the Namib Desert, with its endemic plants and multitude of subtly different vegetation zones. One of the easiest to read (see Further Reading) is Dr Mary Seely’s excellent book The Namib, which is widely sold in Namibia. This is well worth buying when you arrive, as it will increase your understanding and enjoyment of the desert immensely.

Distance from the coast and altitude are crucial to note when looking at the Namib’s flora, as both are factors in determining how much moisture a plant receives by way of the fog. This is maximised at an altitude of about 300–600m above sea level, and extends up to about 60km inland. Thus the communities of vegetation can differ widely over very small distances: the plains full of delicate lichens in one place, and empty a kilometre away. Adaptations to the extremes are all around: wax-covered leaves to reduce transpiration, hollow stems to store water, low growth to avoid the wind, slow growth to take advantage of the infrequent moisture.

The species differ too widely to describe here, but are mentioned in the relevant chapters. Many will become familiar to even a casual observer; none could forget the prehistoric welwitschia (Welwitschia mirabilis), the kokerbooms silhouetted on rocky mountainsides, or the strange halfmen seen in the far south.

Animals
Namibia’s large mammals are typical of the savannah areas of southern Africa, though those that rely on daily water are restricted in their distributions. With modern game-capture and relocation techniques, you may well find animals far out of their natural ranges. (Bontebok and black wildebeest, for example, are native to South Africa but are now found on many ranches in Namibia.) Thus what you may see in a given area may be different from what ‘naturally occurs’.

The large predators are all here in Namibia. Lion are locally common, but largely confined to the parks and the Caprivi area away from dense habitation.

Leopard are exceedingly common throughout the country, and the central highlands provide just the kind of rocky habitat that they love. They are, however, very rarely seen naturally.

Cheetah do exceptionally well in Namibia, which is said to have about 40% of Africa’s population. This is mainly because commercial farmers eradicate lion and hyena relatively easily, and allow smaller buck, the cheetah’s natural prey, to coexist with cattle. Hence the cheetahs thrive on large ranches –having problems only if the farmers suspect them of killing stock and try to eradicate them also.

Wild dog have a stronghold in the wild areas around Kaudom, but are seldom seen elsewhere. They need huge territories in which to roam, and don’t survive well on commercially farmed land. Recent attempts to reintroduce them to Etosha have failed; it is hoped that some may succeed in the future.

The social spotted hyena is common in the north and northwest of the country, and even occurs down into the Namib’s central desert areas and the Naukluft mountains – though it is not common here. Much more common and widespread is the solitary, secretive brown hyena, which is common by the coast, where it can even be seen scavenging amongst the seal colonies.

Buffalo occur in protected national parks in the Caprivi, and have been re-introduced to Waterberg from South Africa, but are not found elsewhere in Namibia.

Elephant occur widely in the north, in Kaudom, Caprivi and Etosha. A separate population has its stronghold in the Kaokoveld. Many venture right down the river valleys and live in desert areas: these are the famous ‘desert elephants’. They survive there by knowing exactly where the area’s water-holes are, and where water can be found in the rivers. This ancestral knowledge, probably passed down the generations, is easily lost, although in recent years various conservation/development schemes in the area have been so successful that these ‘desert-adapted’ elephants are now thriving.

Black rhino occur in similar areas, but poaching now effectively limits them to some of the main national parks, and the less accessible areas of the Kaokoveld. Their numbers also are doing very well, and those in the Kaokoveld form one of Africa’s only increasing black rhino populations: success indeed for an area outside any national park where only community conservation schemes stand between the poachers and their quarry. White rhino have been re-introduced to Waterberg and Etosha, where they seem to be thriving.

Antelope are well represented, with springbok, gemsbok or impala being numerically dominant depending on the areas. The rare endemic black-faced impala is a subspecies found only in northwestern Namibia and southern Angola.

Roan antelope are found in the Caprivi, Waterberg and Etosha. Sable occur only in the Caprivi, with excellent numbers often seen on the Okavango’s floodplains on the edge of Mahango. In the Caprivi’s wetter areas there are also red lechwe and the odd sitatunga.

Red hartebeest are widespread in the north and east, though common nowhere. Blue wildebeest are found in Etosha and the north, as are giraffe. Eland occur in Etosha and the Kalahari, whilst Kudu seem the most adaptable of the large antelope, occurring everywhere apart from the coastal desert strip – and also eastwards to the Indian Ocean.

Amongst the smaller antelope, duiker are common everywhere apart from the desert, as are steenbok. Klipspringer occur throughout Namibia’s mountains. Namibia’s smallest antelope, the Damara dik-dik, is endemic to the area around the Kaokoveld and Etosha. 

Birdlife
Much of Namibia is very dry, and thus hasn’t the variation in resident birds that you might find in lusher environments. However, many of those dry-country birds have restricted distributions, and so are endemic, or close to being so. Further, where Namibia’s drier interior borders on to a wetter area, as within Mahango National Park, the species count shoots up.

In addition to its residents, Namibia receives many migrants. In September and October the Palaearctic migrants appear (ie: those that come from the northern hemisphere – normally Europe), and they remain until around April or May. This is also the peak time to see the intra-African migrants, which come from further north in Africa.

The coastal wetland sites, most notably around Walvis Bay and Sandwich Harbour, receive visits from many migrating species, as well as seabird species that aren’t normally seen in the interior of southern Africa. So visits including the Caprivi and the coast, as well as the country’s interior, make Namibia an excellent and varied destination for birding trips.

Inevitably the rains from December to around April see an explosion in the availability of most birds’ food: seeds, fruits and insects. Hence this is the prime time for birds to nest, even if it is also the most difficult time to visit the more remote areas of the country.

Field guides
Finding field guides to plants, animals and birds whilst in Namibia is relatively easy; though it can be difficult outside of the country.

There are some comprehensive little hardback guides on the flora of various areas, including Namib Flora and Damaraland Flora published by Gamsberg Macmillan in Windhoek. These are sold in Namibia and marketed with visitors in mind as well as locals. 

The standard birding guide to travel with is still Newman’s Birds of Southern Africa, which is widely available overseas. For mammals Chris and Tilde Stuart’s Field Guide to Mammals of Southern Africa is generally very good.

The Shell guides to The Namib and Waterberg are excellent for appreciating the area’s flora and fauna. Doubtless more will appear for various other areas in due course. See the Further Reading for details of those mentioned above.

	CONSERVATION
	



A great deal has been written about conservation in Africa, much of it over-simplistic and intentionally emotive. As an informed visitor you are in the unique position of being able to see some of the issues at first hand, and to appreciate the perspectives of local people. So abandon your preconceptions, and start by appreciating the complexities of the issues involved. Here I shall try to develop a few ideas, touched on only briefly elsewhere in the book, which are common to most current thinking on conservation.

First, conservation must be taken within its widest sense if it is to have meaning. Saving animals is of minimal use if the whole environment is degraded, so we must consider conserving whole areas and ecosystems, not just the odd isolated species.

Observe that land is regarded as an asset by most societies, in Africa as it is elsewhere. (The Bushmen used to be perhaps a notable exception to this.) To ‘save’ the land for the animals and to use it merely for the recreation of a few privileged foreign tourists – whilst the local people remain in poverty – is a recipe for huge social problems. Local people have hunted game for food for centuries. They have always killed those animals that threatened them or ruined their crops. If we now try to proclaim animals in a populated area as protected, without addressing the concerns of the people, then our efforts will fail.

The only pragmatic way to conserve Namibia’s wild areas is to see the conservation of animals and the environment as inseparably linked to the development of the local people.

In the long term one will not work without the other. Conservation without development leads to resentful local people who will happily, and frequently, shoot, trap and kill animals. Development without conservation will simply repeat the mistakes that most developed countries have already made: it will lay waste a beautiful land, and kill off its natural heritage. Look at the tiny areas of natural vegetation which survive undisturbed in the UK, the USA, or Japan, to see how unsuccessful they have been at long-term conservation over the last 500 years.

As an aside, the local people in Namibia – and other developing countries – are sometimes wrongly accused of being the only agents of degradation. Observe the volume of tropical hardwoods imported by the industrialised countries to see that the West plays no small part in this.

In conserving some of Namibia’s natural areas, and helping its people to develop, the international community has a vital role to play. It could use its aid projects to encourage the Namibian government to practise sustainable long-term strategies, rather than grasping for the short-term fixes which politicians seem universally to prefer. But such strategies must have the backing of the people themselves, or they will fall apart when foreign funding eventually wanes.

Most Namibians are more concerned about where they live, what they can eat, and how they will survive, than they are about the lives of small, obscure species of antelope that taste good when roasted. To get backing from the local communities, it is not enough for a conservation strategy to be compatible with development: it must actually promote it and help the local people to improve their own standard of living. If that situation can be reached, then rural populations can be mobilised behind long-term conservation initiatives.

Governments are the same. As one of Zambia’s famous conservationists once commented, ‘governments won’t conserve an impala just because it is pretty’. But they will work to save it if they can see that it is worth more to them alive than dead.

The best strategies tried so far on the continent attempt to find lucrative and sustainable ways to use the land. They then plough much of the revenue back into the surrounding local communities. Once the people see revenue from conservation being used to help them improve their lives – to build houses, clinics and schools, and to offer paid employment – then such schemes stand a chance of getting their backing and support. It can take a while...

Carefully planned, sustainable tourism is one solution that can work effectively. For success, the local people must see that visitors pay because they want the wildlife. Thus, they reason that the existence of wildlife directly improves their income, and they will strive to conserve it.

It isn’t enough for them to see that the wildlife helps the government to get richer; that won’t dissuade a local hunter from shooting a duiker for dinner. However, if he benefits directly from the visitors, who come to see the animals... then he has a vested interest in saving that duiker.

It matters little to the Namibian people, or ultimately to the wildlife, whether these visitors come to shoot the wildlife with a camera or with a gun – as long as any hunting is done on a sustainable basis, that is only a few of the oldest ‘trophy’ animals are shot each year, and the size of the animal population remains largely unaffected. Photographers may claim moral high ground, but should remember that hunters pay far more for their privileges. Hunting operations generate large revenues from few guests, who demand minimal infrastructure and so cause little impact on the land. Photographic operations need more visitors to generate the same revenue, and so may have greater negative effects on the country.

	IRDNC 
	



The Integrated Rural Development and Nature Conservation (IRDNC) is a small organisation directed by Garth Owen-Smith, a Namibian nature conservator, and Dr Margaret Jacobsohn, a Namibian anthropologist who worked amongst the Himba people for years.

They set as their goal ensuring the sustainable social, economic and ecological development of Namibia’s communal areas, and have been working towards it since the mid-1980s. The directors have received several international environmental prizes, and the IRDNC now employs a staff of over 30 and more than 130 rural community workers.

The IRDNC was one of the pioneers of the community game-guard scheme in the Kaokoveld, involved as early as 1983, and later helped to set up some of the community campsites there. It facilitated the important projects to return money from lodges to local communities at Lianshulu and Etendeka, and was also involved with setting up the joint venture between the community and Wilderness Safaris which is behind Damaraland Camp.

Typical of the organisation’s low-key approach, when asked they emphasise how they have always worked as part of a team with the government, various NGOs, community groups and like-minded organisations in the private sector. (Namibia’s Save the Rhino Trust is another notable player in much of this work.)

National parks and private reserves
In practice, there is room for both types of visitors in Namibia: the photographer and the hunter. The national parks are designated for photographic visitors, where no hunting is allowed.

Many private ranches now have game on their land and style themselves as ‘hunting farms’. They are used mainly by overseas hunters (primarily from Germany and the USA) who pay handsomely for the privilege. The livelihood of these farms depends on hunting, and so it must be practised sustainably. 

There are very few countries in Africa where land is being returned to a more natural state, with fewer livestock and more indigenous game, so Namibia is a great success story. 

Government conservation policy
In March 1995 the Namibian Cabinet passed a new policy on wildlife management, utilisation and tourism in communal areas (areas occupied by subsistence farmers rather than large-scale commercial ranches). This followed five years of consultations, and much study.

Many interested groups, including the Integrated Rural Development and Nature Conservation (IRDNC) have been closely involved with the formulating of this policy, and it enabled a whole new type of community projects like Damaraland Camp to get off the ground.

The new policy finally encouraged the linking of ‘conservation with rural development by enabling communal farmers to derive financial income from the sustainable use of wildlife and from tourism’. It also aimed to ‘provide an incentive to the rural people to conserve wildlife and other natural resources, through shared decision-making and financial benefit’.

Put simply, this gave a framework for local communities to take charge of the wildlife in their own areas for sustainable utilisation – with decisions made by the local communities, for the community.

Community Game Guard scheme
This scheme (originally called the Auxiliary Game Guard scheme) started in the 1980s and has been behind the phenomenal recovery of the desert-adapted populations of elephant and black rhino in the area. In its simplest form, a community game-guard is appointed from each community, and is paid to ensure that no member of the community hunts anything that they are not allowed to hunt.

Community campsites
These aim to enable local communities to benefit very directly from passing tourists. The community sets up a campsite, and then a central community fund receives the money generated – and the whole community decides how the revenue is spent. Once the tourists have stopped to camp, it also gives the community a chance to earn money by guiding the visitors on local walks, selling curios or firewood, or whatever else seems appropriate in the area.

There are now several community campsites in the Kaokoveld, and an increasing number in the Caprivi area. 

Tourism
Namibia lies far from Africa’s ‘original’ big-game safari areas of East Africa, Kenya and Tanzania, and from the newer destinations of Zimbabwe and Zambia. Aside from Etosha and Caprivi, Namibia doesn’t have the density of game that visitors would expect for such a trip, or the warm tropical shores which they would expect for a beach holiday (anyone who has been to Lüderitz will surely agree).

Thus Namibia doesn’t generally attract first-time visitors who simply want to see game, or see game and lie on a beach. This combination accounts for much volume in the travel business. Therefore few cheap charter planes arrive in Namibia, and there are only a handful of large hotels, most of which aim more for business people than tourists.

The growth in Namibia’s tourism is in self-drive individual trips and small-group tours. These are perfect for the small lodges and guest farms, which can’t take big groups anyhow. It is allowing many small-scale tourist ventures to develop and thrive – utilising not only the few famous national parks, but also old cattle-ranches and otherwise unproductive sections of desert.

In the long term, this is a huge advantage for the country. Tourism is set to continue growing slowly but steadily – but without the boom–then–bust experienced by countries like Kenya. Every month new small camps, lodges and guest farms open for visitors; most try hard to retain that feeling of ‘wilderness’ which is so rare in more densely populated countries, and much sought after by visitors. Namibia has so much space and spectacular scenery that, provided the developments remain small-scale and responsible, it should have a very long and profitable career in tourism ahead.

Perhaps Namibia’s most promising developments in this field are its successes in linking tourism with community development projects. The community game-guard scheme has already safeguarded the populations of desert-adapted elephants and black rhino in the Kaokoveld, whilst a number of community campsites are thriving in the area.

Both projects are now extending their reach in the Caprivi area, assisted by trail-blazing individuals and organisations like the IRDNC. Tourism is a vital source of revenue for many of these projects and, if it helps to provide employment and bring foreign exchange into Namibia, this gives the politicians a reason to support environmental conservation.

The tourist’s responsibility
Visitors on an expensive trip to Namibia are, by their mere presence, making some financial contribution to development and conservation in Namibia. There are several things that they can do to maximise this.

If camping, they can seek out the community campsites, and support them. They can use the local people there for guides, and pay for the facilities. Even travellers on a lower budget can thus have a direct impact on some of Namibia’s smaller, rural communities.

If staying in lodges, they can ask the lodge operator, in the most penetrating of terms, what he or she is doing to help local development initiatives. How much of the lodge’s revenue goes directly back to the local community? How do the people benefit directly from the visitors staying at this camp? How much of say do they have about what goes on in the area where these safaris are operated?

If enough visitors did this, it would make a big difference. All Namibia’s operators would start to place development initiatives higher on their list of priorities. At present, a few operators have really excellent forward-thinking ways of helping their local communities – Damaraland Camp being a real flagship, and the focus for much attention.

Some others make a form of ‘charity’ donation to local communities, but otherwise only involve local people as workers. Whilst this is valuable, much more is needed. Local people must gain greater and more directs benefits from tourism if conservation is going to be successful in Africa, and Namibia is no exception.

Hunting
Big-game hunting, where visiting hunters pay large amounts to kill trophy animals, is a practical source of revenue for many ‘hunting farms’ which accept guests. Some also accept non-hunters or ‘photographic’ guests.

It is interesting that the rich killing animals for sport is usually regarded as ‘hunting’, whilst the poor killing them for food is generally termed ‘poaching’. That said, though many find hunting distasteful, it does benefit the Namibian economy greatly, and encourage farms to cultivate natural wildlife rather than introduced livestock. Until there are enough photographic guests to fill all the guest farms used for hunters, pragmatic conservationists will encourage the hunters.

If you don’t hunt, but choose to stay at these places, ensure either that you are comfortable with hunting per se, or that there are no hunters on the farm whilst you are there. Arguments over dinner are surprisingly common.
	Chapter Five
Planning and Preparations
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	GETTING THERE
	



By air
From Europe
There are several airlines flying to Namibia from Europe. Some are direct, and all are reliable. Most fly overnight, so you can fall asleep on the plane in London, and wake in southern Africa ready to explore. The time difference between western Europe and Namibia is minimal, so there’s no jet lag.

All the airlines will help you with information, but they sell their own seats at the ‘published’ fares. These are considerably above what you can expect to pay if you shop around. If you plan to hire a car or arrange some accommodation in advance, then speak to one of the UK’s specialist tour operators — like Sunvil Africa before you book your flights. They will often offer to arrange everything together, and quote one cost for your whole trip – flights, car and accommodation. This may seem a lot, but compare it with the cost and hassle of putting the various components together yourself and you’ll find that the better operators offer excellent deals.

From the Americas
South African Airways operates direct flights between Miami International and Cape Town, which connect with numerous regional flights to Windhoek. Alternatively, many travellers from the US approach Southern Africa using connections via Europe, joining Air Namibia’s flights in London or Frankfurt, or even travelling on one of the many carriers servicing Johannesburg, and then connecting through to Windhoek. Start your research by looking in the classified section of the New York Times, which has a good section on discount flight specialists. 

Given the duration of these flights, travellers often include a few days in Europe as they transit. This highlights the possibility of booking a return USA–London flight (from US$200 return) with an American travel specialist, and a return London–Windhoek flight (from US$1,000 return) with a London specialist. This means that you can using discounted fares for both legs and make a considerable saving. However, do allow a day or so in London between the flights, as your flights will not technically ‘connect’ – and if one is late you don’t want to miss the other. 

Travellers in Central and South America, might use the Miami or European gateways, or the direct flights between Buenos Aires and Cape Town, run by South African Airways and others.

From elsewhere
From the Far East, there are flights between Johannesburg and most of the major centres in the region, including Hong Kong (with South African Airways or Cathay Pacific) and Singapore (South African Airlines and Singapore Airlines). From Australasia, the best route is probably one of the flights from Perth to Johannesburg, and then connecting to Windhoek.

By land
If you are not flying in, then entering over one of Namibia’s land borders is equally easy. Namibia has fast and direct links with South Africa – good tarred roads and railway service.

Crossing borders
Namibia’s borders are generally hassle-free and efficient. If you are crossing with a hired car, then ensure that you have the right paperwork with you before you set off. Their opening hours are as follows:

With Botswana
Buitepos – on the Gobabis–Ghanzi road 07.30–17.00

Impalila Island – over the river from Kasane 07.00–17.00

Ngoma Bridge – between Caprivi and Kasane 06.00–18.00

Mohembo – on the southern side of Mahango 06.00–18.00

With Zambia
Wenella – just north of Katima Mulilo 06.00–18.00

With Angola
Oshikango – on the main road north 06.00–18.00

Ruacana – near the hydro-electric station 06.00–18.00

Rundu – cross the river to go north 07.00–18.00

With South Africa
Hohlweg – on the D622 southeast of Aroab 06.00–22.00

Klein Menasse – Aroab–Rietfontein road 07.00–21.00

Narochas (Nakop) – on the Karasburg–Upington road 24 hours

Noordoewer – on the Windhoek–Cape Town road 24 hours

Oranjemund – the bridge over the Orange River 06.00–22.00

Velloorsdrif – on the C10 southeast of Karasburg 06.00–22.00

	VISAS AND ENTRY REQUIREMENTS
	



Documents
Currently all visitors require a passport which is valid for at least six months after they are due to leave, and an onward ticket of some sort. In practice, the second requirement is rarely even considered if you look neat, respectable and fairly affluent.

Currently, if you are a national of one of the following countries, you do not need a visa to enter Namibia: Angola, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Botswana, Brazil, Canada, Cuba, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Kenya, Lesotho, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Mozambique, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Portugal, Scandinavian countries, Singapore, South Africa, Russia and the CIS, Spain, Swaziland, Switzerland, Tanzania, UK, USA, Zambia or Zimbabwe.

That said, it is always best to check with your local Namibian embassy or high commission before you travel. If you have difficulties in your home country, contact the Ministry of Home Affairs in Windhoek on the corner of Independence Av and Kasino St (P Bag 13200, Windhoek; tel: 061 2929111; fax: 061 225834.

The maximum tourist visa is 60 days, but this can be easily extended by application in Windhoek. You will then probably be required to show proof of the ‘means to leave’, like an onward air ticket, a credit card, or sufficient funds of your own.

Namibian embassies and high commissions 
A list of the foreign embassies in Windhoek can be found in Chapter 9. Namibia’s diplomatic representatives overseas include:

Angola Rua Dos Coqueiros, PO Box 953, Luanda; tel: (244) 2 395483; fax: (244) 2 333923

Belgium Avenue de Tervuren 454, B1150, Bruxelles; tel: (32) 2 771 1410; fax: (32) 2 771 9689

Botswana Gaborone Sun Hotel, Room 412, P Bag 0016, Gaborone; tel: (267) 35111; fax: (267) 302555

France 80 Avenue Foch – 17, Square de l’Avenue Foch, Paris; tel: (33) 1 4417 3265; fax: (33) 1 4417 3273

Germany Mainzer Strasse 47, Bonn 53179; tel: (49) 228 346021; fax: (49) 228 346025

Russia 2nd Kazachy Lane, House No 7, Moscow; tel: (7) 95 230 0113; fax: (7) 95 230 2274

South Africa Tulbach Park, Eikendal Flat Suite 2, 1234 Church St, Colbyn, Pretoria, PO Box 29806, Sunnyside 0132; tel: (27) 12 342 3520; fax: (27) 12 342 3565

Sweden Luntmakargatan 86–88, 111 22 PO Box 26042, S 100 31 Stockholm; tel: (46) 8 612 7788; fax: (46) 8 612 6655

UK 6 Chandos St, London W1N 0LQ; tel: (44) 171 636 6244; fax: (44) 171 637 5694

USA 1605 New Hampshire Av NW, Washington DC 20009; tel: (1) 202 986 0540; fax: (1) 202 986 0443

Zambia 6968 Kabanga Rd, Rhodes Park, PO Box 30577, Lusaka; tel: (260) 1 252250; fax: (260) 1 252497

Zimbabwe 31A Lincoln Rd, Avondale, Harare; tel: (263) 4 304856; fax: (263) 4 304855

Imports and exports
Being a member of the Southern African Customs Union (SACU) means that there are few restrictions between Namibia and either Botswana or South Africa. If you wish to export animal products, including skins or legally culled ivory, make sure you obtain a certificate confirming the origin of every item bought. Remember: even with such a certificate, the international CITES convention prohibits the movement of some things across international borders. Do consider the ethics of buying any animal products that might be covered by CITES.

	WHEN TO GO
	



There really are neither any ‘bad’ nor any ‘ideal’ times to visit Namibia, but there are times when some aspects of the country are at their best. You must decide what you are primarily interested in, and what’s important to you, and then choose accordingly. See the Climate section for a more detailed discussion of the weather – perhaps the biggest influence on your decision. Then consider your own specific requirements, which might include some of the following:

Photography
For photography, Namibia is a stunning country in any month. Even with the simplest of camera equipment you can get truly spectacular results. My favourite time for photography is April to June. Then the dust has been washed out of the air by the rains, the vegetation is still green, and yet the sky is clear blue with only a few wispy white clouds.

Other visitors
Namibia is never crowded. Compared with the hordes of tourists that go to South Africa or Kenya, Namibia always seems deserted. That said, it becomes busier around Easter and from late July to early September. Then advanced bookings are essential. Many of the lodges and restcamps in and around Etosha, and in the Namib-Naukluft area, are fully booked for August as early as the end of April.

Avoid coming during the Namibian school holidays if possible. These are generally around April 25–May 25, August 15–September 5 and December 5–January 15. Then many places will be busy with local visitors, especially the less expensive restcamps and the national parks.

The main season when overseas visitors come is from around mid-July to late October. Outside of this, you’ll often find the lodges delightfully quiet and have some of the attractions to yourself. 

Game viewing
The latter parts of the dry season are certainly the best time to see big game. Then, as the small bush pools dry up and the green vegetation shrivels, the animals move closer to the springs or the water-holes and rivers. So the months between July and late October are ideal for game. 

During and after the rains, you won't see much game, partly because the lush vegetation hides the animals, and partly because most of them will have moved away from the water-holes (where they are most easily located) and gone deeper into the bush. However, many of the animals you see will have young, as food (animal or vegetable) is at its most plentiful then.

Birdwatching
The last few months of the year witness the arrival of the summer migrant birds from the north, anticipating the coming of the rains. Further, if the rains are good the natural pans in Etosha and Bushmanland will fill with aquatic species, including huge numbers of flamingos. This is an amazing spectacle. However, bear in mind that Namibia’s ordinary feathered residents can be seen more easily during the dry season, when there is less vegetation to hide them.

Walking
Daytime temperatures occasionally top 40ºC in October and November, and heavy rainstorms are likely during the first two or three months of the year. Hence walkers should try to come between about May and September, when the temperatures are at their coolest, and the chances of rain are minimised. Note that most of the long trails in the national parks are closed between November and March.

Driving around
Driving usually presents few problems at any time of year. However, visitors in January and February, and occasionally even March or exceptionally April, may find that flooding rivers will block their roads. These usually subside within a matter of hours, and certainly within a day or so, but do provide an extra hazard. A 4WD is occasionally useful here, although taking another route is usually a cheaper alternative!

Those mounting 4WD expeditions to the more remote corners of the country should certainly avoid these months. Large tracts of Bushmanland, for example, become totally impassable in any vehicle.

	HOW TO TRAVEL
	



Obviously your style of travel around Namibia depends on your budget, though more expensive doesn’t always guarantee a better trip.

Backpacking
Simply backpacking around Namibia is very limiting. You need private transport to see most of the national parks, and will be missing out on a lot if you don’t have it. However, if you can splash out on a few days’ car hire here, and a couple of guided trips from a lodge there, you might get by on £20/US$32 per day for the rest of your time.

Self-drive trips
The best way to see the country is certainly to have your own vehicle. Whether you opt to use camps, lodges and restcamps, or bring your own camping kit, is then merely a matter of style. Discuss these options with the experts at Sunvil Africa — and see Chapter 7 for more details.

If you have a tight budget, a much better bet than backpacking would be to find four people to share the car, and camp everywhere. Then you could keep costs to around £40/US$64 per person per day. 

For a less basic self-drive trip, with two people sharing the car and staying in a variety of small lodges and restcamps, expect a cost of about £80/US$128 each. If you choose more expensive lodges, with guided activities included, then this might rise to about £120/US$190 per day each – but should guarantee a first-class trip.

Group tours
Another option is to take a guided group tour around the country. These suit single travellers as they provide ready-made companions, and also the elderly, who may not feel confident driving. In either case, provided that you are happy to spend your whole holiday with the same group of people, such a trip might be ideal. Guided trips are generally more expensive than self-drive trips which follow the same itinerary.

Generally, the smaller the vehicle that is used, the better and the more expensive the trip becomes. Expect a trip of one to two weeks, using small minibuses, to cost around £120/US$190 per person sharing, including all meals and activities. Several of the better operators run small group trips in Land Rovers, with professional guides rather than simply drivers. These can be excellent, but will cost more than a self-drive trip around the same itinerary. Expect to pay upwards of £150/US$240 per person per night.

Fly-in trips
Finally if your budget is very flexible (and especially if your time is very limited), then consider a fly-in safari. Small private charter flights can be arranged to many of the smaller lodges and guest farms; it’s a very easy way to travel. It is also the only way to get to some of the more inaccessible corners, like the northern section of the Skeleton Coast. Expect to pay upwards of about £250/US$400 per person per night.

	WHAT TO TAKE
	



This is difficult advice to give, as it depends upon how you travel and your own personality. If you intend to do a lot of hitching or backpacking, then you should plan carefully what you take in an attempt to keep things as light as possible. If you have a vehicle for your whole trip, then weight and bulk will not be such an issue.

Clothing
Most of your days you will want light, loose-fitting clothing. Cotton (or a cotton-rich mix) is cooler and more absorbent than synthetic fibres. For men, shorts (long ones) are usually fine, but long trousers are more socially acceptable in towns and especially in rural settlements and villages. For women knee-length skirts or culottes are best. Namibia has a generally conservative dress code. Revealing or scruffy clothing isn't respected or appreciated by most Namibians.

For the evenings, especially for chilling rides in the back of safari vehicles, you will need something warm. Night-time temperatures in the winter months can be very low, especially in desert areas. If possible, dress in layers, taking along a light sweater (polar-fleeces are ideal) and a long-sleeved jacket, or a tracksuit, and a light but waterproof anorak. Note that some excellent cotton safari-wear is produced and sold locally. Try the department stores in Windhoek.

Finally, don’t forget a squashable sun-hat. Cotton is perfect. Bring one for safety’s sake, even if you hate hats, as it will greatly reduce the chance of your getting sunstroke when out walking.

Other useful items
See Camping and walking in the bush for discussion on what type of camping equipment to take. In addition, here are a few of my own favourites and essentials, just to jog your memory.

· Sunblock and lipsalve for vital protection from the sun

· Sunglasses – essential – ideally dark with a high U-V absorption.

· Insect repellent, especially if travelling to the north or during the rains

· A ‘Leatherman’ multi-purpose tool. Never go into the bush without one of these amazing assistants

· Electrical insulating tape – remarkably useful for general repairs

· Binoculars – essential for watching game and birds

· Camera, film and long lenses (see Photography section)

· Basic sewing kit, with at least some really strong thread for repairs

· Electrical insulating tape – remarkably useful for general repairs

· Binoculars – essential for watching game and birds

· Camera, film and long lenses (see Photography section)

· Basic sewing kit, with at least some really strong thread for repairs

· Cheap waterproof watch (leave expensive ones, and jewellery, at home)

· Couple of paperback novels

· Large plastic ‘bin-liner’ (garbage) bags, for protecting your luggage from dust

· A simple medical kit

· A magnifying glass, for looking at some of the smaller attractions

And for backpackers, useful extras might include: 

· Concentrated, biodegradable washing powder

· Long-life candles

· Nylon paracord (20m) for emergencies and washing lines

· Good compass and a whistle

· More comprehensive medical kit

· Universal plug

Money
Budgeting
Few, if any, of Namibia's attractions are intrinsically expensive. Many are protected in national parks, which are very reasonably priced. Only a handful of private lodges, and operators who run trips to the remote areas of the northern Skeleton Coast, the Kaokoveld and Bushmanland, are expensive.

In all these cases you are paying for some combination of high levels of luxury, the skills of first-class guides, and the logistics of finding comfort in such remote places. By African standards, the prices of Namibia’s private lodges and safari operations remain very low; much better value than equivalent operations in any other southern African country. This is partially because the economy is tied to the low-value South African rand, partially because Namibia hasn’t yet a culture of charging sky-high prices.

Namibia is relatively cheap by UK or US standards, and costs can be kept to reasonable levels. To work out even a rough budget, decide first how you will travel: backpacking, self-drive, guided overland, or fly-in. See the How to travel section.

If you eat in restaurants, lunch will cost around £4/US$5.60. Dinner, with perhaps a few beers or half a bottle of South African wine, will be nearer £8/US$12.80. National park fees are now largely included in the accommodation and camping prices. The main additional expense is petrol if you are driving, for which assume about 30p/48c per litre (half the price of petrol in the UK). The roads are usually open and easy, so expect to cruise at very economic speeds.

How to take your money
Namibian dollars are essential for buying petrol and small items, whilst most hotels, restaurants and larger shops accept credit cards.

Many travellers take most of their money as travellers’ cheques (sterling or US dollars). Banks in the cities will cash any travellers’ cheques, but American Express and Barclays Visa are well recognised, and prompt replacements are issued if cheques are stolen. (By carrying AMEX cheques you are eligible to use their customer mail-drop facilities in Windhoek.)

The major credit cards (Visa, MasterCard, American Express and Diners Club) are widely accepted, and often transactions in Namibia take time to appear on your statement. Drawing money at a bank via credit cards is easy, but it will take a few minutes longer than changing travellers’ cheques.

The best system is always to have some cash Namibian dollars (or Rand – remember they are interchangeable) with you, whilst conserving these by using credit cards where you can. You can gradually withdraw more money from your credit cards, or by cashing travellers’ cheques, as your trip progresses. However, do always make sure that your Namibian dollars will last out until you can get to a bank.

Changing money at any of the commercial banks is as easy and as quick as it is in Europe. Normal banking hours are 08.30–1530 weekdays and sometimes 0830–1100 Saturdays, depending upon the town. Banks will cash travellers’ cheques or give cash advances on credit cards, though the clearance required for a cash advance may take 30 minutes or so.

BOB tills (Auto-teller machines) work with VISA and MasterCard cards, though whether you are using a direct-debit card or a credit card, you should enter ‘credit card account’ and not ‘bank account’ when prompted about where you want your money to come from.

Away from the banks, Visa, MasterCard and American Express cards are usually accepted by lodges, hotels, restaurants, and shops, but travellers’ cheques which are not in Namibian Dollars or South African Rand can be difficult to use. In the remoter areas cash is essential. Wherever you are, petrol stations always require cash. Note that at the end of the month, when many government employees are paid, the queue at the bank can be several hours long.

Maps and navigation
A reasonable selection of maps is available in Europe and the USA from specialised outlets. The Michelin map of East and Southern Africa (sheet 995) sets the standard for the whole subcontinent, but is not really detailed enough for Namibia. The Freytag & Berndt map of Namibia looks good, though adds little to the free map issued by the MET.

Imported maps are obtainable in Europe from Stanfords, London (tel: 0171 836 1321) or Geocenter, Stuttgart, Germany (tel: 711 788 9340). In the USA try Map Link, Santa Barbara, California (tel: 805 965 4402).

Namibia has an excellent range of detailed ‘Ordnance Survey’ type maps available cheaply in Windhoek, from the Surveyor General’s office on Robert Mugabe Avenue. If you are planning a 4WD expedition, then you may need to buy some of these before you head out into the bush. Expeditions to Kaokoland should also pick up a copy of the Shell map of Kaokoland. It’s better than anything else to that area, and does have good general information about the area in the back.

However, for most normal visitors on self-drive or guided trips, all the Ordnance Survey maps are far too detailed and unwieldy to use. Much better is the free MET map, which is perfect for self-drive trips using Namibia’s roads. It really is the best map available, and has a useful distance table, and street maps of Windhoek and Swakopmund, on the back. It is available free at most tourist centres and information offices in Namibia. Overseas, most Namibian tourist offices will supply them, as will Sunvil Africa in the UK.

GPS systems
If you are heading into the more remote parts in your own vehicle, then consider investing in a small GPS: a Global Positioning System. Under an open, unobstructed sky, these can fix your latitude, longitude and elevation to within about 100m, using 24 American military satellites which constantly pass in the skies overhead. They will work anywhere in the world.

Commercial units now cost from around £100/US$160 in Europe or the USA, although their prices are falling (and features improving) as the technology matures. Even the less expensive models will store ‘waypoints’, enabling you to build up an electronic picture of an area, as well as working out basic latitude, longitude and elevation. So, for example, you can store the position of your camp, and the nearest road, enabling you to leave with confidence and be reasonably sure of navigating back. This is invaluable in remote areas where there are few landmarks.

Beware though: a GPS isn’t a substitute for good map-work and navigation. Do not come to rely on it, or you will be unable to cope if it fails. Used correctly, a GPS will help you to recognise minor errors before they are amplified into major problems. Finally, note that all these units use lots of battery power, so bring spares with you.

	PHOTOGRAPHY
	



Cameras
35mm SLR cameras with interchangeable lenses offer you the greatest flexibility. For general photography, a mid-range zoom lens (eg: 28–70mm) is recommended – it is more flexible than the ‘standard’ (50mm) lens. For wildlife photography, you will need at least a 200mm lens to allow you to see the animal close in. Alternatively (or in addition), compact cameras take up little space and are excellent to have handy for quick shots of people or scenes – though they are of no use for animals.

Film
Film is expensive in Namibia, but print films are readily available in main towns, as are the more common slide films. Anything out of the ordinary can be impossible to find.

Bring a range of film speeds depending on what type of photography you are most interested in. For most landscape shots, where you will have plenty of light, a ‘slow’ film (100asa or less) will give the best results. Most of the photographs in this book have been taken on Fuji Velvia, 50asa. For wildlife photography, you will need a ‘faster’ film (200–400asa) to enable you to use your telephoto lens without fear of camera-shake.

Films, especially when exposed, can deteriorate very quickly in the heat. Keep all films (and therefore your loaded camera) away from direct sunlight. Buying one polystyrene cool box just for films is a great investment.

Pictures taken at dusk or dawn will have the richest, deepest colours, whilst those taken during the middle of the day are usually pale and washed-out. Beware of the very deep shadows and high contrast in strong light during the middle of the day. Film cannot capture the huge range that your eye can. By restricting your photography to mornings and evenings, you will encounter fewer problems.

A polarising filter can be remarkably successful in extending the periods during which you can shoot and get good results.

Other camera equipment
A tripod, or a monopod, is invaluable. If you are shooting from a vehicle, then make sure you have a rest – bring a beanbag or fill a small bag with dry sand, to sit between your camera and the windowsill.

If you want to take pictures of people (or any showing full shadow details) in very bright conditions, then it's worth investing some time learning how to deal with these situations. Fill-in flash photography can capture black faces well, but usually needs practice. 

Camera equipment should be carefully protected from dust, using plastic bags if necessary. Bring some lens tissues and a blower brush to clean the dust from your lenses. Also brush any dust from the back pressure-plate of your camera each time you change a film, as anything caught here causes long straight scratches along the length of your film.

Insurance
Most travel insurance policies are poor at covering valuables, including cameras. If you are taking a valuable camera abroad, then include it in your house insurance policy, or cover it separately with a specialist. 

In the UK, AUA Insurance Managers (De Vere House, 90 St Faiths Lane, Norwich, NR1 1NL; tel: 01603 628034; fax: 01603 761384) offer standard and gold-cover policies. Their gold covers you for up to 90 days abroad, including loss from an unattended vehicle (if the camera is out of sight) for up to £1,500. Their gold cover costs £39 for £1,000 of equipment, £58 for £1,500 and £98 for £2,500.

	ORGANISING YOUR TRIP
	



Most visitors who come to Namibia for a holiday use the country’s guest farms, lodges and restcamps – often combining them together into a self-drive tour around the country.

Such trips are quite complex, as you will be using numerous hotels, camps and lodges in your own particular sequence. Many of these places are small (and so easily filled), and organise their own logistics with military precision. Finding space at short notice is often difficult.

To arrange everything, it’s best to use a reliable, independent tour operator based in your own country. Although many operators sell trips to Namibia, few really know the country well. Insist on dealing directly with someone who does. Namibia changes so fast that detailed local knowledge is vital in putting together a trip that runs smoothly and suits you. Make sure that whoever you book with is fully bonded, so that your money is protected if they go broke; and, ideally, pay with a credit card. Never book a trip from someone who doesn’t know Namibia personally: you are asking for problems.

Trips around Namibia are not cheap, though they are currently cheaper (and also better value in many cases) than in any other country in southern Africa. Expect to pay around the same to an operator as you would have to pay directly: about £550–900/US$880–1,440 per person per week, plus airfares. At this price you can expect a good level of service whilst you are considering the options and booking the trip. If you don’t get it, go elsewhere.

Booking directly with Namibian safari operators or agencies is possible, but communication is more difficult and you will have no recourse if anything goes wrong. European/US operators usually work on commission for the trips that they sell, which is deducted from the basic cost that the visitor pays. Thus you should end up paying about the same whether you book through an overseas operator or talk directly to someone in Namibia, but the former is a lot easier.

Tour operators
Until the last few years, most tour operators overseas have overlooked Namibia. Few have featured it. Now that it is better known, many are hastily putting together programmes without knowing what they’re doing. Often they are just selling tours that someone in Namibia has designed and marketed. Few have spent much time in the country themselves, and fewer still can give detailed first-hand guidance on all of the country, let alone a wide range of guest farms, camps and lodges.

Don’t be talked into thinking that there are only a handful of places to visit and a few camps to stay in. There are many, all individual and different. Ask about ones mentioned in these chapters; a good operator will know the vast majority of them and be able to describe them to you.

Here I must, as the author, admit a personal interest in the tour operating business: I organise and run the southern African operations of the UK operator Sunvil Africa (tel: 0181 232 9777; email: africa@sunvil.co.uk).

In Namibia our flexible fly-drives start at about £1,600/US$2,560 per person for two weeks, including flights from London, car hire, all accommodation and some meals. I believe that Sunvil Africa have the best and most interesting programme to Namibia – and will happily send you a detailed map of Namibia and our brochure, to demonstrate this. Just call us.

National parks
The Ministry of Environment and Tourism (MET) is the government department responsible for all the national parks. It is generally efficient, if sometimes apparently over-zealous about its bureaucracy. Its system insists that advance bookings for accommodation are made through the Windhoek office.

You can, theoretically, reserve accommodation by post or fax. However, you must pay for it in advance. From overseas this can require a telex transfer of money. To start this process, write to the Director of Tourism, RESERVATIONS, Private Bag 13267, Windhoek; tel: 061 236975–8, 233845, 223903 or 224097; fax: 061 224900.

If you are booking less than 25 days ahead, then you must pay for everything in full. This system is most easily mastered by visiting the office in person in Windhoek. Alternatively book in advance through a tour operator that understands the system.

Entry permits for most parks are available at the gates, provided you're there before they close and there is space left. The exceptions are permits for the Naukluft, Terrace Bay and Torra Bay, which can only be obtained from Windhoek. Permits to drive through the Namib section of the Namib-Naukluft Park are available at most tourist offices.

Public holidays
During Namibia’s public holidays the towns shut down, though the national parks and other attractions just carry on regardless.

New Year's Day January 1

Independence Day March 21

Good Friday, Easter Monday

Workers' Day May 1

Cassinga Day May 4

Africa Day May 25

Ascension Day 40 days after Easter Sunday

Heroes’ Day August 26

Human Rights Day December 10

Christmas Day December 25

Family Day December 26
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Health and Safety
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There is always great danger in writing about health and safety for the uninitiated visitor. It is all too easy to become paranoid about exotic diseases that you may catch, and all too easy to start distrusting everybody you meet as a potential thief – falling into an unfounded us-and-them attitude toward the people of the country you are visiting.

As a comparison, imagine an equivalent section in a guidebook to a Western country – there would be a list of possible diseases and advice on the risk of theft and mugging. Many Western cities are very dangerous, but with time we learn how to assess the risks, accepting almost subconsciously what we can and cannot do.

It is important to strike the right balance: to avoid being excessively cautious or too relaxed about your health and your safety. With experience, you will find the balance that best fits you and the country you are visiting.

	BEFORE YOU GO
	



Travel insurance
Visitors to Namibia should always take out a comprehensive medical insurance policy to cover them for emergencies, including the cost of evacuation to another country within the region. Such policies come with an emergency number (often on a reverse-charge/call collect basis). You would be wise to memorise this, or indelibly tattoo it in as many places as possible on your baggage.

Personal effects insurance is also a sensible precaution, but check the policy’s fine print before you leave home. Often, in even the best policies, you will find a limit per item, or per claim – which can be well below the cost of a replacement. If you need to list your valuables separately, then do so comprehensively. Check that receipts are not required for claims if you do not have them, also that the excess which you have to pay on a claim is reasonable.

Annual travel policies can be excellent value if you travel a lot, and some of the larger credit-card companies offer excellent policies. However, it can often be better to get your valuables named and insured for travel using your home contents insurance. These year-round policies will try harder to settle your claim fairly as they want your business in the long term.

Immunisations
Having a full set of immunisations takes time, normally at least six weeks, although some protection can be had by visiting your doctor as late as a few days before you travel. Ideally, see your doctor early on to establish an inoculation timetable.

Legal requirements 
No immunisations are required by law for entry into Namibia, unless you are coming from an area where yellow fever is endemic. In that case, a vaccination certificate may be required.

Recommended precautions
Preparations to ensure a healthy trip to Namibia require checks on your immunisation status: it is wise to be up-to-date on tetanus (10-yearly), polio (10-yearly) and diphtheria (10-yearly). Most travellers are best to have Hepatitis A immunisation with Havrix, which costs about £40 but protects for 10 years. Typhoid immunisation is rather ineffective; it needs boosting every three years unless you are over the age of 35 and have had four or more courses; such travellers do not need further immunisations. Immunisation against cholera is no longer required anywhere in Africa.

Vaccination against rabies is unnecessary for most visitors, but would be wise for those who travel for extended periods, or stay in rural areas.

Travel clinics
United Kingdom
Note that getting vaccinations at these specialist centres can be more costly than using your GP, but often their specialists will be more up-to-date on the latest advice.

British Airways Travel Clinics There are 32 throughout the country. Call 01276 685040 to find your nearest. Apart from providing inoculations and malaria prophylaxis, they sell a variety of health-related travel goods.

MASTA (Medical Advisory Service for Travellers Abroad) working with the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (Keppel Street, London WC1 7HT) has a touch-tone advice line (0891 224 100). It is a premium line number, charged at 50p per minute. You can get information about your particular trip, and be sent further written advice. There is no clinic here.

Hospital for Tropical Diseases 4 St Pancras Way, London NW1 0PE. This also has a touch-tone advice line, with information prepared by the Malaria Reference Laboratory; tel: 0891 600350.

Trailfinders Travel Clinic 194 Kensington High St, London W8 7RG; tel: 0171 938 3999. This centre has a doctor on site and most vaccinations are available immediately. 

Nomad Traveller’s Store and Medical Centre 3–4 Wellington Terrace, Turnpike Lane, London N8 0PX; tel: 0181 889 7014. This private pharmacy, specialising in travel medicine, is linked to the next-door centre selling travel equipment.

Berkeley Travel Clinic 32 Berkley St, London W1X 5FA; tel: 0171 629 6233.

Tropical Medecin Bureau This Irish-run organisation has a useful website specific to tropical destinations: www.tmb.ie

USA
Centers for Disease Control This Atlanta-based organisation is the central source of travel health information in North America, with a touch-tone phone line and fax service. Traveller’s Hot Line: 404 332 4559. Each summer they publish the invaluable Health Information for International Travel which is available from the Center for Prevention Services, Division of Quarantine, Atlanta, GA 30333.

IAMAT (International Association for Medical Assistance to Travellers) 736 Center St, Lewiston, NY 14092, USA. Tel: 716 754 4883.

Also at Gotthardstrasse 17, 6300 Zug, Switzerland.

A non-profit organisation which provides health information and lists English-speaking doctors abroad.

Australia
TMVC has 20 clinics in Australia, New Zealand and Thailand. For the nearest clinic, phone 1300 658844, or try their website www.tmvc.com.au
Malaria prophylaxis
Malaria is the most dangerous disease in Africa, and the greatest risk to the traveller. It occurs in northern, and occasionally central, Namibia, so it is essential that you take all possible precautions against it.

Prophylaxis regimes aim to infuse your bloodstream with drugs that inhibit and kill the malaria parasites which are injected into you by a biting mosquito. This is why you must start to take the drugs before you arrive in a malarial area – so that they are established in your bloodstream from day one. Unfortunately, the malaria parasites continually adapt to the drugs used to combat them, so the recommended regimes must adapt and change in order to remain effective. None is 100% effective, and all require time to kill the parasites – so keeping up the prophylaxis regime for some weeks after you leave the infected area is usually recommended. 

It is vital that you seek current advice on the best antimalarials to take. If mefloquine (Lariam) is suggested, start this two weeks before departure to check that it suits you; stop it immediately if it seems to cause vivid and unpleasant dreams, mood swings or other changes in the way you feel. Anyone who is pregnant, has been treated for psychiatric problems, is epileptic, has suffered fits in the past, or who has a close blood relative who is epileptic should avoid mefloquine. The usual alternative is chloroquine (Nivaquine) weekly plus proguanil (Paludrine) daily.

Prophylaxis does not stop you catching malaria, however it significantly reduces your chances of fully developing the disease and will lessen its severity. Falciparum (cerebral) malaria is the most common in Africa, and usually fatal if untreated, so it is worth your while trying to avoid it.

It is unwise to travel in malarious parts of Africa whilst pregnant or with young children: the risk of malaria in many areas is considerable and such travellers are likely to succumb rapidly.

Because the strains of malaria, and the drugs used to combat them, change frequently, it is important to get the latest advice before you travel. Normally it is better to obtain this from a specialist malaria laboratory than from your local doctor, who may not be up-to-date with the latest drugs and developments. In the UK, call the recorded message at the Malaria Reference Laboratory in London (tel: 0891 600350). In the USA call the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia (tel: 404 332 4559).

Medical kit
Pharmacies in the main towns in Namibia generally have very good supplies of medicines, but away from these you will find very little. If you’re venturing deep into the wilds, then you should take with you anything that you expect to need. If you are on an organised trip, an overlanding truck, or staying at hotels, lodges or safari camps, then you will not need much, as these establishments normally have comprehensive emergency kits. In that case, just a small personal medical kit might include:

· Antihistamine tablets

· Antiseptic

· Aspirins or paracetamol

· Condoms and contraceptive pills

· Lip-salve (ideally containing a sunscreen)

· Malaria prophylaxis

· Insect repellent

· Micropore tape (for closing small cuts – and invaluable for blisters)

· Moisturising cream

· Sticking plaster (a roll is more versatile than pre-shaped plasters)

· Sunscreen

However, if you are likely to end up in very remote situations, then you should also consider taking the following:

· Burn dressings (burns are a common problem for campers)

· Injection swabs, sterile needles and syringes

· Lint, sterile bandage and safety pins

· Oral rehydration sachets

· Steristrips or butterfly closures

· Strong painkiller (codeine phosphate – also use for bad diarrhoea)

· Tweezers (perhaps those on a Swiss army knife)

· Water purification equipment (2% tincture of iodine and dropper is ideal)

· Several different malaria treatment courses and broad-spectrum antibiotics – plus a good medical manual (see Further Reading).

If you wear glasses, bring a spare pair. Similarly those who wear contact lenses should bring spare ones, also a pair of glasses in case the dust proves too much for the lenses. If you take regular medication (including contraceptive pills) then bring a large supply with you – much easier than hunting for your usual brand in Namibia. Equally, it’s worth having a dental check-up before you go, as you could be several painful days from the nearest dentist.

Hospitals, dentists and pharmacies
Should you need one, the main hospitals are good and will treat you first and ask for money later. However, with comprehensive medical insurance as part of your travel cover, it is probably better go to one of the private clinics. The main ones are in Windhoek and Otjiwarongo, and these are capable of serious surgery and a good quality of care. Outside of these, there are private medical facilities in Karibib, Swakopmund, Tsumeb and Walvis Bay.

Pharmacies in the main towns stock a good range of medicine, though often not in familiar brands. Bring with you a repeat prescription for anything you may lose or run out of.

	STAYING HEALTHY
	



Namibia is probably the healthiest country in sub-Saharan Africa for visitors. It has a generally low population density and a very dry climate, which means there are comparatively few problems likely to affect visitors. The risks are further minimised if you are staying in good hotels, lodges, camps and guest farms, where standards of hygiene are generally at least as good as you will find at home.

The major dangers in Namibia are car accidents caused by driving too fast on gravel roads, and sunburn. Both can also be very serious, yet both are within the power of the visitor to avoid.

The following is general advice, applicable to travelling anywhere, including Namibia:

Food and storage
Throughout the world, most health problems encountered by travellers are contracted by eating contaminated food or drinking unclean water. If you are staying in safari camps or lodges, or eating in restaurants, then you are unlikely to have problems in Namibia.

However, if you are backpacking and cooking for yourself, or relying on local food, then you need to take more care. Tins, packets, and fresh green vegetables (when you can find them) are least likely to cause problems – provided that clean water has been used in preparing the meal. In Namibia’s hot climate, keeping meat or animal products unrefrigerated for more than a few hours is asking for trouble.

Water and purification
Tap water in Namibia’s major towns and borehole water used in many more remote locations is perfectly safe to drink. However, even the mildest of the local microbes may cause slight upset stomachs for an overseas visitor. Two-litre bottles of mineral water are available from most supermarkets; these are perfect if you’re in a car.

If you need to purify water for yourself in the bush, then first filter out any suspended solids, perhaps by passing the water through a piece of closely woven cloth or something similar. Then bring it to the boil, or sterilise it chemically. Boiling is much more effective, provided that you have the fuel available.

Tablets sold for purification are based on either chlorine, iodine or silver, and normally adequate. Just follow the manufacturer’s instructions carefully. Iodine is the most effective, especially against the resilient amoebic cysts which cause amoebic dysentery and other prolonged forms of diarrhoea.

A cheaper alternative to tablets sold over the counter is to travel with a small bottle of medical-quality tincture of iodine (2% solution) and an eye dropper. Add four drops to one litre of water, shake well, and leave to stand for ten minutes. If the water is very cloudy (even after filtering) or very cold, then either double the iodine dose, or leave to stand for twice as long.

This tincture of iodine can also be used as a general external antiseptic, but it will stain things deep brown if spilt – so seal and pack its container exceedingly well.

Heat and sun
Heat stroke, heat exhaustion and sunburn are often problems for travellers to Africa, despite being easy to prevent. To avoid them, you need to remember that your body is under stress and make allowances for it. First, take things gently; you are on holiday, after all. Next, keep your fluid and salt levels high: lots of water and soft drinks, but go easy on the caffeine and alcohol. Thirdly, dress to keep cool with loose-fitting, thin garments – preferably of cotton, linen or silk. Finally, beware of the sun. Hats and long-sleeved shirts are essential. If you must expose your skin to the sun, then use sun blocks and high factor sun screens (the sun is so strong that you will still get a tan).

Avoiding insect bites
The most dangerous biting insects in Africa are mosquitoes, because they can transmit malaria, yellow fever, and a host of other diseases. Research has shown that using a mosquito net over your bed, and covering up exposed skin (by wearing long-sleeved shirts, and tucking trousers into socks) in the evening, are the most effective steps towards preventing bites. Bed-net treatment kits are available from travel clinics; these prevent mosquitoes biting through a net if you roll against it in your sleep, and also make old and holy nets protective. Mosquito coils and chemical insect repellents will help, and sleeping in a stream of moving air, such as under a fan, or in an air conditioned room, will help to reduce your chances of being bitten.

DEET (diethyltoluamide) is the active ingredient in almost all repellents, so the greater the percentage of DEET, the stronger the effect. However, DEET is a strong chemical. Just 30% is regarded as an effective, non-toxic concentration. It will dissolve some plastics and synthetic materials, and may irritate sensitive skin. Because of this, many people use concentrated DEET to impregnate materials, rather than applying it to themselves. Mosquito nets, socks, and even cravats can be impregnated and used to deter insects from biting. Eating large quantities of garlic, or cream of tartar, or taking yeast tablets, are said to deter some biting insects, although the evidence is anecdotal – and the garlic may affect your social life.

Snakes, spiders and scorpions...
Encounters with aggressive snakes, angry spiders or vindictive scorpions are more common in horror films than in Africa. Most snakes will flee at the mere vibrations of a human footstep whilst spiders are far more interested in flies than people. You will have to seek out scorpions if you wish to see one. If you are careful about where you place your hands and feet, especially after dark, then there should be no problems. You are less likely to get bitten or stung if you wear stout shoes and long trousers. Simple precautions include not putting on boots without shaking them empty first, and always checking the back of your backpack before putting it on.

Snakes do bite occasionally, and you ought to know the standard first-aid treatment. First, and most importantly, don’t panic. Most snakes are harmless and even venomous species will only dispense venom in about half of their bites. If bitten, you are unlikely to have received venom; keeping this fact in mind may help you to stay calm.

Even in the worst of these cases, the victim has hours or days to get to help, and not a matter of minutes. He/she should be kept calm, with no exertions to pump venom around the blood system, whilst being taken rapidly to the nearest medical help. The area of the bite should be washed to remove any venom from the skin, and the bitten limb should be immobilised. Paracetamol may be used as a painkiller, but never use aspirin because it may cause internal bleeding.

Most first-aid techniques do more harm than good; cutting into the wound is harmful and tourniquets are dangerous; suction and electrical inactivation devices do not work; the only treatment is antivenom. In case of a bite which you fear may be both serious and venomous then:

· Try to keep calm. It is likely that no venom has been dispensed

· Stop movement of the bitten limb by applying a splint

· If you have a crepe bandage, firmly bind up as much of the bitten limb as you can. Release the bandage for a few minutes every half-hour

· Keep the bitten limb below heart height to slow spread of any venom

· Evacuate the victim to a hospital that has antivenom

· Never give aspirin. You may offer paracetamol, which is safe

· Do not apply ice packs

· Do not apply potassium permanganate

If the offending snake can be captured without any risk of someone else being bitten, take it to show the doctor. But beware, since even a decapitated head is able to dispense venom in a reflex bite. 

When deep in the bush, heading for the nearest large farm or camp may be quicker than going to a town: it may have a supply of antivenom, or facilities to radio for help by plane. 

	DISEASES AND WHEN TO SEE A DOCTOR
	



Travellers’ diarrhoea
There are almost as many names for this as there are travellers’ tales on the subject. Firstly, do resist the temptation to reach for the medical kit as soon as your stomach turns a little fluid. Most cases of travellers’ diarrhoea will resolve themselves within 24–48 hours with no treatment at all. To speed up this process of acclimatisation, eat well but simply: avoid fats in favour of starches, and keep your fluid intake high. Bananas and papaya fruit are often claimed to be helpful. If you urgently need to stop the symptoms, for a long journey for example, then Lomotil, Imodium or another of the commercial anti-diarrhoea preparations will do the trick. They stop the symptoms, by paralysing the bowel, but will not cure the problem. (If you do decide to take these, they are best taken in conjunction with an antibiotic like ciprofloxacin – 500mg twice a day for three days.)

When severe diarrhoea gets continually worse, or the stools contain blood, pus or slime, or it lasts for more than three or four days, you must seek medical advice. There are as many possible treatments as there are causes, and a proper diagnosis involves microscopic analysis of a stool sample, so go straight to your nearest hospital. The most important thing, especially in Namibia’s climate, is to keep your fluid intake up.

The body’s absorption of fluids is assisted by adding small amounts of dissolved sugars, salts and minerals to the water. Sachets of oral rehydration salts give the perfect biochemical mix you need to replace what is pouring out of your bottom but they do not taste so nice. Any dilute mixture of sugar and salt in water will do you good so, if you like Coke or orange squash, drink that with a three-finger pinch of salt added to each glass. The ideal ratio is eight level teaspoons of sugar and one level teaspoon of salt dissolved in one litre of water. Palm syrup or honey make good substitutes for sugar, and including fresh citrus juice will not only improve the taste of these solutions, but also add valuable potassium.

Drink two large glasses after every bowel action, and more if you are thirsty. If you are not eating you need to drink three litres a day plus whatever you are sweating and the equivalent of what’s going into the toilet. If you feel like eating, take a bland diet; heavy greasy foods will give you cramps.

If you are likely to be more than a few days from qualified medical help, then come equipped with a good health manual and the selection of antibiotics which it recommends. Bugs, Bites & Bowels by Dr Jane Wilson Howarth (see Further Reading is excellent for this purpose.

Malaria
You can still catch malaria even if you are taking anti-malarial drugs. Classic symptoms include headaches, chills and sweating, abdominal pains, aching joints and fever – some or all of which may come in waves. It varies tremendously, but often starts like a bad case of flu. If anything like this happens, you should first suspect malaria and seek immediate medical help. A definite diagnosis of malaria is normally only possible by examining a blood sample under the microscope. It is best to get the problem properly diagnosed if possible, so don't treat yourself if you can easily reach a hospital first.

If (and only if) medical help is unavailable, then self-treatment is fairly safe, except for people who are pregnant or under twelve years of age. Fansidar, mefloquine, high-dose chloroquine (preferably intravenous) and quinine can all be used in the treatment of malaria. In Namibia you should always be able to get experienced local advice to tell you which will be the most effective. 

Quinine is very strong, but often proves to be an effective last defence against malaria. Include it in your medical kit, as occasionally rural clinics will have the expertise to treat you, but not the drugs. Treatment consists of taking two quinine tablets (600mg) every eight hours for up to seven days, until the fever abates. Quinine’s side effects are disorientating and unpleasant (nausea and a constant buzzing in the ears), so administering this whilst on your own is not advisable.

Sexually transmitted diseases
AIDS is spread in exactly the same way in Africa as it is at home, through body secretions, blood, and blood products. The same goes for the dangerous Hepatitis B. Both can be spread through sex.

Remember the risks of sexually transmitted disease are high, whether you sleep with fellow travellers or locals. About 40% of HIV infections in British people are acquired abroad. Use condoms or femidoms. If you notice any genital ulcers or discharge get treatment promptly.

Hepatitis
This is a group of viral diseases which generally start with Coca-Cola-coloured urine and light-coloured stools. It progresses to fevers, weakness, jaundice (yellow skin and eyeballs) and abdominal pains caused by a severe inflammation of the liver. There are several forms, of which the two most common are typical of the rest: Hepatitis A (or infectious hepatitis) and Hepatitis B (or serum hepatitis).

Hepatitis A, and the newly-discovered Hepatitis E, are spread by the faecal-oral route, that is by ingesting food or drink contaminated by excrement. They are avoided in the same ways you normally avoid stomach problems: by careful preparation of food and by only drinking clean water. There is now an excellent vaccine against Hepatitis A, Havrix, which lasts for ten years and is certainly worth getting before you travel. See Recommended precautions.

In contrast, the more serious but rarer Hepatitis B is spread in the same way as AIDS (by blood or body secretions), and is avoided the same way as one avoids AIDS. There is a vaccine which protects against Hepatitis B, but this is expensive. It is usually only considered necessary for medical workers and others with a high risk of exposure, including expatriates.

There are no cures for hepatitis, but with lots of bed rest and a good low-fat, no-alcohol diet most people recover within six months. If you are unlucky enough to contract hepatitis of any form, use your travel insurance to fly straight home.

Rabies
Rabies is contracted when broken skin comes into contact with saliva from an infected animal. The disease is almost always fatal when fully developed, but fortunately there are excellent post-exposure vaccines. It is possible, albeit expensive, to be immunised against rabies before you travel, but not really worthwhile unless your risk of exposure to it is high (eg: if you are working with animals). Even if you have been immunised, it is standard practice to treat all cases of possible exposure with two post-exposure jabs.

Rabies is rarely a problem for visitors, but the small risk is further minimised by avoiding small mammals. This is especially true of any animals acting strangely. Both mad dogs in town and friendly jackals in the bush should be given a very wide berth.

If you are bitten, clean and disinfect the wound thoroughly by scrubbing it with soap under running water for five minutes, and then flood it with local spirit or diluted iodine. Then seek medical advice. A post-bite rabies injection is needed even in immunised people, and those who are unimmunised need a course of injections. 

These should be given within a week if the bites are to the face. The incubation period for rabies is the time taken for the virus to travel from the area of bite to the brain. This varies with the distance of the bite from the head – from a week or so, to many months. If the bites are further from the brain the incubation period is longer and you probably have more time; make sure you get the injections even if you are a very long way from civilisation.

Never say that it is to late to bother. The later stages of the disease are horrendous – spasms, personality changes and hydrophobia (fear of water). Death from rabies is probably one of the worst ways to go.

Bilharzia or schistosomiasis
Though a very low risk in Namibia, bilharzia is an insidious disease, contracted by coming into contact with contaminated water. It is caused by parasitic worms which live part of their lives in freshwater snails, and part of their lives in human bladders or intestines. A common indication of an infection is a localised itchy rash – where the parasites have burrowed through the skin – and later symptoms of a more advanced infection may include passing bloody urine. Bilharzia is readily treated by medication, and only serious if it remains untreated.

The only way to avoid infection completely is to stay away from any bodies of fresh water. Obviously this is restrictive, and would make your trip less enjoyable. More pragmatic advice is to avoid slow-moving or sluggish water, and ask local opinion on the bilharzia risk, as not all water is contaminated. Generally bilharzia snails do not inhabit fast-flowing water, and hence rivers are free of it. However, dams and standing water, especially in populated areas, are usually heavily contaminated. If you think you have been infected, don’t worry about it – just get a test done on your return at least six weeks after your last possible exposure.

Sleeping sickness or trypanosomiasis
This is really a cattle disease, which is rarely caught by people. It is spread by bites from the distinctive tsetse fly – which is slightly larger than a house fly, and has pointed mouth-parts designed for sucking blood. The bite is painful. These flies are easily spotted as they bite during the day, and have distinctive wings which cross into a scissor shape when they are resting. They are not common in Namibia, but do occur occasionally in Bushmanland and the Caprivi. Note that not all tsetses carry the disease.

Prevention is easier than cure, so avoid being bitten by covering up. Chemical insect repellents are also helpful. Dark colours, especially blue, are favoured by the flies, so avoid wearing these if possible.

Tsetse bites are nasty, so expect them to swell up and turn red – that is a normal allergic reaction to any bite. The vast majority of tsetse bites will do only this. However, if the bite develops into a boil-like swelling after five or more days, and a fever starts two or three weeks later, then seek immediate medical treatment to avert permanent damage to your central nervous system. The name ‘sleeping sickness’ refers to a daytime drowsiness which is characteristic of the later stages of the disease.

Because this is a rare complaint, most doctors in the West are unfamiliar with it. If you think that you may have been infected, draw their attention to the possibility. Treatment is straightforward, once a correct diagnosis has been made.

	RETURNING HOME
	



Many tropical diseases have a long incubation period, and it is possible to develop symptoms weeks after returning home (this is why it is important to keep taking anti-malaria prophylaxis for at least four weeks after you leave a malarial zone). If you do get ill after you return home, be certain to tell your doctor where you have been. Alert him/her to any diseases that you may have been exposed to. Several people die from malaria in the UK every year because victims do not seek medical help promptly or their doctors are not familiar with the symptoms, and so are slow to make a correct diagnosis. Milder forms of malaria may take up to a year to reveal themselves, but serious (falciparum) malaria will become apparent within four months.

If problems persist, get a check-up at one of the hospitals that specialise in tropical diseases. Note that to visit such a hospital in the UK, you need a letter of referral from your doctor.

For further advice or help in the UK, ask your local doctor to refer you to the London Hospital for Tropical Diseases, 4 St Pancras Way, London NW1; tel: 0171 387 4411.

	SAFETY
	



Namibia is not a dangerous country. Generally it is amazingly crime-free. Outside of the main cities, crime against visitors, however minor, is exceedingly rare. Even if you are travelling on local transport on a low budget, you are likely to experience numerous acts of random kindness, but not crime. It is certainly safer for visitors than the UK, USA, or most of Europe.

To get into a difficult situation, you’ll usually have to try hard. You need to make yourself an obvious target for thieves, perhaps by walking around at night, with showy valuables, in a less affluent area of the city. Provided you are sensible, you are most unlikely to ever see any crime here.

Most towns in Namibia have townships, and often these are home to many of the poorer sections of society. Generally they are perfectly safe to visit during the day, though casual tourists with valuables would be wise to avoid wandering around there at night. If you have friends or contacts who are local and know the areas well, then take the opportunity to explore with them a little. Wander around during the day, or go off to a nightclub together. You’ll find that they show you a very different facet of Namibian life from that seen in the more affluent areas.

For women travellers, especially those travelling alone, it is important to learn the local attitudes about how to behave acceptably. This takes some practice, and a certain confidence. You will often be the centre of attention, but by developing conversational techniques to avert over-enthusiastic male attention, you should be perfectly safe. Making friends of the local women is one way to help avoid such problems.

Theft
Theft is not a problem in Namibia – which is surprising given the poverty levels amongst much of the population. The only real exception to this rule is theft from unattended vehicles, which is common in Windhoek (especially) and the larger towns. If you leave your vehicle with anything valuable on view, then you will probably return to find a window smashed and items stolen. Aside from this, theft is really very rare. I have never even heard of a visitor being mugged in Namibia. 

Reporting thefts to the police
If you are the victim of a theft then report it to the police – they ought to know. Also try to get a copy of the report, or at least a reference number on an official-looking piece of paper, as this will help you to claim on your insurance policy when you return home. However, reporting anything in a police station can take a long time, and do not expect any speedy arrests for a small case of theft.

Arrest
To get arrested in Namibia, a foreigner will normally have to try quite hard. Though most Namibians are not paranoid about spies, it is always wise to ask for permission to photograph near bridges or military installations. This simple courtesy costs you nothing, and may avoid a problem later.

One excellent way to get arrested in Namibia is to try to smuggle drugs across its borders, or to try to buy them from ‘pushers’. Drug offences carry penalties at least as stiff as those you will find at home – and the jails are a lot less pleasant. Namibia’s police are not forbidden to use entrapment techniques or ‘sting’ operations to catch criminals. Buying, selling or using drugs in Namibia is just not worth the risk.

Failing this, argue with a policeman or army official – and get angry into the bargain – and you may manage to be arrested. It is essential to control your temper; stay relaxed when dealing with officials. Not only will you gain respect, and hence help your cause, but you will avoid being forced to cool off for a night in the cells.

If you are careless enough to be arrested, you will often only be asked a few questions. If the police are suspicious of you, then how you handle the situation will determine whether you are kept for a matter of hours or days. Be patient, helpful, good-humoured, and as truthful as possible. Never lose your temper, it will only aggravate the situation. Avoid any hint of arrogance. If things are going badly after half a day or so, then start firmly, but politely, to insist on seeing someone in higher authority. As a last resort you do, at least in theory, have the right to contact your embassy or consulate, though the finer points of your civil liberties may end up being overlooked by an irate local police chief.

Bribery
Bribery may be a fact of life in much of Africa, but in Namibia it is very rare. Certainly no normal visitor should ever be asked for, or offer, a bribe. It would be just as illegal as offering someone a bribe back home.

Safety for women travellers
When attention becomes intrusive, it can help if you are wearing a wedding ring and have photos of ‘your’ husband and children, even if they are someone else’s. A good reason to give for not being with them is that you have to travel in connection with your job – biology, zoology, geography, or whatever. (But not journalism, that’s risky.)

Pay attention to local etiquette, and to speaking, dressing and moving reasonably decorously. Look at how the local women dress, and try not to expose parts of yourself that they keep covered. Think about body language. In much of Southern Africa direct eye contact with a man will be seen as a ‘come-on’; sunglasses are helpful here.

Don’t be afraid to explain clearly – but pleasantly rather than as a put-down – that you aren’t in the market for whatever distractions are on offer. Remember that you are probably as much of a novelty to the local people as they are to you; and the fact that you are travelling abroad alone gives them the message that you are free and adventurous. But don’t imagine that a Lothario lurks under every bush: many approaches stem from genuine friendliness or curiosity, and a brush-off in such cases doesn’t do much for the image of travellers in general. 

Take sensible precautions against theft and attack – try to cover all the risks before you encounter them – and then relax and enjoy your trip. You’ll meet far more kindness than villainy.

	Chapter Seven
Driving in Namibia
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Driving yourself around Namibia is, for most visitors, far the best way to see the country. It is much easier than driving around Europe or the USA: the roads are excellent, the traffic is light, and the signposts are numerous, clear and unambiguous.

Further, if you choose to visit private camps or concession areas, you can then use the skills of the resident guides to show you the wildlife. You’re not restricted to the car, to be in it every day. Driving yourself gives you freedom to explore and to go where you like, when you like.

It’s generally easiest to hire a vehicle for your whole time in Namibia, collecting it at the airport when you arrive, and returning it there when you depart. This also removes any worries that you may have about bringing too much luggage (whatever you bring is simply thrown in the boot on arrival).

However, if your budget is very tight then you may think about just taking a vehicle for a few days, perhaps from Windhoek to Swakopmund via the Sesriem area, or to drive around Etosha. However long you keep the vehicle, the type you choose and the company you hire from can make an enormous difference to your trip.

	HIRING A VEHICLE
	



Think carefully about what kind of vehicle to hire, and where to get it from, well before arriving in the country. It is usually better to organise this in advance. Check out the deals offered by overseas operators before you buy your flights. Arranging flights, car and accommodation with one operator, based in your home country, can sometimes be cheaper and easier than making all the bookings separately.

A warning before you sign up for any car hire, see the section on insurance and CDWs. There is often fine print in these agreements which may mislead the unwary.

2WD or 4WD?
Whether you need to hire a 2WD or a 4WD vehicle depends on where you want to go. For virtually all of the country’s main sights and attractions, and many of the more off-beat ones, a normal saloon 2WD car is ideal.

The only real exception to this advice is if you’re travelling anywhere during the rains, around January to March, when you might consider taking a 4WD, just in case you need to ford any shallow rivers that block the road. Additional advantages of a 4WD vehicle are:

· You relax more on gravel roads, knowing the vehicle is sturdier

· You may be higher up, giving a slightly better view in game parks

· It’s easier to cross shallow rivers or sand patches if you encounter them

· You can drive beyond the 2WD car park, and into Sossusvlei itself (if you’re proficient in sand driving techniques!)

However, the main disadvantages are:

· The cost of hiring a 4WD is about double that of hiring a 2WD

· 4WDs are generally heavier to handle, and more tiring to drive

· A 4WD’s fuel consumption is much higher

· 4WDs have higher centres of gravity, and so tend to roll more easily

· There’s usually no secure boot (trunk), where luggage is not on view, so you can’t safely leave bags in the 4WD when you are not there

Despite the disadvantages, if you want to get up to the northern Kaokoveld, further than Tsumkwe in Bushmanland, or to any of the really off-beat areas in the Caprivi – then you’ll need a high-clearance 4WD. The main point to remember is that in most of these areas, just one 4WD vehicle simply isn’t enough. Your party needs to have a minimum of two vehicles for safety, and you should have with you a couple of experienced bush-drivers. These areas are very dangerous if you drive into them alone or ill-equipped.

Hiring a 2WD (saloon car)
There are three big car hire companies in Namibia: Avis, Budget, and Imperial (which is associated with Hertz in the rest of the world). Their prices tend to be similar, as do their conditions of hire, which leaves quality and availability as appropriate criteria for choosing between them.

Having used all three, I now generally hire from Avis. They have the youngest and largest fleet, as well as a wide backup network in Namibia, so any problems get sorted out fast. There is the further advantage that they are well-represented throughout the subcontinent, so it is easy to arrange one-way trips between South Africa or Botswana and Namibia – which adds a lot of flexibility to your choice of route.

Aside from these three large firms, there are a plethora of smaller, local car hire companies in Windhoek, some of whom are good. Others have more dubious reputations, and even buy their cars from the big companies, who dispose of their vehicles after one or two years. This makes their rates cheaper. However, compromising on the quality of your vehicle is crazy when you rely upon it so completely. Economise on accommodation or meals – but rent the best vehicle you can.

Typical ‘per day’ on-the-road prices from the more reputable companies, based upon unlimited mileage and their maximum insurance (see the section on Insurance, CDWs and gravel roads below), are:

Costs are UK£ / US$ Total rental period / days 

Group under 7 8–13 14–20 over 20 

A Toyota Corolla 1.3 £70/$112 £60/$96 £55/$88 £53/$86

B Corolla 1.6 a/c r/t £81/$130 £73/$116 £66/$106 £64/$103

C VW Jetta a/c r/t p/s £96/$153 £88/$140 £78/$126 £75/$121

J Single-cab 4x4 £108/$172 £104/$166 £97/$155 £95/$152

N Double-cab 4x4 £121/$194 £115/$183 £107/$170 £104/$166

Slightly cheaper deals are available from smaller local firms, but none has the same backup support as the big companies. Neither will you have the same chance of redress if there are any problems.

If time is not in short supply but money is, consider just hiring for a few days at a time to see specific sights – which would not be too expensive if you are planning on sitting by water-holes in Etosha all day.

What kind of 2WD?
This is really a question of budget. A simple ‘Group A’ – usually a basic 1.3 or 1.6 VW Golf, Toyota Corolla or Mazda Midge – is fine for two adults and most trips. (The harder suspension of the Golf is probably best on Namibian roads.)

If you’ve any flexibility in your budget, then get one up from the basic car if you can. A ‘Group B’ normally comes with air-conditioning and a radio/tape player, both of which can be useful. A larger vehicle is superfluous for two people, unless you need an automatic gearbox, want the sheer luxury of the space, or plan to drive huge distances.

For three or four people, look to a larger saloon, typically a Group C, like a VW Jetta 1.6. This has a cavernous boot (trunk) for luggage, and power steering is added to its refinements. If budget allows, then the Toyota Camry is excellent – and in many ways better than the more expensive Mercedes 220 which is sometimes offered.

Five or six people on a budget should consider a Toyota Venture, which is very spacious, or something similar. However, do get the more recent 2.2, rather than the older 1.8 model, as the latter are lamentably under-powered. If your budget is flexible, then consider either two small cars, or a VW Microbus (combi). Two cars will give more flexibility if the group wants to split up on occasions. These combis have lots of space to move around, and six window seats for game-viewing. Their main disadvantage is that they lack a secure, hidden boot. Like most 4WDs, you can’t safely leave the vehicle alone with any luggage in it.

Hiring a 4WD vehicle
This requires similar logic to the above, but more money. Most car hire companies offer 4WDs, but because of their expense fleets are often much smaller, and so they must be booked even further in advance.

What kind of 4WD?
In order of increasing cost, the choice normally boils down to a single-cab Toyota Hilux, a double-cab Toyota Hilux, or a Land Rover 110. Occasionally you’ll find Mazdas used instead of Toyotas, but their design and limits are very similar. The only relevant difference is that Toyotas are more common, and hence their spares are easier to obtain.

For two people, the single-cab Toyota Hilux is fine. This has just two seats (sometimes a bench seat) in the front and a fibreglass canopy over the pick-up section at the back. This is good for keeping the rain off your luggage, but it will not deter thefts.

For three or four people, you’ll need the double-cab or the Land Rover. The double-cabs are lighter vehicles, generally more comfortable and faster on tar. However, the Land Rovers are mechanically more simple, and easier to mend in the bush – if you know what you’re doing. Further, your luggage is inside the main cab, and so slightly safer, easier to access, and will remain a little less dusty. Five people will need a Land Rover, or better still the flexibility of two vehicles.

Insurance, CDWs and gravel roads
Wherever you hire your vehicle, you must read all the fine print of your hire agreement very carefully. The insurance and the Collision Damage Waiver (CDW) clauses are worth studying particularly closely. These spell out the ‘excess’ that you will pay in the event of an accident. These CDW excesses vary widely, and often explain the difference between cheap rental deals and better but more costly options.

In the last decade, Namibia has proved to be a very bad country for accidents. The problem is that the gravel roads are too good. If they had lots of potholes, then people would go slowly. But instead they are smooth, even, and empty – tempting people to speed. This results in an enormous damage and write-off rate amongst the car hire fleets. One large company with 70 cars recently complained to me that clients had written off 10% of its fleet in the last month.

Generally this isn’t due to collisions, but to foreign drivers going too fast on gravel roads and losing control on a bend. There is usually no other reason than carelessness and ignorance. This phenomenon affects 2WDs and 4WDs equally, and under some circumstances the latter can roll more easily because they have a higher centre of gravity.

Because of this, car hire companies have very high excesses (ie: the amounts that you pay if you have a major accident). A maximum 80% CDW is normal – which means that you will always pay 20% of the cost of any damage. The bill for a major accident in a small Group A or B would normally be £1,300/US$2,080.

However, beware: the fine print will often state that you will still pay for all of the damage if you have an accident due to negligence, or where no other vehicles are involved and you are driving on a gravel road.

Some companies will offset some of this risk for you for an additional cost – the extra charge of their Additional Collision Damage Waiver (ACDW). Even after you have paid that, many will still hold you liable for 20% of the cost of any damage which occurs on an untarred road – and all of the cost if the accident is caused by ‘negligence’. In short: the Namibian companies simply can’t get totally comprehensive cover for their rental cars. 

The only way around this is the solution found by a UK company that specialises in fly-drive trips to Namibia: Sunvil Africa (London, tel: 0181 232 9777). They offer their travellers a full 100% CDW – with no excesses in the event of a major accident, even if it occurs on a gravel road with no other vehicle involved. They insure their vehicles in the UK, not in Namibia, hence they can get this full cover.

This also gives them the lowest rental rates around, whilst using the best car hire companies in Namibia. Sunvil Africa offer this to UK-based clients who book a whole trip with them: flights, car hire and accommodation. Their trips are flexible, good value, and well worth considering.

Driving over borders
If the car hire companies have offices in Botswana and South Africa, then you can usually take cars into these countries. You will need to advise the company in advance, as they need a few days to apply for the right permits and insurances – which may cost an extra N$150 or so.

If you want to do a one-way hire, this is also possible, but expect a one-way drop-off fee of around N$1,000–1,500. Note that car hire is generally cheaper in South Africa, and about the same price in Botswana. Thus for a long trip a one-way hire from South Africa into Namibia is usually slightly cheaper than vice-versa. 

Taking vehicles across Zimbabwe’s borders is trickier, and has only become possible in the last few years. It is generally very expensive to do one-way hires which pick up or drop off in Zimbabwe (though Botswana’s Kasane is very close).

There is a voluntary grouping of the more responsible members of the car hire trade, the Car Rental Association of Namibia (CARAN). This lays down guidelines for standards and, if you use one of CARAN’s members, then they can provide an informal arbitration service if things go wrong. They can be contacted at PO Box 807098, Windhoek. 

	DRIVING
	



Driving around Namibia is usually very easy – much easier than driving at home. But because the distances are long, and some areas remote, a little more preparation is wise.

Equipment and preparations
Fuel
Petrol and diesel are available in all the major towns, and many more rural corners too. For most trips, you just need to remember to fill up when you have the opportunity. In a major emergency, many farms will be able to help you – but you shouldn’t let yourself finish up in need of such charity.

If you are taking a small expedition into the northern Kaokoveld, Bushmanland, or the more obscure corners of the Caprivi, then you will need long-range fuel tanks and/or a large stock of filled jerrycans. It is essential to plan your fuel requirements well in advance, and to carry more than you expect to need. Remember that using the vehicle’s 4WD capability, especially in low ratio gears, will significantly increase your fuel consumption. Similarly, the cool comfort of a vehicle’s air conditioning will burn your fuel reserves swiftly.

It’s worth knowing that if you need to transfer petrol from a jerrycan to the petrol tank, and you haven’t a proper funnel, an alternative is to roll up a piece of paper into a funnel shape – it will work just as well.

Spares
Namibia’s garages are generally very good, and most larger towns have a comprehensive stock of spares for most vehicles. (Expect to pay over about £60/US$96 for a new tyre for a small 2WD saloon.) You’ll often find several garages specialising in different makes of vehicle. In the bush you’ll find that farm mechanics can effect the most amazing short-term repairs with remarkably basic tools and raw materials.

Navigation
See the section on Maps and navigation in Chapter 5, for further comments. The MET’s free map of the country is probably the best for driving, though expeditions may want to think about buying more detailed maps from the Surveyor General’s office. If you are heading off onto the sand tracks of Bushmanland or the wilds of eastern Caprivi, then consider taking a GPS system.

Driving at night
Never drive at night unless you have to. Both wild and domestic animals frequently spend the night by the side of busy roads, and will actually sleep on quieter ones. Tar roads are especially bad as the surface absorbs all the sun’s heat by day, and then radiates it at night – making it a warm bed for passing animals. A high-speed collision with any animal, even a small one like a goat, will not only kill the animal, but will cause very severe damage to a vehicle, and potentially fatal consequences to you.

2WD driving
Tar roads
All of Namibia’s tar roads are excellent, and a programme of tarring is gradually extending these. Currently they extend to linking most of Namibia’s larger towns. Most are single carriageways (one lane in either direction), and it’s an effort to rein back the accelerator to remain within the speed limit of 120kph.

Remember that even on these you will find hazards like animals crossing. They are not as insulated from the surrounding countryside as the motorways, freeways and autobahns back home. So don’t be tempted to speed.

Strip roads
Very occasionally there are roads where the sealed tar surface is only wide enough for one vehicle. This becomes a problem when you meet another vehicle travelling in the opposite direction...on the same stretch of tar. The local practice is to wait until the last possible moment before you steer left, driving with two wheels on the gravel adjacent to the tar, and two on the tar. Usually, the vehicle coming in the opposite direction will do the same, and after passing each other both vehicles veer back on to the tar. If you are unused to this, then slow right down before you steer on to the gravel.

Gravel roads
Most roads in Namibia are gravel, and most of these are very good. Virtually all are fine for 2WD vehicles. They don’t normally suffer from potholes, although there may be slight ruts where others have driven before you.

You will occasionally put the car into small skids, and with practice at slower speeds you will learn how to deal with them. Gravel is a less forgiving surface on which to drive than tar. The rules and techniques for driving well are the same for both, but on tar you can get away with sloppy braking and cornering which would prove dangerous on gravel.

The main problem with Namibia’s gravel roads is that they are too good. Drivers are lulled into a false sense of security; they believe that it is safe to go faster, and faster. Don’t fall for this; it isn’t safe at all. See the Insurance, CDWs and gravel roads section, and promise that you’ll never drive faster than 80kph on gravel. That way you’ll return from a self-drive trip still believing how safe and good the roads are! A few hints for gravel driving in a 2WD vehicle may be helpful:

· Slowing down If in any doubt about what lies ahead, always slow down. Road surfaces can vary enormously, so keep a constant lookout for potholes, ruts or patches of soft sand which could put you into an unexpected slide.

· Passing vehicles When passing other vehicles travelling in the opposite direction, always slow down to minimise both the damage that stone chippings will do to your windscreen, and the danger in driving through the other vehicle’s dust cloud. If the dust cloud is thick, don’t return to the centre of the road too fast, as there may be another vehicle behind the first.

· Using your gears In normal driving, a lower gear will give you more control over the car – so keep out of high ‘cruising’ gears. Rather stick with third or fourth, and accept that your revs will be slightly higher than they might normally be.

· Cornering and braking Under ideal conditions, the brakes should only be applied when the car is travelling in a straight line. Braking whilst negotiating a corner is dangerous, so it is vital to slow down before you reach corners. Equally, it is better to slow down gradually, using a combination of gears and brakes, than to use the brakes alone. You are less likely to skid.

4WD driving 
If you have a high-clearance 4WD, it can extend your options considerably. However, no vehicle can make up for an inexperienced driver – so ensure that you are confident of your vehicle’s capabilities before you venture into the wilds with it. You really need extensive practice, with an expert on hand to advise you, before you’ll have the first idea how to handle such a vehicle in difficult terrain. Finally, driving in convoy is an essential precaution in the more remote areas, in case one vehicle gets stuck or breaks down. Some of the more relevant techniques include:

Driving in sand
If you start to lose traction in deep sand, then stop on the next piece of solid ground that you come to. Lower your tyre pressure until there is a distinct bulge in the tyre walls (having first made sure that you have the means to re-inflate them when you reach solid roads again). A lower pressure will help your traction greatly, but increase the wear on your tyres. Pump them up again before you drive on a hard surface at speed, or the tyres will be badly damaged. 

Where there are clear, deep-rutted tracks in the sand, don't fight the steering wheel – just relax and let your vehicle steer itself. Driving in the cool of the morning is easier than later in the day because when sand is cool it compacts better and is firmer. (When hot, the pockets of air between the sand grains expand and the sand becomes looser.)

If you do get stuck, despite these precautions, don’t panic. Don’t just rev the engine and spin the wheels – you’ll only dig deeper. Instead stop. Relax and assess the situation. Now dig shallow ramps in front of all the wheels, reinforcing them with pieces of wood, vegetation, stones, material or anything else which will give the wheels better traction. Lighten the vehicle load (passengers out) and push. Don’t let the engine revs die as you engage your lowest ratio gear, and use the clutch to ensure that the wheels don’t spin wildly and dig themselves further into the sand.

Sometimes rocking the vehicle backwards and forwards will build up momentum to break you free. This can be done by intermittently applying the clutch and/or by getting helpers who can push and pull the vehicle at the same frequency. Once the vehicle is moving, the golden rule of sand driving is to keep up the momentum: if you pause, you will sink and stop.

Driving in mud
This is difficult, though the theory is the same as for sand: keep going and don’t stop. That said, even the most experienced drivers get stuck. Some areas of Namibia (like the omurambas in Kaudom National Park) have very fine soil known as ‘black-cotton’ soil, which can become totally impassable when wet.

Push-starting when stuck
If you are unlucky enough to need to push-start your vehicle whilst it is stuck in sand or mud, then there is a remedy. Raise up the drive wheels, and take off one of the tyres. Then wrap a length of rope around the hub and treat it like a spinning top: one person (or more) pulls the rope to make the axle spin, whilst the driver lifts the clutch, turns the ignition on, and engages a low gear to turn the engine over. This is a difficult equivalent of a push start, but it may be your only option.

Rocky terrain
Have your tyre pressure higher than normal and move very slowly. If necessary passengers should get out and guide you along the track to avoid scraping the undercarriage on the ground. This can be a very slow business, and is often the case in the highlands of the northern Kaokoveld.

Crossing rivers
The first thing to do is to stop and check the river. You must assess its depth, its substrate (type of riverbed) and its current flow; and determine the best route to drive across it. This is best done by wading across the river (whilst watching for hippos and crocodiles, if necessary). Beware of water that’s too deep for your vehicle, or the very real possibility of being swept away by a fast current and a slippery substrate.

If everything is OK then select your lowest gear ratio and drive through the water at a slow but steady rate. Your vehicle’s air intake must be above the level of the water to avoid your engine filling with water. It’s not worth taking risks, so remember that a flooded river will often subside to much safer levels by the next morning.

Overheating
If the engine has overheated then the only option is to stop and turn the engine off. Don’t open the radiator cap to refill it until the radiator is no longer hot to the touch. Even then, keep the engine running and the water circulating, while you refill the radiator – otherwise you run the risk of cracking the hot metal by suddenly cooling it. Flicking droplets of water on to the outside of a running engine will cool it. 

In areas of tall grass keep a close watch on the water temperature gauge. Grass stems and seeds will get caught in the radiator grill and block the flow of air, causing the engine to overheat and the grass to catch fire. You should stop and remove the grass seeds every few kilometres also, depending on the conditions.

Driving near big game
The only animals which are likely to pose a threat to vehicles are elephants – and generally only elephants which are totally familiar with vehicles. So, treat them with the greatest respect and don’t ‘push’ them by trying to move ever closer. Letting them approach you is much safer, and they will feel far less threatened and more relaxed. Then, if the animals are calm, you can safely turn the engine off, sit quietly, and watch as they pass you by.

If you are unlucky, or foolish, enough to unexpectedly drive into the middle of a herd, then don’t panic. Keep your movements, and those of the vehicle, slow and measured. Back off steadily. Don’t be panicked, or overly intimidated, by a mock charge – this is just their way of frightening you away. Professionals will sometimes switch their engines off, but this is not for the faint-hearted.

	SUGGESTED ITINERARIES 
	



If you’re organising a small 4WD expedition, then it is assumed that you know exactly what you’re doing, and where you want to go, and hence no 4WD itineraries have been included here. 

The suggested itineraries here, for 2WDs, are intended as a framework only, and the time spent at places is the minimum which is reasonable – if you have less time, then cut places out rather than quicken the pace. With more time to spare, consider taking the same routes, and exploring each area in greater detail.

When planning your own itinerary, try to intersperse the longer drives between more restful days. Avoid spending each night in a new place, as shifting your base can be become tiring. Try to book hire cars and accommodation as far in advance as you can; that way you’ll get the places you want, exactly when you want them.

Included here are two very loose categories: ‘Budget’ and ‘Indulgent’. These broadly reflect the cost of the choices made. Most of the places on the Budget itinerary allow camping. The odd place that doesn’t, like Zebra River Lodge, is such good value that it’d be wasteful not to use it.

Two weeks
Southern–central Namibia Budget Indulgent
Night 1 Fly overnight to Namibia

Night 2 In/near Windhoek Pension Christoph Eningu Lodge

Night 3 Mariental area Hardap Restcamp Into Afrika

Night 4 Mariental area Hardap Restcamp Into Afrika

Night 5 Fish River Canyon area Ai-Ais Restcamp Canyon Lodge

Night 6 Fish River Canyon area Ai-Ais Restcamp Canyon Lodge

Night 7 Lüderitz Lüderitz Guest House The Nest

Night 8 Lüderitz Lüderitz Guest House The Nest

Night 9 Helmeringhausen area Duwisib Restcamp Dabis G’stfarm

Night 10 Namib-Naukluft area Zebra River Lodge Wolwedans

Night 11 Namib-Naukluft area Zebra River Lodge Wolwedans

Night 12 Namib-Naukluft area Namib Restcamp W’ness Camp

Night 13 Namib-Naukluft area Namib Restcamp W’ness Camp

Night 14 Fly overnight out of Namibia

There is a wide choice of places for the last four nights of this trip, in the NamibRand, Sesriem and Naukluft areas. It really depends on how much time you want to spend exploring the mountains and walking, compared with investigating the area’s dunes and desert.

Central Namibia–Etosha Budget Indulgent
Night 1 Overnight flight to Namibia

Night 2 In/near Windhoek Pension Handke Ozombanda

Night 3 Swakopmund Municipal Restcamp Schweizerhaus

Night 4 Swakopmund Municipal Restcamp Schweizerhaus

Night 5 Skeleton Coast Die Oord Restcamp Terrace Bay

Night 6 Damaraland Khorixas Restcamp Dm’land Camp

Night 7 Damaraland Khorixas Restcamp Dm’land Camp

Night 8 Etosha/Damaraland Okaukuejo Restcamp Dm’land Camp

Night 9 Etosha Okaukuejo Restcamp Ongava Lodge

Night 10 Etosha Halali Restcamp Ongava Lodge

Night 11 Etosha Namutoni Restcamp Etosha Aoba

Night 12 Etosha Namutoni Restcamp Etosha Aoba

Night 13 En route to Windhoek Waterberg’s Restcamp Okonjima

Night 14 Fly overnight out of Namibia

This trip is better in a ‘clockwise’ direction, as below, because then the best game-viewing (at Etosha) is saved until near the end. This route could easily be expanded by a few days to visit the Sesriem area, by slotting it in after Windhoek and before Swakopmund.

Three weeks
Southern–central–Etosha Budget Indulgent
Night 1 Overnight flight to Namibia

Night 2 Mariental area Hardap Restcamp Into Afrika

Night 3 Mariental area Hardap Restcamp Into Afrika

Night 4 Fish River Canyon area Ai-Ais Restcamp Canyon Lodge

Night 5 Fish River Canyon area Ai-Ais Restcamp Canyon Lodge

Night 6 Lüderitz Lüderitz Guest House Zum Sperg SV

Night 7 Lüderitz Lüderitz Guest House Zum Sperg SV

Night 8 Namib-Naukluft area Duwisib Restcamp Die Duine

Night 9 Namib-Naukluft area Namib Restcamp Die Duine

Night 10 Namib-Naukluft area Namib Restcamp Kulala Lodge

Night 11 Namib-Naukluft area Namib Restcamp Kulala Lodge

Night 12 Swakopmund Municipal Restcamp Schweizerhaus

Night 13 Swakopmund Municipal Restcamp Schweizerhaus

Night 14 Damaraland Khorixas Restcamp Dm’land Camp

Night 15 Damaraland Khorixas Restcamp Dm’land Camp

Night 16 Etosha Okaukuejo Restcamp Ongava Lodge

Night 17 Etosha Okaukuejo Restcamp Ongava Lodge

Night 18 Etosha Halali Restcamp Etosha Aoba

Night 19 Etosha Halali Restcamp Etosha Aoba

Night 20 En route to Windhoek Waterberg’s Restcamp Okonjima

Night 21 Fly overnight out of Namibia

Even on an unrestricted budget, many would rather stay inside Etosha, at the basic Okaukuejo and Halali restcamps, rather than outside it – regardless of how comfortable the outside lodges are.

Trans-Caprivi Strip Budget Indulgent
Night 1 Overnight flight to Victoria Falls

Night 2 Victoria Falls area Sprayview Hotel Vic Falls Hotel 

Night 3 Victoria Falls area Sprayview Hotel Vic Falls Hotel 

Night 4 Chobe River area Camping in Kasane Impalila Island

Night 5 Chobe River area Camping in Kasane Impalila Island

Night 6 Chobe River area Camping in Kasane Impalila Island

Night 7 Katima–Mudumu area Hippo Lodge camping Lianshulu

Night 8 Katima–Mudumu area Hippo Lodge camping Lianshulu

Night 9 Okavango–Popa Falls area Popa Falls Restcamp Drotsky’s

Night 10 Okavango–Popa Falls area Popa Falls Restcamp Drotsky’s

Night 11 Rundu Sarasungu camping Sarasungu

Night 12 Etosha Namutoni Restcamp Etosha Aoba

Night 13 Etosha Namutoni Restcamp Etosha Aoba

Night 14 Etosha Okaukuejo Restcamp Ongava Lodge

Night 15 Etosha Okaukuejo Restcamp Ongava Lodge

Night 16 Southern Kaokoveld Khorixas Restcamp Huab Lodge

Night 17 Southern Kaokoveld Ongongo Campsite Huab Lodge

Night 18 Southern Kaokoveld Ongongo Campsite Etendeka

Night 19 Southern Kaokoveld Brandberg Restcamp Etendeka

Night 20 En route to Windhoek Ozombanda Okonjima

Night 21 Fly overnight out of Namibia

This trans-Caprivi route is intrinsically more expensive than spending the same length of time just in Namibia. Victoria Falls and the Chobe/Kasane are both relatively costly, Botswana’s national park fees are relatively high, and there would also be a one-way drop-off fee levied on the car hire. Such a trip is better suited to a second or third visit to Namibia, rather than the first. 

	Chapter Eight
Camping and walking in the Bush
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	CAMPING
	



Many manuals have been written on survival in the bush, usually by military veterans. If you are stranded with a convenient multi-purpose knife, then these useful tomes will describe how you can build a shelter from branches, catch passing animals for food, and signal to the inevitable rescue planes which are combing the globe looking for you – whilst avoiding the attentions of hostile forces.

In Namibia, camping is usually less about surviving than about being comfortable. You will usually have much more than the knife: at least a bulging backpack, if not a loaded vehicle. Thus the challenge is not to camp and survive, it is to camp and be as comfortable as possible. Only practice will teach you this, but a few hints might be useful for the less experienced African campers.

Where you can camp
In national parks and areas which get frequent visitors, there are designated camping sites, usually at restcamps. Most people never need to venture away from these.

Outside the parks, you should ask the local landowner, or village head, if they are happy for you to camp on their property. If you explain patiently and politely what you want, then you are unlikely to meet anything but warm hospitality from most rural Namibians. They will normally be as fascinated with your way of life as you are with theirs. Company by your camp fire is virtually assured.

Choosing a site
Only experience will teach you how to choose a good site for pitching a tent, but a few points may help you avoid problems if you’re in a very remote area:

· Avoid camping on what looks like a path through the bush, however indistinct. It may be a well-used game trail.

· Beware of camping in dry river beds: dangerous flash floods can arrive with little or no warning.

· Near the coast, and in marshy areas, camp on higher ground to avoid cold, damp mists in the morning and evening.

· Camp a reasonable distance from water: near enough to walk to it, but far enough to avoid animals which arrive to drink.

· If a storm with lightning is likely, make sure that your tent is not the highest thing around.

· Finally, choose a site that is as flat as possible; it will make sleeping much easier.

Camp fires
Camp fires can create a great atmosphere and warm you on a cold evening, but they can also be damaging to the environment and leave unsightly piles of ash and blackened stones. Deforestation is a cause for major concern in much of the developing world, including parts of Namibia, so if you do light a fire then use wood as the locals do: sparingly. If you have a vehicle, then consider buying firewood in advance from people who sell it at the roadside in the more verdant areas.

If you collect it yourself, then take only dead wood, nothing living. Never just pick up a log: always roll it over first, checking carefully for snakes or scorpions.

Experienced campers build small, highly efficient fires by using a few large stones to absorb, contain and reflect the heat, and gradually feeding just a few thick logs into the centre to burn. Cooking pots can be balanced on the stones, or the point where the logs meet and burn. Others will use a small trench, lined with rocks, to similar effect. Either technique takes practice, but is worth perfecting. Whichever you do, bury the ashes, take any rubbish with you when you leave, and make the site look as if you had never been there. (See the Further Reading for details of Christina Dodwell’s excellent Travel, Survival and Bush Cookery.)

Don’t expect an unattended fire to frighten away wild animals – that works in Hollywood, but not in Africa. A camp fire may help your feelings of insecurity, but lion and hyena will disregard it with stupefying nonchalance.

Finally, do be hospitable to any locals who appear – despite your efforts to seek permission for your camp, you may effectively be staying in their back gardens.

Using a tent (or not)
Whether to use a tent or to sleep in the open is a personal choice, dependent upon where you are. In an area where there are predators around (specifically lion and hyena) then you should use a tent – and sleep completely inside it, as a protruding leg may seem like a tasty take-away to a hungry hyena. This is especially true at organised campsites, where the local animals have got so used to humans that they have lost much of their inherent fear of man. At least one person has been eaten whilst in a sleeping bag next to Okaukuejo’s floodlit water-hole, so always use a tent in these restcamps.

Outside game areas, you will be fine sleeping in the open, or preferably under a mosquito net, with just the stars of the African sky above you. On the practical side, sleeping under a tree will reduce the morning dew that settles on your sleeping bag. If your vehicle has a large, flat roof then sleeping on this will provide you with peace of mind, and a star-filled outlook. (Hiring a vehicle with a built-in roof-tent would seem like a perfect solution, until you want to take a drive whilst leaving your camp intact.)

Camping equipment
If you intend to camp in Namibia, then your choice of equipment will be affected by how you are travelling; you’ll have more room in a vehicle than if you just carry a backpack. A few things to consider are:

Tent Mosquito-netting ventilation panels, allowing a good flow of air, are essential. Don’t go for a tent that’s small; it may feel cosy at home, but will be hot and claustrophobic in the desert. That said, strength and weatherproofing are not so important, unless you’re visiting Namibia during the height of the rains.

Mat A ground mat of some sort is essential for comfort, warmth and protecting the tent's groundsheet from stony ground (put it underneath the tent). The ubiquitous closed-cell foam mats are good and readily available. Genuine Karrimats and Therm-a-Rests (combination air-mattress/foam mats) are quite expensive, but much stronger and more durable – worth the investment.

Sleeping bag A three-season down sleeping bag is ideal, being the smallest and lightest bag that is still warm enough for winter nights. Synthetic fillings are cheaper, but for the same warmth are heavier and more bulky. They do have the advantage that they keep their warmth when wet, unlike down, but clearly this is not so vital in Namibia’s dry climate.

Sheet sleeping bag Thin pure-cotton sheet sleeping bags (eg: YHA design) are good protection for your main sleeping bag, keeping it cleaner. They can, of course, be used on their own when your main sleeping bag is too hot.

Stove ‘Trangia’-type stoves, which burn methylated spirits, are simple to use, light, and cheap to run. They come complete with a set of light aluminium pans and a very useful all-purpose handle. Often you'll be able to cook on a fire with the pans, but it's nice to have the option of making a brew in a few minutes while you set up camp. Canisters for gas stoves are available in the main towns if you prefer to use these, but are expensive and bulky. Petrol- and kerosene-burning stoves are undoubtedly efficient on fuel and powerful – but invariably temperamental, messy, and unreliable in the dusty desert. If you’re going on a long hike then take a stove and fuel, as firewood may not always be available in the drier areas.

Torch (flashlight) This should be on every visitor’s packing list. Find one that's small and tough, preferably water- and sand-proof. Head-mounted torches leave your hands free (useful when cooking) but some people find them bulky. The small, strong and super-bright torches (such as Maglites) are excellent, but their bulbs are difficult to buy in Namibia. Bring several spares with you.

Water containers For everyday use, a small two-litre water bottle is invaluable – however you are travelling. If you're thinking of hiking, you should bring a strong, collapsible water-bag for times when you will be away from a close source of water. Ten litres is a useful size, and probably the most you'll ever consider carrying on top of your normal kit. (Ten litres of water weighs 10kg.) Large plastic containers for the car can be bought when you arrive.

See Planning and preparations for a memory-jogging list of other useful items to pack.

Dangers from wildlife
Camping in Africa is really very safe, though you may not think so from reading this. If you have a major problem whilst camping, it will probably be because you did something stupid, or because you forgot to take a few simple precautions. Here are a few general basics, applicable to anywhere in Africa and not just Namibia.

Large animals
Big game will not bother you if you are in a tent – provided that you do not attract its attention, or panic it. Elephants will gently tip-toe through your guy ropes whilst you sleep, without even nudging your tent. However, if you wake up and make a noise, startling them, they are far more likely to panic and step on your tent. Similarly, scavengers will quietly wander round, smelling your evening meal in the air, without any intention of harming you.

· Remember to ‘go to the toilet’ before going to bed, and avoid getting up in the night if possible.

· Scrupulously clean everything used for food which might smell good to scavengers. Put these utensils in a vehicle if possible, suspend them from a tree, or pack them away in a rucksack inside the tent.

· Do not keep any smelly foodstuffs, like meat or citrus fruit, in your tent. Their smells may attract unwanted attention.

· Do not leave anything outside that could be picked up – like bags, pots, pans, etc. Hyenas, amongst others, will take anything. (They have been known to crunch a camera’s lens, and eat it.)

· If you are likely to wake in the night, then leave the tent’s zips a few centimetres open at the top, enabling you to take a quiet peek outside. 

Creepy crawlies
As you set up camp, clear stones or logs out of your way with extreme caution: underneath will be great hiding places for snakes and scorpions. Long moist grass is ideal territory for snakes, and Namibia’s many dry, rocky places are classic sites for scorpions.

If you are sleeping in the open, it is not unknown to wake and find a snake lying next to you in the morning. Don’t panic; it has just been attracted to you by your warmth. You will not be bitten if you gently edge away without making any sudden movements. (This is one good argument for using at least a mosquito net!)

Before you put on your shoes, shake them out. Similarly, check the back of your backpack before you slip it on. Just a curious spider, in either, could inflict a painful bite.

	WALKING IN THE BUSH
	



Walking in the African bush is a totally different sensation from driving through it. You may start off a little unready – perhaps even sleepy for an early morning walk – but swiftly your mind will awake. There are no noises except the wildlife, and you. So every noise that isn’t caused by you must be an animal; or a bird; or an insect. Every smell and every rustle has a story to tell, if you can understand it.

With time, patience, and a good guide you can learn to smell the presence of elephants, and hear when impala are alarmed by a predator. You can use ox-peckers to lead you to buffalo, or vultures to help you locate a kill. Tracks will record the passage of animals in the sand, telling what passed by, how long ago, and in which direction.

Eventually your gaze becomes alert to the slightest movement, your ears aware of every sound. This is safari at its best. A live, sharp, spine-tingling experience that’s hard to beat and very addictive. Be careful: watching animals from a vehicle will never be the same for you again.

Walking trails
Namibia has several long hikes suited to those who are both fit and experienced in Africa. These include unaccompanied trails along the Fish River Canyon, in the Naukluft Mountains and on Waterberg Plateau. Also guided trails on Waterberg and along the Ugab River.

There are also hundreds of shorter hikes, varying from half an hour’s stroll to a few days, and many areas which cry out to be explored on foot. None involve much big game, though you may come across larger animals; all are more about spending time in the environments to increase your understanding of them.

Safety of guided walks 
In many areas where guided game walks are undertaken, your chances of being in a compromising situation with seriously dangerous game – namely lion, buffalo or elephant – are almost zero. There are many first-class guided walks in the desert and the mountains, showing you superb scenery and fascinating areas, which don’t have these risks to contend with.

Generally Namibia isn’t the place for a walking safari which concentrates on big-game (as always, there are exceptions – Hobatere springs to mind). Hence many guides don’t need to carry a gun, or know how to use one. This is fine for most of Namibia.

However, in areas where you may meet lion, buffalo or elephant, you need extra vigilance. A few lodges will take chances, and send you out walking with a guide who doesn’t have big game experience. Don’t let them. If lion, buffalo or elephant are present, then you need a professional guide who carries a loaded gun and knows how to use it.

This applies especially in Mahango, Mamili and Mudumu, which have thick vegetation cover and healthy game populations. Don’t accept the logic that ‘experience and large stick’ will be good enough. It will be for 99.9% of the time... but you don’t want to become the 0.1%. Don’t walk in such areas unless your guide has experience of big game and a rifle.

Further east, in Zambia and Zimbabwe where walking safaris have been refined, the guides must pass stringent exams and practical tests before they are licensed to walk with clients.

Guided walking safaris
If you plan to do much walking, and want to blend in, try to avoid wearing any bright, unnatural colours, especially white. Muted shades are best; greens, browns and khaki are ideal. Hats are essential, as is sun-block. Even a short walk will last for two hours, and there’s often no vehicle to which you can retreat if you get too hot.

Cameras and binoculars should be immediately accessible – ideally in dust-proof cases strapped to your belt. They are of much less use if buried at the bottom of a camera bag.

With regard to safety, your guide will always brief you in detail before you set off. S/he will outline possible dangers, and what to do if they materialise. Listen carefully: this is vital.

Face-to-face animal encounters
Whether you are on an organised walking safari, on your own hike, or just walking from the car to your tent in the bush, it is possible that you will come across some of Africa’s larger animals at close quarters. Invariably, the danger is much less than you imagine, and a few basic guidelines will enable you to cope effectively with most situations.

Firstly, don’t panic. Console yourself with the fact that animals are not normally interested in people. You are not their normal food, or their predator. If you do not annoy or threaten them, you will be left alone.

If you are walking to look for animals, then remember that this is their environment, not yours. Animals have been designed for the bush, and their senses are far better attuned to it than your are. To be on less unequal terms, remain alert and try to spot them from a distance. This gives you the option of approaching carefully, or staying well clear.

Finally, the advice of a good guide is more valuable than the simplistic comments noted here. Animals, like people, are all different. So whilst we can generalise here and say how the ‘average’ animal will behave – the one that’s glaring over a small bush at you may have had a really bad day, and be feeling much more grumpy than average.

Here are a few general comments on how to deal with some potentially dangerous situations.

Buffalo
This is probably the continent’s most dangerous animal to hikers, but there is a difference between the old males, often encountered on their own or in small groups, and large breeding herds. 

Lone male buffalo are easily surprised. If they hear or smell anything amiss, they will charge without provocation – motivated by a fear that something is sneaking up on them. Buffalo have an excellent sense of smell, but fortunately they are short-sighted. Avoid a charge by quickly climbing the nearest tree, or by side-stepping at the last minute. If adopting the latter, more risky, technique then stand motionless until the last possible moment, as the buffalo may well miss you anyhow.

The large breeding herds can be treated in a totally different manner. If you approach them in the open, they will often flee. Occasionally though, they will stand and watch, moving aside to allow you to pass through the middle of the herd. Neither encounter is for the faint-hearted or inexperienced, so steer clear of these dangerous animals wherever possible.

Black rhino
The Kaokoveld has one of the world’s best populations of black rhino – a real success story for Namibian conservation. However, if you are lucky enough to find one, and then unlucky enough to be charged by it, use the same tactics as you would for a buffalo: tree-climbing or dodging at the last second. (It is amazing how fast even the least athletic walker will scale the nearest tree when faced with a charging rhino.)

If there are no trees in the vicinity, you have a problem. Your best line of defence is probably to crouch very low, so you don’t break the skyline, and remain motionless.

Elephant
Normally elephants are only a problem if you disturb a mother with a calf, or approach a male in musth (state of arousal). So keep well away from these. However, after decades of persecution, Namibia’s ‘desert elephants’ have a reputation for almost unprovoked aggression. Many people (mostly local villagers) are killed by them each year. The moral is to give these elephants a very wide berth, and to be extremely cautious when in areas where they are likely to be found.

Normally, if you get too close to an elephant, it will first scare you with a ‘mock charge’: head up, perhaps shaking; ears flapping; trumpeting. Lots of sound and fury. This is intended to be frightening, and it is. But it is just a warning and no cause for panic. Just freeze to assess the elephant’s intentions, then back off slowly.

When elephants really mean business, they will put their ears back, their head down, and charge directly at you without stopping. This is known as a ‘full charge’. There is no easy way to avoid the charge of an angry elephant, so take a hint from the warning and back off slowly as soon as you encounter a mock charge. Don’t run. If you are the object of a full charge, then you have no choice but to run – preferably round an anthill, up a tall tree, or wherever.

Lion
Tracking lion can be one of the most exhilarating parts of a good walking safari. Sadly, they will normally flee before you even get close to them. However, it can be a problem if you come across a large pride unexpectedly. Lion are well camouflaged; it is easy to find yourself next to one before you realise it. If you had been listening, you would probably have heard a warning growl about twenty metres ago. Now it is too late.

The best plan is to stop, and back off slowly, but confidently. If you are in a small group, then stick together. Never run from a big cat. Firstly, they are always faster than you are. Secondly, running will just convince them that you are frightened prey worth chasing. As a last resort, if they seem too inquisitive and follow as you back off, then stop. Call their bluff. Pretend that you are not afraid and make loud, deep, confident noises: shout at them, bang something. But do not run.

John Coppinger, one of Africa’s most experienced guides, adds that every single compromising experience that he has had with lion on foot has been either with a female with cubs, or with a mating pair, when the males can get very aggressive. You have been warned.

Leopard
Leopard are very seldom seen, and would normally flee from the most timid of lone hikers. However, if injured or surprised, they are very powerful, dangerous cats. Conventional wisdom is scarce, but never stare straight into the leopard’s eyes, or it will regard this as a threat display. (The same is said, by some, to be true with lion.) Better to look away slightly, at a nearby bush, or even at its tail. Then back off slowly, facing the direction of the cat and showing as little terror as you can. As with lion – loud, deep, confident noises are a last line of defence. Never run from a leopard.

Hippo
Hippo are fabled to account for more deaths in Africa than any other animal (ignoring the mosquito). Having been attacked and capsized by a hippo whilst in a dug-out canoe on the Okavango, I find this very easy to believe. Visitors are most likely to encounter hippo in the water, when paddling a canoe or fishing. However, as they spend half their time grazing ashore, you’ll sometimes come across them on land. Out of their comforting lagoons, hippos are even more dangerous. If they see you, they will flee towards the deepest channel nearby – so the golden rule is never to get between a hippo and its escape route to deep water. Given that a hippo will outrun you on land, standing motionless is probably your best line of defence.

Snakes
These are really not the great danger that people imagine. Most flee when they feel the vibrations of footsteps; only a few will stay still. The puff adder is responsible for more cases of snakebite than most other venomous snakes because, when approached, it will simply puff itself up and hiss as a warning, rather than slither away. This makes it essential always to watch where you place your feet when walking in the bush.

Similarly, there are a couple of arboreal (tree dwelling) species which may be taken by surprise if you carelessly grab vegetation as you walk. So don’t.

Spitting cobras are also encountered occasionally; they will aim for your eyes and spit with accuracy. If the spittle reaches your eyes, you must wash them out immediately and thoroughly with whatever liquid comes to hand: water, milk, even urine if that’s the only liquid that you can quickly produce.

	CANOEING
	



There is comparatively little canoeing done in Namibia, though operations do run on the country’s borders: down the Orange River, on the eastern side of the Kunene, and occasionally on the Kwando, the Chobe and the Zambezi. The main dangers for canoeists are:

Hippo
Hippos are strictly vegetarians, and will only attack a canoe if they feel threatened. The technique for avoiding hippo problems is first of all to let them know that you are there. Bang your paddle on the side of the canoe a few times (most novice canoeists will do this constantly anyhow).

During the day, hippopotami congregate in the deeper areas of the river. The odd ones in shallow water, where they feel less secure, will head for the deeper places as soon as they are aware of a nearby canoe. Avoiding hippos then becomes a simple case of steering around the deeper areas. This is where experience and knowing the river become useful.

Trouble starts when canoes inadvertently stray over a pod of hippos, or when a canoe cuts a hippo off from its path of retreat. Either situation is dangerous, as hippos will overturn canoes without a second thought, biting them and their occupants.

Crocodiles
Crocodiles may have sharp teeth and look prehistoric, but are of little danger to a canoeist... unless you are in the water. Then the more you struggle and the more waves you create, the more you will attract their unwelcome attentions. They become a major threat when canoes are overturned by hippos – making it essential to get out of the water as soon as possible, either into another canoe or on to the bank.

When a crocodile attacks an animal, it will try to disable it. It does this by getting a firm, biting grip, submerging, and performing a long, fast barrel-roll. This disorients the prey, drowns it, and probably twists off the bitten limb. In this dire situation, your best line of defence is to stab the reptile in its eyes with anything sharp that you have. Alternatively, if you can lift up its tongue and let the water into its lungs whilst it is underwater, then a crocodile will start to drown and will release its prey.

There is one very reliable report of a man surviving an attack in the Zambezi. The crocodile first grabbed his arm and started to spin backwards into deep water. The man wrapped his legs around the crocodile, to spin with it and avoid having his arm twisted off. As it spun, he tried to poke his thumb into its eyes, but this had no effect. Finally he put his free arm into the crocodile’s mouth, and opened up the beast’s throat. This worked. The crocodile left him and he survived with only a damaged arm. Understandably, anecdotes about tried and tested methods of escape are rare.

	MINIMUM IMPACT
	



When you visit, drive through, or camp in an area and have ‘minimum impact’ this means that that area is left in the same condition as – or better – than when you entered it. Whilst most visitors view minimum impact as being desirable, spend time to consider the ways in which we contribute to environmental degradation, and how these can be avoided.

Driving 
Use your vehicle responsibly. If there’s a road, or a track, then don’t go off it – the environment will suffer. Driving off-road leaves unsightly tracks which detract from the ‘wilderness’ feeling for subsequent visitors. In the drier western areas these tracks can also crush fragile desert plants, and scar the desert for decades.

Hygiene
Use toilets if they are provided, even if they are basic long-drop loos with questionable cleanliness. If there are no toilets, then human excrement should always be buried well away from paths, or groundwater, and any tissue used should be burnt and then buried.

If you use rivers or lakes to wash, then soap yourself near the bank, using a pan for scooping water from the river – making sure that no soap finds its way back into the water. Use biodegradable soap. Sand makes an excellent pan-scrub, even if you have no water to spare. 

Rubbish
Biodegradable rubbish can be burnt and buried with the camp fire ashes. Don’t just leave it lying around: it will look very unsightly and spoil the place for those who come after you.

Bring along some plastic bags in which to remove the rest of your rubbish, and dump it at the next town. Items which will not burn, like tin cans, are best cleaned and squashed for easy carrying. If there are bins, then use them, but also consider when they will next be emptied, and if local animals will rummage through them first. Carrying out all your own rubbish may still be the sensible option.

Host communities
Whilst the rules for reducing impact on the environment have been understood and followed by responsible travellers for years, the effects of tourism on local people have only recently been considered. Many tourists believe it is their right, for example, to take intrusive photos of local people – and even become angry if the local people object. They refer to higher prices being charged to tourists as a rip-off, without considering the hand-to-mouth existence of those selling these products or services. They deplore child beggars, then hand out sweets or pens to local children with outstretched hands.

Our behaviour towards ‘the locals’ needs to be considered in terms of their culture, with the knowledge that we are the uninvited visitors. We visit to enjoy ourselves, but this should not be at the expense of local people. Read Cultural guidelines and aim to leave the local communities better off after your visit.

Local payments
If you spend time with any of Namibia’s poorer local people, perhaps staying at one of the community campsites, then you must take great care with any payments that you make. 

Firstly, note that, like most people, they like to spend their earnings on what they choose. This means that trying to pay for services with beads, food, old clothes on anything else instead of money isn’t appreciated. Ask yourself how you’d like to be paid, and you’ll understand this point.

Secondly, you must find out the normal cost for what you are buying. Most community campsites will have a standard cost for a campsite, an hour’s guided activity, or whatever. Find this out before you sleep there, or accept the offer of a walk. It is then important that you pay about that amount for the service rendered, no less, and not too much more.

As most people realise, if you try to pay less you’ll get into trouble – as you would at home. However, many do not realise that if they generously pay a lot more, this can be equally damaging. Local rates of pay in the rural areas can be very low. A careless visitor can easily pay disproportionately large sums accidentally. Where this happens, local jobs can lose their value overnight. (Imagine working hard to become a game scout, only to learn that a tourist has given your friend the equivalent of your whole month’s wages – for just a few hours guiding. What incentive is there for you to carry on with your regular job?)

If you want to give more, for good service, a super guide, or just because you want to help… then either buy some locally made produce (at the going rate), or donate money to one the organisations working to improve the lot of Namibia’s most disadvantaged. The Nyae Nyae Foundation, Save the Rhino Trust, and IRDNC would all be delighted to suggest a worthwhile home for your donation – where every cent of your money will be put to good use, without causing any damage to the people that you are trying to help.

	Chapter Nine
Practical Information
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	TOURISM IN NAMIBIA
	



Until 1990, most of Namibia's tourists were from South Africa. They came in their own vehicles, for the sea fishing and the game parks – which still have well organised facilities. Following independence, greater number of visitors have arrived from overseas every year, many using the restcamp facilities which were developed for the South Africans. Generally, the overseas visitors have more money to spend; they want small lodges rather than large camps, and restaurants rather than self-catering facilities.

Thus Namibia is seeing a real boom in lodges and bush-camps, and many economically marginal farms are thriving again as guest farms. Such small, individual places don’t suit large tours or high-volume tour operators, who use only large hotels for their big groups. Thus the future for Namibia, the way that tourism is growing, is in self-drive tourists, independent visitors who visit the smaller lodges and farms with their own vehicle, and don’t rely on being part of a large touring group. Even those who first visit as part of a large group often return for their own individual self-drive trip.

Namibia is fortunate: its roads are good, its attractions well-signposted, and its national parks well-managed. Even the centralised booking system for the parks, based at the Ministry of the Environment and Tourism (MET) in Windhoek, generally works well for advance bookings.

Despite its phenomenal growth, tourism to Namibia is still on a very small scale, a fraction of that found in, say, South Africa or Kenya. So the feeling of wilderness has not been lost; you will still be the only visitors in many corners of the country.

	CURRENCY 
	



The Namibian currency is the Namibian Dollar (N$), which is divided into 100 cents. This is freely convertible in Namibia; there's no black market and no customs regulations applicable to moving it across borders. It is currently tied to the South African Rand (R) so that N$1=R1. Rand can be used freely in Namibia – nobody even notices – though it is often difficult to change Namibian dollars once you leave Namibia, even in South Africa.

Many banks overseas only know the exchange rate for Rand, and don’t supply Namibia dollars, or even quote a rate for it. In that case you can bring Rand to Namibia, and use that instead.

If the Rand plummets in the future, perhaps as the result of negative developments in South Africa, then Windhoek may take full control of its currency, and allow it float free from the Rand. Its economy is probably strong enough to make this a very positive move. Check the latest situation with one of the bigger banks before you leave.

The last few years have seen the Rand become progressively weaker against sterling and the US dollar. Thus travel in Namibia for the western visitor has become even better value. In June 1998 the exchange rates are £1.00 = N$8.20 = R8.20 and US$1 = N$5.13 = R5.13.

	GETTING AROUND
	



Namibia’s internal air links are good and reasonably priced, and its long-distance coach services are excellent. However, the trains here cater better for freight than visitors (Desert Express excepted), and, perhaps because of the country’s low population density, local buses are very limited in their scope. In fact, getting anywhere away from the main roads can be difficult without your own transport.

By air
Internal flights can be a practical way to hop huge distances swiftly. The scheduled internals are sufficiently infrequent that you need to plan your trip around them, and not vica versa. This needs to be done far in advance to be sure of getting seats, but does run the risk of your trip being thrown into disarray if the airline’s schedule changes.

Increasingly private charter flights are being used for short camp-to-camp flights. These are expensive, though the Dune Hopper, mentioned below, is an attempt to cut these prices.

Regional flights
Air Namibia operates regular and reliable flights around the region. One way fares from Windhoek include £100/US$160 to Maun, £175/US$280 to Victoria Falls, £205/US$328 to Luanda and £117/US$187 to Johannesburg or Cape Town. In general, you will find these to be the same price if you buy them locally or overseas.

However, if you travel between Europe and Namibia with Air Namibia, and book your regional flights at the same time, then these routes can become cheaper with their system of ‘airpass’ coupons. Then expect two internal/regional flights to cost around £92/US$147, three around £162/US$259, four around £231/US$370, plus a supplement if your destinations include Victoria Falls. There are a restricted number of seats available for these airpass bookings, so you should book many months in advance if you want to use this system.

South African Airways and Comair (a subsidiary of British Airways) also operate links to Jo’burg and Cape Town; Air Zimbabwe flies between Harare and Windhoek, and Air Botswana links Maun with Windhoek.

Scheduled internal flights
Namibia has a good network of scheduled internal flights, run by Air Namibia, which link the outlying towns to the hub of Windhoek. The main regional airports (with their useful international city codes) are Cape Town (cpt); Johannesburg (jnb); Katima Mulilo, M’pacha (mpa); Keetmanshoop (kmp); Livingstone, Zambia (lvi); Lüderitz (lud); Maun, Botswana (mub); Mokuti Lodge, Etosha (oku); Ondangwa (ond); Ongava, Etosha (ogv); Oranjemund (omd); Rundu (ndu); Swakopmund (swp); Tsumeb (tsb); Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe (vfa); Walvis Bay (wvb); Windhoek, International (wdh) and Eros (ers).

The prices and timetables of the internal flights do change regularly, however, as a current guide the frequencies of some of the more common routes (just those within Namibia) are:

Generally these are not expensive. Even Lüderitz to Windhoek, costs only £90/US$144. Shorter, hops, like Windhoek to Tsumeb, are £54/US$86.

Chartered internal flights
Namibia Commercial Aviation (tel: 061 223562; fax: 061 234583) runs superb DC6s dating from 1958 – both for private charters, and as part of Air Namibia's normal schedule, usually on the routes to/from Victoria Falls. If your flight number with Air Namibia has four digits, like SW 3001, then this usually indicates that you will be on one of NCA’s DC6s.

In addition, there are several smaller companies chartering small four- and six-seater planes, which are particularly convenient as many farms and lodges have their own bush airstrips. If you have the budget and want to make the most of a short time in the country, then perhaps a fly-in trip would suit you. Such private charters are the norm when visiting Botswana’s Okavango Delta, and are the only way to see the northern wilderness of the Skeleton Coast. Any good tailor-made specialist tour operator (especially Sunvil Africa) could put such a trip together for you – but expect it to cost at least £250/US$375 per person per night.

Of course, if you've a private pilot's licence and an adventurous streak, then Namibia’s skies are marvellously open and free of hassles.

Dune-hopper

One unusual charter operation is the recently introduced Dune-hopper, which links Windhoek (and probably eventually Swakopmund) with the Karos and Wolwedans properties around Sesriem. This is usually arranged as part of a package through a tour operator, or one of the lodges. It’s not cheap, but is a fast way to get in to the dunes if time is limited. 

By rail
There is an extensive network of tracks connecting all of Namibia’s main towns, and also linking into the South African rail network. The trains are pleasant and rarely full, but they are very slow and stop frequently. Travelling by train is not for those in a hurry, and most travellers without their own vehicle prefer long-distance coaches or hitchhiking to the train.

Now there is a dedicated Starline rail service, run by TransNamib for passengers. The carriages are divided into economy and business sections. There is usually no food or drink available.

	Schedules
	Windhoek departures   
	Windhoek arrivals

	Railway station
	Sun/Tues/Thurs   
	Tues/Thurs/Sat

	Windhoek
	17.30   
	05.30

	Okahandja
	19.55   
	03.30

	Karibib
	22.30   
	00.50

	Omaruru
	01.25   
	21.30

	Otjiwarongo
	05.15   
	17.55

	Otavi
	08.00   
	12.45

	Tsumeb
	09.20   
	11.00

	
	Mon/Wed/Fri   
	Mon/Wed/Fri

	
	Tsumeb arrivals   
	Tsumeb departures


 

	   
	Windhoek departures   
	Windhoek arrivals

	Railway station   
	daily except Sat   
	daily except Sun

	Windhoek    
	19.00    
	06.05

	Rehoboth   
	21.31    
	03.45

	Kalkrand â   
	23.15    
	01.50

	Mariental    
	01.55    
	23.40á 

	Gibeon â    
	03.02    
	21.50

	Asab    
	03.44    
	21.03á 

	Tses â    
	04.42    
	20.10

	Keetmanshoop   
	06.27    
	18.30á 

	   
	daily except Sun    
	daily except Sat

	   
	Keetmanshoop arrivals   
	Keetmanshoop departures


On just two days per week this links into a short service between Keetmanshoop and Ariamsvlei, by the South African border:

	 
	Keetmanshoop departures
	K eetmanshoop arrivals

	Railway station
	Wed/Sat 
	Sun/Thurs

	Keetmanshoop
	08.10 
	16.31

	Grünau
	12.45 
	12.30

	Karasburg
	14.30 
	11.25

	Ariamsvlei
	17.37 
	09.00

	   
	Wed/Sat 
	Sun/Thurs

	   
	Ariamsvlei arrivals
	Ariamsvlei departures


 

	   
	Windhoek departures    
	Windhoek arrivals

	Railway station    
	daily except Sat    
	daily except Sun

	Windhoek â    
	20.00   
	06.30

	Okahandja   
	22.05   
	05.20á 

	Karibib â   
	00.40   
	02.30

	Usakos   
	01.55   
	00.45á 

	Swakopmund â    
	05.30   
	20.45

	Walvis Bay   
	07.30   
	19.00á 

	   
	daily except Sun    
	daily except Sat

	   
	Walvis Bay arrivals    
	Walvis Bay departures


Windhoek departures Windhoek arrivals

Railway station Sun/Tues/Thurs Tues/Thurs/Sat

Windhoek â 22.00 04.45

Omitara 02.43 00.06á 

Witvlei â 04.23 22.24

Gobabis 05.43 21.00á 

Mon/Wed/Fri Mon/Wed/Fri

Gobabis arrivals Gobabis departures

Tsumeb departures Tsumeb arrivals

Railway station Mon/Wed/Fri Wed/Fri/Mon

Tsumeb â 11.00 09.20

Otavi 12.45 08.00á 

Otjiwarongo â 16.55 05.15

Omaruru 20.35 00.25á 

Usakos â 22.55 21.55

Arandis 00.55 19.45á 

Swakopmund â 02.55 18.05

Walvis Bay 04.45 16.25á 

Tues/Thurs/Sat Tues/Thurs/Sun

Walvis Bay arrivals Walvis Bay departures

Aside from the above train services, Starline also run some passenger services by bus. One links Rundu, Tsumeb, Grootfontein and Oshakati several times a week, while another connects Keetmanshoop with Goageb, Bethanie, Aus and Lüderitz every day.

Costs
The tariff for TransNamib’s trains or buses is amazingly complex: various combinations of two classes of travel, three different tariffs (off-peak periods, peak periods and high peak periods), and occasional discounts (33%) for travel on Tuesdays and Wednesdays.

However, the actual fares are low, the highest being for travel between Windhoek and Keetmanshoop during a high peak period, in business class, which is N$65 (£9/US$13.50), while economy is N$47 (£7/US$10.50).

Booking
Any train station will telegraph for you, but tickets should be reserved in advance through the Windhoek booking office. This opens 08.00–16.00 and tickets for later trains must be collected before 16.00. Follow the same procedure for the Starline services.

Gobabis tel: 061 562416; Grootfontein tel: 067 242628; Karasburg tel: 06342 7; Keetmanshoop tel: 0631 292202; Lüderitz tel: 06331 21220; Mariental tel: 0661 29202; Okahandja tel: 0621 503315; Omaruru tel: 064 570006; Otjiwarongo tel: 0651 305202/305111; Swakopmund tel: 064 463538; Tsumeb tel: 067 220358; Walvis Bay tel: 064 208504/05; Windhoek tel: 061 298 2032; fax: 061 298 2495.

The Desert Express 
The Desert Express is new for 1998 and the result of years of planning and work. The whole train was designed, built and fitted for this trip. It offers a luxurious overnight trip with interesting stops en route, and currently makes the journey between Windhoek and Swakopmund three times a week, with different stops in each direction.

Check-in is 90 minutes before departure, and if you’ve free time around Windhoek station then take advantage of the free entry to the Transport Museum.

Westbound, it leaves Windhoek on Sunday, Tuesday and Friday afternoon at 14.30 (15.30 in summer). After about an hour it reaches the Okapuka Ranch, where travellers disembark for a short excursion to see the ranch lions being fed. Continuing on the train, a sundowner drink and nibbles are served before an impressive dinner, after which the train stops in a siding, Friedrichsfelde, for the night. It starts moving early in the morning, catching the spectacular sunrise over the desert and passing through the Khan Valley before stopping in the dunes between Swakopmund and Walvis Bay, for travellers to take a short walk in the desert. It arrives in Swakopmund at 10.00 after a good breakfast. 

Eastbound, it departs from Swakopmund on Monday, Wednesday and Saturday afternoon at 13.00 (14.00 in summer). After a few hours it stops at Ebony siding from where passengers are transported to Spitzkoppe, where there’s a chance to explore in search of rock paintings, or have a sundowner drink. Everyone is back on the train about three hours later, after which dinner is served. At 08.00, the train reaches Okapuka Ranch for an hour’s stop to see the ranch lions being fed, before continuing with breakfast and arriving at Windhoek station by 10.00.

The Desert Express has 24 air-conditioned cabins (making advance booking vital). Each is small but ingeniously fitted: beds that pull down from the walls, washbasins that move, and various switches cleverly hidden away. Each has its own en-suite facilities and will sleep up to three people, though two in a cabin is perfect. It’s a super way to be whisked between Windhoek and Swakopmund in comfort, perfect for a trip’s start or end. 

Bookings can be made through Sunvil Africa.

Rates: N$1,380 single, N$1,080 per person for two people sharing a cabin, and N$780 per person for three people sharing a cabin. This includes excursions, dinner and breakfast.

Bus
In comparison to Zimbabwe, East Africa or even South Africa, Namibia has few cheap local buses that are useful for travellers. Small Volkswagen combis (minibuses) do ferry people between towns, providing a good fast service at about N$16 (£2/US$3) per 100km, but these only operate on the busier routes between centres of population. Visitors usually want to see the more remote area – where local people just hitch if they need transport.

Coaches – Intercape Mainliner
There is one company, Intercape Mainliner, which operates luxury vehicles on long-distance routes covering most of the main towns. These are comfortable, with refreshments available, music, videos, toilets and air conditioning. Their schedules have changed little over the years, though the fares increase often. Use timings included here as a rough guide only.

Windhoek departures Windhoek arrivals

City (pick-up point) Mon/Wed/Fri/Sat Mon/Wed/Fri/Sun

Windhoek (Grab-a-phone) 07.00 17.30á 

Okahandja (Shell Ultra) â 08.00 16.30 

Karibib (Ströblehof Hotel) 09.15 15.15á 

Usakos (Shell Ultra) â 10.00 14.45 

Swakopmund (Terminus on Roon St) 11.15 13.15á 

Walvis Bay(Omega Service Stn.) â 12.00 12.30

Walvis Bay arrivals Walvis Bay departures

Note Timings given for Mainliner services are South African time. From the first Sunday in April to the first in September, Namibia is an hour behind. So get to the bus stop at 06.00 for a bus that’s timetabled here as 07.00. Better still, check with Mainliner when you book.

Windhoek departures Windhoek arrivals

City (pick-up point) Fri Tues Wed Mon

Windhoek (Katatura Soweto stop) 17.30 â 08.30 17.45 02.45á 

Windhoek (Grab-a-phone) â 18.00 09.00 17.15á 02.15

Okahandja (Shell Ultra) 19.00 â 10.00 16.15 01.15á 

Otjiwarongo (Marina Toyota) â 20.45 11.45 14.30á 23.30

Otavi (4-way stop – Toyota) 22.00 â 13.00 13.15 22.15á 

Tsumeb (Auto Clinic) â 22.45 13.45 12.30á 21.30

Ondangwa (Omwandi centre) 01.30 â 16.30 09.45 18.45á 

Oshikango (Frans Endongo Trading) 02.15 17.15 09.00á 18.00

Sat Tues Wed Sun

Oshikango arrivals Oshikango depart.

One relatively new Mainliner route is the Windhoek–Victoria Falls service that it is now running twice every week.

Windhoek departures Windhoek arrivals

City (pick-up point) Fri/Mon Mon/Thurs

Windhoek (Grab-a-phone) 18.00 06.00á 

Okahandja (Shell Ultra) â 19.00 05.00

Otjiwarongo (Marina Toyota) 20.45 03.15á 

Otavi (4-way stop – Toyota) â 22.00 02.00

Grootfontein (Maroela Motors) 03.00 01.00á 

Rundu (Shell service station) â 01.45 22.15

Katima Mulilo (Engen truck stop) 06.45 07.15á 

Victoria Falls (post office) â 12.00 12.00

Sat/Tues Sun/Wed

Victoria Falls arrivals Vic. Falls departures

Reservations for all these coaches should be made at least 72 hours in advance, using one of Mainliner’s offices, or the agents listed below. The fare from Victoria Falls to Windhoek is US$75.

Windhoek departures Windhoek arrivals

City (pick-up point) Sun/Mon/Wed/Fri Mon/Wed/Fri/Sat

Windhoek (Grab-a-phone) 18.00 06.15á 

Rehoboth (Echo service station) â 18.45 05.00

Mariental (Engen station) 20.45 04.00á 

Keetmanshoop (BP Du Toit station) â 23.00 01.45

Grünau (Shell truck stop) 00.45 00.00á 

Cape Town (Station Tourist Centre) â 11.45 13.00

Mon/Tues/Thurs/Sat Sun/Tues/Thurs/Fri

Cape Town arrivals Cape Town depart.

For very short journeys, like Windhoek to Rehoboth (*), advance bookings are not possible and passengers can only travel standby.

Windhoek departures Windhoek arrivals

City (pick-up point) Mon/Wed/Fri/Sun Mon/Wed/Fri/Sat

Windhoek (Grab-a-phone) 18.00 06.45á 

Rehoboth (Echo service station) â 18.45 05.30

Mariental (Engen station) 20.45 04.00á 

Keetmanshoop (BP Du Toit station) â 23.00 01.45

Grünau (Shell truck stop) 00.45 00.00á 

Upington (Intercape Lutz St) â 05.00 20.00 

Tues/Thurs/Sat/Mon Sun/Tues/Thurs/Fri

Upington arrivals Upington departures

As the final sections of tar were completed on the Trans-Kalahari Highway, a new service started between Jo’burg and Windhoek:

Windhoek departures Windhoek arrivals

City (pick-up point) Sun/Tues/Fri Mon/Wed/Sat

Windhoek (Grab-a-phone) 05.00 12.15á 

Windhoek Int. Airport â 05.45 11.30

Gobabis (Gobabis Hotel) 08.00 09.15á 

Buitepos (Namibian border post) â 09.00 07.15

Skilpadshek (South African border post) 18.00 á 

Kopfontein (South African border post) â 20.45

Pretoria (Station 1928 building) 00.45 16.00á 

Jo’burg (Park City Transit, the station) â 05.00 15.00 

Mon/Wed/Sat Sun/Tues/Fri

Jo’burg arrivals Jo’burg departures

Again, for short journeys, like between Pretoria and Jo’burg(*), advance bookings are not possible and passengers can only travel standby.

To book these Intercape Mainliner services, contact their reservations office in Windhoek: tel: 061 227847; fax: 061 228285. Alternatively, get in touch with one of their booking agents:

Gobabis Boekhou & Sekretariële, tel: 061 562470

Karibib Ströblhof Hotel, tel: 062252 81

Keetmanshoop Du Toit Motors, tel: 063 223912 or Jonneys Auto Electric, tel: 063 222442

Okahandja Buro Rasch, tel: 06221 2494

Otjiwarongo Welwitschia Travel, tel: 0651 303437

Rundu Tourism Centre Rundu, tel: 067 255911

Swakopmund Ritz Reize, tel: 064 405151

Tsumeb Tourism Centre, tel: 067 220728 or Tsumeb Aviation Services, tel: 067 220520

Walvis Bay Flamingo Travel, tel: 064 207268 or Ultra Travel, tel: 064 207997

Johannesburg Intercape, tel: (27) 11 333–5231

Cape Town Intercape, tel: (27) 21 386 4400.

Starline services
Part of the TransNamib group, which operates most of the country’s railway service, Starline also operate a few buses linking areas that used to be serviced more regularly by the rail network:

Keetmanshoop departures Keet’p arrivals

Railway station daily daily

Keetmanshoop â 08.00 18.00

Goageb 09.15 16.50á 

Bethanie â 09.50 16.10

Aus 11.25 14.30á 

Lüderitz â 12.45 13.00

Lüderitz arrivals Lüderitz departures

Rundu -> Tsumeb Groot’tein -> Rundu

Railway station Wed/Thurs Tues/Wed

Rundu â 07.00 16.00

Grootfontein 10.15 13.00á 

Tsumeb â 11.00 

Grootfontein -> Oshakati

Railway station Mon/Fri Thurs

Grootfontein 10.15â 

Tsumeb â 11.15 11.15

Oshakati 15.15 15.15â 

Oshakati -> Tsumeb ->Oshakati

Railway station Mon/Fri/Sat Tues Thurs

Oshakati 07.00 â 07.00 

Tsumeb â 11.15 11.15 â 11.15

Oshakati 15.15 15.15

For booking details and costs, see TransNamib’s rail stations.

Windhoek – Victoria Falls Shuttle
Aiming specifically at tourists, the NamVic Shuttle is a relatively new service, running an air-conditioned VW Combi bus once a week from Windhoek to the Falls and back. It departs from Windhoek on Thursday, arriving Victoria Falls Friday around 13.30–16.00. It leaves the Falls Sunday at 11.00, arriving in Windhoek on Monday around 17.00–19.00. Currently the approximate timetable is:

Windhoek -> Victoria Falls eastbound Time Day

Windhoek Main bus terminal 05.30 Thurs

Otjiwarongo Tourist Info (opposite Hamburger Hof) 08.00 Thurs

Otavi Fourways Total station 09.00 Thurs

Tsumeb Tourist Centre 09.30 Thurs

Grootfontein Maroela Motors 10.15 Thurs

Rundu Engen Driveway (at four-way stop) 13.00 Thurs

Overnight stop – one of the camps on the Kwando or Okavango Rivers 

Katima Mulilo Katima truck stop 09.30 Friday

Victoria Falls Safari Par Excellence office 13.30 Friday

Victoria Falls -> Windhoek westbound Time Day

Victoria Falls Safari Par Excellence office 11.00 Sunday

Katima Mulilo Katima truck stop 15.30 Sunday

Overnight stop – one of the camps on the Kwando or Okavango Rivers 

Rundu Engen Driveway (at four-way stop) 13.00 Monday

Grootfontein Maroela Motors 15.00 Monday

Tsumeb Tourist Centre 15.45 Monday

Otavi Fourways Total station 16.00 Monday

Otjiwarongo Tourist Info (opposite Hamburger Hof) 17.00 Monday

Windhoek Main bus terminal 20.00 Monday

Check the latest times and fares when booking. Note that in winter, the shuttle may depart 04.30 from Windhoek. Fares (in N$) are currently:

Return fares are double the single fares shown here. Luggage limit is 15km per person – and soft bags are preferred to hard suitcases. Most passengers travel all the way, but intermediate bookings of more than about 500km are also accepted. Any shorter hops may be on a standby basis.

In both directions, the night is spent at one of the camps on the Kwando or Okavango Rivers – tents and bedrolls are provided. Some simple activities are also included, like a boat trip on the river, or a visit to Hoba Meteorite, as are the cooked evening meal and simple breakfast. Note that drinks are extra – bring some with you.

Book direct in Windhoek, tel: 061 248185, fax: 061. Alternatively via Trip Travel tel: 061 236880, or Chameleon tel: 061 247668. In the Falls contact Safari Par Excellence, tel: (263) 13 4424/2054, fax: (263) 13 4510.

Namib-Naukluft Lodge Shuttle
African Extravaganza run a useful shuttle service between Windhoek, Swakopmund and their Namib-Naukluft Lodge, near Solitaire. Though in practical terms this limits you to staying at their lodge, unless you can arrange for another to collect you. It is a convenient way to see part of the desert if you don’t want to drive.

The shuttle departs from both towns at 14.00 (13.00 June–Sept), arriving at the lodge just before sunset. Then it departs from the lodge early in the morning to reach Windhoek or Swakopmund at 13.00 (12.00 June–Sept).

It costs N$1,650 per person sharing, N$1,850 single, for a return trip; or N$1,950 per person sharing, N$2,150 single, if you want to start from Windhoek and end at Swakopmund, or vice versa.

Taxis
Private taxis do operate in the larger towns, and are useful for getting around Windhoek, Swakopmund and Walvis Bay. They are normally summoned by phoning, rather than being hailed from the street.

Township taxis are rather different, being minibuses which serve the routes between the townships and the centre, usually leaving when full and carrying a very full load of passengers. Unless you know where you are going, and have detailed local advice about which ones to take, you’re unlikely to find these very useful.

Driving
Almost all of Namibia's major highways are tarred. They are usually wide and well-signposted, and the small amount of traffic on them makes journeys easy. Less important roads are often gravel, but even these tend to be well maintained and easily passable. Most of the sights, with the exception of Sandwich Harbour, are accessible with an ordinary saloon car (referred to as 2WD in this book). Only those going off the beaten track – into Kaudom, Bushmanland or the Kaokoveld – really need to join an organised group.

The only safe alternative to such a group trip is a convoy of two 4WDs with at least as many experienced bush drivers. Don’t be fooled into thinking that a 4WD will get you everywhere, and solve all your problems. Without extensive experience of using one in rough terrain, it will simply get you into dangerous situations which you have neither the skill nor the experience to cope with. See Chapters 4 and 6 for further discussion.

Do get yourself an International Driving Permit before you arrive in Namibia, as technically one is required if you wish to drive here. With a British licence they can be obtained at any AA office (in the UK) for £5, or from Triple A in the USA.

Hitchhiking
Hitchhiking is a feasible way to travel independently around Namibia, provided that you're patient and don't have a tight schedule to keep. It is certainly one of the best ways to meet people, and can be speedy and cheap. How fast you get lifts is determined by how much traffic goes your way, where you stand, and how you dress. Some of the gravel roads have very little traffic, and you will wait days for even a single car to pass. The important part is to set off with enough food and (especially) water to be able to wait for this long, or to choose very carefully the lift that you take, and where they leave you.

For the sake of courtesy, and those who come after you, it's important not to abuse people's kindness. Offer to help with the cost of fuel (most people will refuse anyhow) or pay for some cold drinks on the way. Listen patiently to your host's views and, if you choose to differ, do so courteously – after all, you came to Namibia to learn about a different country.

	ACCOMMODATION
	



Hotels, lodges and camps
The hotels here are without exception fairly clean and safe. Unless you choose a really run-down old-style hotel in one of the smaller towns, you’re unlikely to find anywhere that’s dirty. Generally you'll get what you pay for, and only in Windhoek and Swakopmund will you find a real choice.

All of the bush camps and lodges are equally good, though their prices vary wildly. Price is a guide to quality here, though not a reliable one. Often the places that have better marketing (ie you’ve heard of them) cost more than their less famous neighbours who are equally good. 

Guest farms 
These are private farms which host small numbers of guests, usually arranged in advance. They are often very personal and you'll eat all your meals with the hosts and be taken on excursions by them during the day. 

Most have some game animals on their land and conduct their own game drives. One or two have interesting rock formations, or cave paintings to visit. Some encourage mainly ‘photographic’ visitors – that is visitors with a more general interest in the place and its wildlife. Most of these guest farms have been included in this guide. Others, which concentrate mainly on hunters coming to shoot trophy animals, have not been included.

Many guest farms concentrate on German-speaking visitors, though those mentioned in this guide also welcome English-speaking guests (and many will make enormous efforts to make you feel at home).

Their prices vary, but are rarely less than N$250 per person – and usually nearer N$350. They generally include all your meals, and often some trips around their farm.

Camping
Wherever you are in Namibia, you can usually find a campsite nearby. In the more remote areas, far from settlements, nobody bothers if you just sleep by the road. The campsites which are dotted all over the country generally have good ablution blocks, which vary from a concrete shed with toilets and cold shower, to an immaculately fitted-out set of changing rooms with toilets and hot showers. The more organised ones will also have facilities for washing clothes.

Prices are frequently per site, which theoretically allows for ‘a maximum of eight persons, two vehicles and one caravan/tent’. In practice, if you've a couple of small tents you will not often be charged for two sites, so travelling in a small group can cut costs considerably.

	FOOD AND DRINK
	



Food
Traditional Namibian cuisine is rarely served for visitors, and so the food at restaurants tends to be European in style, with a bias towards German dishes and seafood. It is at least as hygienically prepared as in Europe, so don't worry about stomach upsets.

Namibia is a very meat-orientated society, and many menu options will be steaks from one animal or another. However, with more international visitors there is usually a small vegetarian selection in most restaurants, and if you eat seafood you’ll be fine. If you are camping then you'll be buying and cooking your own food anyway.

In the supermarkets you'll find pre-wrapped fresh fruit and vegetables (though the more remote the areas you visit, the smaller your choice), and plenty of canned foods, pasta, rice, bread, etc. Most of this is imported from South Africa. You'll probably be familiar with some of the brand names.

Drink
Alcohol
Because of a strong German brewing tradition, Namibia’s lagers are good, the Hansa draught being a particular favourite. In cans, Windhoek Export is one of a number to provide a welcome change from the Lion and Castle which dominate the rest of the subcontinent.

The wine available is mainly South African, with little imported from elsewhere. At its best, this matches the best that California or Australia has to offer, and at considerably lower prices. You can get a bottle of palatable wine from a drankwinkel (off licence) for N$35, or a good bottle of vintage estate wine for N$50.

Soft drinks
Canned soft drinks, from diet Coke to sparkling apple juice, are available ice cold from just about anywhere – which is fortunate, considering the amount that you'll need to drink in this climate. They cost about N$2.00 each, and can be kept cold in insulating polystyrene boxes made to hold six cans. These cheap containers are invaluable if you have a vehicle, and are not taking a large cool box with you. They cost about N$40 and are available from some big hardware or camping stores. If you are on a self-drive trip, these are an essential buy in your first few days. (Try Le Trip, at the bottom of the Wernhil Park centre by the car park.)

Water
The water in Namibia’s main towns is generally safe to drink, though it may taste a little metallic if it has been piped for miles. Natural sources should usually be purified, though water from underground springs and dry river beds seldom causes any problems. (See Chapter 5, pages @@–@@, for more detailed comments.)

Tipping
Service charges are seldom included on restaurant bills and so a 10% tip is customary, but not essential. Hotel porters and other attendants should also be tipped; a couple of dollars is usually about right. National parks staff, except perhaps the lodge attendants, should not be tipped.

	HANDICRAFTS AND WHAT TO BUY
	



With rich deposits of natural minerals, Namibia can be a good place for the enthusiast to buy crystals and gems – but don't expect many bargains as the industry is far too organised. For the amateur, the desert roses (sand naturally compressed into forms like flowers) are unusual and often cheap, while iridescent Tiger's Eye is rare elsewhere and very attractive. For the enthusiast, forget the agates on sale and look for the unusual crystals – in Windhoek the House of Gems is a must.

In Kavango and Caprivi you'll find good woodcarvings sold by the side of the road on small stalls. However, the best selection is at the cooperative which has huge stands either side of Okahandja. In the Kalahari regions, Bushmen crafts are some of the most original and unusual available on the continent, often using ostrich eggshell beads with very fine workmanship. Outside a few expensive shops in the major towns, by far the best source for this is the mission in Tsumkwe.

	COMMUNICATIONS AND MEDIA
	



Communications
Post
The post is efficient and reliable. An airmail letter or post card costs 85c and takes about a week to get to Europe. For larger items, sending them by sea is much cheaper, but may take up to three months and isn't recommended for fragile items.

Telephone, fax and email
Dialling into Namibia, the country code is 264. Dialling out, the international access code is 00. You can dial internationally, without going through the operator, from any public phone box, provided you've enough coins.

Namibia’s telephone system is being upgraded, and many remote areas have been converted from old manual exchanges to direct-dial numbers. Generally three-digit area codes – like 061, 064 and 063 – are exceedingly easy to reach, whilst some of the remaining manual country exchanges, and party lines, can prove a nightmare.

If faxing from abroad, always dial the number yourself, with your fax machine set to manual. Wait until you are properly connected (listen for a high-pitched tone), and then try to send your fax.

Note that ‘a/h’ written next to a phone number means ‘after hours’ – ie: a number where the person is reachable in the evenings and at weekends. Often this is included for emergency contact, not for casual enquiries. The main regional dialling codes in Namibia are:

Gobabis 061 Grootfontein 067/06738

Henties Bay 064 Karasburg 063/06342

Karibib 064 Katima Mulilo 0677/06778

Keetmanshoop 063/0638 Khorixas 065712

Lüderitz 063 Maltahöhe 063/06638

Mariental 063/0668 Okahandja 0621

Omaruru 064 Opuwo 06562

Oranjemund 063 Oshakati 06751/06758

Otavi 067 Otjiwarongo 0651/0658

Outjo 0654 Rehoboth 0627

Rundu 067/067372 Swakopmund 064

Tsumeb 067/0678 Usakos 064

Walvis Bay 064 Windhoek 061

GSM cellphones will work in many areas of central Namibia, though not in the more remote corners of the country. You may need to ‘enable’ this function with your service provider before leaving home.

Email is gradually becoming more common, especially in the main towns. Many quite remote places feel that they ought to be connected (urged on by service providers). Some now publicise email addresses, despite their phone lines not being reliable enough to use a modem. In these cases, their emails are often collected for them by an intermediary (often the service provider!) with a good phone line and read out loud to the intended recipient. Hence Don’t expect swift responses from all your emails to Namibia.

Internet cafés haven’t yet proliferated, though the private tourist information office in Outjo and Travel North Namibia in Tsumeb both spring to mind as places to send and receive emails.

Media
The press
There are no official press restrictions in Namibia, and generally a healthy level of debate and criticism in some of the media, although that’s not to say that important issues don’t sometimes escape public scrutiny because of powerful pressures on editors. In short, it’s just like back home!

There is a choice of about seven commercial newspapers, which are easiest to obtain in the larger cities. Getting them elsewhere often means that you will be a few days out of date. The Namibian and The Windhoek Advertiser are probably the best during the week, and The Windhoek Observer on Saturday is also good. One or two of the others are written in Afrikaans and German.

Radio and TV
The government-sponsored Namibia Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) accounts for most of the radio and all of Namibia’s normal TV stations. They broadcast radio in six languages from Windhoek, and in three languages from transmitters in the north of the country.

There are currently two local commercial radio stations in Windheok: Radio Energy and Radio 99. Away from Windhoek and the larger centres, the radio and public TV can be difficult to receive. If you’re travelling around in a car, make sure you bring lots of music tapes.

NBC broadcasts one public TV channel, and there are several commercial networks on offer. These satellite channels offer a variety of international news, sport and movie channels – the same the world over. By far the most common is the South African based Mnet TV, which is installed in many of the larger hotels.

	MISCELLANEOUS
	



Airlines
See Chapter 10 for the contact details for the head offices of airlines in Windhoek.

Electricity
Sockets usually supply alternating current at 220/240V and 50Hz. The plugs are the old standard British design, with three round pins. These are available in all the towns, though adapters are less easy to find. Often taking a screw-driver to rewire your appliance on to a local plug is the easiest way to ensure that it will work.

Foreign embassies and high commissions
Foreign missions in Namibia, all of which are in Windhoek, include:

Angolan Embassy Angola House, 3 Ausspann St, P Bag 12020, Windhoek; tel: 061 227535; fax: 061 221498; telex: 897 WK

Belgian Consulate ACS International (Pty) Ltd, 4th Floor, CDM Centre, Bülow St, PO Box 22584, Windhoek; tel: 061 238295; fax: 061 236531

Botswana Embassy 101 Nelson Mandela Av, PO Box 20359, Windhoek; tel: 061 221941; fax: 061 236034; telex: 894 WK

Brazilian Embassy: 52 Bismarck St, Windhoek West, PO Box 24166, Windhoek; tel: 061 237368; fax: 061 233389; telex: 498 BREMB WK

British High Commission 116 Robert Mugabe Av, PO Box 22202; tel: 061 223022; fax: 061 228895

Canadian Consulate P.O. Box 9704, Windhoek; tel: 061 238295; fax: 061 235841

Cuban Embassy 310 Omuramba Rd, Eros, PO Box 23866, Windhoek; tel: 061 227072; fax: 061 231584; telex: 406 WK

Egyptian Embassy 6 Stein St, Klein Windhoek, PO Box 11853, Windhoek; tel: 061 222408

French Embassy 1 Goethe St, PO Box 20484, Windhoek; tel: 061 229021; fax: 061 231436; telex: 715 wk

German Embassy 6th Floor, Sanlam Center, 154 Independence Av, PO Box 231, Windhoek; tel: 061 229217; fax: 061 22 2981; telex: 482 wk

Italian Embassy Corner Anna et Gervers St, PO Box 24065, Windhoek; tel: 061 228602; fax: 061 229860; telex: 620 wk

Kenyan High Commission Kenya House, Robert Mugabe Av, PO Box 2889, Windhoek; tel: 061 226836

Royal Netherlands Embassy 2 Crohn St, PO Box 564, Windhoek; tel: 061 223733; fax: 061 22 3732; telex: 412

Nigerian High Commission 4 Omuramba Rd, Eros, PO Box 23547, Windhoek; tel: 061 232103; fax: 061 221639

Norwegian Embassy 5th Floor, Sanlam Centre, 154 Independence Av, PO Box 9936, Windhoek; tel: 061 227812; fax: 061 222226; telex: 432 wk

Portuguese Embassy 28 Garden St, PO Box 443, Windhoek, tel: 061 228736; fax: 061 237929; telex: 409 wk

South African Embassy RSA House, c/o Jan Jonker and Nelson Mandela Av, PO Box 23100, Windhoek; tel: 061 229765; fax: 061 224140

Spanish Embassy 58 Bismarck St, PO Box 21811, Windhoek; tel: 061 223066; fax: 061 223046; telex: 672 esnam wk

Swedish Embassy 9th Floor, Sanlam Centre, 154 Independence Av, PO Box 23087, Windhoek; tel: 061 222905; fax: 061 222774; telex: 463 wk

Swiss Consulate 2nd Floor, Southern Life Tower, Post Street Mall, PO Box 22287, Windhoek; tel: 061 222359; fax: 061 227922; telex 869 wk

USA Embassy 14 Lossen St, P Bag 12029, Windhoek; tel: 061 221601; fax: 061 229792

Zimbabwean High Commission corner of Independence Av and Grimm St, PO Box 23056, Windhoek; tel: 061 228134; fax: 061 226859; telex: 886 wk

	Chapter Ten
Windhoek
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Namibia's capital spreads out in a wide valley between bush-covered hills and appears, at first sight, to be quite small. Driving from the international airport, you pass quickly through the suburbs and, reaching the crest of a hill, find yourself suddenly descending into the city centre. 

As you stroll through this centre, the pavement cafés and picturesque old German architecture conspire to give an airy, European feel, whilst street-vendors remind you that this is Africa. Look upwards! The office blocks are tall, but not sky scraping. Around you the pace is busy, but seldom as frantic as Western capitals seem to be.

Leading off Independence Avenue, the city's main street, is the open-air Post Street Mall, centre of a modern shopping complex. Wandering down it, between its bright, pastel-coloured roofs, you’ll find shops selling everything from fast-food to fashion. In front of these, street-vendors crouch beside blankets spread with jewellery, crafts and curios for sale. Nearby, the city’s more affluent residents step from their cars in shaded parking bays to shop in air-conditioned department stores.

Like many capitals, Windhoek is full of contrasts, especially between the richer and poorer areas, but lacks any major attractions. However, for casual visitors the city is pleasant; many stop for a day or two, as they arrive or leave, but few stay much longer.

However, it is the centre of Namibia’s administration, and the hub of the country’s roads, railways and communications. If you need an embassy, good communications, or an efficient bank, then Windhoek is the right place for you. To prepare for a trip into the bush, Windhoek is by far the best place in Namibia to get organised and buy supplies.

	HISTORY
	



At an altitude of about 1,650m in the middle of Namibia’s central highlands, Windhoek stands at the head of the valley of one of the Swakop River’s tributaries. The Nama people named this place Ai-gams (fire-water) and the Herero called it Otjomuise (place of steam), after the group of hot (23–27ºC) springs, now situated in the suburb of Klein Windhoek.

The springs were long used by the original Khoisan hunter/gatherer inhabitants. However, the first recorded settlement here was that of the important chief Jonker Afrikaner and his followers, around 1840. (Jonker had gradually moved north from the Cape, establishing himself as the dominant power in the centre of the country, between Nama groups in the south and Herero to the north.) Many think that the name Windhoek was bestowed on the area by him, perhaps after Winterhoek, his birthplace in the Cape. Others suggest that Windhoek is simply a corruption of the German name for ‘windy corner’. Jonker Afrikaner certainly used the name ‘Wind Hoock’ in a letter to the Wesleyan Mission Society in August 1844, and by 1850 the name ‘Windhoek’ was in general use.

By December 1842, Rhenish missionaries Hans Kleinschmidt and Carl Hahn had established a church and there were about 1,000 of Jonker’s followers living in this valley. The settlement was trading with the coast, and launching occasional cattle-rustling raids on the Herero groups to the north. These raids eventually led to the death of Jonker, after which his followers dispersed and the settlement was abandoned.

The Germans arrived in 1890, under Major Curt von François. They completed the building of their fort, now known as the Alte Feste – Windhoek’s oldest building. This became the headquarters of the Schutztruppe, the German colonial troops. Gradually German colonists arrived, and the growth of the settlement accelerated with the completion of the railway from Swakopmund in 1902.

In 1909 Windhoek became a municipality. The early years of the 19th century saw many beautiful buildings constructed, including the landmark Christus Kirche, constructed from 1907 to 1910. Development continued naturally until the late 1950s and ’60s, when the South African administration started implementing policies for racial separation: the townships began to develop, and many of Windhoek’s black population were forced to move. This continued into the ’70s and ’80s, by which time rigid separation by skin colour had largely been achieved. The privileged ‘whites’ lived in the spacious leafy suburbs surrounding the centre, black residents in Katutura, which means ‘the place where we do not like to live’, and those designated as ‘coloured’ in Khomasdal.

The 1990s, following independence, saw the construction of new office buildings in the centre of town. More recently, impressive new government buildings, including a new Supreme Court building, are being constructed on the east side of Independence Avenue, while the open spaces between the old townships and the inner suburbs are gradually being developed as modest, middle-income housing.

	GETTING THERE
	



Most visitors passing through Windhoek either are driving themselves around or are members of a group trip. Relatively few will need to rely on the local bus, coach or train services detailed here, despite their efficiency.

By air
Windhoek has excellent international air links with the UK, Germany, South Africa, Zimbabwe and Zambia, as detailed in Planning and Preparations. More general information on air travel around Namibia is also included in Chapter 9.

From Windhoek there are regular flights to Katima Mulilo (N$740), Keetmanshoop (N$277), Lüderitz (N$780), Mokuti Lodge (N$350), Ondangwa (N$415), Oranjemund (N$650), Swakopmund (N$200), Tsumeb (N$470) and Walvis Bay (N$200).

Travellers must note that Windhoek has two airports, and check which one is used for each of their flights. Windhoek International tends to be for larger aircraft and most international flights, while Eros, near the Safari Hotel, caters mostly for internal flights and light aircraft. Both are small by international standards and are modern and pleasant – at least as airports go.

Windhoek International (recently renamed Hosea Kutako) Airport is 42km out of town, along the B6 towards Gobabis. The larger car-hire companies have their own offices at the airport, and others will meet you there on request, so picking up a hired car on arrival is straightforward. If you don't plan to have your own vehicle then there is a scheduled shuttle coach service, run by Intercape, which links up with flight arrivals and departures. To find out details, ask at the information desk at the airport, or contact Intercape Mainliner on tel: 061 227847; fax: 061 228285. The terminus in the city is at the information kiosk/taxi stand, situated opposite the Kalahari Sands Hotel on Independence Avenue. Alternatively, a taxi to/from the airport should cost around N$130.

In the passenger area inside the airport there is a small bank, post office, bureau for making international telephone calls (with fax facility), and a café which overlooks the arrivals hall. Inside the departure lounge, beyond customs, there’s plenty of seating, a bar, and a small duty-free shop. This accepts Namibian dollars, credit cards and some foreign currency.

Eros Airport stands near the main B1 road on the way south to Rehoboth, about 500m from the Safari Hotel. It is even smaller than the international airport – positively bijou. Eros is used by most of Air Namibia’s internal flights, a few regional services (often Maun and sometimes Cape Town flights), and a steady stream of light aircraft traffic. It has an Avis desk, a small café and a curio shop, and is usually refreshingly informal. There’s no public transport to/from here, but being relatively close (4km) to the centre of town, taxis are easily summoned by phone. Failing that, the Safari Hotel is five minutes’ walk away.

By coach
Intercape Mainliner (tel: 061 227847; fax: 061 228285) coaches depart from the kiosk opposite the Kalahari Sands Hotel. These head south for Upington (with connections to Jo’burg) and Cape Town at 19.00 on Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays and Sundays. They also travel west to Walvis Bay via Okahandja, Karibib, Usakos, and Swakopmund, departing at 07.00 on Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays and Saturdays. See Chapter 9 for more precise details and costs.

Using the same terminus, the NamVic Shuttle is a VW Combi that departs for Victoria Falls early on Thursday morning. A night is spent at a camp en route, and it arrives before lunch on Friday. (See Chapter 9 for full details, and note that both of these coach services should be reserved several days in advance.)

By train
Windhoek is at the hub of TransNamib’s relatively slow services around the country. Departures to Tsumeb are on Sunday, Tuesday and Thursday at 17.30; to Keetmanshoop daily at 19.00, except Saturday; to Swakopmund and Walvis Bay daily at 20.00, except Sat; to Gobabis on Sunday, Tuesday and Thursday at 22.00. See Chapter 9.

The capital is also a terminus for the Desert Express’s trips across the Namib, aimed specifically at visitors. This leaves from Windhoek station on Sunday, Tuesday and Friday afternoon at 14.30 (15.30 in summer), arriving in Swakopmund at 10.00 the following morning. Its air-conditioned cabins have en-suite facilities and cost N$1,080 per person sharing a twin cabin. This includes excursions, dinner and breakfast.

	ORIENTATION
	



Under South African rule, Windhoek grew like most large South African cities, forming an ‘atomic’ structure. Its nucleus was the central business district and shopping areas, surrounded by leafy, spacious suburbs designed for whites with cars. Beyond these, the sprawling, high-density townships housed Windhoek’s non-white population.

In modern Windhoek, eight years after independence, this basic structure is still in place, though the colour divisions have blurred. The leafy suburbs are still affluent, though are now more mixed. Meanwhile, Khomasdal and Katutura remain crowded, poorer and have few white residents.

Maps
For most visitors, the free map issued by the Ministry of Environment and Tourism, with Namutoni on the front, is the best around. It has some of the guest farms marked, the road numbers in green, and the distances between road junctions in red. Aside from its depiction of fictitious roads in the Kaokoveld and Bushmanland, it is good and accurate.

For detailed maps, head for the Surveyor General’s on Robert Mugabe Avenue, between Dr May and Lazarett Street (tel: 061 245056/7/8/9; fax: 061 227312). Ordnance Survey maps are around N$35 each.

The 1:1,000,000 map of the whole country is wall-sized and shows all commercial farms and their names. The 1:250,000 maps are good for vehicle navigation in the wilder areas. The 1:50,000 series suits walkers. Most of the surveys were originally made in 1979, so despite being recently printed these maps are old. However, they are the best available.

Getting around
Private taxis
In and around Windhoek it's usually best to walk, as everything is central and close together. If you need a taxi then Windhoek Radio Taxis, at 452 Independence Avenue (near the Grab-a-Phone kiosk and bus terminal), is the largest taxi company (tel: 237070). Alternatively White Rhino Radio Taxi (tel: 221029) is small but very reliable. Others include Prime Radio Taxis (tel: 272307) and Taxi Express (tel: 239739). In general, agree the fare before you take the taxi.

Independent drivers, using cellphones, who can currently be recommended include Corie (081 124 7040), Fernando (081 124 5783), Edward (081 127 7326), and Markus (081 124 6555) – though it’s better to ask if your hotel or pension can recommend someone. In general, agree the fare before you take the taxi.

Shared taxis and minibuses
Shared taxis do shuttle runs between the centre of town and both Katutura and Khomasdal during the day and some of the night. They are crowded and inflexible, but very cheap. If you want to take one, ask locally exactly where the taxis you need stop in town.

	WHERE TO STAY
	



Windhoek has a range of places to suit different budgets, from four-star hotels to backpackers’ dorms. Hardly any are run down or seedy, so you are unlikely to find yourself in a dive. Prices range upwards from about N$120 per person, sharing a double room with its own toilet and bathroom. Single travellers will usually pay about 30–50% more. Dormitory beds at backpackers’ lodges cost around N$25–35.

The dividing line between the hotels and the pensions/guesthouses used here is an artificial one: one of atmosphere rather than title or price. Hotels tend to be larger and more expensive, but often have more amenities: you can be more anonymous and blend into the scenery. Windhoek’s pensions and guesthouses are smaller, often family-run, and usually more friendly and personal. See the general comments in Chapter 9.

The larger hotels invariably put on extensive spreads for their meals. Eat-as-much-as-you-can buffet meals, especially breakfasts, are the norm. 

Hotels
Windhoek Country Club and Casino (152 rooms) Western Bypass, PO Box 30777

Owned by the South African chain Stocks and Stocks, the country club is Windhoek's grandest hotel. It is situated on the B1 bypass that skirts the city, about 1.5km off the road to Rehoboth. Until Windhoek expands further, this is in the middle of nowhere.

Its cavernous, vaulted entrance hall is made of mock-stone blocks, and lined with various small shops, including an Avis office. Opposite reception is the cave-like entrance to the casino, where rows of people fill slot machines with money day and night.

The country club’s rooms are plush and well designed, with air-conditioning, heating, Mnet TV, mini-bar/fridge, phone, hairdryer, safe, and a balcony or patio. Each has a toilet, and separate bath and shower en suite. Outside, at the back of the hotel, there's a fast-flowing circular river, surrounding a pool and poolside bar, shaded by another design in rough-hewn rocks. Beyond is an 18-hole golf course.

Buffet lunch in the main restaurant, the Kokerboom, is N$45 (N$68 on Sunday); dinner is N$68. Above the casino is a very good oriental restaurant, which is privately run by a Philippine family (serving Chinese, Philippine and even Japanese cuisine) which attracts a busy trade from outside the hotel. The Country Club is a good hotel, but it is expensive and could be anywhere in the world.

Rates: single from N$500, double from N$600, up to the Presidential Suite at N$2,700 per night, including breakfast.

Kalahari Sands Hotel (173 rooms) Gustav Voigts Centre, 129 Independence Av, PO Box 2254

Dominating the city's skyline in the centre of Independence Avenue, the Kalahari Sands Hotel is a large hotel owned by the Sun International group. Escalators whisk you through the shopping arcade below and into its lobby, which is pretty much like the lobby of any other four-star hotel.

The rooms are above the lobby, reached by one of several lifts, and so most have good views of the city. All are carpeted and well-furnished, with air-conditioning, direct-dial phones, Mnet TV, and en-suite toilet, bath and shower. Twin beds, or a king-size double, are the norm. Facilities include restaurants, bars, a small gym and a rooftop pool.

Generally regarded as Windhoek's best hotel, the Kalahari Sands lacks character and feels like a good Sheraton. That said, it works well and is convenient for walks around the centre of town.

Rates: single from N$440 and double from N$515, including breakfast. Breakfast for non-residents is N$48, lunch buffet N$60, dinner N$70.

Hotel Safari (191 rooms) PO Box 3900, Windhoek

About 3km from the centre of town, just off the B1 road to Rehoboth, the Hotel Safari covers several acres and includes a large pool set in the grounds. Its younger (and larger) sister-hotel, the Safari Court, is adjacent.

All the Safari’s rooms are a good standard, with en-suite toilet and shower/bath, direct-dial telephone, mini-bar/fridge, tea/coffee maker, and a TV. An excellent breakfast is included, and drinks and snacks (tasty toasted sandwiches, burgers, etc) are served beside the pool throughout the day – making this a popular venue for a mid-afternoon bite to eat.

If you've no transport, then the complimentary minibus is convenient for trips to/from town, leaving opposite the Kalahari Sands, on Independence Avenue.

Rates: single around N$320, double N$195, including breakfast.

Safari Court Hotel (252 rooms) PO Box 3900, Windhoek

Next to the Safari, and sharing its entrance from the road, this new international-standard hotel seemed to grow gradually out of the old Hotel Safari over the past few years, as an extra wing, until recently insisting on an identity of its own.

The Safari Court's rooms are of a high standard, with en-suite toilets, baths and superb, powerful showers. They also have tea/coffee-making facilities, direct-dial phones, TVs with Mnet and a large lockable section to the wardrobes. If you’re arriving in the morning, then an early check-in is normally possible here.

Guests still use the Hotel Safari's expansive pool, but otherwise the hotel has a separate restaurant and bar from the Safari, and its own reception.

Rates: single around N$380, double N$230, including breakfast.

Hotel Fürstenhof (28 rooms) PO Box 316, Windhoek

Less than 1km west of the centre, the Fürstenhof is perched slightly above the city on Romberg Street (though the entrance to its car park is on Bülow Street). It has lots of individuality and a traditional German character – emphasised by heavy velour fabrics, old furnishings and lots of deep, dark colours. Its spacious rooms all have air-conditioning, mini-bar/fridges, phones, TV with Mnet, and en-suite toilets with a shower or bath. There’s a very small bar near reception, clearly intended for small parties of residents, but no pool.

Ten more rooms are planned as this is written, making a total of 28, and it is hoped that they will add an injection of fresh life to the Fürstenhof. At its best, the hotel is superb, but all too often its staff seem arrogant, and its atmosphere one of fading German grandeur. Its restaurant is good but expensive, and has changed little in recent years.

Rates: single N$320, double N$460, including breakfast.

Hotel Thüringer Hof (40 rooms) PO Box 112, Windhoek

Towards the north end of Independence Avenue, near Bahnhof Street, this is a member of the Namibia Resorts International group, formerly part of the Namib Sun chain. It is very close to the national parks booking office and the railway station, and across the road from the main police station.

Inside, the Thüringer Hof’s rooms are clean and functional, but generally unremarkable. All have direct-dial telephones, TV with Mnet, and en-suite toilet/shower. One attraction of the hotel is its lively beer garden. Here you can order food as well as drinks, and choose from the Thüringer Hof’s pub-grub menu, or sample the excellent Portuguese offerings of the adjacent Escumadeira. If you want to sleep somewhere basic and convenient, the Thüringer Hof might fit the bill. It’s mainly used by local business travellers.

Rates: single N$320, double N$212, including breakfast.

Continental Hotel (62 rooms) PO Box 977, Windhoek

Very central, tucked away opposite the PEP store on Independence Avenue, the Continental aims mainly at business people, and feels dark and musty in comparison with most of the newer, smaller places further out of town. Like the Thüringer Hof, the Continental is uninspiring and seems to survive by catering mainly for local business people.

Rates: single N$265, double N$355, including breakfast. There are still a few single rooms with shared facilities for N$160.

Pensions and B&Bs
Heinitzburg (Castle) Hotel (11 rooms) 22 Heinitzburg St, PO Box 458, Windhoek

This distinctive white fort with battlements is set high on a hill, and easily seen from Independence Avenue. Drive about 1km from the centre, along Sam Nujoma Drive, towards the airport. Take a right on to Heinitzburg Street and the Castle, No 22, is reached via a short but steep drive on the right.

Owned by Jürgen and Beate Raith, the proprietors of the Fürstenhof, this is one of the smartest places in town – and cheaper than the Country Club. Its rooms are all different; expect impressive furniture with expanses of beautiful, solid wood and lots of space. The fabrics are sumptuous and four-poster beds with dreamy white quilts make the Castle’s tower the most romantic honeymoon hideaway.

Outside, a pool terrace commands super views of the city below – an attraction in its own right for non-residents who come for afternoon tea. There are drawbacks to the Heinitzburg, like slightly arrogant management and food for evening meals being brought all the way from the Fürstenhof rather than prepared here. But overall, it’s a stylish place to stay.

Rates: single from N$390, double from N$560, up to the Honeymoon Castle Tower which is N$720 per night for two. All rates include breakfast.

Landhaus Aris (5 rooms) PO Box 5199, Windhoek

About 25km south of the city, the Aris Hotel is really a country restaurant with a few rooms for those who don't want to drive after dinner. Good food is served in the large dining room, with a choice of four set menus, from N$51 to N$89.

Booking is advisable, though the rooms were being refurbished as this goes to press, and prices are uncertain.

Hotel-Pension Handke (10 rooms) 3 Rossini St, PO Box 20881, Windhoek; tel: 061 234904; fax: 061 225660

Just out of the centre, on Rossini Street, this is an inexpensive place within five minutes’ walk from the centre of town – ideal if you've no car. For years Pension Handke was run by a delightfully idiosyncratic owner, who once famously commented ‘dry country; dry milk’, to a traveller's complaint about the provision of only powdered milk for breakfast.

However, a dedicated mother-and-son team, Amanda and Ernst Kipka, who offer a warmer, less reserved welcome, now run it. Handke’s rooms are small and simple, yet good value. All have en-suite shower/toilet and a direct-dial telephone. There’s little space around the rooms, though convenient off-street parking in front of the pension is a major advantage if you do have a car (if so, then approach via John Meinert Street).

Rates: single N$160, double N$230, including breakfast (with real milk!).

Hotel-Pension Cela (17 rooms) 82 Bülow St, PO Box 1947, Windhoek

This suburban pension, just beyond the Handke near John Meinert Street, doesn't look impressive, but its rooms are impressively equipped (for the cost), with en-suite shower or bath and toilet, fridge/mini-bar, phone and Mnet TV.

Pension Cela has a swimming pool at the back, and off-street parking. It makes a good base, though it is a shame that the areas outside the rooms are dominated by concrete rather than plants and lawns.

Rates: single N$180, double N$275, including breakfast.

Hotel-Pension Steiner (10 rooms) 11 Wecke St, PO Box 20481, Windhoek

This small pension is a convenient short walk from the centre, squeezed into a cul-de-sac off Trift Street, between Sam Nujoma Drive and Peter Müller. Its rooms have tiled floors, Mnet and German TV channels, phones, mini-bar/fridges, ceiling fans, and radios, as well as en-suite toilets and either baths or showers.

Behind the building is a deep swimming pool, around which tables for dinner (on request) are set. Like many of Windhoek’s smaller pensions, many of Steiner’s guests are German – and so its atmosphere often seems to follow suit.

Rates: single N$185, double N$270, quadruples N$440, including breakfast.

Hotel-Pension Kleines Heim (19 rooms) 10 Volans St, Windhoek West, PO Box 22605

Kleines Heim is just off Sam Nujoma Drive, about five minutes’ drive from the centre of town. To reach it, take Sam Nujoma Drive west, then right on to Bach Street, left on to Mercury Street, and left again on to Volans Street. Parking is off the street and within the pension’s grounds. 

Run by very friendly hosts – Kim and André Vosloo – Kleines Heim has a beautiful setting. Its rooms lead on to lawns, which surround a swimming pool under impressive palm trees. All are very comfortable and spacious, with direct-dial phones, TVs, en-suite shower/toilets (no baths), and have under-floor heating for winter (a big bonus, when many small pensions can be cold), and ceiling fans for summer. Dinner can be provided on request, though most visitors eat out.

Rates: single N$250, double N$430, including breakfast.

Hotel-Pension Moni (12 rooms) 7 Rieks van der Walt St, PO Box 2805, Windhoek

About 2km from the centre, Pension Moni is easiest to reach from the Ausspannplatz roundabout (recently renamed the August Neto Gardens), at the south end of Independence Avenue. From there take Jan Jonker, and first left on to Lazarett, first right on to Feld, and then first left into Rieks van der Walt Street.

Everything in this small friendly pension is immaculately kept – from the gardens to the accommodation. Rooms have the range of facilities that are rapidly becoming the norm in the more modern pensions in Windhoek and Swakopmund, including direct-dial phones, radio/alarms, fans, TV with Mnet, and en-suite toilets and showers or baths. Dinner is not automatically available, but can be prepared on request. The atmosphere here is less German than in many of Windhoek’s smaller pensions.

Rates: single N$180, double N$260, quadruple N$480, including breakfast. Children aged 3–11 sharing with adults pay half-price.

Hotel-Pension Uhland (10 rooms) 147 Uhland St, PO Box 20738, Windhoek

Situated on the northeast side of town, off Independence Avenue, this friendly, pink-painted pension stands on the side of a hill, making it an airy spot when it's hot. The centre of town is 10–15 minutes’ walk away, though Uhland has plenty of secure parking if you have a car.

The carpeted rooms are well appointed with Mnet TV, shower/toilet, clock/radio, direct-dial phone and mini-bar/fridge. Outside there is a patio with a pool. Some rooms have a couch which turns into two beds, and even small kitchens, all for the same price, so ask what’s available when you book or check in.

Rates: N$190 single, N$250 double, N$310 for 3/4 people, including breakfast.

Hotel-Pension Eros (10 rooms) 21 Omuramba Rd, Eros Park, PO Box 9607, Windhoek

On Omuramba Street, just south of Eros Street, this new pension has several modern blocks of rooms adjacent to its padlocked parking area. Rooms are modern with en-suite shower/toilet, phone, TV, and mini-bar/fridge. While the author found the pension’s management curt and unhelpful when visited, it is gaining a good reputation in Windhoek as being run by friendly and helpful staff. 

Rates: single N$160, double N$220, including breakfast.

Hotel-Pension Christoph (10 rooms) 33 Heinitzburg St, PO Box 6116, Windhoek

Run by Natasha (the daughter of Christoph), a lively, helpful and well-informed hostess, this superior pension is on the southeast corner of Robert Mugabe and Heinitzburg Streets, 10–15 minutes’ walk from the centre.

At the heart of Christoph is a pool, surrounded by lawns to laze on (with loungers) and overlooked by the rooms. Nearby is a bar for sundowners, complete with sizeable woodcarvings and space to park off-road. Christoph’s well-equipped rooms have tiled floors, ceiling fans, shower/toilet, tea/coffee makers, Mnet and satellite TV, mini-bar/fridges, safe-boxes, phones, and small digital clocks to wake you from your slumber.

Rates: single N$190, double N$250, triple N$360, including good breakfast.

Villa Verdi (13 rooms & 2 flats) 4 Verdi St, PO Box 6784, Windhoek

André and Coralee Louw run Villa Verdi, which is on Verdi Street, off John Meinert Street. In many ways this place set the standards for small hotels in Windhoek in 1994. The stylish use of ethnic decor and African art broke the mould of the standard, traditional German pensions, and made this instantly into Windhoek's artiest and, in many ways, best small pension. Since then other excellent pensions have sprung up, and André and Coralee have progressed to other projects including the design and furnishing of Kulala Desert Lodge, near Sesriem.

All Villa Verdi’s rooms have a different theme, mostly following Namibia’s different tribes. All are non-smoking. Each has double or twin beds, bath or shower, TV with Mnet, direct-dial phones, mini-bar/fridge, and electric blankets for the winter. Snacks are available all day, by the small splash-pool, and dinner is cooked in the evening if you request it in advance. As Villa Verdi is often booked up, advance reservations are essential.

Rates: single N$280, double N$450, family room N$550 (for two people plus a small child), including breakfast.

Hotel-Pension Alexander (11 rooms) 10 Beethoven St, PO Box 1911

Between Schubert and Mozart Streets, on Beethoven Street, Pension Alexander is 15 minutes’ walk from the centre, and is owned and run by Alexander.

It aims for simple, affordable accommodation, and Alexander’s rooms all have cool tiled floors, direct-dial telephones, TV with Mnet, and a bath or shower. There's a small but pleasant pool outside and the rooms are quite spread out with safe off-street parking available. 

Rates: single N$130, double N$190, family N$250 (4 people), including breakfast.

Hotel-Pension Etambi (11 rooms) 6 Gous St, Pioneers Park, PO Box 30547

As Etambi is 10 minutes’ drive from the city centre, you really need your own vehicle to stay here. To get there, take Marconi Street westwards, before turning on to Jordan Street, following the signs for Pioneers Park. The road sweeps around to the right, and after about 1km you take the third left on to Hintrager Street. After a further kilometre, take first right on to Fritsche Street, and the left after the shopping centre on to Gous Street. Etambi is on the right.

Run by Peter and Elke Young, Etambi caters a lot for independent business people – so has phones and TVs in the rooms, and serves dinner on request (N$28 buffet). It’s a friendly and efficient little pension. The rooms are large and comfortable with modern furnishings. Each has a kettle, mini-bar/fridge, and a room safe. There is an outside braai for guests to use, and a small plunge-pool. 

Rates: single N$175, double N$250, quadruple N$425, including breakfast.

Even smaller than the above, several local homes offering ‘bed and breakfast’ have opened recently:

Riverside 7 Veronica St, Ludwigsdorf, PO Box 3257, Windhoek. (Mark for the attention of Haacke.)

Camelthorn Guesthouse PO Box 30064, Windhoek

Little Angel Guesthouse 106 Jan Jonker, Klein Windhoek

The Guesthouse 163 Uhland St, Windhoek

Just outside town
Hotel Kapps Farm (5 rooms) PO Box 5470, Windhoek

Though conveniently situated, 20km east of the city on the road to Gobabis, this is a very basic hotel which, if it is still operating at all, is best avoided.

Eagle’s Rock Leisure Lodge (5 Rooms) PO Box 6176, Windhoek

Forty-five minutes’ drive (38km) west of Windhoek, Eagle’s Rock is 3km along the D1958, after its junction with the C28. See Chapter 14 for more details.

Auas Game Lodge (16 rooms) PO Box, 80887, Windhoek

Auas is a German-run lodge. It is about 44km drive southeast of Windhoek into the Kalahari. To reach it, take the B1 or the C23 roads heading south, then turn on to the gravel D1463. The lodge is 22km from the B1, or 16km from the C23.

Auas stands on a game farm, whose residents include black wildebeest (from South Africa) and crocodiles in a separate enclosure. Despite this, Auas is a better overnight stop than final destination. Families may find it especially welcoming, as it has baby-chairs, cots and reductions for infants and children.

Rates: N$275 single, N$210 per person sharing, excluding breakfast.

Finkenstein Guest Farm (5 rooms) PO Box 167, Windhoek

Conveniently situated on the main road between Windhoek and the airport (about halfway between), Finkenstein is a genuine, old-style guest farm run by Annegret and Helmut Finke. It has just five guestrooms, which have en-suite facilities and traditional furnishings. Activities are fairly relaxed and informal but go along on a few farm drives and you’ll certainly spot some game. As long as you realise that the farm doesn’t exist just for you, then you can expect a sincere welcome and a fascinating experience.

Rates: N$300 single, N$250 per person sharing, including all meals.

Airport Lodge (6 bungalows) PO Box 5913, Windhoek

Run by Brian and Hermine Black, the Airport Lodge is signposted halfway between the airport and the city, about 600m from B6 main road, down the MR53 turning. Each of the lodge’s six ethnic-decor thatched bungalows has three single beds, a mini-kitchen, satellite TV, a direct-dial telephone, and a cooling ceiling fan. There’s a swimming pool and a few short walks around the lodge – making this a convenient stop before and after flights. Airport transfers are possible.

Rates: N$215 single, N$145 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Dürstenbrook Guest Farm (6 rooms, 2 tents and camping) PO Box 870, Windhoek

To reach Dürstenbrook turn west off the B1, about 30km north of Windhoek, on to the D1499, and then follow the clear signs for another 18km. Dürstenbrook’s main claim to fame is its leopards, which are kept in a large enclosure, and can be viewed from a vehicle, or on foot. It also has a much larger area of land for drives and walks to view less dangerous game, including hartebeest, giraffe, eland, oryx, kudu and smaller buck. Horse riding and even a 4x4 trail are additional attractions.

Dürstenbrook’s main building is large old colonial farmhouse dating from 1910. Its walls are adorned with hunting trophies, a practice it encourages with limited trophy hunting. It was one of Namibia’s first guest farms, and its owners speak English, German, French and Afrikaans.

Rates: N$300 single, N$260 per person sharing, including dinner, breakfast, and leopard viewing.

Elisenheim Guest Farm (9 rooms) PO Box 3016, Windhoek

Just 15km north of the centre of Windhoek, Elisenheim is signposted off the main B1 as it leaves Windhoek. It offers German hospitality and a place to relax. The comfortable rooms all have en-suite showers and toilets, and outside there is a swimming pool 

Rates: N$230 single, N$150 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Sundown Lodge (11 rooms) PO Box 5378, Windhoek

Opened in the mid-90s, and run by Bob and Silke Sinclair, Sundown Lodge is a purpose-built stopover, providing a basic night’s rest near Windhoek. It is well-signposted just off the main B1, about a 25km drive north of Windhoek, on the D1474. (Though this has been omitted from some maps, it’s easy to find.)

Expect your room to have its own telephone, fridge, kettle and tea/coffee facilities, en-suite toilet and shower, and a small patio for sitting outside. Braai facilities are available, and there’s a swimming pool with adjacent bar. 

Rates: N$165 single, N$115 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Eningu Clayhouse Lodge (see Chapter 14 for details)

For a stylish lodge within an hour of the airport – this should be top of your list.

Hostels and camping
For several years, Windhoek had no dedicated campsite, so the opening of Arebusch, just south of town, is good news, albeit only of benefit to those with vehicles.

Meanwhile, in the suburbs, a handful of backpackers’ hostels are thriving, mostly on the north and west sides of the centre. The Cardboard Box is still the favourite choice of many, but Chameleon, Puccini and BackPacker are all increasingly successful. Being new and keen, they often demonstrate a willingness to help visitors (with free lifts from the city, and the like) which makes them well worth trying.

Globetrotters Backpackers’ Lodge (42 beds) 2 Independence Av, PO Box 6780 

Behind the lively (and not entirely reputable) Royal Hotel, on the Ausspannplatz roundabout (recently renamed August Neto Gardens) at the south end of Independence Avenue, lies a guarded courtyard for car parking, surrounded by dorms and basic rooms. The bar can get very lively at night, and so the reception is protected by an iron grille. It’s a favourite with overland trucks, rather than independent backpackers. 

Rates: N$30 for dorm beds (no linen supplied), N$150 for double rooms.

Chameleon Backpackers (28 beds) 22 Wagner St, PO Box 6107, Windhoek

On Wagner Street, just west of Beethoven Street, Chameleon is about 15 minutes’ walk from the centre (some steeply uphill). It is a clean, pleasant and professionally run backpackers’ lodge offering residents free tea/coffee and bed linen in dorms for six people, or in twin rooms sharing bathrooms. Also use of equipped kitchen, pool, and Mnet TV lounge. Chameleon also run scheduled camping safaris, and are happy to arrange car hire.

Rates: N$30 for dorm beds, N$90 for twin rooms (sharing or single).

Cardboard Box (43 beds) 15 Johann Albrecht St, PO Box 6406

On the corner of Johann Albrecht and John Meinert Streets, a short uphill walk from town, this large backpackers’ lodge has established itself as the capital’s favourite for independent travellers – despite its size and noisy dorms. As you would expect, it acts as agent for several cheap car-hire companies, and has a pool, pool table, crockery/cutlery in the kitchen and Mnet TV. 

Rates: N$25 for beds in large dorm, N$30 for small dorm, N$80 for double room, camping N$18 per person.

Travellers’ Lodge (22 beds) Corner of Andes and Johnson Streets

About 1km north of town, just off Independence Avenue, first right after Nelson Mandela Drive, this seems to be the least friendly of the backpackers’ lodges. Facilities are much the same as the others – with shared bathroom/toilets, crockery/cutlery supplied and a communal kitchen. The outside door is normally locked, which doesn’t add warmth to the welcome, and there is limited off-street parking. 

Rates: N$25 for dorm bed, N$30 including linen. N$80 for a double room.

Puccini International Hostel (17 beds) 4 Puccini St

Between Sam Nujoma and Hosea Kutako Drives, just beyond the railway, Puccini Street is less than ten minutes’ walk from town. A relatively new backpackers’ lodge, this has a pool, sauna, secure parking, and a well-equipped kitchen. A free pick-up service within the city is useful when first arriving, as the junction of Sam Nujoma and Hosea Kutako can sometimes be busy with youths hanging around.

Puccini has two dorms, one with seven beds, the other with five, as well as double rooms. The rates include bed linen and a light breakfast, though more substantial fare can be provided at extra cost. The owners are helpful in booking trips or hire cars if you need them.

Rates: N$30 for a bed in the large dorm, N$35 in the smaller dorm bed, N$80 for a double room.

BackPacker (22 beds) 5 Greig St, Windhoek

Between Bach and Beethoven streets, BackPacker in Greig Street is about ten minutes’ walk from the centre. It is a relatively new lodge, run by Hermann and Erica Viljoen, where visitors can use the pool and sauna.

Hermann offers a free pick-up service within the city, and also runs one- and two-night trips to Sossusvlei (N$450/N$800) which depart on Saturday, and two-night trips to Etosha (N$750) departing on Tuesdays.

Rates: N$25 for dorm bed, N$80 for a double room, N$15 for camping.

Arebusch Travel Lodge (20 chalets and 8 double rooms) Olympia, PO Box 80160

Less than 10km south of the centre, between the Safari Hotel and Windhoek Country Club, this is Windhoek's only dedicated, spacious campsite and it is safe, clean and very impressive.

The chalets have small, well-equipped kitchens, TVs, direct-dial phones, linen, en-suite shower/toilet, air-conditioning and an outside braai. The rooms are more basic, having just beds, a cupboard and a washbasin. They share toilets and showers with the campers. Both types of rooms are clean, comfortable, and serviced daily. Arebusch’s security is tight – electric fence and guard on the gate – so it is proving a safe place to stay. 

There's also a spotless restaurant on the site, a small shop in reception, a laundry, a bar and a pool. The only snag is, you need a car to get here, and it’s so good that it’s almost certain to become more costly soon.

Rates: N$160 for double room (sharing facilities), N$255 for a 2-bed chalet, N$295 for a 4-bed chalet. Camping is N$30 per person.

	WHERE TO EAT
	



Windhoek has lots of cafés and restaurants, though you’ll often have more success searching for European cuisine than African specialities. 

Cafés
For coffee or snacks in town, the two cafés in the Trip Arcade (parallel to the Post Street Mall), the Schneider and the Central, are ideal, and great places to watch the world go by. Buy a local paper from the street sellers to find out what's going on. A little further down, Le Bistro on the corner of Independence Avenue and the Post Street Mall is a very trendy, popular place for the local crowd to grab a coffee and a bite, or have an early-evening drink.

The Cauldron, under the Kalahari Sands Hotel, is convenient for light lunches of burgers or omelettes, and serves a memorable banana split for N$8. On the ground floor of the western end of Post Street Mall, down the escalators near the MODEL supermarket, is the decidedly eastern Tim Sum, which offers a cheap and excellent range of Taiwanese vegetarian foods – N$15 for a large noodle dish. It serves until 19.00.

Adjacent to Tim Sum is a traditional German coffee-shop. Above is the steak-house, Mike's Kitchen, which opens during the day and evening. 

Restaurants
Like any capital, Windhoek has dozens of restaurants to choose from – you should have no problem finding something good to eat. Although up to five years ago most served fairly similar fare, often with a German bias, now there is a lot more variety. There are Italian, Greek, Portuguese and Chinese specialities, to name just a few. Many reach a very high standard, and none is expensive in European or American terms.

Eating at the very best, and without restricting your choices, you would have to try very hard to make a meal cost more than N$160 per person. Here’s a personal selection of favourites:

Hotel Fürstenhof Romberg St, PO Box 316, Windhoek

West of the centre, Windhoek's grandest restaurant has quite a formal atmosphere. For men, a jacket and tie isn't out of place. The food is classic French/German style, varying from seafood through to game and a daily vegetarian dish. The wine list is grouped by grape variety, and varies from N$30 upwards. Most bottles are around N$60. The choice is competent, but neither inspired nor outstanding value. The Fürstenhof seems to be resting on its laurels.

Costs: N$20–30 for a starter, N$40–60 for main, and N$20–30 for sweet

Gathemann 175 Independence Av

This must have the best position of the capital's restaurants, on a first-floor balcony, opposite the park, with commanding views over Independence Avenue. The traditional German cuisine (with a bias towards game) is excellent. The wine list is extensive, and therefore good in parts.

Costs: starters N$10–25, light meals during day N$15–30, main courses N$40–60.

Sam's 90 Sam Nujoma Drive

About 2.5km from the centre, Sam's is on the left of Gobabis Rd, about 100m past the junction with Klein Windhoek. Its atmosphere is relaxed, and it’s very convenient for Casablanca’s club, right in front of it. There is sometimes a band in the courtyard on Sundays, and Sam’s usually attracts a young, trendy clientele. 

Costs: N$15–25 for a starter, N$30–50 for main, and N$10–20 for sweet.

Grand Canyon Spur 251 Independence Av

Situated above street level on Independence Avenue, opposite the Bank of Windhoek, the Spurs offers American burgers, steaks, and a host of side orders together with Windhoek's best serve-yourself salad bar. The atmosphere is lively, similar to a Hard Rock Café, and it’s open 7 days a week from early until late.

Costs: starters N$10–20, light meals during day N$15–30, main courses N$40–60.

Marco Polo Café Kaiserkrone, off Post Street Mall

In the small Kaiserkrone Centre, on the left of the Post Street Mall as you walk from Independence Avenue, Marco Polo serves impressive pizza and pasta dishes in the evening (sometimes accompanied by live music) after masquerading as a lively café during the day.

Costs: N$10–25 for a starter, N$30–45 for main, and N$10–20 for sweet.

Yang Tse Sam Nujoma Drive and Nelson Mandela Drive; tel: 061 234779

A large, efficient restaurant, preparing probably the best Chinese food in town. Its first-floor windows overlook the junction of Sam Nujoma and Nelson Mandela, and it’s equally well suited to a business lunch or a relaxing dinner.

Costs: expect around N$80–120 for a complete meal with a few drinks.

Escumadeira Reservations via the Thüringer Hof

By the side of the beer garden behind the Thüringer Hof Hotel, this new restaurant serves excellent Portuguese cuisine at reasonable prices. The Calde Verde (clear spinach/sausage/potato soup) is excellent, and the piri piri chicken good. For informal bites, you can eat in the beer garden – from where true carnivores can order from the Thüringer Hof ’s standard steak-and-chips menu.

Costs: starters are around N$15–20, mains around N$20–40, sweets N$10–15.

Homestead Restaurant 53 Feld St

Very near Ausspannplatz (now called the August Neto Gardens) off Lossen Street into Feld Street, this is a spacious, airy restaurant whose tables are spread over its veranda (during the summer) and several rooms. Inside are large pot-plants, a superb feature aquarium and good selection of ‘choose-yourself, from the rack’ estate wines from South Africa – ranging from under N$40 upwards. Many are good value.

The Homestead’s excellent food is continental cooking in large portions, with inventive vegetarian options. This is currently one of Windhoek’s best restaurants.

Costs: starters N$12–20, huge salads for N$19, vegetarian mains around N$30, steaks N$40, sweets N$18.

Gourmet Inn 195 Jan Jonker Rd

At the corner of Jan Jonker and Centaurus, the Gourmet Inn serves top–class, expensive, rich, European fare. Its wine list is good, though not cheap, and the atmosphere is quite intimate as many of the tables are fixed around the outside of the room – almost like private booths. Gourmet Inn is an impressive place for a serious meal, but not a place to drop in to lightly. Book ahead.

Costs: starters N$20–30, mains N$30–60, vegetarian dishes N$20–25, sweets N$12–20.

Joe's Beerhouse 440 Independence Av

With an old–inn-style interior, replete with game trophies on the walls and antiques, Joe’s is really a bar that serves food with an outside braai (barbecue) area at the back. Its beers and spirits are excellent, but its wines mediocre. Joe’s cuisine is good value and seriously carnivorous, with lots of game and huge portions, though its service can be very slow and lackadaisical.

Costs: starters N$10, mains N$25–30.

Sardinia Pizzeria 39 Independence Av

This is a relaxed café serving genuine Italian cuisine that’s cheap and good. It’s perfect for a bite en route to the airport, but too informal for a long dinner date. 

Costs: pizzas and pasta dishes N$10–25.

Gerts Klause Sanlam Centre, on Independence Av

Situated in the modern shopping arcade of the Sanlam Centre, this opens 07.30–22.30. It’s fine for a quiet coffee or light meals during the day, and also offers a full, fairly traditional German menu in the evening. 

Costs: light meals N$10–25, main courses (evening) N$30–45, sweets N$6–15.

Restaurant Africa 3 Kasch St (off Bülow St

With traditional dishes from Kenya, Zambia, Zimbabwe and elsewhere, the service and food can be somewhat hit-and-miss – so it’s an authentic experience!

Costs: N$30–50 for a full meal with a few beers. 

	ENTERTAINMENT AND NIGHTLIFE
	



Windhoek is not famous for its nightlife. Most visitors choose to go to a restaurant for a leisurely dinner and perhaps a drink, and then retire for an early start the next day. But if you feel livelier, there are cinemas and a few nightclubs. Friday is usually the best night, better than Saturday. Similarly, weekends at the start/end of the month, when people have just been paid, are busier than those in the middle.

Bars
Namibia doesn’t have the ‘pub’ culture of the UK. In the poorer areas, especially in the old townships, there are some illegal shebeens (so-called cuca-shops), geared purely to serious drinking. It’s worth noting that here, as in most traditional cultures in southern Africa, respectable women are rarely seen in bars.

If you’re intent on finding somewhere relaxing to drink, then look no further than the hotel bars. All of the bigger hotels have bars, though places like the Fürstenhof, or smaller establishments, may restrict their use to residents only. If you’re thinking of somewhere with more life, then the beer garden at the Thüringer Hof or Joe’s Beerhouse are your best bets. See the sections on Hotels and Restaurants.

Other possibilities include O’Hagan’s Irish Pub near the corner of Robert Mugabe Avenue and Jan Jonker Road, and Bulldogs in the Hidas Centre at Sam Nujoma Drive, both of which sometimes play host to a less than liberal crowd.

Nightclubs
Windhoek normally has a couple of clubs running at any one time, some of them cosmopolitan and fun. As in most cities, clubs go in and out of fashion in a matter of months, so anything written here is probably already out of date. Ask for up-to-date local advice on what’s currently good and safe. If you’re thinking of a club in one of the townships, you should go with a local, or get a reliable taxi that will take you and collect you. At the time of writing, the best venues are:

Casablanca on Sam Nujoma Drive, near Klein Windhoek, is just in front of Sam's restaurant. Tel: 061 232639. It serves cocktails to live African music until about 05.00. Windhoek isn't known for its tolerance of homosexuality, but here it tries quite hard. The entry charge is N$10. No dress code. This used to be a very mixed venue, but now attracts a mainly white crowd.

Gremlins for over-21s only, is currently popular with the moneyed, white crowd. Lots of bouncers, so a very safe place to dance, it plays a mix of rock and pop.

Pamodzi Club in Katutura, tel: 061 263239 or 224826, plays kizomba (African/ Latin music) to a mainly black crowd. Take a taxi here, or come with a local.

Club Thriller in Katutura, tel: 061 216669, is an old favourite, which has operated since before independence. It’s also in Katutura and now plays mostly rumba, with the odd guest band. Expect a thorough security search at the door, and thereafter a relaxed atmosphere. There’s a cover charge of about N$25, and it’s open almost till dawn. Again, you should have a guide and/or taxi to come here. 

Hippo Z is a new club in a converted warehouse at the corner of Lazarett and Bell Street. It attracts a young crowd to its pool tables and enormous bar.

Cinemas
Windhoek’s cinema has recently been modernised with the opening of the new 3-screen multiplex, the Maerua Park Cinema (tel: 061 248980 or 249267) in the Maerua Park Centre on Centaurus Road (where Robert Mugabe Avenue meets Jan Jonker). Although this is now the capital’s only cinema, prices are low compared with Europe or the US. Expect about at N$15 in the afternoon, and N$25 in the evening. Now you can keep up with Hollywood’s latest releases whilst in Windhoek.

Theatres
Windhoek’s most relaxed venue for the performing arts and live theatre is the Warehouse Theatre at 48 Tal Street, tel: 061 225059, fax: 061 220475. Housed in the old breweries building, you’ll find a modern mix of local and visiting artists, with music from jazz and funk to rock and roll. It’s a safe place, with a relaxed atmosphere – trendy, arty and highly recommended. Cover charge varies with the band. Snacks are available, but eat elsewhere before you arrive, and there’s a bar open until late. See the papers for the latest information.

There are several more formal options. Concerts, opera, theatre, ballet and contemporary dance are performed at the National Theatre of Namibia, on the corner of Robert Mugabe Avenue (12 John Meinert Street; tel: 061 237966; fax: 061 237968) and The College of Arts auditorium (contact the Principal at 41 Peter Müller Street, PO Box 2963; tel: 061 225841; fax: 061 229007). The Franco-Namibian Cultural Centre (1 Mahler Street; tel: 061 225674; fax: 061 224 9270) is primarily a language centre, but has a small cinema and holds various concerts and cultural events, usually with a Francophone bent. All three are worth checking to see if there are any productions whilst you’re around.

For more unusual and experimental theatre, try the Space Theatre at the University of Namibia's Centre for Visual and Performing Arts (contact Aldo Beherens on tel: 061 206 3111), or the small studio theatre at the John Muafangejo Art Centre.

	WHAT TO SEE AND DO
	



Although Windhoek isn’t the planet’s liveliest capital, there are some beautiful old buildings, a couple of museums and art galleries, and some tours worth taking.

Windhoek’s historical buildings
Most of Windhoek’s historical buildings date from around the turn of the century, and are close to the centre of town. Walking is the obvious way to see these. Starting in the Post Street Mall, here is one suggested sequence, taking about two or three hours:

Gibeon meteorites On the middle of the mall is a sculpture, incorporating 33 meteorites that fell around Gibeon. These were part of what is thought to have been the world’s heaviest shower of meteorites, which occurred around 600 million years ago. About 77 meteorites, with a total mass of 21 tons, have been recovered so far, many of which are in museums around the globe. 

Clock tower At the junction of the Mall with Independence Avenue is a replica of the clock tower that was once on the old Deutsche-Afrikabank. The original was constructed in 1908.

Now turn southeast, towards Christus Kirche, and cross Independence Avenue into Zoo Park. From there, you can get a good view of three fine buildings on the west side of Independence Avenue. They were designed by Willi Sander, a German who designed many of Windhoek’s older landmarks. The right one of the three, Erkrathus Building, was built in 1910: a business downstairs, and a place to live upstairs. Gathemann House, the building in the middle, was designed for Heinrich Gathemann, who was then the mayor of Klein Windhoek, and built in 1913 to a basically European design, complete with a steep roof to prevent any accumulation of snow! Again, it originally had living quarters above the business. Kronprinz Hotel was designed and built by Willi Sander in the years 1901 and 1902. It was extended in 1909, and refurbished and extended in 1920. It is now overshadowed by the Sanlam building, but a plan has been made to modernise the shops (one of which is Nakara) whilst preserving the façades.

Continuing into Zoo Park, on green lawns under its palm trees you will find two features of note:

Elephant Column A sculptured column over a metre high marks the place where primitive tools and elephant remains, dated to about 5,000 years ago, were found. Scenes of an imagined elephant hunt kill are depicted in bas-relief (by Namibian sculptress Dörte Berner), and a fossilised elephant skull tops the column.

War memorial On the south side of the elephant column is this memorial, about a century old, crowned by an eagle, and dedicated to German soldiers killed whilst fighting the Nama people led by Hendrik Witbooi. As yet there is no memorial for the Namas.

Now head south on Independence Avenue a short way until your first left turn, up Peter Müller Street. On the other side of the corner are Windhoek’s best street-sellers for baskets, and the grab-a-phone/bus/taxi terminus. On the left, on the far corner of Lüderitz Street, you will see:

Hauptkasse Used as the house of the Receiver of Revenue, as well as officers’ quarters and even a hostel, it is now the Directorate of Extension Services, within the Ministry of Agriculture. 

Ludvig Van Estorff House Opposite the Hauptkasse, on the south side of Peter Müller Street, this was simply built in 1891, as a canteen, and is named after a commander of the Schutztruppe who lived here in 1902–10. It is now the National Reference Library.

Christus Kirche In a commanding position, now on its own roundabout, this ‘fairytale’ Evangelical Lutheran Church is Windhoek’s most famous building. It was designed, by Gottlieb Redecker, in Art Nouveau and neo-Gothic styles, and built, between 1907 and 1910, of local sandstone. Kaiser Wilhelm II donated the stained-glass windows; his wife, Augusta, gave the altar bible. Originally this church commemorated the peace at the end of various wars between the German colonists and the indigenous people of Namibia, and inside are plaques dedicated to the German soldiers who were killed. (As yet, there’s no mention of the losses of the indigenous people...) If you wish to see inside, the key can be borrowed during office hours from the church offices, just down the hill at 12 Peter Müller Street.

Kaiserliche Realschule On the west side of Robert Mugabe Avenue, just near Christus Kirche, this is now part of the National Museum. However, it was built in 1907–8 as a school, and became Windhoek’s first German high school.

Walking further south along Robert Mugabe Avenue, you’ll see the new Bank of Namibia building. On your right, just before crossing Sam Nujoma Drive, is:

The Office of the Ombudsman Built as a dwelling for the chief justice and his first clerk, this was originally erected in 1906–7, and has much decorative work typical of the German ‘Putz’ style of architecture. The original stables are now a garage and outbuilding.

Now turn around and walk back towards Christus Kirche, on the right (east) side of Robert Mugabe Avenue.

Alte Feste The large building on the right is the old fort, built by the first Schutztruppe when they arrived here around 1890. It is strategically positioned, overlooking the valley, though its battlements were never seriously besieged. A plaque on the front maintains the colonial view that it was built to ‘preserve peace and order’ between the local warring tribes – which is as poor a justification for colonialism as any. Inside is now the main historical section of the National Museum. 

The Equestrian Statue To the left of the Alte Feste is a large statue of a mounted soldier, commemorating the German soldiers killed during the wars to subdue the Nama and Herero groups, around 1903–7. (Here, too, there’s no mention of the Nama or Herero people who died.)

Parliament (formerly Tintenpalast) Once back at the Christus Kirche, turning right (east) leads you to what were originally the administrative offices of the German colonial government. The building became known as the Tintenpalast, or Ink Palace, for the amount of bureaucracy that went on there, and has housed successive governments since around 1912. The Germans occupied it for only about a year, before losing the colony to South Africa after World War I. Now this beautiful double-storey building is home to Namibia’s parliament. When the assembly is not in session, you can book a place on a 45-minute tour by phoning 061 288 2627, which integrates well into this short walking tour, perhaps 1½–2 hours after the start.

State House As you continue north along Robert Mugabe Avenue, on the left is the president’s official residence. This was built as recently as 1958, on the site of the old German governor’s residence. Until 1990, this was used by South Africa’s administrator general.

It is now a short walk left, down Manumava Road, back to join Independence Avenue by the main Post Office.

Museums, galleries and libraries
Windhoek has, perhaps after Swakopmund, some of the country’s best museums, galleries and libraries, though even these state collections are limited. The South African regime, which controlled the museums until 1990, had a polarised view of the country’s history, understandably, and undesirably, slanted towards their involvement in it. It remains difficult to find out much of the history of Namibia’s indigenous peoples. That said, the museums are gradually redressing the balance.

Alte Feste and State Museum Robert Mugabe Av; tel: 061 293 4362

This is the capital’s best museum, concentrating on Namibia’s history over the last few centuries. There’s an exhibition of historical photographs, including shots of many important leaders, and displays of household implements of the missionaries and the country’s indigenous peoples. There’s also a special exhibit on the independence process, and the transition to majority rule in 1990.

Open: Mon–Fri 09.00–18.00, Sat 10.00–12.45 and 15.00–18.00, Sun 11.00–12.30 and 15.00–18.00. Admission is free.

Owela Museum Robert Mugabe Av; tel: 061 293 4358

North of State House, almost opposite Conradie Road, Owela Museum houses the natural history sections of the State Museum, with a good section on cheetah conservation, and a little on the country’s traditional cultures.

Opens: Mon–Fri 09.00–17.00, Sat and Sun 10.00–12.30 and 15.00–17.00.

Admission is free.

TransNamib Transport Museum Bahnhof St; tel: 061 298 2032

Housed upstairs in the old railway station building, this museum is run by the parastatal transport company, TransNamib. It shows the development of transport in the country over the last century, with particular emphasis on the rail network.

Opens: Mon–Fri 10.00–12.00 and 14.00–15.30. Admission is N$2 per adult.

National Art Gallery of Namibia Robert Mugabe Av and John Meinert St, tel: 061 231160; fax: 061 240930

Namibia’s small National Gallery (also see page @@) has a permanent exhibition of Namibian art – some historical, some contemporary – and also hosts a variety of visiting exhibitions. It’s well worth checking out.

Opens: Mon–Fri 09.00–17.00, Sat 09.00–11.00. Admission is free.

National Reference Library 11 Peter Müller St, tel: 061 293 4203

Housed in Ludvig Van Estorff House, this is really of more relevance to serious researchers than casual visitors.

Bushman Art Museum 187 Independence Av; tel: 061 228828

At the front this is purely a curio/gift shop, with a good selection of books on Namibia (in German and English), as well as T-shirts, jewellery, gemstones, cards, hats, and even socks. Behind, through the shop, a museum area displays bushman tools, clothing etc, various African masks and Karakul carpets. Many items on display are for sale, except the bushman tools.

The museum/shop is open everyday until 17.30 and on Sundays from 10.00 until 13.00.

Opens: Mon–Sat 09.00–17.30, Sun 10.00–13.00. Admission is free.

Other options
City tours
Various small agencies offer tours of the city, some walking, some by vehicle. Often an afternoon tour will be combined with driving out on to some of the mountains overlooking Windhoek for a sundowner drink. Occasionally township tours run, though these aren’t as popular as Jo’burg’s tours of Soweto. The companies running these seem to change often. The two current favourites are:

Pack Safari PO Box 29, 109 Papageienweg, Windhoek

Pack Safaris run a range of day tours, including a 3-hour city tour (N$150 per person) taking in historical buildings, the affluent suburb of Ludwigsdorf and the less affluent Katutura, where a development project is visited. Other options include a half-day tour to Daan Viljoen (N$190 per person), and a full day to Rehoboth and Oanab Dam (N$370 per person). Visits to the leopards of Dürstenbrook (N$290 per person) or the Cheetahs at Melrose (N$390 per person) are amongst various options at local guest farms. A minimum of two people per trip is sometimes needed. Pack Safari also offers scheduled and guided tours through the region.

Sun Safaris Namibia PO Box 80226, Windhoek

Sun Safaris is a small company that runs whole-day tours. These often start with the city and its historical buildings, continue with a look around a few of the suburbs, and then, after lunch, finish up at Daan Viljoen game park or a local guest farm. Expect costs of around N$350 per person. They also offer tailor-made trips, based out of lodges, around the country – but can be difficult to contact.

Oryx Tours PO Box 2058, Windhoek

The large tour operator, Oryx Tours, offers various trips including a 3-hour ‘Namibia yesterday–today–tomorrow’ tour for N$120 per person.

Sports centres
Health & Racquet Club On Centaurus Rd, just off Jan Jonker, this has a large indoor pool, plus a large gym with lots of training machines, several glass-backed squash courts, and steam and sauna rooms. Day membership as a casual visitor is N$30, and if you need to relax and have a shower in town before travelling, then this is perfect. Note that the car park is not patrolled, so don’t leave your luggage unattended in a car outside.

Immediately next to the Health & Racquet Club is the stunning open-air Olympic-size swimming pool and a professional diving pool, which is run by the municipality. 

	SHOPPING
	



Shopping in Windhoek is easy and fun, and being able to park very near to the shops, and even on Independence Avenue, makes it all the easier if you’ve a car. However, if you want something specific, then phone around first – it’s much quicker than scouring the city by foot or car.

Books
Imported books are generally expensive in Namibia, and even those published locally are subject to a heavy sales tax. But if you want something specific on Namibia, then often you’ll get titles here which are difficult to find abroad. The best places to look are:

CNA, Gustav Voigts Centre, 129 Independence Av. A large department store with a section on the latest titles. Very mainstream.

Uncle Spike’s Book Exchange Garten St, on the corner of Tal St (tel: 061 226722). Has a more eclectic range. Good for swapping paperbacks.

Der Bücher Keller PO Box 1074, Carl List House, Peter Müller St, tel: 061 231615; fax: 061 236164. Has a wide range of travel books and novels – though many are in German.

New Namibia Books PO Box 21601, tel: 061 235796; fax: 061 235278. On the north side of the Post Street Mall. Has a particularly good range of Namibian books, including travel, novels and general interest.

Windhoek Book Den Frans Indongo Gardens, Bülow St, tel: 061 239976.

Cameras, film and optics
Most of the main brands of film are now available in Windhoek, including a range of slide film. Ideally, buy film from the specialists in Windhoek, rather than waiting until you’re at a remote game lodge, whose limited film supplies are out-of-date, having been on a hot shelf for years. If you’re looking for anything outside the 100/200/400 ISO range, or have very specific needs, then bring all your own supplies with you.

Similarly, most popular cameras can be found here, though they are often more expensive than they would be in Europe or the US. There are numerous places that will develop your snaps or sell you a film, but Windhoek’s best specialists are:

Nitzsche-Reiter at the front of the Sanlam Centre, on Independence Av, tel: 061 231116

Photo World 246 Independence Av, opposite Bülow St, tel: 061 223223

Camping kit
To rent
It is easy to arrange to hire camping kit in Windhoek, provided that you can return it there at the end of your trip. Contact:

Camping Hire Namibia, 12 Louis Raymond St, Olympia, PO Box 80029

They have a comprehensive range of equipment from knives and spoons to full ‘kitchen packs’, tents, stoves and portable gaslights. They are best contacted in advance, perhaps by faxing from home. They can then arrange for a pack incorporating what you want to be ready when you arrive. They usually request a deposit of cash, or a credit card, whilst you have their kit.

To buy
If you need to buy camping kit in Namibia, then Windhoek has the best choice. Items from South Africa are widely available, but kit from Europe or the US is harder to find. The best places are:

Safari Den in the middle of Post Street Mall.

In their plush shop they’ve binoculars, knives (including Swiss Army and Leatherman tools), and a useful range of tents, sleeping bags and other camping kit. Their main branch is at 20 Bessemer St (tel: 061 231934), in the southern industrial area.

Trappers Trading Co Wernhil Park, PO Box 9953

Has an outlet on the mall, close to Safari Den. It’s good for practical bush wear – cotton clothes are cheaper here than Europe, the quality’s reasonable though rarely excellent. Also has a small shop at the Windhoek Country Club Hotel (tel: 061 233749).

Ernst Holtz Gustav Voigts Centre, 129 Independence Av, PO Box 421Has a similar variety of safari and bush wear.

Cymot 60 Mandume Ndemufayo Rd

Cymot get bigger every year, and their expanding range is the best around: everything from spare parts for cars (tel: 061 226242), to a good range of cycles and spares (tel: 061 236536), to tents and outdoor equipment.

Le Trip at the bottom of the Wernhil Park Centre

They have roof-tents and bicycle equipment, and also the invaluable polystyrene containers that cost only a few dollars, but keep canned drinks refreshingly cold.

Safari and Outdoor Centre 10 Lossen St, Ausspannplatz, PO Box 6054

Concentrates on equipment for 4WD safari expeditions. Serious stuff.

Crafts and curios
The Post Street Mall normally hosts one of the capital’s largest craft and curio displays, as street traders set out their wares on blankets in front of the shops. Similarly, sellers of basketwork and carvings can usually be found by the Grab-a-phone kiosk, which is almost opposite the Kalahari Sands on Independence Avenue.

There are a wide variety of commercial craft shops in the centre of town, all aiming at tourists and often presenting similar crafts in a more upmarket setting, with higher prices.

Namibia Craft Centre 40 Tal St (next to the Warehouse Theatre); tel: 061 242 2222; fax: 061 221 1273

Well worth a visit. This houses the Omba Gallery, a café and a number of stalls selling different arts and crafts including paintings, sculptures, designs in copper, hand-painted fabrics and much else.

Open: Mon–Fri 09.00–17.30, Sat 09.00–13.00.

Master Weavers Wernhil Park shopping centre, PO Box 21886; tel: 061 221895

Offer a fine variety of handmade rugs for sale, though many visitors buy these direct from the factories in Swakopmund or Lüderitz. 

Gemstones
Given the incredible minerals and precious stones that are mined in Namibia, it’s a wonder that there aren’t better gemstones for sale as curios. Sadly many of the agates and semi-precious stones seen in curio shops on Independence Avenue are imported from as far as Brazil.

The exception to the rule is House of Gems (tel: 061 225202; fax: 061 228915). Tucked away at 131 Stübel Street, near John Meinert Street, it is run by Sid Peters (one of the country’s leading gemologists). It is a real collector's place, packed with original bits and pieces. Even if you're not buying, it is worth visiting. Some of the stones are from Sid's own tourmaline mines (claimed to produce the world's best tourmaline). Here you can see them sorted, cut, faceted and polished on the premises.

Leatherwork
Windhoek is a good place to buy leatherwork. You’ll see lots of ostrich, game and karakul leathers. Don’t expect any give-aways, but if you know what you want then there are good deals to be had. The standard varies greatly; you will find some local work aiming at export markets of a very high standard, while other products are not so good. As with anywhere, shop around. The highest-quality sources are in the centre of town, like Pelzhaus on Independence Avenue, over the road from the main post office, and Nakara for Namibian karakul leathers, near Gathemann Restaurant on Independence Avenue. (Previously this was Swakara, for South West African karakul leathers!)

Food and drink
The age of the supermarket has certainly reached Namibia, though there remain many good small food shops around town. If you are stocking up for a long trip into the bush, then seek out the best large stores. MODEL/ Pick’n’Pay has a large store at the bottom of the west end of Post Street Mall, in the Wernhil Park Shopping Centre. If you’ve a car then reach the adjacent car park from Mandume Ndomufayo.

More central, but perhaps less accessible, is the Shoprite on Independence Avenue, almost opposite the information centre. Further out of town, but the most convenient for drivers, is the large supermarket in the new Game shopping centre at the junction of Bismarck and Hochland Roads.

	PRACTICAL INFORMATION
	



Airlines
Most of the airlines have town offices somewhere around the Sanlam Centre, under the Kalahari Sands Hotel. Air Namibia is at the front, on Independence Avenue. Although this is convenient for personal visits, it is better to contact them at the airports if you wish to reconfirm tickets or book flight seats:

General reservations tel: 061 298 2552 fax: 061 221382

Eros airport tel: 061 238220 fax: 061 236460

International airport tel: 061 540229 fax: 061 540267

Town office tel: 061 229630/5 fax: 061 228763

Comair, the South African regional carrier now owned by British Airways, is near SAA, in the Sanlam Centre; tel: 061 248528; fax: 061 248529.

Lufthansa is in the Sanlam Centre, at 154 Independence Avenue; tel: 061 226662; fax: 061 227923.

LTU ‘Germany’s other airline’ is in the Kuehne & Nagel building at 141 Stübel St; tel: 061 237480; fax: 061 222350.

South African Airways (SAA) is just north of Air Namibia’s office, in Carl List House; tel: 061 231118/79 or 237670–74; fax: 061 235200.

TAAG Angolan Airlines are near SAA, in the Sanlam Centre; tel: 061 226625/227798; fax: 061 227724.

Banks and money
The centre of town has all the major banks in the country. These are generally very efficient and certainly quicker than the smaller branches in the suburbs, or outside the capital. If you need anything complex, like an international money transfer, go to the largest branch possible. In any event, remember to take your passport with you.

Banks
The city’s main branches of Namibia’s largest four banks are all very near the centre:

First National Bank PO Box 195, 209 Independence Av; tel: 061 299222; fax: 061 226192. This is in the centre of Independence Avenue, opposite the post office. It has close links to Barclays in the UK, and is best for Visa transactions.

Standard Bank PO Box 3327, Mutual Platz, Post Street Mall, tel: 061 294 9111; fax: 061 294 2369. If you’re using MasterCard rather than Visa, then Standard is probably your best bank to deal with.

Bank of Windhoek PO Box 15, 262 Independence Av; tel: 061 299 1122; fax: 061 299 1285.

Commercial Bank PO Box 1, 12 Bülow St, tel: 061 295 9111; fax: 061 224417.

American Express
The American Express agents in Namibia are the large local company, Woker Travel Services, PO Box 211, Carl List Haus, 6 Peter Müller St, Windhoek; tel: 061 237946; fax: 061 225932, emergency after hours: 081 128 7945.

This is just down from Independence Avenue. If you have either an American Express card or AMEX travellers’ cheques, you can have your mail sent here. Mail addresses should be formatted: McINTYRE, Chris, c/o American Express Client Mail, at the above address.

Travel agents
There is a comprehensive listing of Windhoek’s travel agents at the back of the current Accommodation Guide for Tourists, available free from the MET. At the last count, there were 12 travel consultants and 59 tour operators, but old ones cease trading and new ones start up with alarming regularly.

Most arrangements are best made as far in advance as possible. Unless you are travelling independently and camping everywhere, this usually means booking with a good specialist operator before you leave — like Sunvil Africa in the UK. This will also give you added consumer protection, and recourse from home if things go wrong. 

Hospitals
In an emergency, phone 211111 in Windhoek, which will put you through to an operator who can reach the ambulance, police or fire services. In case of difficulty getting through, phone 1199. If you have a cellphone, then call 112.

The city’s main public hospital is Windhoek Central Hospital, on Florence Nightingale St; tel: 061 203 9111. This is good, but with huge demands from the local population, it can become very busy. However, if you’ve a serious medical condition then it’s better to use your medical travel insurance, and contact one of the private hospitals:

Medi Clinic Heliodoor St, Eros Park, tel: 061 222687. Windhoek’s most expensive clinic, reached via Nelson Mandela Drive and then Omuramba Road.

Catholic Mission Hospital 92 Stübel St (between Bülow St and John Meinert St), tel: 061 237237. Much more central, but not quite so plush.

Rhino Park Private Hospital on Hosea Kutako Drive, tel: 061 225434. This aims to provide affordable healthcare. 

If you’ve a serious problem outside of Windhoek, then MediRescue (MRI) organise medical evacuations from anywhere, and can be contacted on tel: 061 230505, radiopage: 252222, cell: 081 124 0012. They do insure individual travellers, but many lodges are members, covering you whilst you are staying there, and the best car-hire firms, like Avis, will automatically cover you with MediRescue if you have one of their cars. Finally, it may be that your insurers overseas would ultimately pick up the MediRescue bills if their services were needed. 

Post and communications
The main post office is in the centre of Independence Avenue, between Daniel Munamava and Zoo Park. It has an efficient post restante facility, and a place to make international phone calls or send faxes. It's cheap and easy to send packages overseas from here. It’s open Mon–Fri 08.30–13.00 and 13.30–16.30, then Sat 08.30–12.30.

The Independence Avenue landmark, Grab-a-phone (tel: 061 220708; fax: 061 220820), on the corner of Peter Müller Street, is a private (more expensive) office where you can also make calls or send faxes.

The area telephone code for Windhoek is 061; don’t use it when phoning within the city.

Visas and immigration
For visa extensions or anything to do with immigration, you need the Department of Civic Affairs, within the Ministry of Home Affairs. This is currently in the Cohen Building, Kasino Street and Independence Avenue, tel: 061 292 9111. Office opens Mon–Fri 08.00–13.00.

Tourist information
Your best source of information will be the people that you meet. Meanwhile, if you’re just starting to get to grips with the country, then begin at the MET reservations office, on the corner of John Meinert and Moltke Streets; tel: 061 236975–8; fax: 061 224900. This is where you book accommodation in the national parks, and get (limited) information about them. It is open Mon–Fri 08.00–15.00 for bookings, and 08.00–17.00 for information.

Continue on down Independence Avenue. On your left is the main Namib i information centre – where you can pick up a free map and accommodation guide. Further on there are several private travel agents, with varying quantities of useful information and help, including the Grab-a-phone terminal, past Zoo Park, where an information kiosk (and booking office) covers mainly the area in and around Windhoek.

	EXCURSIONS OUTSIDE WINDHOEK
	



Daan Viljoen Game Park
Entrance fees for day visitors: N$10 per person per day, plus N$10 per car.

This small game park, some 20km west of the city, has good facilities, is accessible all year to 2WD vehicles and makes a close, easy excursion from the capital. It encompasses some of the hills of the Khomas Hochland and, with its thorn trees and dry scrub vegetation, the environment is typical of the central highland area around Windhoek.

During the middle of the week Daan Viljoen is quiet. There’s a 6.5km game-drive but, as there is no really dangerous game here, take the opportunity to walk around by yourself, following one of the shorter of the park’s three marked trails (see below). Your chances of spotting some game are good. This rolling landscape has been a park since 1962, and even before then some parts of it were protected.

The park has good populations of Hartmann’s mountain zebra, blue wildebeest, kudu, gemsbok and springbok, as well as klipspringer (as you would expect from the hilly terrain), red hartebeest, impala and even eland. Baboons and rock hyrax (dassies) are often quite visible.

Over 200 bird species have been recorded here, and Daan Viljoen is a good place for several species endemic to this north-central area of Namibia. These include the lively rockrunner, or Damara rockjumper, which warbles a distinctive song in the morning and evening, and is often seen jumping around with its tail high in the air. The white-tailed shrike is black, white and grey and tends to bounce along the ground, often in groups making lots of noise. Montiero’s hornbill is quieter, and more difficult to spot, and Rüppel’s parrot and the rosy-faced lovebird are particularly ‘cute’ species often seen here.

Getting there 
Take Sam Nujoma Drive out of town, then follow the signs on to the C28 towards Swakopmund. The park is well signposted, about 24km from town. If you don’t have a vehicle, call one of the companies running city tours; most offer day trips here.

Where to stay 
Accommodation needs to be booked in advance at the MET in Windhoek, and even day visits need to be arranged either there, or with the warden on tel: 061 226806; fax: 061 232393. You cannot just turn up without calling, even if you only want to come for a day trip.

Bungalows have hot-plates, fridges, bedding, wash basins and towels, and shared showers and toilets. They cost N$220 for two people, including breakfast. Camping is N$90 per site, for a maximum of eight people, two vehicles and one caravan or tent. Both rates include park entrance fees.

There's a restaurant which opens for meals, 07.30–08.30, 12.00–13.30 and 19.00–20.30, as well as a small kiosk selling snacks and soft drinks and a swimming pool – all on the shores of a veritable oasis named the Augeigas Dam. There is no petrol station or shop here.

Hiking
The game park excludes elephant, buffalo and lion, so you can safely walk alone on the short game trails. There are now three routes:

Wag-’n-biet-jie Trail is an easy 3km stroll, following the Augeigas River. It’s called after the Afrikaans name for the buffalo thorn, meaning ‘wait-a-bit.’ This common tree is all around, and can be distinguished by the curved thorns pointing backwards on its branches. These snag anyone who is caught by the tree’s main thorns and tries to pull free – forcing them to ‘wait a bit’. The trail follows the river upstream until it reaches a lookout point over the Stengel Dam, after which it returns along the same route back to the camp.

Rooibos Trail is a more strenuous 9km hike, starting at the swimming pool from where it winds up to the region’s highest point (1,763m) after about 3km. The views are worth the climb, and you can usually see Windhoek in the distance. Then it gradually descends to cross part of Choub River, and wind round across it again, though there is apparently an alternative route which follows the river bed left until the trail rejoins it.

Sweet-thorn Trail is a relatively new 32km two-day hike, which must be booked in advance through Windhoek’s MET. Only one group of 3–12 people is allowed on the trail per day, starting at 09.00 from the restcamp office. This trail also follows the dry Choub River for part of the time, but strikes out into the otherwise unseen north and east sections of the park. It costs N$60 per person, and you must supply your own food and equipment, though there is a simple hut halfway along for the overnight stop. 

Alternatively, you can just follow the wild game trails from the restcamp area. You are unlikely to get lost unless you try to. Before you set off walking, buy the guide to the local birdlife from the park's office, Birds of Daan Viljoen National Park. This excellent little booklet contains a species checklist, an identification guide to some of the more common birds, and short descriptions of the habitats found in the park.

	Chapter Eleven
The Southern Kalahari and Fish River Canyon
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If you have journeyed north from South Africa’s vast parched plateau, the Karoo, or come out of the Kalahari from the east, then the arid landscapes and widely separated towns of southern Namibia will be no surprise. Like the towns, the region’s main attractions are far apart: the Fish River Canyon, Brukkaros, the Quivertree Forest, and scattered lodges of the Kalahari.

Perhaps because of their separation, they receive fewer visitors than the attractions further north, so if you want to go hiking, or to sleep out in a volcano, or just to get off the common routes – then this southern side of the country is the perfect area to visit.

	MARIENTAL
	



Despite being the administrative centre of the large Hardap Region, which stretches from the Atlantic coast to Botswana, Mariental still avoids being a centre of attention by having remarkably few attractions. It is central and pleasant, with a sprinkling of efficient businesses serving the prosperous surrounding farmlands... but contains very little of interest. Visitors view it as a place to go through, rather than to, often skirting around the town on the main B1 – stopping only for petrol and cold drinks, if they stop at all.

Standing on the edge of the Kalahari Desert, in an area which has long been a centre for the Nama people of Namibia, Mariental’s current name originated from the area’s first colonial settler, Herman Brandt, who named it Marie’s Valley, after his wife.

Agriculturally, Mariental is succeeding by changing with the times. The shrinking trade in pelts of karakul sheep – once so important to southern Namibia – seems to be concentrating around here. Also a new ostrich abattoir has established the town as an important centre for the country’s ostrich farming, which is expanding rapidly as markets open up around the world for the ostrich’s lean, low-fat meat.

With virtually no rain some years, Namibia’s successful commercial farmers have diversified in order to survive. The (welcome) current trend towards managing native game rather than farm animals, and earning income directly from tourism, is just an example of this – like the boom in ostrich farming. 

Getting there
By car
Approaching by car you can’t miss Mariental. It’s set slightly back, adjacent to the main B1. The turnings for the town centre are around the Trek Garage, which has an excellent Wimpy and small supermarket adjacent to it. These are south of the larger side-roads to Stampriet and Hardap Dam, and just north of the tarred C19 to Maltahöhe.

By coach
Intercape Mainliner run a good service linking Windhoek and Cape Town, which stops at Mariental, at the Engen station, at 20.45 – Sun, Mon, Wed and Fri – heading south, and then at 04.00 Mon, Wed, Fri and Sat going north. It costs N$285 to Cape Town, N$65 to Keetmanshoop, and N$105 to Windhoek, and must be booked in advance. See page 103 for details.

By train
Mariental is linked to Windhoek and Keetmanshoop by a slow, overnight train service. It departs daily except Sundays for Keetmanshoop at 01.55 and for Windhoek at 23.40. See Chapter 9, page 100, for details, or call TransNamib on tel: 063 249202.

Where to stay
If distances dictate that you stop around Mariental, then the hotels in town are convenient and generally cheaper than the nearby lodges. If you’ve more time, or are on a pre-arranged itinerary, then either Anib Lodge, Intu Africa, or the resort at Hardap Dam are possibilities. See below for all three. Note that without an advanced booking, you’re more likely to find rooms in town. The Mariental and Sandberg Hotels are both on the main Marie Brandt Street, two blocks apart, while the Guglhupf is on a side road.

Mariental Hotel (18 rooms) PO Box 619, Marie Brandt St, Mariental

Since before independence, this has been the best hotel in town by far. It was renovated a few years ago, when a swimming pool and small gym were added, and all the rooms were brought up to the same standards. All now have en-suite bathroom, air-conditioning and a direct-dial telephone. The hotel promises three separate bars: the ladies, action, and public bars. (I welcome news on how these live up to their various names.) The hotel continues to be kept spotlessly keen, and the staff are friendly and helpful, even when the place is totally booked by businessmen, which is not uncommon.

Rates: single N$220, double N$320, including breakfast.

Sandberg Hotel (14 rooms) PO Box 12, Marie Brandt St, Mariental

Like the Mariental Hotel, the Sandberg has been around for years and changed little in character. It remains less impressive than its rival, and its bar is certainly worth avoiding. That said, it too has done some renovation, reducing its number of rooms, installing air-conditioning and direct-dial phones in all the rooms, and building a small pool outside. If the Mariental is full, then the Sandberg’s certainly not as bad as it used to be, and is worth looking at.

Rates: single N$120, double N$140, triple N$180. Breakfast N$20 per person.

Guglhupf Café & Restaurant (7 rooms) PO Box 671, Park St, Mariental

To reach this new small hotel, on the corner of Park and Mark Streets, turn off the main street at the Bank of Windhoek. It has just seven en-suite rooms, all of which have air-conditioning and a phone, though calls must be routed through a switchboard. The staff are friendly, and the meals basic but tasty.

Rates: single N$110, double N$160; breakfast is à la carte and extra.

Where to eat
If you’re staying at one of the hotels, then it is easiest to eat there: all three have restaurants in keeping with their general styles. If you’re passing through, then the two main garages have facilities to bite-and-run. The Engen garage at the north end of town has the Bambi take-away adjacent to it, serving pies and simple meals, whilst on the main road the Trek garage has a more extensive Wimpy with tables and menus. This serves what you’d find in any Wimpy across the world, and opens late into the evening.

Getting organised
Mariental is an efficient place if you need to do business here, with banks, garages, post office, police station and small supermarket – all you expect in a busy little market town.

The railway line from Windhoek south bisects the town, allowing only one crossing point (Michael van Niekerk Street). Two of the banks, the Bank of Windhoek and the Standard Bank, are on the western side, whilst the First National Bank is just over the tracks. Most of the garages are on the west, though to reach the police station (tel: 063 10111) and the municipal offices, you must cross the tracks, take a left on to Drieboom Street, then right on to Ernst Stumpfe Road. They are 4–5 blocks down here, on your left. Turn left on to Khoicas Street, just before the police station, to reach the post office, and turn left just after the police (on to Wolfaardt St) to get to the hospital (tel: 063 242092).

	EAST OF MARIENTAL: THE KALAHARI
	



The Kalahari Desert often surprises people when they first see it. It is very different from the Namib. First of all, remember that the Kalahari is not a desert. It receives more rain than a true desert should. The Kalahari is a fossil desert. Chapter 4, page 34, gives a more complete explanation, but don’t expect to find tall Sossusvlei-style dunes devoid of greenery here. The Kalahari’s dunes are very different. They are often equally beautiful, but usually greener and less stark – and with this vegetation comes its ability to support more flora and fauna than a true desert.

Thus a few days spent in a Kalahari environment adds another dimension to a trip to Namibia, and provides game-viewing away from the ever-popular Etosha, or the lush reserves of the Caprivi.

Guest farms and lodges
To the east of Mariental, on the Kalahari side, there are several excellent lodges/guest farms, as well as the flying centre at Bitterwasser, which is a major attraction in its own right for accomplished glider pilots.

When the Namibian–South African border is re-opened at Mata Mata, then the area southeast of Mariental will open up to guests, as more people pass though. The huge Botswana–South Africa Park is being hailed as Africa’s first ‘Peace Park’ – a truly integrated trans-national wildlife reserve – although perhaps to the chagrin of the Kalahari Gemsbok’s small band of existing devotees, who have always regarded this out-of-the-way corner as one of the best national parks on the subcontinent.

Anib Lodge (7 rooms) PO Box 800, Mariental

About 34km from Mariental, Anib is around 23km east of the B1, on the C20 towards Stampriet and Aranos. It’s now run by Barbara and Wolfgang Schenck, a German-Namibian couple who returned to Namibia’s ‘good life’ having spent time in Germany. They have made it into a very efficient guest farm that works well as a stopover, and can cater for small bus-groups during the day.

For overnight guests there are seven rooms: five normal double rooms, one triple, and a separate cottage for four. Each has a small en-suite shower and toilet, comfortable beds, and simple German-style furniture. Outside there are flowers everywhere, even around the door-frames. The farm’s gardens are carefully tended into a green and relaxing place to be. There is a swimming pool, various games, boomerangs, and five mountain bikes available for guests to use – and the owners encourage children to stay.

Guided walks and drives around the farm are offered, though these are optional extras. (Expect to pay around N$40pp, or a maximum of N$160 for a family, for a few hours’ game-drive in the afternoon.) 

Rates: N$320 per person per night, including dinner, bed and breakfast.

Intu Afrika Kalahari Game Reserve (13 rooms) PO Box 40047, Windhoek

Intu Afrika has long been owned as a small private reserve by a large Namibian company (API Pty Ltd). It has been fortunate in having backing to promote and sustain a sizeable wildlife reserve, as well as develop an interesting project with the help of a small Bushman community. 

Intu Afrika is on the D1268 north of Mariental just south of the C21. The main lodge building is substantial, with comfortable leather furniture in its large airy lounge, a well-stocked bar, and enormous tree-trunk carvings adorning the reception area. At the front is a stylish swimming pool, overlooked by some marvellously knurled old Acacia erioloba trees.

There are four twin rooms on either side of the main building, each modern and functional with a minimum of clutter. The floors are tiled, the bathroom’s en suite, and there’s a phone in each room. Set away are five split-level small bungalows, each with a sitting area and a bedroom – used for small families, or as suites.

The landscape at Intu Afrika is classic Kalahari: deep red longitudinal dunes, usually vegetated, separated by lighter clay inter-dune valleys covered in grass, trees and shrubs. The area’s larger game includes giraffe, oryx, blue and black wildebeest, Burchell’s zebra, and springbok – but it is the smaller animals which are the stars. The reserve seems to have a high density (or at least a visible number) of bat-eared foxes, and some entertaining groups of meerkats (suricats). and the sight of a group of meerkats foraging under the guard of ‘sentries’ is a real delight. The sentries balance upright on their hind legs, while their keen eyes scan the area around. Neither of these social creatures is common, yet they seem to thrive here.

One other aspect of the lodge that it promotes is its Bushman project – set up and managed by anthropologists Bets and Michael Daiber. In late 1996, a small community of about 40 !Xoo Bushmen decided to support this project, and relocated to the reserve. The project’s aim was to:

‘empower the [Bushmen] community to regain their dignity and pride by creating employment and cultural activities which utilise traditional Bushmen skills in order to generate money for their community ... including game guiding, tracking, camp supervising and craft making.’

For the visitors, interactions with Bushmen start by being guided on early morning walks by community members, who not only can point out some of the wildlife, but also explain their traditional ways of collecting and storing food. You can also visit their craft centre, and buy what they make, if you wish. Six families now live here, and in the last few years the scope of this project has broadened.

Intu Afrika has recently opened a new tented camp on the reserve, featuring some large Meru-style tents. These are more basic than the lodge, and allow guests to cook for themselves if they wish.

Rates: single N$800, double N$710 per person, including breakfast (for the main lodge).

Auob Lodge (18 rooms) PO Box 17, Gochas 

Situated on the C15, about 6km north of Gochas, Auob Lodge stands in the Kalahari, on the banks of the dry river Auob, within 80km² of its own land. It is quite a large lodge, with a squash court as well as a swimming pool, and can cater for up to 48 guests. It offers horse riding and game drives amongst typical Kalahari game species plus blesbok, introduced from South Africa. 

Rates: single N$450, double N$375 per person, including breakfast.

Bitterwasser Lodge and Flying Centre (22 rooms) P Bag 13003, Windhoek

South of Uhlenhorst, on the C15, this specialist lodge caters to glider pilots up to world-class level. Note that this is not a school for gliding – it is a place for those who know how. Pilots often stay for weeks, and have broken so many records that there’s an avenue of palm trees lining the way to the airfield, where each palm was planted to commemorate a record. Every year, the avenue grows.

Bitterwasser has three aircraft, two single-seater Nimbus 2 and a double-seater Blanik, but most pilots prefer to ship out their own plane by container for the season, which runs Nov 1 –Jan 31. 

The lodge’s chalets are comfortable, with en-suite facilities and 24-hour electricity. Some have air-conditioning and even CD-radios. If you’re a serious glider, then fax them for precise details of their facilities.

Rates: N$290 per person, dinner, bed and breakfast. N$5,700 per week for a glider.

Uhlenhorst
North of Mariental, this dot on the map is little more than a large farm. It marks a petrol station and a general farm store, even if the latter has the farm’s own workers in mind, rather than the odd lost tourist. If you come this way, then stop at the store for excellent home-made biltong – and perhaps to see the owners’ large collection of pet ducks and even a few swans. Not the obvious pets in the Kalahari.

	HARDAP DAM RECREATIONAL RESORT
	



Entry: N$10 per adult per day, N$1 per child per day, and N$10 per car. 

About 250km from Windhoek, and less than 25km from Mariental, lies the Hardap Dam, creating Namibia’s largest man-made lake. This dams the upper reaches of the Fish River to provide water for Mariental and various irrigation projects. It is surrounded by a small reserve, complete with restcamp.

The Dam
The origin of Hardap’s name is uncertain. It is probably derived from a Nama name for a big pool that was flooded by the dam, though the word also means nipple (or possibly wart) in the Nama language – and one of the rounded hills around the dam is said to resemble a female breast.

The dam wall is 39.2m high and 865m long and was completed in 1963. It holds a maximum of about 300 million cubic metres of water, and covers around 25km². Though it doesn’t often fill, it will when the rains are exceptional. It filled to 97.7% of its capacity in early 1997, forcing the sluice gates to be opened at 09.00 on Wednesday 22 January – for the first time in 20 years. If they had remained shut, it would have flooded Mariental with the next rains. (This same 1997 season also saw Sossusvlei flooded for the first time in a decade.)

Flora and fauna
Hardap stands in the central highlands of Namibia, and its rolling hilly landscape is mostly covered in low-growing bushes and stunted trees. Its river-courses tend to be thickly vegetated, often having dense, taller stands of camel thorn and buffalo thorn trees.

The most interesting birds to be seen here are often Cape species, at the northern edge of their range, like the cinnamon-breasted warbler, the Karoo eremomela, or the uncommon Sclater’s lark. Others are Namibian species towards the southern edge of their ranges, like the delightful rosy-faced lovebirds.

Hardap’s larger game includes Hartmann’s mountain zebra, oryx, kudu, springbok, eland and red hartebeest. Cheetah used to occur, but they thrived and escaped on to neighbouring farms, so now they have been excluded. This is classic leopard country, hilly and thickly bushed – so these are the dominant predators, though they are seldom seen. There are no lion, elephant or buffalo.

A handful of black rhino were relocated to Hardap from Damaraland in 1990, and they have settled up towards the north of the park. They were introduced to the west side of the lake, but one has been reported as crossing the lake to settle into a territory on the eastern side.
The Resort
Surrounding the lake is about 251km² of protected national park, home to a variety of game. The lake itself is about 30km long, and effectively splits this area into two. On the northeast shore is a narrow strip within which the restcamp perches, on cliffs overlooking the lake. A scenic drive links several picnic sites and lookout points along its length.

On the southwest side of the lake, the reserve stretches far from the lake’s shore, and is game park, veined by game-drives and a few short hiking trails. Note that Hardap becomes very hot during the summer, and very cold during the winter. From chilly recollections of its windy campsite in September – I’d hate to camp here when it’s really cold!

Getting there
Hardap has clear signposts from the main B1, about 10km north of Mariental. The entrance gate is 6km from the road, and then the office is a further 3km. There is no public transport here, though hitchhiking in and out of the restcamp from the B1 turn-off should be very easy.

Where to stay and eat
The restcamp here has simple bungalows or campsites. Larger bungalows have small fridges and hot-plates, bathrooms with a toilet and shower, and five beds in two rooms. They cost N$260 per day. The smaller bungalows don’t have hot-plates, instead they share their outside braai places, and have just two beds for N$140. Neither crockery nor cutlery is provided. The campsite has sites for N$90 per site, for a maximum of eight people, two vehicles and one caravan or tent.

The restaurant has superb views over the lake. It opens 07.00–09.00, 12.00–14.00 and 18.00–22.00, though meals must be ordered at least 30 minutes before closing time. A kiosk by the adjacent pool sells drinks and crisps when the restaurant is closed.

Getting organised
Unlike some resorts, Hardap is open all year and doesn’t lock its guests out at night. You can enter and leave Hardap at any hour of the day or night – though you can only pay for accommodation during office hours.

There’s a fuel station, a small shop, and the kiosk mentioned above. However, if you intend to cook, then stock up in Mariental.

What to see and do
Hardap can get busy at the weekend, with city-dwellers escaping for a weekend of fishing or relaxing, but it’s generally quiet during the week. The game park is small but quite good, and the hike is excellent.

Namibia’s native fish
When paying your entry fees at reception, don’t forget to take a glance at the aquaria there – displaying some of Namibia’s freshwater fish, including those in the lake.

If you have a special interest in fish, then Namibia’s Freshwater Fish Institute is just near the park entrance, on the left as you drive in. This is not a tourist sight, but a research and breeding centre, where the scientists sometimes welcome visitors who are fascinated by fish. Given that several Namibian species are endemic to small areas, even just to one lake or pan, this work of protecting and monitoring fish species is important.

The Game park
If larger vertebrates are of more interest, then head for the game park. This means leaving the restcamp and taking a right turn before getting to the gates to the park – then driving over the dam wall. Get a map from the park office, as there are over 60km of gravel roads for game drives.

Branching off the far circular game drive in the Great Komatsas area (the Gemsbok Drive) is a marked hiking trail of 15km. This isn’t strenuous and takes about 4–5 hours – though there is a shorter variation, using a shortcut, of 9km which takes 2–3 hours. There is no dangerous game around apart from a few black rhino – so keep vigilant for the thud of heavy feet, and read the Rhino section on page 92 before starting.

The road from Mariental to Keetmanshoop
Between Mariental and Keetmanshoop is a 221km stretch of tar road that most visitors see at speed. However, a few places are worth knowing about as you hurry past:

Asab
Almost halfway between Mariental and Keetmanshoop is a tiny place beside the road: Asab. There’s a fuel station and the small Asab Hotel (tel: 063 242577). It’s a useful spot for emergencies, and the place to branch off the main road if you are heading to Mukurob.

Mukurob
If you look at the picture on the front of the current free map of Namibia, at the bottom of the front page you’ll see Mukurob, the Finger of God, as it used to be. Then it was an immense rock pinnacle, which balanced by a narrow neck of rock and towered 34m above the surrounding plains. To drive to where it stood, turn east off the B1 on to the D1066, just south of Asab, and follow the signs for about 23km. 

It collapsed around December 8 1988, leaving a sizeable pile of rubble. Its demise caused much speculation at the time, as the finger’s existence was linked to divine approval – and the country was in the process of becoming independent. Initially it was claimed that God was displeased with contemporary developments in this independence process. Later right-wing extremists were blamed rather than God. Though eventually theories linked its fall firmly with the shock waves from the large Armenian earthquake of December 7.

Tses
Two-thirds of the way towards Keetmanshoop, opposite the turning to Berseba and Brukkaros, Tses is a small township on the east of the road. As in any small, poor country township, visitors passing through are treated as something of a curiosity, but made welcome. There’s a small trading store, and a petrol station open 07.00–22.00.

Brukkaros
Rising to 650m, the volcanic crater of Brukkaros towers over the expanse of bare, flat plains that surround it. It’s a classic volcano shape, easily visible west of the B1. Early this century the Germans used the eastern side of the crater as the base for a heliograph. Then later, in the early 1930s, the Smithsonian Institute built a solar observatory on the western side, taking advantage of the clear air and lack of artificial lights nearby. Both the Germans and the observatory have now gone, and the skies are as clear as ever – so it’s a great place to explore and possibly camp.

Getting there
About 80km north of Keetmanshoop, opposite the turning to Tses, turn west on to the D3904. After about 38km, just before you reach Berseba, turn north towards the volcano on to the D3904. Though this looks like a short road, it’ll be over 10km until you are climbing the volcano and nearing the end of the road. This gets steeper and rockier as you climb. There is a de facto parking area, and after that the track gradually deteriorates into a good footpath.

What to see and do
At some point, you’ll stop, get out, and start to walk. Usually you can drive to within a few kilometres of the eroded edge of the southern crater’s southern lip. The path here was made whilst the observatory was being constructed, and it goes over the lip and into the crater, continuing up to the old observatory just below the western rim after an hour or so. The rim itself is a very short scramble away.

You can hike around here, or just sit and watch the dust-devils twist their way for miles around as the sun goes down. It is a superb place to sleep out under the stars, which you will probably never see more clearly. However, there is no water here, or any facilities, so you need to be completely self-sufficient.

Berseba
The nearest town to Brukkaros, Berseba is one of the region’s oldest settlements – notable for having had a Rhenish missionary, Samuel Hahn, based there as early as 1850. Now it remains a large though poor settlement, surviving by subsistence farming. This area often receives very little rain, and agriculture of any kind is difficult. There are a couple of shops for essentials and a fuel pump, though don’t rely on the latter.

	KEETMANSHOOP
	



Pronounced Keet-mans-verp, which is often shortened in slang to just ‘Keet’, Keetmanshoop lies about 480km south of Windhoek at an altitude of 1,000m. The tar roads from Lüderitz, South Africa and Windhoek meet here, making it the hub of southern Namibia’s road network, as well as the administrative centre of this region.

Originally there was a Nama settlement on the banks of the seasonal Swartmodder River here, also known as Swartmodder. Then, in 1866, the Rhenish Missionary Society sent Johan Schröder here from their established station at Berseba. He organised the building of a church and named it Keetmanshoop (which means Keetman’s hope), after Johan Keetman, one of the rich benefactors who had paid for the building.

In 1890 that church was swept away by a freak flood, but a new one, built on higher ground, was completed five years later. This was disused for years, but restored and declared a monument in 1978. Now it shelters the town’s museum, so at least visit this, if you see nothing else here.

Getting there
By air
Keetmanshoop has one flight per week from Lüderitz (N$268) and Oranjemund (N$268), and a few from Windhoek (N$277). Few travellers use these.

By car
Keetmanshoop is situated at the hub of the road network in southern Namibia, linked to Windhoek, South Africa and Lüderitz by good tar roads.

By coach
Intercape Mainliner run a good service linking Windhoek and Cape Town, which stops at Keetmanshoop, at the BP Du Toit station, at 23.00 on Sun, Mon, Wed and Fri heading south, and then at 01.45 Mon, Wed, Fri and Sat going north. It costs N$255 form Cape Town and N$155 from Windhoek, and must be booked in advance. See page 103 for details.

By train
Keetmanshoop is linked to Windhoek and also to Ariamsvlei, on the South African border, by train services. These run between Keetmanshoop and Windhoek every day except Sunday, arriving at 06.27 and departing at 18.30. 

On two days per week, Wed and Sat, trains depart for Ariamsvlei at 08.10, arriving back the following day at 16.31. See Chapter 9, page 100, for details, or call the TransNamib in Keetmanshoop on tel: 0631 292202.

Where to stay
Bird's Nest B&B (11 rooms) PO Box 460, 16 Pastorie St, Keetmanshoop

Run by Riana and Esther, the Bird’s Nest is an excellent little B&B in the spacious suburbs of Keet – basically a converted house. Some of the rooms (the newer conversions in the garden) have showers, and some baths; some have air-conditioning, some ceiling fans. All have toilets and are slightly different – tasteful fabrics have been used throughout.

There’s a central TV with Mnet that residents can use, along with a telephone, a freezer and facilities for having a braai outside. When visited this was very new, and some rooms were still being built, and so no firm rates had been worked out.

Pension Gessert (5 rooms) PO Box 690, 138 13th St, Westdene, Keetmanshoop

This quiet little residential B&B is in the Westdene suburb. To reach it, head west and then northwest on Kaiser Street, crossing the railway line. Then turn sharp left, and right into Westdene. 13th Street is about the third turning on the left.

The rooms have en-suite facilities and there is a swimming pool that you can use. Breakfast is provided, and the place is friendly and professional.

This is run by Lothar Gessert, who also operates tours around southern Namibia under the banner of Gondwana Tours Namibia. This company is closely connected with the Canyon Lodge and Canyon House.

Rates: single N$165, double N$245, including breakfast.

Canyon Hotel (52 rooms) PO Box 950, Keetmanshoop

This is the town’s best hotel. It’s large but friendly and efficient, and the rooms, whilst not original, are very comfortable and have TVs, direct-dial telephones, air-conditioning and Namibia’s trendiest coffee machines for making real coffee! The en-suite bathrooms have showers or (in the newer wing) baths, and hair-dryers.

Around the hotel you’ll find a good restaurant, serving particularly large steaks (highly recommended with mushroom sauce), a bar, coffee shop, curio shop, and large outdoor pool. This hotel is not very original – but it’s very efficient and a pleasant place to stay.

Rates: single N$260, double N$200 per person, including breakfast.

Travel Inn (26 rooms) PO Box 141, 7th Avenue, Keetmanshoop

In the centre of town, on 7th Avenue, between Mittel and Fenschel streets, Travel Inn tries hard. Its clean rooms have tea/coffee facilities and an en-suite bathroom (bath with shower attachment), complete with complementary lotions and potions. But the air-conditioning is centrally controlled, and it feels a little run-down.

Renovations are under way, and note that the rooms vary. Those off the courtyard at the back, numbers 22, 23, 24 and 25, are a lot bigger than the rest. There’s off-street parking behind the hotel, where there’s also a beer garden and an oval pool and braai area. The restaurant opens 07.00–09.00, 18.30–22.00.

Rates: single N$185, double N$250, family room N$400, including breakfast.

Keetmanshoop Restcamp P. Bag 2125, 8th Avenue, Keetmanshoop

This has been one of Namibia’s best municipal sites for years, though the protective coils of razor wire which now protect it are new. Inside these, the clean ablution blocks are surrounded by grass lawns (easily pierced by tent-pegs), and there’s lots of space for cars and caravans on the gravel drives that surround the grass. It’s a very good site, if you are happy to camp in town.

Rates: N$10 per site per vehicle, plus N$10 per person per day.

Where to eat
Keetmanshoop’s best place for a good meal is the Canyon Hotel, and though the service isn’t too fast, it is very friendly. Expect steaks and game dishes, as well as home-made pasta noodles, simple salads, and a reasonable wine list. The Travel Inn also has a restaurant, which tries hard to produce good food, though doesn’t quite match the Canyon.

Failing these, the Schutzen Haus (tel: 063 223400) is about 400m south of the campsite on Diamond Street – and has a lively bar with an L-shaped pool table, a German atmosphere, and a range of pub food. That said, one group of travellers wrote to us having experienced a theft whilst here, complaining that the owner was very unhelpful about the whole incident. The Trans-Namib Club on Schmiede Street has a similar atmosphere, and also serves draught beer and pub-grub.

Lara’s Restaurant (tel: 063 222233), at the corner of 5th Avenue and Schmiede Street, is a more relaxed spot without any pretensions, serving simple and reasonably priced meals. Balaton (tel: 063 222539) on Mittel Street opens all day, as a take-away and restaurant serving spicy Hungarian cuisine. Very warming: ideal for cold winter evenings.

What to see and do
Keetmanshoop is a good place to visit banks and shops and get organised. If you enter on Kaiser Street, then you will find most of these one block over to your right, on Fenschel Street – which runs parallel to Kaiser Street. Here are the First National and Standard banks, and several supermarkets. 

If you want to stop for a brief break, then the small grassy park standing between the Tourist Office and the Post Office is ideal. You can relax and watch the both the townspeople, and your vehicle, at the same time.

Keetmanshoop’s small airport is found by following Kaiser Street west and north through town, past the caravan park, and out the other side.

Like many of Namibia’s provincial towns, Keetmanshoop doesn’t have a wealth of attractions in the town, though visiting its tourist office (conveniently situated in one of the town’s most historical buildings) and its museum will while away a couple of lazy hours.

Museum Tel: 063 223316

In a central spot on Kaiser Street, this old Rhenish Mission Church was built in 1895 to replace the original one that the floods destroyed. Now it is surrounded by rockeries and used as the town’s museum. Don’t ignore these rockeries though, as they are dotted with native plants, as well as old wagons, machinery and even a Nama hut. If you’re not visiting the Quivertree Forest, then take a close look at the small trees here in the museum’s garden. 

Inside the church is a beautiful pulpit and an interesting collection of local memorabilia, including a selection of early cameras, photographs, and various implements which were used by past townspeople.

Open: Mon–Fri 07.30–12.30, 14.00–17.00. Sat 09.00–11.00. Admission is free.

Southern Tourist Forum Tel: 063 223316

Opposite the main post office, over a grassy square on 5th Street, this bears a grand name for a tourist office – but the lady who runs the place is keen and helpful, and does aim to promote the whole region. So do stop in for a chat, and look out for the huge desert rose in a display case – you may never see a bigger one.

This office, and the Air Namibia office beside it, reside in perhaps the town’s most historic building, the Kaiserliches Postamt – or Imperial Post Office – which was built in 1910 and is now a national monument.

Local tour operators
Keetmanshoop has several local operators who run day trips in Southern Namibia from their bases in Keetmanshoop. These can include the Fish River Canyon, the Quivertree Forest, Aus, or wherever you like.

Hawthorne’s Namib Tours 8 20th Av, PO Box 1384, Keetmanshoop; tel: 063 223706; fax: 063 222308

Gondwana Tours 138 13th St, PO Box 690, Keetmanshoop; tel/fax: 063 223892

Run by Lothar Gessert, from his base at the Pension Gessert, this is the more upmarket of these two operations.

Nearby guest farms and lodges
Quivertree Forest Restcamp (15 rooms and camping) PO Box 262, Keetmanshoop

14km from Keetmanshoop, on the road to Koës, the Quivertree (or Kokerboom) Forest (see next page) stands on farmland which is privately owned by Coenie and Ingrid Nolte – who are very helpful and informative hosts. They have gradually built a campsite here, and now a small restcamp. This has eight rooms (of a wonderful igloo design) and seven self-catering bungalows, all of which are comfortable with en-suite facilities, as well as a campsite. With advance notice, they’ll arrange dinner for you with them. Staying here is a good alternative to Keetmanshoop, and makes it easier to see the forest and the rocks around dawn and dusk, when the light is at its best for photography. If you’ve time, then don’t miss their swimming pool, ingeniously converted from a large farm tank.

Rates: single N$256, double N$216 per person, including breakfast. Camping is N$25 per person.

Lafenis Restcamp (12 rooms and camping) P Bag 827, Keetmanshoop

On the B1 about 2km south of where the B4, for Lüderitz, splits from the B1, this is a small, simple restcamp next to a fuel station. It caters adequately for over-night stops. There’s a campsite, swimming pool, and small restaurant, and each of the small bungalows has air-conditioning.

Rates: 2-bed bungalows for N$100, 4-bed for N$160 – room only. Camping is N$15 for the site, and then N$6 per adult, N$3 per child.

Excursions from Keetmanshoop
If you prefer to base yourself in a town, then the Fish River Canyon and Brukkaros can both become day-trips from Keetmanshoop. However, each is a destination in its own right, and so they are covered separately. The two obvious excursions from town are almost adjacent:

The Quivertree Forest
Also known as the ‘Kokerboomwoud’, this is a dense stand of Aloe dichotoma tree-aloes, just 14km away from Keetmanshoop. Take the B1 north for a few kilometres, then the D29 towards Koës. These trees are found all over southern Namibia and the northern Cape, but in few places are so many seen together. (A second is a few kilometres south of Kenhardt, on the R27 in South Africa.)

Ideally drop in here around sunset or sunrise, when the light is at its best. These skeletal ‘trees’ make particularly striking photographs when the lighting of a fill-in flash is balanced against flaming sunset behind. Entry to the forest costs N$10 per person, as it is on the land of the Gariganus Farm, owned by Coenie and Ingrid Nolte.

The Giant’s Playground.
Just 5km further down the C29 are some marvellous balancing basalt rocks known as the Giant’s Playground. Reminiscent of formations in Zimbabwe’s Matobo Hills, these are more limited but still interesting.

	THE DEEP SOUTH
	



South and east of Keetmanshoop, Namibia’s central highlands start to flatten out towards the South Africa’s Karoo, and the great sand-sheet of the Kalahari to the east. Many of the roads here are spectacular: vast and empty with enormous vistas. The C10, between Karasburg and the B1, and the D608 are particular favourites.

The towns here seem to have changed little in years. They vary from small to minute, and remind the outsider of a typical South African ‘dorp’ (a small town). Expect some of them to be on the conservative side.

Grünau
Grünau is a crossroads, where the railway from Upington in South Africa crosses the main B1. The little town also, more or less, marks the spot where the main tarred B3 from the central and eastern parts of South Africa meets with the B1 coming from the Cape. Thus it is strategically positioned for overnight stops between South Africa and Namibia – but isn’t a destination of note in its own right.

Where to stay
There is a choice of places to stay in and around Grünau. However, the exceptional White House seems to have a monopoly on style and originality over most of the competition.

The White House (5 rooms) PO Box 9, Grünau

The turn-off to the White House has a clear signpost, about 11km from Grünau, on the B3 to Karasburg – 2km from the main road, on a working 15,000ha sheep farm, which stretches to the distant mountains.

The house itself is a stunning old farmhouse with Oregon pine floors, huge high wooden ceilings, wide verandas, a huge kitchen and even an old radiogram. It was built in 1912 for £2,500, and bought by the present owner’s grandfather in 1926 for £3,500. After its being used as a school, amongst other things, and falling into disuse, the present owners, Dolf and Kinna De Wet, began to renovate the house in 1995. They have done a superb job. Just sit down quietly to soak up the atmosphere and journey back to the first half of the 19th century – it’s incredible.

Guests normally stay in one of a handful of beautiful old rooms here on a self-catering basis, and the kitchen has large fridge, gas cooker, and all crockery and utensils. This isn’t luxurious (though it would have been 60 years ago), but it is comfortable and very authentic. Meals are available, if requested in advance. At the back, there’s a small separate studio flat with own fridge and dining table in the one room, and little shower-toilet adjacent. 

The White House is a beautiful old place which is superb value if you stay for a few days – though is wasted if used merely as an overnight stop, as you will not fully appreciate it.

Rates: N$125 per person for dinner, bed and breakfast.

Grünau Hotel (10 rooms) PO Box 2, 1 Main St, Grünau

Adjacent to the laid-back Baghdad Café, this is a busy little hotel with a large, rather dated dining room, a lively bar area with a pool table and a lounge at the back. When last seen, the owners were working hard to add on a camping site and a few huts at the back, as well as making some much-needed improvements to the existing rooms – though they commented that they had been too full to effect the renovations at all rapidly. It has since had a fire, and the resulting renovations should raise its low standards when completed.

Rates: single N$110, double N$155, family room N$210, including breakfast.

Grünau Motors PO Box 3, Grünau

Just on the north side of Grünau is a 24-hour petrol station, with a simple restcamp attached. The small bungalows are clean and have air-conditioning and en-suite bathroom, but are very tinny and basic with minimal character. The shop here sells snacks and basic foodstuffs, and has a take-away.

Rates: single N$95, double N$150, room only.

Vastrap Restcamp PO Box 26, Grünau

5km from Grünau on the road to Karasburg is a sign to Vastrap Restcamp, which is about 2km from the road, near a farmstead belonging to its owners, Rean and Hettie. The design is unusual, as these are rooms within old farmstead buildings rather than separate bungalows. Don’t expect luxury, as the rooms are simple, but there is more character here than in the standard pre-fabricated boxes that masquerade as restcamps next to the region’s garages

Rates: single N$100, double N$120, room only. Dinner is N$30, breakfast N$25.

Karasburg
Karasburg is really a bigger version of Grünau –a convenient overnight stop on a long journey. It has a 24-hour Engen fuel station, and several take-aways include the Excel, and Hanzell’s, next to the Engen garage, which is open 24 hours. There’s a post office on Park Street, a Bank of Windhoek on 9th Avenue and a First National Bank on Main Street – so if Namibia’s dollar ever floats free from South Africa’s rand, then expect these to be busy. Signposts to Lordsville and Westerville point the way to Karasburg’s old-style satellite townships. There are two hotels in town, owned by the same management though quite different: 

Kalkfontein Hotel (17 rooms) PO Box 205, Karasberg

This is a typical, old small-town hotel. The Kalkfontein’s bar is the local meeting place, and its rooms are spread around yards and courtyards at the back. These are very basic and carpeted, and their furniture is old and somewhat battered – but they are clean and well kept. All the rooms have telephones (calls via operator), and totally different tariffs. Only some have en-suite baths and toilets.

Rates: A 2-bed room with bath about N$165 twin, N$150 single.

Van Riebeck (11 rooms) PO Box 205, Karasberg

The sign boasting ‘gambling house’ here is larger than the one proclaiming the hotel – so the Van Riebeck has gone downhill recently (from a less than auspicious start). It is cheaper than the Kalkfontein, but avoid it unless desperate.

Koës
This small outpost lies about 124km northeast of Keetmanshoop, deep in the Kalahari Desert. It is the centre for the local Afrikaans farming community, and has a Bank of Windhoek, a few small shops and a hotel. 

Hotel Kalahari (5 rooms) P Bag 1042, 2 Acacia St, Koës

This tiny, basic hotel has five rooms, two of which have en-suite bath and toilet – but it might be useful in an emergency.

Rates: N$80 single, N$120 double, including breakfast.

Kalahari Game Lodge (8 chalets and camping) PO Box 22, Koës

This simple restcamp is on the C15, almost 100km east of Koës, near the Mata Mata gate into South Africa’s Kalahari Gemsbok National Park. If and when that gate re-opens, this is bound to become a popular spot to stop overnight, but until then it will probably remain distant to get to and rarely visited.

Rates: N$300 per person, including all meals. Camping N$30 per person.

Noordoewer
This small settlement on the Orange River stands a few kilometres from the main crossing point for Namibia–Cape traffic. With a ready supply of water, there are several large-scale irrigation projects – some producing table-quality grapes like those on the Orange further east in South Africa. This is also the embarkation point for several canoeing and rafting trips down the Orange – which are based in, and organised from, Cape Town.

The border is open 24 hours, and there is reliable fuel and a small hotel:

Camel Lodge (24 rooms and camping) PO Box 1, Noordoewer

The rooms in this convenient stopover have en-suite facilities, TVs, telephones and air-conditioning. The restaurant, bar and disco can become surprisingly lively.

Rates: single N$180, double N$280, including breakfast.

	FISH RIVER CANYON
	



At 161km long, up to 27km wide, and almost 550m at its deepest, the Fish River Canyon is probably second in size only to Arizona’s Grand Canyon – and is certainly one of Africa’s least-visited wonders.

This means that as you sit dangling your legs over the edge, drinking in the spectacle, you’re unlikely to have your visit spoiled by a coach-load of tourists, or to leave feeling that the place is at all commercialised. In fact, away from the busier seasons, you may not see anyone around here at all!

Geology
The base rocks of the Fish River Canyon, now at the bottom nearest the river, are shales, sandstones and lavas which were deposited about 1,800 million years ago. Later, from 1,300 to 1,000 million years ago, these were heated and strongly compressed, forming a metamorphic rock complex, which includes intrusive granites and, later, the dolerite dykes which appear as clear, dark streaks on the canyon.

A period of erosion then followed, removing the overlying rocks and levelling this complex to be the floor of a vast shallow sea, covering most of what is now southern Namibia. From about 650 to 500 million years ago various sediments, limestones and conglomerates were deposited by the sea on to this floor, building up into what is now referred to as the Nama Group of rocks.

About 500 million years ago, the beginnings of the canyon started when a fracture in this crust formed a broad valley, running north–south. Southward-moving glaciers deepened this during the Dwyka Ice Age, around 300 million years ago. Later faults and more erosion added to the effect, creating canyons within each other, until a mere 50 million years ago, when the Fish River started to cut its meandering way along the floor of the most recent valley.

History
Situated in a very arid region of Namibia, the Fish River is the only river within the country that usually has pools of water in its middle reaches during the dry season. Because of this, it was known to the peoples of the area during the early, middle and late stone ages. Numerous early sites dating from as early as 50,000 years ago have been found within the canyon – mostly beside bends in the river.

Around the beginning of this century, the Ai-Ais area was used as a base by the Germans in their war against the Namas. It was finally declared a national monument in 1962. Ai-Ais Restcamp was opened in 1971, though has been refurbished since then.

Getting there
Detailed routes to the various lodges and camps are given below. Note that you can’t drive between the west and the east sides of the canyon quickly. Thus the Canyon Nature Park’s advantage of exclusivity is also a problem of being on its own, away from the main sites.

If you are approaching the east side from the north during the rainy season, and the C12 is blocked by flooding, then try taking a shortcut from the B4, on to the D545 and then the C12. If the water pouring over the retaining wall is too fast to cross, then a detour to your left will bring you to a crossing on top of a dam wall – avoiding the need to ford the torrent. Alternatively, take the longer tar route on the B1 and C10.

Where to stay
Seeing the Canyon as a day-trip from a base in Keetmanshoop, or around Karasburg or Grünau, is practical, and the diagonal rays of early morning or late evening light do little for photographers’ hopes of capturing the depths of the canyon. However, just to minimise your driving, stay closer if you can – at Ai-Ais or one of the private lodges. All are good value. 

Canyon Lodge (20 twin bungalows) PO Box 80205, Windhoek

Opened in late 1996, this is an excellent small lodge (often written Cañon Lodge) close to the canyon’s northern viewpoints. It is run by Mannie Goldberg and Peter Wilson, and easily reached, 2km off the D324 – its turning is 7km south of the junction of the D324 and the D601, near Hobas. 

The lodge centres on an old farmhouse (built in 1904), which has been restored and now functions as the reception, well-stocked bar, lounge and restaurant area. Adjacent is an open terrace where tables are shaded by an old false pepper tree (the seeds of which must have been imported with horse feed for the German Schutztruppe). Don’t ignore the marvellous old (1945) American Jeep at the front of the lodge. 

All around the lodge is dotted with stone kopjes – small hills made from bare stone boulders. Amongst these, spread out, are beautiful bungalows, containing two comfortable beds, an en-suite toilet and (strong) shower, within raw stone walls under thatched roofs. These are rustic, but comfortable and surprisingly cool during the heat of the day.

Climb up a kopje (which is easy) and you find a spot for a sundowner drink, overlooking a huge plain and, 20km away, the main viewpoint of the canyon.

Rates: N$257 single, N$197 per person sharing, including breakfast. Dinner is N$45, lunch N$40.

Canyon Guest House (5 rooms) PO Box 80205, Windhoek

The same partners who run the Canyon Lodge are also opening up this Canyon Guest House (often written Cañon Guest House), which is further north, signposted about 16km off the C12 road, around Holoog (a large dot on the map, but a tiny settlement). The area in which the house is set is sometimes known as the Augrabis Nature Park. It promises to be different from the Lodge, yet equally good, and will concentrate on hiking within its own canyons.

Canyon Nature Park (7 twin-bed tents) PO Box 1847, Keetmanshoop

On the western side of the Canyon, this privately owned sanctuary is well off the beaten track, away from the national park. It is run by Volker and Stella Guttörl, and concentrates on hiking in its own area, north of the national park.

Approaching from Lüderitz, turn right on to the D459 at Goageb (after 228km), and follow this for 84km before turning left on to the D463. The park’s entrance is on your right after 20km. If coming from Keetmanshoop then turn from the B4 directly on to the D463, and the entrance is about 88km on your left. From the park entrance it is 5km to parking at the Soutkuil Farmhouse –the pick-up point for trips. Alternatively, you can arrange to be collected from Keetmanshoop, or drop in by plane!

There are several camps here, about 20km from the farmhouse near the lip of the canyon. The Canyon View Camp has seven small two-bed tents, each on a private terrace, which share two toilets and showers. This is a good base for self-guided walks around the area, and pick-ups can be arranged if you want to walk one way, and drive back.

For longer trips the Canyon Hiking Camp has 14 small two-bed tents and usually operates as a base-camp for four-night guided hikes into and along the canyon. Usually the first and last nights are spent here, and the middle two nights fly-camping at the bottom of the canyon. You do need to carry a backpack with some food and personal gear, but equipment for the fly-camps is already down in the canyon. Participants need to be reasonably fit.

Rates: N$630 single, N$465 sharing, including breakfast. Alternatively N$2,450 sharing, N$3,140 single for the four-day hiking trip.

The Conservation Area
Entry: N$10 per adult (N$1 per child) per day, plus N$10 per vehicle.

In 1969 the area around the Fish River Canyon was proclaimed as a conservation area, which made sense. The land was as poor in potential for agriculture as it is rich in potential for tourism. This was a way of protecting the area from uncontrolled development, and now encompasses Ai-Ais and Hobas, whilst all the private lodges are outside.

Flora and fauna
Driving around you will probably see few larger animals, though there are many if you look hard. These include herds of Hartmann’s mountain zebra, small groups of kudu and the smaller klipspringer antelope, which are usually seen in pairs. Baboon make no secret of their presence if around, whilst dassies (alias rock rabbits) are common and leopard, though certainly present, are very rarely seen. It’s not unusual to drive for a few hours, and see no mammals at all.

Birds, too, are around but often not obvious. This isn’t a centre for bird-watching, as only about 60 species are thought to live here, but look out for the rock kestrel and rock pigeon, and especially for the localised yellow-rumped eremomela which occur near Ai-Ais. Karoo bustards and ostrich are the highlights of the open plains above the canyon itself.

Vegetation is sparse, and on the top and canyon’s slopes the larger species are mostly Euphorbias, with the odd quivertree. However, parts of the canyon’s base where there is water are quite lush – like the Palm Springs and Ai-Ais areas. There you can expect camel-thorn trees, wild tamarisk and ebony trees, amongst others.

Ai-Ais Hot Springs Restcamp
Ai-Ais Restcamp sits at the bottom of the canyon, at the end of the C10 road. This is towards the southern end of the Conservation Area, and is the finishing point for the canyon’s hiking trail.

Ai-Ais means burning water in the local Nama language, a reference to the hot, sulphurous springs which well up here, the original reason for the siting of the restcamp. It’s very much a little spa, with a large, naturally hot, outdoor pool and private hot tubs as well as the usual restcamp facilities.

Getting there
Ai-Ais is best reached from Keetmanshoop by driving south on the main B1, and then turning west on to the C10. (Try to avoid this in the late afternoon, as the sun is directly in your face.) 

Alternatively, from Lüderitz, reach Seeheim on the B4 and take the gravel C12 south. Then turn right on to the D601 towards Hobas, left along the D324, and right on to the C10. Coming from the south, you can turn left off the B1 on to the D316 – though this road is quieter and perhaps less well graded than the C10.

However you reach it, the final few kilometres of the C10 spirals down, cut into the rock layers of the canyon’s side, until it reaches the bed of the Fish River. It’s a marvellous road, though steep in parts, with some sharp corners – so drive carefully. You can arrive at any time, so do not fear being locked out if you are late.

Accommodation
There’s a choice of simple, clean restcamp accommodation here: luxury flats (two beds), flats (four beds), and huts (four beds). All have a fridge, kettle and hot-plate for self-catering, and bedding and towels are provided. The flats also have en-suite shower and toilet, whilst the huts share their ablutions with the campers. The luxury flats have a bath as well as a shower, also air-conditioning.

Rates: luxury flat N$280, flat N$260, hut N$180, room only.

Camping N$90 per site for a maximum of eight people, two vehicles and one caravan or tent. Camping all year, but flats and restaurant open 2nd Friday in March to 31 October.

Facilities
The restcamp has a basic shop, post box and fuel station, as well as the restaurant that opens for breakfast 07.00–08.30, lunch 12.00–13.30 and dinner 18.00–20.30. These are à la carte, but still like school dinners.

There are also private baths available for N$2 for adults (N$1 for children), and a large swimming pool, both fed by the warm spring waters. The more active might bring tennis racquets, to play on the courts here, or wander off on a walk up the canyon – which is beautiful.

Hobas Campsite
Within the conservation area, and run by the Ministry of Environment and Tourism, this is a busy campsite near the main viewpoint of the canyon. The sites are spread out under shady, willowy trees and there are thatched sun-shades for extra shelter during the intense midday sun, as well as tables and chairs for picnics, and a small swimming pool.

As the only convenient base in the area for overland groups, this site gets many large trucks stopping here – so can become festive at times. Competition for the quieter sites is high. Beside the gate is the Park Warden’s station and office. Both the gate and this office open 06.00–22.00 every day, and inside you can buy a few curios and refreshments. Those just coming to see the canyon must stop here to pay their park entry fees.

Rates: camping N$90 per site for a maximum of eight people, two vehicles and one caravan or tent.

What to see and do
Once in the area, a day is enough to see the canyon properly, unless you’ve arranged (in advance) to do the hike. Start the morning by driving past Hobas, to the Main Viewpoint. This is the classic view of Hell’s Bend, featured in most of the photographs – and probably the only view that you’ll see if you’re on a bus-tour. A short track leads off to the right, to the Hiker’s Viewpoint, which lends a different perspective and is worth the wander if it is cool.

Then take the road that leads to the left of the Main Viewpoint. This is a continuation of the D324 which doubles back, to run roughly parallel to the canyon, generally keeping within a few hundred yards. There are several stops for viewpoints along its length, perhaps the best being the Palm Springs Viewpoint (Sulphur Springs), which has a picnic table and a stunning view of another tight switchback in the river’s course.

This road is little used and graded less, so it’s bumpy in parts but suitable for a 2WD car driven slowly and carefully. The scenery is so spectacular that you won’t want to rush.

You’ll eventually have to retrace your tracks on this road, to return on the D324, back past the Hobas gate and south. Ai-Ais makes a great afternoon stop during the winter (see its opening dates, above), giving you time to relax in a mineral pool, or to take a gentle walk up the canyon, for a taste of what the hikers will experience. Note that permits to visit the conservation area for a day are valid at both the Ai-Ais and Hobas gates.

Hiking the Fish River Canyon
For very fit, experienced and self-contained backpackers, the Fish River Canyon is the venue for one of Southern Africa’s greatest hikes: a chance to follow the river about 90km from Hiker’s Point to Ai-Ais – where vehicles never venture. However, numbers are limited to one group per day, which must be pre-arranged with the MET in Windhoek months in advance, so you must work out your logistics carefully before you get here.

Regulations
Hiking trips are allowed from April 15 to September 15, and the MET insists on the group being 3–40 people for safety. Hikers need to bring a medical certificate, which has been issued within 40 days of the hike and is signed by their doctor, stating that they are fit to do the hike.

The hike costs N$90 per person, paid for in advance at the MET in Windhoek, and hikers are responsible for all of their own food, equipment, safety and transport to/from the canyon.

Preparations
This is a four- or five-day hike covering 80–90km, in what can be some of the subcontinent’s most extreme temperatures. There’s no easy way out once you start; no chance to stop. So this isn’t for the faint-hearted, or those without experience of hiking in Africa.

For those who come prepared, it’s excellent. Your own large, comfortable backpack with your normal hiking equipment (see Chapter 5, page 51) should include: at least a two-litre water bottle, with some method of purifying water; a sleeping roll and bag, though a tent is not needed; food and cooking utensils for at least six days (wood for fires is generally available on the second half of the hike). Also each group should have at least one comprehensive medical kit, as help may be days away if there is an accident. A light rainproof jacket is also a good idea, in the unlikely event of a shower.

Finally, make sure that you’ve a good map. One rough route-plan with pretty colour pictures and lots of advice is usually available at Hobas, though it is best when used in conjunction with a more ‘serious’ version from the Surveyor General’s office in Windhoek (see page 120).

Transport
Transport can be tricky. You need to start at the main viewpoint in the north, and then depart from Ai-Ais, in the south. If you are hitchhiking, then your arrival date will be unpredictable, and you might miss your start. If you arrive in just one car, and leave that near the start, then it will be difficult to retrieve at the end.

One solution would be to have two cars: leaving one at Ai-Ais and driving the party in the second to the start of the trip. When completed, a driver could be taken from Ai-Ais in the first car, to retrieve the second one from where it was left. However, a better solution is probably to stay at the Canyon Lodge just before and after your hike, and arrange (in advance) for them to transfer you to the start point, and back from the end point. They will charge about N$500 for this, as the distances are large.

The Hike
The descent into the canyon is steep in parts, taking 45–90 minutes. Chains are provided on the more difficult sections. The first day is taxing, with stretches of loose river-sand between areas of large boulders. It can be slow going, and the trail stays mostly on the eastern side of the river. After 14km there is an ‘emergency exit’ up to the Palm Springs Viewpoint, but most people eventually reach the area around Palm Springs and overnight there, 16km into the walk. The springs themselves are fast-flowing, hot (57ºC), and apparently rich in fluorides, chlorides and sulphates.

It gradually gets easier after Palm Springs, traversing fewer stretches of boulders, and more sand and rounded river-stones. The river zigzags sharply, so most hikers cut the corners and get their feet wet. There are several more significant shortcuts, and an ‘emergency exit’ at 70km. Finally, 90km from the start (80km if you cut corners) you arrive at Ai-Ais.

Trail etiquette
The correct trail etiquette here is the same as sensible rules for responsible hiking anywhere in the bush (see page 95). However, as groups cover the same trail regularly here, these guidelines are all the more vital. In particular:

· There are no ‘official’ fireplaces; use existing ones if possible. Only use dead wood for fires, and bring a stove as there’s little wood at the start of the trail.

· Leave no litter in the canyon – even fruit peel will look unsightly.

· Use only biodegradable soap, and wash away from the main river from which people will be drinking.

· Never feed animals; baboons would be a problem here if fed.

· There are no toilets, so burn all toilet paper and bury it with the excrement, in a shallow hole far from the water. 
	Chapter Twelve
Lüderitz and the Southwest
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Though the European colonisation of Namibia started in this southwestern corner, this remains perhaps Namibia’s least known area for visitors. At the end of a long road, Lüderitz is now being rediscovered, with its wonderful turn-of-the-century architecture, desolate beaches, and position as the springboard for trips into the forbidden area, the Sperrgebiet.

But there is more than Lüderitz in this area. Early historical sites from the 1900s are dotted throughout the region – and though places to stay are often far apart, most of the hotels and guest farms are excellent value. Best of all are the amazing landscapes. Rugged mountains and flowing desert sands make the empty roads spectacular – with the D707, the southern sections of the C13, and even the main B4 across the Koichab Pan ranking amongst the country’s more dramatic drives.

	LÜDERITZ
	



Trapped between the desiccating sands of the Namib and the freezing waters of the South Atlantic’s Benguela current, Lüderitz is a fascinating old German town, full of character. It is usually sleepy and laid-back, with relaxed locals who often have time to talk. (Witness the number of public phones, which seem to be everywhere.) Around the centre of town, houses are painted in improbable pastel shades, which makes Lüderitz feel like a delightful toy-town at times.

The air here is tangibly clean, even on the foggiest of mornings. Local Namibians say that Lüderitz can have all four seasons in a day, as the weather can change in hours from bright, hot and sunny, to strong winds, to dark, cold and foggy – and then back to sunshine again. This variation, together with a cold sea and wind, rule out Lüderitz as a beach destination, though brave souls still take brief dips from the beach near The Nest hotel.

In the evenings, there are a few lively bars, and a handful of quiet restaurants, notable for their seafood. But the entertainment here pales in comparison with Swakopmund. Because of its location, Lüderitz is not somewhere to ‘drop in on’ as you need to make a special journey to come here – but it’s worth visiting for its architecture, its peninsula, and to see a part of Namibia which seems almost unaware of the outside world.

Tourism is having an impact here, but only gradually. Several new hotels have been put up in the last few years, and more guesthouses have opened their doors. Lüderitz’s prosperity is likely to be increasingly based on tourism, and plans are rolling ahead for a trendy waterfront development near the harbour.

One dramatic recent development is the discovery of an enormous offshore gas-field in the South Atlantic – the Kudu field. If plans to tap that were put into action it could bring another boom to this quiet little port, and change its character irrevocably. However there are plans to use Oranjemund as the base for this, leaving Lüderitz unaffected.

Meanwhile, the only thing that seems to disturb the peace is a siren sounded at noon during the week, to remind the townspeople of the time! (The same sounded intermittently means that there’s a fire somewhere.)

History
Stone-age tools and artefacts found in the region confirm that Khoisan people knew the area centuries before any Europeans arrived. The first recorded visit by a European was that of Bartholomeu Diaz, the great Portuguese explorer, who sheltered here in 1487. He returned the following year and erected a wooden cross, naming the place Angra Pequena, or ‘Little Bay’.

Passing mariners recognised it as one of the best natural harbours on the southwest coast of Africa – even if the land around the harbour was desolate, forbidding, and totally lacking in fresh water. The Dutch East India Company sent an emissary to start trading with Nama groups in the region. This failed. In 1793 the area was annexed by the Dutch authorities in the Cape… who proceeded to do nothing with it.

By the mid-1800s, whalers, sealers, fishermen and guano collectors were exploiting the area’s rich marine life and there are reports of hundreds of ships around the harbour area. By 1862 some had set up shore bases here.

In March 1883 a German trader, Adolf Lüderitz, with help from Heinrich Vogelsang, a merchant from the Cape, bought a small ship, the Tilly, and surreptitiously set sail northwards from the Cape. They arrived at Angra Pequena on April 10, landed their supplies, and Vogelsang set off to Bethanie in the interior. By May 1 Vogelsang had bought the bay (and 8km around it) for Lüderitz from Nama Kaptein Josef Frederiks for £100 and 200 rifles.

On May 12 the German flag was hoisted in Angra Pequena, and in August Vogelsang returned to Kaptain Josef, buying a 32km-wide coastal belt from the Orange River to the 26th degree of latitude south for a further £100 and 60 rifles. He named the area Lüderitzland.

Whilst Vogelsang cultivated a business selling guns throughout the region, Lüderitz returned to the Cape in September to find his land rights challenged. Negotiations ensued, by which time Germany was waking up to the scramble for Africa, and sent a gunboat, the Nautilus, to what they called Lüderitz Bay. By August 1884 the British had agreed that Germany could found its first colony here – their first foothold which led to the eventual annexation of South West Africa.

Lüderitz himself made little money out of the venture, and disappeared a few years later whilst out prospecting. The town grew slowly, and was an important supply base for the German Schutztruppe during the war with the Nama people in 1904–7. The construction of a railway line to Keetmanshoop, between 1906 and 1908, promised more trade, but was overshadowed by the diamond boom that began as the railway was finished. (See The diamond boom, page 194.)

From then the town exploded, as centre of supplies and operations of the diamond mining company CDM. Gradually the town’s fishing industries developed, and an important export trade of rock lobster was established. However, the CDM headquarters moved to Oranjemund in 1943, acknowledging the start of the town’s slow decline.

Only in the last few years, through tourism and fishing, has Lüderitz’s economy started to look up again. Ironically tourism has been helped by the lack of development between the 1940s and the 90s – which preserved many of the beautiful buildings of the early 1900s.

Getting there
Most visitors drive to Lüderitz, between visiting the Namib-Naukluft National Park and the Fish River Canyon. Because the town is out on a limb, the drive takes time. If you visit the place at all, then allow yourself a minimum of two nights to appreciate it, and see its surrounds properly.

By car
See The road to Lüderitz for comments on the whole journey, but note that for the last 20km there is a 60kph speed limit. This is because the fast tarmac road cuts through a field of shifting barchan dunes, which constantly march across it. Go slowly. Even a small pile of sand is hard when hit at speed.

By air
Lüderitz has one flight per week from Keetmanshoop (N$268), and several from Oranjemund (N$320), Swakopmund (N$519) and Windhoek (N$780).

By bus
The only option is TransNamib’s Starline bus service (tel: 063 202875/ 2021220) connecting Lüderitz with Keetmanshoop once every day (except a few public holidays). It leaves the corner of Bahnhof Street and Bismarck Street at 13.00 and costs N$35, arriving in Keetmanshoop at 18.00. The following day it leaves Keetmanshoop at 08.00, arriving in Lüderitz at 12.45. See Chapter 9 for details.

Hitchhiking
Compared with many of Namibia’s attractions, Lüderitz is relatively easy to reach by hitching. The tar road from Keetmanshoop has a steady trickle of traffic along it, and intrepid hitchhikers have even made it from Walvis Bay along the C14 via Sesriem – though taking food and water with you is essential if you try this route.

Where to stay
Lüderitz has three fairly traditional hotels plus two sharp new ones. There are also a few small B&B-type guesthouses, a backpackers’ lodge and a windswept campsite (complete with super lighthouse). It is best to book most of them in advance, as the town’s hundred-or-so rooms quickly fill up during the busier times of year (see When to go).

Bay View Hotel (29 rooms) PO Box 387, Lüderitz

On the corner of Bismarck and Diaz Streets, the Bay View is clean, comfortable and friendly. Reception is on Diaz Street, next to the Diamond View City Gambling House and Bar, and opposite the Museum. If you’re looking for something of the old town, the Bay View is the best there is. Despite being one of the town’s larger hotels, it still feels small, perhaps because the rooms are built around a courtyard and swimming pool.

Each has a direct-dial phone, and some have TVs. There is off-street parking at the back, and a swimming pool at the centre of one of the courtyards. A very green, airy upstairs restaurant serves breakfast, lunch, and dinner (you don’t need to be a resident), and acts as a base for room service until 22.00. 

Rates: N$230 single, N$185 sharing, including breakfast.

Kapps Hotel (20 rooms) PO Box 100, Lüderitz

On Bay Road, the Kapps is Lüderitz’s oldest hotel. Like the Bay View, it is owned by the Lüderitz family. The rooms have telephones and en-suite toilets and showers, and are around a courtyard at the back. Their decor is in need of brightening up, and there isn’t a pool to break the monotony of the concrete courtyard, so it’s definitely less cheerful to stay in than the Bay View. It has its own restaurant serving good food, again not as pleasant as the Bay View’s.

Rates: N$190 single, N$155 sharing, including breakfast.

Zum Sperrgebiet Hotel (10 rooms) PO Box 373, Lüderitz

On Bismarck Street, just up from the Bay View, the rooms at the Zum Sperrgebiet are set around a courtyard dotted with palm trees at the back of the hotel. They have high ceilings and large bathrooms, which house toilets and baths with shower attachments, but no way to mount these on the wall for a proper shower.

Inside the hotel is a slightly institutional-style dining room with an impressive fish-tank containing some local marine life – and a lounge for sitting with no TV. Adjacent is a fairly quiet bar with a pool table.

Rates: N$160 single, N$150 sharing, including breakfast.

Zum Sperrgebiet Sea View Hotel (22 twin rooms) PO Box 373, Woermann St, Lüderitz

Owned by Mrs Ingrid Morgan, who runs the old Zum Sperrgebiet, and run by her grown-up children, this small modern hotel is compact, smart, very comfortable, and slightly out of the centre. Each small room has a TV, a coffee and tea maker, a hair-drier, a small balcony, and en-suite facilities including a good shower (some also have baths).

The efficient-looking restaurant sits beside a small (but spectacular) indoor swimming pool, surrounded by banana trees and shaded glass walls, overlooking the harbour in the distance. A sauna and garden are tucked away, out of view. This impressive hotel opened in 1996, but still doesn’t feel as if it belongs here.

Rates: N$245 single, N$205 sharing, N$555 triple, including breakfast.

The Nest Hotel (73 twin rooms) PO Box 690, Lüderitz

This impressive hotel reputedly cost N$30 million to build and opened in April 1998 on Lüderitz’s best beach-front location – where the old Strand bungalows used to stand. Each of its sea-facing rooms has an en-suite bathroom, direct-dial telephone, TV and air-con. Facilities include a swimming pool, saunas, a solarium, and a large restaurant specialising in seafood. Note that the Nest’s prices are likely to rise quickly as it becomes better known.

Rates: N$300 single, N$195 sharing, including breakfast.

Lüderitz Bay Guest House (5 rooms & self-contained flat) PO Box 97, Lüderitz

This guesthouse overlooks the harbour from the first floor of a building on Hafen Street, on the left of Lüderitz Bay Shipping Company. To enter you’ll need to ring the bell, which will probably be answered from a window above, before someone will unlock the door and let you in.

Once inside, you’ll realise that it is run by the delightful (if idiosyncratic) Friedel Druker. It’s rather like staying with a favourite old aunt in the country. Expect a few large rooms with old but impressive furniture, several of which share a bathroom, whilst others have en-suite showers and toilets. Guests can use the kitchen and its equipment to prepare their own food, making this a homely base, especially if you’ve the time to stay for a while and get to know the owner.

Rates: from N$150 for a double room, N$200 for a triple, including breakfast.

Kratzplatz (5 rooms) PO Box 885, 5 Nachtigall St, Lüderitz

This friendly small B&B is run by Manfred and Monica Kratz. It stands on the continuation of Bay Road after it crosses the railway line, and has been open for just a few years. Three inside rooms share one bathroom, whilts the two outside rooms (off the parking area) have their own bathrooms. The style and furnishings are modern and simple; if you want a pleasant place to sleep, this is fine.

Rates: N$90 single, N$140 double.

The Backpackers Lodge 7 Schinz Street, opposite the Nature Conservation office

With an increasing number of backpackers finding Lüderitz, this good and very central lodge has a monopoly. It has simple twin rooms as well as dormitories (all clean and well-maintained), an equipped kitchen (free tea and coffee), a laundry service and a yard at the back for braais. Its large main room has lots of space and is used for watching TV and playing table tennis, also as an overflow for the truck groups that visit. There is an informative notice board at the front.

This is the obvious backpackers’ place in town, and is run by Toya and Kirsten – who are also a mine of useful information about the local area.

Rates: N$45 per person in a twin room, N$35 in the dorms.

Shark Island Campsite (bungalows and camping) Book via the MET in Lüderitz, PO Box 9, Lüderitz

Along Hafen and Insel streets, beside the harbour and past the Caltex refinery, lies Shark Island, which is linked to the mainland by a causeway and a road. Here Lüderitz’s only campsite has a superb location, but is amazingly windy.

If there’s nobody on the gate then campers can just pitch their tents, and the attendants will come over to collect money. The sites are overlooked by a lighthouse with several bedrooms which can be rented for small groups – this must be Lüderitz’s most imposing place to stay whilst visiting town. The nearby bungalows are good value, and are warmer than the campsites!

Rates: lighthouse is N$460 per night, bungalows are N$200, camping N$90 per site.

Where to eat
There’s not an endless choice of cuisine in Lüderitz, but seafood (and particularly lobster, best ordered in advance) is a speciality – it is what most visitors want, and what most places serve. If seafood is above your budget then steaks and more usual Namibian fare are also available, while some good smaller take-aways serve burgers and bar food which can be excellent value.

The Coffee Shop
On the corner of Bismarck and Bay Road, this well-positioned café has snacks and cakes, as well as books on the local area for sale. It’s a good place to while away a few hours. 

Badger’s Take-away 
On Diaz Street, down from the museum and almost opposite the Bay View, Badger’s also has a sit-down, eat-in bar (with pool table and TV screens) that serves drinks, burgers, steaks, chips, curries and seafood. Treat their pepper sauce with respect.

Margarita’s Pizzas
Between Kapps Hotel and the Bay View is the dark but popular Margarita’s which does a fine line in pizzas for around N$30–40, though will also serve just drinks and snacks unless they’re full. An L-shaped pool table provides entertainment. 

On the rocks 
On the corner of Bay Road and Lessing Street, opposite the police station, this has the normal seafood and steak fare in a quiet atmosphere with background of German ‘umpapa’ music. It is slightly cheaper than Franzl’s (below), and opens at 18.30 every day except Wednesdays.

Zum Sperrgebiet Sea View Restaurant 
In the hotel on Woermann Street, this lacks character like many modern hotels, but is very plush, has good service and ceiling fans for when (if?) the weather becomes hot. It serves good food at around N$15–20 for a starter, N$35 for steaks, N$75 for crayfish, and N$10 for dessert. N$30 for a bottle of good wine.

Bay View Restaurant 
Light and airy, with polished wooden floors, pot plants, and water-colours on the walls, this first-floor restaurant serves à la carte food all day. For breakfast or lunch expect to pay around N$20 each, for dinner N$65. A blow-out meal of oysters to start, with crayfish and dessert might be N$140.

Franzl’s Restaurant 
A short drive (or long walk) from the centre of town, at the northeast end of Tal Street, by Hamburger Street, Franzl’s has been around for years serving some of the best seafood in town. However, latest reports suggest that it has now closed.

Getting organised
In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 063 10111, whilst the ambulance and hospital are on 063 202446, and the fire service on tel: 063 202255.

Meanwhile, if you merely need advice about enjoying yourself, then there are several companies who might be able to help:

Lüderitz Safaris and Tours PO Box 76, Bismarck St, Lüderitz

Run by Marion Schelkle, this is a convenient travel agent who can help with bookings in Lüderitz, or further afield.

Kolmanskop Tour Company PO Box 357, Lüderitz

Run by Gino Noli, who used to work for the Department of Nature Conservation (the precursor to MET), this efficient little tour company is highly recommended. They issue the permits for Kolmanskop, and run excellent trips to Elizabeth Bay, Kolmanskop, Bogenfels, and the rest of the Sperrgebiet – or anywhere in the vicinity of Lüderitz.

Note that these longer trips into the Sperrgebiet must be booked at least three working days in advance. You will need to provide names, passport numbers and nationalities for all who want to take part in order to get the right permits.

Badger’s Car Hire PO Box 544, Bismarck St, Lüderitz

On Bismarck Street, Badger’s Car Hire has VW Golfs, Foxes (like Polos) and combis for hire. They offer two levels of ‘unlimited kilometre’ rates for hiring vehicles: lower rate for trips in and around town (including Kolmanskop and the peninsula), and higher rates for vehicles which can be taken back along the B4 into the rest of the country. Their local rates are slightly less than the major companies (who don’t have offices here). So if you need a car around town, but not to get to/from Lüderitz, Badger’s could be the answer.

Shopping
Lüderitz has three main supermarkets – of which the Spar, on the corner of Bahnhof and Moltke streets, and Jose’s Sentra, on Hafen Street opposite the main harbour, are probably the best. Passing the harbour on the left, the Beira Minimarket is a few blocks away near Franzl’s Restaurant and has, as its name suggests, a Portuguese bias.

What to see and do
Even visitors with a limited attention span find enough to occupy themselves around Lüderitz for a day, whilst those who enjoy a more leisurely pace will take three or four to see the area’s main attractions.

Nautilus Hill
Behind Goerke House, Nautilus Hill is the highest land around town. With a pair of stout shoes you can easily scramble up for a good view of the town and harbour beyond. Standing in the cool sea breeze, under desert sun, much about the landscape seems extreme. There is little vegetation to soften the parched land, whilst the sea beyond seems cold and uninviting. However, as if to compensate, the town’s people have painted many of their buildings in soft pastel shades. Quaintly shaped wooden buildings, just a few stories high, painted baby-blue, pink and green all give Lüderitz the air of a pleasant, gentle town.

Boat trips
The Sedina is a schooner captained by Howard Head (tel: 063 204030) and leaves the harbour at 07.00 (08.00 during the winter) for a 2½-hour trip around Diaz Point and Halifax Island in search of penguins, seals and dolphins. Trips cost N$100 per person, and if the Sedina is full, then the Sagitta will also sail.

Howard also runs short afternoon excursions by boat to a Diamond Museum, situated on a barge moored in the bay. These cost N$50 per person, and include tea and scones whilst you’re there.

Carpet weaving factory 
One of the most interesting places to see within Lüderitz town, this small cottage industry (tel: 063 202272) is high up on Bismarck Street where the town almost seems to be ending. Everything is on the premises, and you can normally wander about to watch. Don’t expect a formal tour, but if you express an interest then someone will probably show you around.

Here karakul wool – which is naturally grey, black, white or brown – is dyed to improve its resistance to fading, and then carded, spun, and woven to produce strong, heavy carpets in traditional geometric designs. Like the wool itself, these high-quality rugs are strong and hardwearing: the wool is more like hair than sheep’s wool. Another similar factory in Swakopmund, Karakulia, weaves more pictures, but this factory concentrates on geometric designs, many of which have local tribal origins. These make very practical, unbreakable souvenirs, and by buying one you will help one of Namibia’s precarious farming industries.

Costs: 1.7m x 1.1m rug is N$900, while one 2.7m x 1.8m is around N$2,500.

Goerke Haus (The Blue House)
High up near Nautilus Hill, on Diamantberg at the end of Zeppelin Street, a beautiful pale-blue building with a terracotta roof is raised up above the level of the road. This is Goerke House. It is the town’s best preserved historical building, visible from around town, and if you visit nothing else in Lüderitz, make sure you see this.

Hans Goerke was born in Germany in 1874 and arrived in German South West Africa with the Schutztruppe in 1904. In 1907 he became provisions inspector for the German forces – just before diamonds were discovered near Kolmanskop. By the end of 1909 he had resigned from the army and was making a fortune in the diamond rush, which enabled him to have this house built between October 1909 and September 1910. It was then valued at 70,000 Marks (£3,500/US$5,250). It is one of Lüderitz’s so-called diamond palaces, and is thought to have been designed by a German architect, Otto Ertl. Although it was built during the art nouveau period (jugendstil in German), 1890–1920, it isn’t typical of that style. 

Goerke left Namibia for Germany in 1912. In 1920 the house was bought by Consolidated Diamond Mines (CDM) – the forerunner of the present-day NAMDEB Diamond Corporation (which is now a partnership between South Africa’s huge De Beers and the Namibian Government). In 1944 they sold it back to the government of South West Africa for £2,404 (US$3,606), and the house became the residence of the local magistrate, and hence known as the Drostdy.

In 1981 the magistrate was recalled to Keetmanshoop – Lüderitz just didn’t have enough crime – and the CDM repurchased the house and restored it for use as a VIP guesthouse.

There is an informative small leaflet about the house (see Further Reading). Get one from the curator before you look around if possible. It notes some of the interesting art nouveau details to look out for, including:

· The flamingo motifs used on the stained glass windows. The side profile of the flamingos’ necks is an appropriately wavy form for the art nouveau style.

· The decorative detail on either side of the hat and coat stand in the hall resembles Egyptian papyrus bells. Early arts nouvaeux took inspiration from the shapes of plants.

· The mix of artistic styles was typical of art nouveau: Roman arches over the stairwell, supported by an Egyptian lotus column, capped by a Grecian doric capital. 

· The posts at the foot of the stairs resemble dentilled Gothic spires.

Other interesting features of the house include:

· The carpets and curtains which, although new, are typical of the period around 1910.

· The light fittings, some of which are original, as seen in the old photographs on display, are classic examples of the art nouveau style.

· The stunning pine flooring which is original, though it was covered in patterned linoleum during Goerke’s time – a little of which remains in the study.

· The stained glass windows at the entrance and on the stairs which are both original.

· The friezes on the walls which have been restored, and the kitchens and bathrooms which have been modernised so that guests of NAMDEB can stay here.

Moves are afoot to have the house’s original furniture sent back from South Africa, where it was taken years ago. However, the current furniture, although not original, is beautiful, from the piano with ivory keys to marble-topped dressing tables in the bedrooms and oak furniture around the lounge. Don’t miss it.

Open: Times limited to Mon–Fri: 14.00–15.00, Sat 16.00–17.00

Costs: N$5 per person.

Museum
Opposite the Bay View, on Diaz Street, this small museum has exhibits on the diamond mining industry, including fake diamonds, an egg collection, a good section on the Bushmen, a variety of small exhibits on other indigenous cultures, and assorted cases of local flora and fauna. It opens only in the late afternoon, though if you call the curator on 063 202582 you may be able to make a special arrangement for other times, at an extra charge of N$5.

Open: Mon–Fri 16.30–18.30 in winter, or 17.00–18.00 in summer.

Costs: N$3.50 adults, N$1.50 children.

	EXCURSIONS FROM LÜDERITZ
	



If you have your own transport then Lüderitz peninsula, the Agate Beach and Kolmanskop are well worth visiting. To see some of the area to the south of Lüderitz, in the Sperrgebiet – the restricted diamond area – you must join an organised tour. 

Lüderitz peninsula
To the southwest of the town lies the Lüderitz peninsula, surrounded by sea on three sides yet a desert within. Around its coast there are some rocky beaches and some sandy ones, but all are worth exploring if you’ve a car. 

Note that whilst the roads here are fine for 2WD cars, don’t be tempted to follow tracks across soft sand made by local 4WD enthusiasts, or you’ll need their help to pull your vehicle out.

To reach this, simply follow Bismarck Street into Lüderitz Street, keeping the railway line on your left. The most interesting parts of the peninsula are:

Second Lagoon A popular spot with visiting flamingos, and sometimes the odd stranded motorist. Continuing to the right –

Griffith Bay Excellent views of the town across the cold, misty sea, plus a few crystal-clear rocks pools to dabble in. It is named after an American officer who sheltered here and was then killed during the American civil war.

Diaz Point Reached by a short wooden bridge. Here, there is a marble cross to commemorate Bartholomeu Diaz, the first European explorer to enter the bay. He sheltered here in the late 14th century, referring to the bay as Angra Pequena, or ‘little bay’. There are often seals sunning themselves on the rocks here. Just south of Diaz Point is a grave bearing a stark reminder: ‘George Pond of London, died here of hunger and thirst 1906.’

Halifax Island Has a large jackass penguin colony. It can be viewed from the cliffs and beaches on the western side of Guano Bay.

Essy Bay A number of very rocky little bays, each with a place for a braai. All are linked by network of good sand roads. The beach to the south side has a toilet block.

Eberlanz Höhle A cave cut deeply into the rock about ten minutes’ walk from the road. There’s a path marked over the rocks, and even a small visitor’s book in the cave!

Kleiner Fjord A small sandy beach with deep water and lots of kelp, so unsuitable for swimming.

Gross Bucht A wide sandy beach with dark sand, long stranded pieces of kelp, plenty of flies, and several turn-off points for stopping. The sand is dotted with mounds of salt-tolerant succulent plants in beautiful greens and reds, and it is perfect for accomplished windsurfers (strong winds). There are toilets here also.

The Sperrgebiet: Diamond Area No 1
The Sperrgebiet, or ‘forbidden zone’, was first declared in 1908. Then mining was confined to within a few kilometres of the coast, whilst a coastal belt 100km wide was declared ‘out of bounds’ as a precaution to prevent unauthorised people from reaching the diamond fields.

At the height of restrictions there were two diamond areas: No 1 from the Orange River to 26° south, and No 2 from 26° south northwards to the Kuiseb, incorporating most of the Namibia’s great dune-sea. Now these areas have shrunk, leaving only parts of No 1 as forbidden. Security here remains tight. Signs by the roadside threatening fines or imprisonment for just entering these areas are serious.

If you wish to visit Elizabeth Bay or Bogenfels then you must give your full names, passport or ID number, and nationality to Kolmanskop Tour Company at least three working days before the trip – as it takes that long to issue a permit for you. Therefore trips must be booked well in advance.

Increasing tourism is encouraging increased access, and several attractions within the Sperrgebiet are now easily visited:

Agate beach
This unusual, beautiful beach is signposted from the corner of Tal and Hamburger Streets. It’s a 5km drive north of Lüderitz, and has almost-black sand that is sprinkled with fragments of shining mica – and the occasional agate. It’s hardly a picture-postcard spot, but stretches a long way and is fun for beachcombers. The occurrence of agates here depends on the winds and the swell. Sometimes you will find nothing, at other times you can pick up a handful in a few hours.

Kolmanskop
This ghost town was abandoned over 40 years ago and now gives a fascinating insight into the area’s great diamond boom. A few of the buildings have been restored, but many are left exactly as they were deserted, and now the surrounding dunes are gradually burying them. What a spectacular place this would be for a large party.

Getting there

Kolmanskop is just beside the main B4 road, 9km east of Lüderitz. You need a permit (issued at Kolmanskop Tour Company in Lüderitz) to enter; without one, you will be refused. They cannot be bought at Kolmanskop.

Permits cost N$15 per person to join one of the guided tours, which start at the Museum in Kolmanskop at 09.30 or 10.45, and take 40 minutes. Alternatively, buy a photographer’s pass for N$25 and you can visit at any time of day (sunrise to sunset), for as long as you like – better for photographs, but some of the more interesting, restored buildings will be closed. Ideally, set off with your camera to catch photos of first light, taking a snack breakfast to eat before one of the the guided tours. 

Elizabeth Bay
This south-facing bay, 40km south of Lüderitz, has a band of diamond-bearing coarse grits and sands measuring about 3km by 5km. It was mined from 1911 to 1948, and then reopened in about 1991, with a projected minimum lifespan of ten years.

Getting there
Guided tours run by Kolmanskop Tour Company (see page 188) pass into the Sperrgebiet through the Kolmanskop gate, and from there to Elizabeth Bay. The scenery on the way is mostly flat gravel plains, with some dunes as you approach the coast. This is a chance to see the working mine on top of the hill, as well as a disused one below. A visit to a local seal colony at Atlas Bay in the Sperrgebiet is normally included. Trips run Mon–Fri from 08.30 to about 12.30, costing N$150 per person.

Bogenfels
This spectacular rock arch stands about 55m high, beside the sea in the Sperrgebiet. Despite its inaccessibility, photographs have made it one of the south’s better known landmarks. Now you can take a 4WD day-trip through the Sperrgebiet that includes a visit to the arch.

Getting there
Guided tours (by Kolmanskop Tour Company, see page 188) take a whole day to reach Bogenfels, visiting the ghost town of Pomona and the Idatel valley, famous for the diamonds that were collected in the moonlight here. A minimum of four people are needed. These trips run Mon–Fri, starting 08.00 and returning 17.30, and cost N$350 per person. It’s about a 280km round trip.

Oranjemund
This is a prosperous mining town in the far southwest corner of Namibia, where the headquarters of NAMDEB are based. It is a closed town, where NAMDEB own all the property. Without an invitation from a resident, and the permission of NAMDEB, you cannot enter it. Even then, those leaving the mining area have to pass strict X-ray checks, which search for hidden diamonds. Living conditions there are reported (by NAMDEB!) to be very good; many of the workers are on lucrative ‘6-months-on, 6-months-off’ contracts, and come here from northern Namibia.

However, even here the diamond deposits are gradually being exhausted, and within 25 years operations are likely to scale down. Perhaps in a century tourists will be shown around this as another one of the Sperrgebiet’s ghost towns...

	THE ROAD TO LÜDERITZ
	



As you drive east from Keetmanshoop to Lüderitz, the main B4 road is now all tarred. After about 44km the C12 turns off left to the Fish River Canyon. A kilometre or so afterwards the B4 crosses the Fish River itself, which meanders down a broad, shallow, vegetated valley with few hints of the amazing canyon to the south.

To the north of the road are some spectacular flat-topped hills, capped by hard dolerite which erodes slowly. One of these has been named Kaiserkrone, the Kaiser’s crown, as it is an unusual conical shape capped by a symmetrical crown of hard dolerite rock.

There are several small towns along this road. Most can supply fuel and essentials, but none are comparable in size with Lüderitz or Keetmanshoop, so few visitors stop at any for long. The main ones are:

Goageb
The tiny town of Goageb lies 106km west of Keetmanshoop. It has fewer than 20 telephones, and there is just one place to rest for the night: the Konkiep, tel: 06362 3321.

Bethanie
About 30km north of Goageb, Bethanie (also spelt Bethanien) is a larger town and centre for local administration. There is an agency for the Standard Bank, several shops, a magistrate’s office, village council, evangelical Lutheran church, take-away restaurant, fuel station (not 24-hours) and one hotel:

Bethanie Hotel (6 rooms) PO Box 13, Bethanie

This is one of the country’s oldest hotels. With new management in the last few years it has started to improve. All the rooms have air-conditioning and telephones (not direct-dial). There is a bar, snooker room and dining room.

Rates: N$150 single, N$130 sharing, including breakfast.

Aus
About 211km west of Keetmanshoop a slip-road turns left off the B4 to Aus, notable for its unpredictable weather and history as a POW camp. Five hundred metres from the main road there’s a police post (tel: 063 258005) on the left, and further on a fuel station stands in the heart of this small town.

Aus’s weather can be extreme, very cold in winter and hot in the summer. It is also unpredictable – which stems from its proximity to the Cape. (The Cape has a different weather pattern from anywhere else in Southern Africa, with winter rainfall from May to September, and gloriously warm, dry summer weather from November to February.)

Sometimes Aus’s weather will follow a typically Namibian pattern, at other times it will have the Cape’s weather, with showers in winter, and occasionally even snow. If heavy or prolonged, this rain can cause a sudden flush of sprouting plants and blooms, rather like the ‘flower season’ in Namaqualand, south of the border. Many unusual plants have been catalogued here, including a rather magnificent species of bulb whose flowers form a large globe, the size of a football. When these seed, the globe breaks off and rolls about like tumbleweed. (The winter rain, and its associated flora, is more pronounced in the area around Rosh Pinah.) 

When the German colonial troops surrendered to the South African forces in 1915, a camp for the prisoners of war was set up a few kilometres outside what is now Aus. At one point 1,552 German POWs were held here by 600 guards. It seems that the German prisoners worked hard to make their conditions more comfortable by manufacturing bricks, building houses and stoves, and cultivating gardens. They eventually even sold bricks to their South African guards. The camp, now marked by a monument 4km from town, closed shortly after the end of the war. Sadly, little remains of the buildings.

Where to stay
Bahnhof Hotel (10 rooms) 

This is a typical small-town hotel, whose rooms are old, carpeted and though clean are in need of a new lease of life. Most have baths, though a couple have showers and a few share their facilities. 

Rates: each room is individually priced, N$110 single, around N$80 sharing.

Namib Feral Horse Hiking Trail PO Box 25, Aus

About 3km west of Aus, this lies on the farm Klein-Aus and has a big red sign pointing south off the main B4 road. The owners are developing some excellent hiking trails on the edge of its own section of the Aus Mountains.

The farm itself stretches for about 100km². Some of the land is mountainous and some is within the range of the desert horses. There are various old German fortifications from the 1914–18 war dotted around which add historical interest.

Currently they have several overnight huts on one 3–4-day trail. The first they call Geistes Schlucht, or the ‘ghost soldier’, after a German storm-trooper who is supposed to wander around during the full moon. Inside six beds are arranged as three pairs of bunks. An outside shower has been built with great originality in an old shipping container.

The second hut, Eagles’ Nest, is named for the pair of black eagles that frequent the area. It backs on to a mountain, but overlooks the great plain and Koichab Pan towards Lüderitz, with its shower built between two boulders.

Both are basic, but very well made and provided with flush toilets, a gas stove, beds and mattresses, paraffin lamps and firewood. Though the terrain is rugged, the trails (which are marked by the odd white footprint painted on to a rock) try to keep on an even level, and there are occasional springs and pools for cooling off.

The owners plan to offer guided trips, provide food, and eventually have horse-riding and mountain-biking trails. However, it may be some time before these happen, so until then self-contained backpackers can enjoy some superb scenery and wild hiking for a bargain price in this very special area.

Rates: N$50 per person per day for the trail huts.

Garub pan
At the foot of the Aus Mountains, about 20km west of Aus, a sign ‘feral horses’ points north off the road. Follow the track for just 1.5km and you find Garub Pan, an artificial water-hole which sustains the desert horses and is popular with the local gemsbok as well. 

There is a display about their origins, which is largely faded and illegible, and a shaded wooden observation hide – though staying in the car will give almost as good a view.

Koichab Pan to Lüderitz
Driving west from Garub, you enter the flat, gravel plains of the huge Koichab Pan, ringed by mountains in the distance. It’s a vast and spectacular place where you’ll be able to see any oncoming traffic on the straight road for perhaps 20km before you pass it. 

About 52km from Aus, almost halfway to Lüderitz, is a lay-by containing a picnic table in the shade, and half a dozen well-watered trees. Don’t miss the chance to stop here, as it must make one of the most bizarre and solitary picnic sites on the continent. 

Finally, as you draw much nearer to Lüderitz, the last 20km or so of the road cross a coastal dune-belt of marching barchan dunes – which are constantly being blown across the road from south to north. Ever-present bulldozers are constantly clearing these, but sometimes you will still encounter low ramps of sand on the tar. Drive very slowly for this last section, as hitting even a small mound of sand can easily wreck a vehicle’s suspension. 

	ROSH PINAH
	



About 165km south of Aus, almost on the eastern border of the Sperrgebiet, the mining town of Rosh Pinah lies in a very remote corner of Namibia. A deposit of copper was discovered just south of here by a Prussian Jew, Mose Eli Kahan, who had fled Europe to escape persecution. By the 1920s this was being worked, but was abandoned when the price slumped in the 1930s.

Later, in 1968, he found a zinc deposit in the mountains, which he named Rosh Pinah and, though he soon died, his son eventually joined forces with the large South African mining company Iscor to develop it.

This began production in 1969, and now employs over 400 people directly. It produces around 72,000 tonnes of zinc per year, as well as a lead concentrate, and also a little silver.

Few visitors pass through Rosh Pinah so there are no hotels, though if you’ve friends at the mine you may be able to use the company’s guest house.

Along the Orange River
Forming the border between Namibia and South Africa, the Orange River tends to be overlooked. However with South Africa’s wild Richtersveld National Park on its southern side, and very little access to its northern banks, it makes a perfect wilderness destination.

The flora in this area of the Namib is particularly unusual, because its proximity to the Cape leads it to receive some winter rainfall. This seems to promote the growth of succulents, including various Lithops and Mesembryanthemum species, several of which are endemic to this area. Visit in August or September and you may find areas in bloom, like Namaqualand to the south.

There are some fascinating larger plants here also, including Aloe pillansii, a close relative of the quivertree, which grows to 6–7m in the shape of a candelabra, and the rare, protected Pachypodium namaquanum, or half-man, a curious succulent which grows to 2m tall and a great girth. Its head always faces north. 

Driving
There is a road (D212) from Noordoewer on the main B1 which travels northwest to the banks of the Orange River, and follows this towards the sea, before eventually branching off, east of the Sperrgebiet, to reach Rosh Pinah.

Though the author has still not yet travelled this road, it is reliably reported to be fine for normal 2WD vehicles. The scenery is superb, and the plant-life fascinating, with many succulents and endemics. However, there are few settlements along here so travellers should take more than their usual ‘emergency rations’ of food and water. 

Canoeing
Several companies run canoeing trips along the Orange River, most of which are based out of Cape Town. These are generally geared towards South African visitors, and work well for those driving across the border who want to stop for a few days’ canoeing.

Unlike the Victoria Falls, this isn’t a white-water experience at all, and neither is it a game experience, though you may catch glimpses of game as you paddle. Rather it is a gentle trip through a stunningly beautiful wilderness area, notable for its scenery and lack of people.

What to take
The precise arrangements with each canoeing company are different, but most will supply two-person mohawk canoes, paddles, lifejackets, all your meals and cool boxes for your own drinks. They will also have watertight containers to keep limited luggage dry.

You must bring your sleeping bag, personal toiletries (preferably biodegradable), a set of clothes for the river and one for when you’re away from the water. A hat, long cotton trousers and long-sleeved cotton blouse/shirt, as well as a bathing costume, are fine for the river, plus trainers and warm tracksuit (the temperatures can drop!) for wearing off the river. Many ask you to bring your own drinks (soft, alcoholic and bottled water). Note that glass bottles are not allowed down the river, and so you’ll need to decant liquids before you start.

Some companies advise that you will also need your own knife, fork, spoon, mug, plate, torch, toilet paper and sleeping mat. Visitors sometimes take small tents and even folding chairs along, and often you’ll be requested to bring large, strong plastic bin liners. The better companies, like Felix Unite, have stocks of all this kit available to hire for their trips.

Rafting companies
The southern Cape, around Cape Town, is the base for most of these trips, and companies to contact include: 

Felix Unite PO Box 2807, Claremont 7700, Cape Town, SA; tel: (27) 21 683 6433; fax: (27) 21 6836486

Certainly the largest, and probably the best, of the companies currently running this river. Four-day trip costs N$1,045 per person, 6-day N$1,295, including meals. 

Orange River Adventures PO Box 6496, Welgemoed 7538, SA; tel: (27) 21 419 1705; fax: (27) 21 419 2836

River Rafters PO Box 314, Bergvliet 7864, SA; tel: (27) 21 725094; fax: (27) 21 725241

Which Way Adventures PO Box 2600, Somerset West 7129, SA; tel: (27) 21 852 2364; fax: (27) 21 852 1584

If you need further information on rafting companies, then contact Captour, the Cape’s tourist information centre, on tel: (27) 21 418 5202.

	HELMERINGHAUSEN
	



Despite being a large dot on the map, this is just a farm that has grown into a village, in the middle of some very scenic roads. Just to the north are flat plains with little hills of balancing rocks – rather like the cairns found on Scottish mountains, only somewhat bigger

Heading southwest on the C13 towards Lüderitz the road winds down and opens out into an immense valley – a huge plain lined by mountains with a clear escarpment on the east, and a more ragged array to the west. It is most spectacular, especially at sunset.

In Helmeringhausen itself there is a small shop for basics, and a small agricultural museum displaying tools and machinery from around the turn of the century (get the key from the hotel, it’s free for residents!). Also there is a vital fuel station which opens 08.00–18.00 Mon–Sat, and one hotel:

Helmeringhausen Hotel (9 rooms) PO Box 21, Helmeringhausen

This super little hotel, started in 1938, is a classic example of a well-maintained local hotel. The rooms are not at all fancy, but clean and tidy. Some have double beds, others twin beds, all are en-suite (some baths, some showers). There is safe parking at the back (though it’s difficult to imagine a crime problem here), and a few tables and chairs for sitting outside in the peaceful courtyard.

Lunch and dinner is available by arrangement, and even those passing through could stop for afternoon tea and a snack. The owners, Altna and Heinz (‘Langer’) Vollertsen, are very welcoming. They have plastered their bar wall with various currencies, underneath which is an excellent range of spirits. 

Rates: N$165 single, N$140 sharing, including breakfast. Dinner is N$50.

Nearby guest farms
There are three excellent small guest farms around here. Dabis and Sinclair make natural overnight stops when driving between the Fish River Canyon and the Sesriem area, whilst Namtib is also a candidate if you are travelling between Lüderitz and Sesriem. Note that roads further west in this area, the C13, D707, D407 and D826, often run between mountains and the dunes of the Namib-Naukluft Park – and can be particularly spectacular.

Sinclair Guest Farm (6 rooms) PO Box 19, Helmeringhausen

Situated on the D407, about 50km northwest of Helmeringhausen, Sinclair’s farmhouse is signposted clearly and is 3km from the road. All around are rolling hills, whose valleys are dotted with the odd camel-thorn tree.

Inside Sinclair is a shady, green oasis, with palms and a variety of fruit trees from pomegranate to orange, grapefruit, lemon, and mandarin. Looking on to these are various shady verandas outside with tables, chairs, and places to relax. It is a restful environment, perfect for a short stop.

The rooms here are simple and carpeted, and all have en suite facilities including showers (one also has a bath). If you’re stopping for one night, then arrive for tea before 16.00, and spend a few hours wandering over to see the old copper mine, and perhaps up a nearby hill for sunset. If staying for two then join a farm drive, or walk around a little further – perhaps guided by the farm dogs.

Sinclair is still run by Gunther and Hannelore Hoffmann, as a working farm, though recent droughts have left it increasingly reliant on guests for income. Fortunately, it has good food and a pleasant, relaxed atmosphere, so is often full.

Rates: N$380 single, N$330 sharing, includes dinner, bed and breakfast.

Dabis Guest Farm (7 twin rooms) PO Box 15, Helmeringhausen

Dabis has been owned by the Gaugler family for three generations, since 1926, and is now run by Jo and Heidi Gaugler. It is just a few kilometres north of Helmeringhausen, about 11km off the main C14, and has achieved a balance between welcoming visitors and operating as a farm. 

Part of staying here is learning about the farm and Jo will explain his techniques in depth, complete with information on the area's climate over the last four decades. Dabis now farms mainly sheep: karakul, marino, damara, dorper and persian, using advanced rotation techniques to survive on the meagre rainfall.

Most guests arrive by 15.00, have tea at 16.00, and then go out on a farm drive with Jo for an hour or two. Although the main emphasis is on farming, there are a number of bat-eared foxes around to be seen if you are lucky. Accommodation is in simple twin-bed rooms with en-suite shower (one has a bath instead) and toilet. Jo and Heidi are very welcoming, and if you show an interest in what’s happening on the farm, then you can learn a lot from your stay here.

Rates: N$330 single, N$300 sharing, includes all meals.

Namtib Desert Lodge (5 rooms) PO Box 19, Aus

Run by the lively Walter and Renate Theile, this isolated lodge lies 12km east of the scenic D707 road (which runs between the Namib's dunes on the west and jagged mountains on the east). Namtib is clearly signposted about 86km south of the D407 junction, or 46km north of the C13.

The farmhouse nestles in a valley surrounded by mountains, overlooking the edge of the desert plain. Its rooms are unusually designed, comfortable and clean but not luxurious: simple bungalows with double beds separated from a private bathroom (with shower, toilet and washbasin) by a small open-air square. With one door on either side of the bedroom, airflow helps to keep them cool.

The main farmhouse has a comfortable veranda and a dining room where meals are served. Namtib is registered as an American Saddle Horse Stud, but their horses are spirited and so riding here is not for the inexperienced. Farm drives are included, as Walter will normally drive around the ranch, and will always take interested visitors with him.

For guests who like walking, the beautiful Tiras Mountains are immediately behind the farm – and the nearest natural spring is only ten minutes walk away. Taking over after decades of traditional farming, the Theiles are very ecologically aware. They aim to make a living from the land, whilst regenerating what they can of its natural flora and fauna. Certainly there are some inquisitive ostriches and mongooses around, as well as good walks, and Namtib offers an offbeat and refreshingly young guest farm experience.

Rates: N$230 sharing or single, includes all meals and farm/game drives.

	MALTAHÖHE
	



This small town is an important crossroads, as it is linked by a tar road to the main north-south B1 artery – but is too far from the desert to be a major centre for visitors in its own right.

Maltahöhe’s most interesting attraction is virtually unknown. About 30km north of here, on the farm Sandfeld, is a fascinating valley which, when the rains are good, fills with shallow water to a depth of about 30cm. This doesn’t happen every year, but when it does – normally between mid February and mid March – the shallow lake quickly becomes covered in a spectacular bloom of red, pink and white lilies, Crinum crinum paludosum. These last about a week, and are said to be endemic to the valley, which is known as the ‘lily-veld’.

The town itself has several shops and garages, a post office, Standard and First National banks, and a useful information office, associated with the Namib Pappot Safari Company, who run trips around Sesriem and have a base here. There is just one hotel in town: 

Maltahöhe Hotel (24 rooms) PO Box 20, Maltahöhe

Run by Manfred and Gerda Schreiner, this friendly little hotel has won an award as Namibia’s best country hotel twice in the last eight years. Its simple, clean rooms all have a fan and a telephone (not direct-dial), and there’s a small pool for cooling off. Manfred knows the region very well, and can organise trips down into the desert or around the local area if you don’t have your own transport. So don’t hesitate to stop here if you need a place to sleep: you’ll be pleasantly surprised.

Rates: N$120 single, N$100 per person sharing. Breakfast is N$22.

Nearby guest farms
There are several guest farms and restcamps in the area, including:

Duwisib Farm Restcamp (5 bungalows) PO Box 21, Maltahöhe

Adjacent to the west side of Duwisib Castle is a small private restcamp, on the D826. This has a couple of simple pre-fabricated bungalows. Meals can be arranged in advance if needed, and there’s a basic farm store here.

Rates: N$100 per person. Breakfast is N$25, lunch N$35 and dinner N$45.

Daweb Guest Farm (6 rooms) PO Box 18, Maltahöhe

Run by delightful Rosemarie and Rolf Kirsten, Daweb is just 2km south of Maltahöhe on the C14 to Helmeringhausen. It is a cattle and ostrich farm, which has been in the family's hands for the last three generations. 

Its guestrooms are built together in a small block, with whitewashed brick walls and a corrugated iron roof. These are spacious and all individually decorated with artistic flare (and good fabrics) by Rosemarie. Each room has en-suite bathroom, mostly showers rather than baths. Daweb is a pleasant stopover with a warm welcome and good food.

Rates: N$330 single, N$280 per person sharing, including dinner and breakfast.

Duwisib Castle
Standing solidly amidst the rolling hills 72km southwest of Maltahöhe (beside the D286), the sandstone fortress of Duwisib Castle is another of those anachronisms in which Namibia seems to specialise. Look from a distance and you won’t believe it: a small, square castle with fortified battlements and high turrets – in the middle of the African bush.

The castle itself is built around an open central quadrangle, where there is now a small lawn and fountain, shaded by a couple of beautiful jacaranda trees. Its rooms are sparsely furnished, though there are some excellent original pieces dating back to around the turn of the century, and interesting paintings and prints on the walls – many equestrian in theme.

Above the entrance hall is a steep set of stairs (easily missed) up to a small gallery overlooking the entrance, and there is also a cellar, which now seems to be a storeroom. Get a copy of Dr Mossolow’s booklet (see Further Reading) for a more detailed description of the castle’s contents.

History
The castle’s history has been documented in an excellent booklet by Dr. N Mossolow, available at the castle. It details how Hansheinrich von Wolf was born in 1873 into a military family in Saxony and served with the Royal Saxon Artillery near Dresden. He came to South West Africa as a captain in the Schutztruppe, when he volunteered after the outbreak of the Herero War. He was decorated in 1905, and returned to Germany where he married Miss Jayta Humphrey in 1907.

Later that year he and his wife returned to German South West Africa, and over the next few years bought up farming land in the area. By October 1908 he had ‘33 horses, 68 head of large stock and 35 head of small stock’ on his farm and two wells. An ‘extravagant residence of undressed stone, with 22 rooms and a cellar’ had reached 2m above its foundations. He bought up more farmland, up to 50,000ha, and by 1909 the castle was complete, with furnishings and paintings imported from Germany.

Von Wolf proceeded to enlarge the area under his control by buying more land. A fanatical horseman and breeder of horses, he spent much time and energy developing his stable. (See The Desert Horses, page 198.)

In 1914 he set off with his wife to England, to purchase another thoroughbred stallion, but on the way war broke out. The ship diverted to South America, where they were briefly interned before he arranged a secretive passage back to Europe. Eventually they arrived back in Germany where Von Wolf reported for duty as an officer. On September 4 1916 he was killed at the Battle of the Somme.

Getting organised
The castle opens daily from Monday to Friday, 08.00–13.00 and 14.00–17.00. Park around the back and you’ll find a wonderful kiosk selling drinks and snacks. Excellent fresh coffee is served, and perhaps the best apple pie in Africa is baked on the premises by a superb Nama cook.

There is a campsite here run by the MET, with ten pleasant camp pitches (number three is a favourite, under a great tree) which should be reserved in advance in Windhoek. Pitches are N$80 per night, for a maximum of eight people, two vehicles and one caravan or tent.
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People have different reactions when they encounter a desert for the first time. A few find it threatening, too arid and empty, so they rush from city to city, through the desert, to avoid spending any time there at all. Some try hard to like it for those same reasons, but ultimately find little which holds their attention. Finally there are those who stop and give the place their time, delighting in the stillness, strange beauty, and sheer uniqueness of the environment. The desert's changing patterns and subtly adapted life forms fascinate them, drawing them back time after time.

Covering almost 50,000km², the Namib-Naukluft National Park is one of the largest national parks in Africa, protecting one of the oldest deserts on earth, South America’s Atacama Desert being the other contender for this title. The Namib’s scenery is stunning, and its wildlife fascinating; you just need to make the time to stop and observe it.

The sections in this chapter run roughly south-to-north. Note that the NamibRand, Sesriem, the Naukluft and Solitaire are very close together.

History
The park has grown gradually to its present size. In 1907 the area between the Kuiseb and Swakop Rivers was proclaimed as ‘Game Reserve No 3’. Later it was augmented by the addition of the Sandwich Harbour in 1941.

In 1956 the Kuiseb Canyon and Swakop River Valley were added, along with the Welwitschia Plains, and in 1968 the park was renamed The Namib Desert Park. In 1979 a large area of what was the protected ‘Diamond Area No 2’ was added, including Sesriem and Sossusvlei, and the park was officially joined to the Naukluft Park, creating the Namib-Naukluft National Park.

Most recently, in 1986, the rest of ‘Diamond Area No 2’ was added, taking its southern boundary as far south as the main road to Lüderitz, and increasing its area to its present size of 49,768km² – larger than Switzerland, or about the same as Maryland and New Jersey combined.

Flora and fauna
Though the Naukluft’s wildlife is discussed separately, the flora and fauna elsewhere in the Namib-Naukluft are similar, dependent more on the landscape than on precise location. (Dr Mary Seely’s book, The Namib, is a superb and simple guide to this area, widely available in Windhoek and Swakopmund. See Further Reading.) The four basic types of environment found here, and some of their highlights, are:

Sand-dunes
Dunes are everybody’s idea of a desert, and generally thought of as being bare and lifeless. Whilst this is not inaccurate for many deserts, the Namib is sufficiently old for endemic species to have evolved.

Various grasses grow on some of the more stable dunes, but most of the vegetable matter comes from wind-blown detritus. This collects at the bottom of the dunes, to be eaten by fish-moths (silver-fish), crickets and the many tenebrionid beetles – or tok tokkies, as they are known – near the base of the food chain. Particular tenebrionid species occur in specific environments, with those in the coastal fog belt adapting ingeniously to harness the available moisture. 

These then provide food for spiders, geckos, lizards, and chameleons which, in turn, fall prey to sidewinder snakes. Rare Grant’s golden moles eat any small beetles or larvae that they can catch, and birds are mobile enough to move in and out of the dunes in search of the smaller animals. The dune lark is endemic to this region, and is seldom found outside the dune areas.

River valleys and pans
The river valleys that run through the Namib are linear oases. Though dry on the surface, their permanent underground water sustains trees and bushes, like the camel thorn (Acacia erioloba) and nara melon (Acanthosicyos horrida), found in the middle of the great dune-sea at Sossusvlei.

Other common river-valley trees include the anaboom (Acacia albida), shepherd’s tree (Boscia albitrunca, easily identified by its white trunk), the wild green-hair tree (Parkinsonia africana), and the marvellously weeping false ebony, Euclea pseudebenus.

The lush vegetation found in these valleys makes them a favourite for numerous insects and birds, as well as larger mammals like gemsbok, kudu and springbok. These are the most likely areas to find nocturnal cats from leopard to caracal, especially where the rivers cut through mountains rather than dunes.

Gravel plains
Throughout the desert, and especially north of the Kuiseb River, the Namib has many expansive, flat plains of rock and stone. These come alive during the rains, when they will quickly be covered with tall thin grass and creeping yellow flowers, attracting herds of gemsbok, springbok and even Hartmann’s mountain zebra. During drier times there are fewer large mammals around, but still at night black-backed jackal, aardwolf and the occasional aardvark forage for termites, while bat-eared and Cape foxes scavenge for insects, reptiles, and anything else edible.

Spotted hyena and even the rare brown hyena are sometimes recorded here. Both leave distinctive white droppings, but only the sociable spotted hyenas make such eerie, mournful calls.

Resident larger birds include ostrich, secretary birds, Rüppell’s korhaan and Ludwig’s bustard, while enthusiastic ‘twitchers’ will seek the pale, apparently insignificant Gray’s lark (amongst other larks), which is endemic to the gravel plains of the Namib.

Inselbergs and mountain outcrops
Throughout the Namib there are mountains, often of granite or limestone. Some, like many between Sesriem and Sossusvlei, become submerged beneath the great dune-sea. Others, especially north of the Kuiseb River, jut up through the flat desert floor like giant worm casts on a well-kept lawn. These isolated mountains surrounded by gravel plains are inselbergs (from the German for island-mountain) – and they have their own flora and fauna. Euphorbia, Acacia, Commiphora, Zygophyllum and Aloe species are common, whilst the succulent Lithops (often called living rocks, for their pebble-like shape) occur here, but not so frequently.

Many inselbergs are high enough to collect moisture from morning fogs, which sustain succulents and aloes, and with them whole communities of invertebrates. Temporary pools in crevices can be particularly interesting, and there’s a whole microcosm of small water creatures that lay drought-resistant eggs. These survive years of desiccation, to hatch when the pools do finally fill.

Being open land these make perfect perches for raptors – and lappet-faced vultures, greater kestrels, and red-necked falcons are typical of this environment. Also watch for sandgrouse, which congregate at water around dusk and dawn, and other well-camouflaged foraging birds.

	NAMIBRAND NATURE RESERVE
	



Covering about 2,100km², the NamibRand Nature Reserve is one of the largest private reserves in Africa. Lying south of Sesriem, it borders on to the main Namib-Naukluft National Park in the west, a boundary of about 100km, and in the east its extent is generally defined by the Nubib Mountains.

There are a wide variety of different desert landscapes and environments within this, from huge red sand-dunes to vegetated inter-dune valleys, sand and gravel plains, and some particularly imposing mountains. It’s a spectacular area of desert.

There are several ways to visit this, all utilising small lodges and camps as bases for expert-led guided trips. If you want a detailed look at the central Namib, with guides who understand it, this is an excellent complement to a day or two of driving yourself around Sesriem and Sossusvlei.

History
Before becoming a nature reserve, this was a number of separate farms formed in the 1950s to eke out an existence farming in the desert. Several severe drought years in the 1980s demonstrated that farming domestic stock here just wasn’t viable. There were allegations of farmers opening their fences to game from the Namib-Naukluft National Park, only to kill the animals for their meat once they left the park.

Game was the only option, and this survived well on the farm Gorrasis, owned by Albi Brückner (a businessman, rather than a farmer, who’d bought the farm for its landscapes).

In 1988 Brückner bought out two neighbouring farms, Die Duine and Stellarine, and gradually the reserve was broadened from that base. Now various shareholders have contributed money to the reserve, and different operators hold ‘concession’ areas which they utilise for tourism.

Flora and fauna
The NamibRand’s flora and fauna are the same as that found in the western areas of the Namib-Naukluft. However, there are also red hartebeest, which aren’t usually found in the national park, and blesbok which have been introduced from South Africa.

What to see and do
What you see and do here depends entirely on where you stay, as many of the camps in the concession have different emphasis:

Mwisho Ballooning Camp (4 tents) PO Box 197, Maltahöhe

Opened in 1991, Mwisho was one of the first camps in this area, and it pioneered ballooning in the Namib.

The turning to Mwisho, west off the D826, is about 52km to the north of the junction of the D827 and D826 (57km past the BP petrol station). Alternatively, coming from the north, it is 20km south of the D826-D845 junction. If you are approaching from Sesriem, that’s about 30km south of the first NamibRand signboard south of Sesriem on the D826.

Accommodation is in walk-in Meru-style tents, with twin or double beds, a wardrobe, chairs, table, and en-suite toilet and shower. Dining is in the main farmhouse, and there’s normally a nature drive at about 16.00, which stops somewhere spectacular to watch the sunset. If you’re going to go ballooning and have just one night in this area, then Mwisho is perfect.

Rates: single N$335, double N$275 per person sharing, including all meals. The compulsory ballooning is N$1,090 per person extra.

Wolwedans Dune Camp (6 tents) PO Box 5048, Windhoek

Wolwedans Dune Camp has been the flagship operation in the reserve since it opened. Its turning, west off the D826, is about 32km to the north of the junction of the D827 and D826 (27km past the BP petrol station). Alternatively, coming from the north, it is 50km south of the D826-D845 junction. If you are approaching from Sesriem, that’s about 40km south of the first NamibRand signboard south of Sesriem on the D826.

Once on the ‘drive’ to Wolwedans, ignore the small house on the left and continue about 20km from the gate to the Wolwedans Farmhouse, from where transfers into the dune camp are arranged. Beware of turning off this road, as you may become stuck in the sand.

The whole camp is built on wooden decks, raised above the sand. Each dome tent (about 3.5m square) has twin beds and solar-powered lights. Behind each is its own private hot shower and toilet, and in front is a veranda. There’s a central open dining area and sun deck. Activities usually consist of afternoon and whole-day drives, including a picnic lunch, into the reserve with a professional guide. 

Rates: N$595 per person, sharing or single, including full board and activities.

Wolwedans Dune Lodge (9 chalets) PO Box 5048, Windhoek

Wolwedans Dune Lodge opens in late 1998, as this goes to press, trying to build on the success of its sister-camp. Its accommodation is more luxurious than that in the Dune Camp: purpose-built wooden chalets each with veranda and en-suite showers and toilets. Its guided activities follow the same pattern as the camp’s, and the lodge will probably become a firm favourite quickly.

Rates: N$850 per person, sharing or single, including full board and activities.

Sossusvlei Mountain Lodge (10 rooms)

Owned by Afro Ventures (Desert and Delta Safaris), Sossusvlei Mountain Lodge is a new lodge scheduled for completion in mid-1999, on the Vreemdelingspoort farm. This is in the north of the NamibRand Reserve, about 32km south of Sesriem, and 5–7km from the D826. Chalets have been designed to be built into the rocks, overlooking a desert plain. A computerised telescope is promised. No prices or details are available yet, but this lodge is sure to be on the itinerary for Afro Ventures’ truck trips when completed.

Die Duine Guest House (3 room & tents) PO Box 162, Maltahöhe

Die Duine is the newest option within the NamibRand Nature Reserve, opened in 1997. The guesthouse is a converted old farmhouse, 11km west of the D827. Its turning is signposted 400m or so north of the D826-D827 junction.

Marc and Elinor Dürr, who now run it, have renovated this guesthouse themselves. It has just three large rooms, each with a double and a single bed and en-suite facilities. (For larger parties, who book the whole place, luxury tents can be arranged.) Die Duine’s first-floor sun-deck overlooks grassy mountains and dunes, the venue for gentle guided walking trails – the lodge’s raison d’être.

If you stay here, then allow at least two or preferably three nights. This is the ideal length of time for a desert walking trail (or Tok Tokkie Trail, as they are known). Walking is leisurely, concentrating on the flora, fauna and their adaptations to the desert; it’s not a route march, as Marc goes at the pace of the slowest. You need only carry your camera, binoculars and water.

A recommended option is to spend your second night sleeping out in the desert, under the stars. Any luggage that you need will be driven out to the overnight stop for you, and then collected in the morning. It’s magical. 

The desert landscape around Die Duine is a spectacular mix of wide plains, mountains, the odd tall sand-dune and many smaller vegetated ones. It’s great country for walking, dotted with marvellously knurled old camel thorn trees. Die Duine is remarkably good value, but certain to go up rapidly in price.

Rates: N$400 per person sharing, including full board and guided activities.

Driver’s note
The D826 and D707 are amongst the most scenic routes in the country. Sand-dunes line the west of these roads, and mountains overlook the east – spectacular stuff. However, they do tend to be quite slow going, and the gravel is sometimes not as good or as wide as the faster C36 or C14 routes, so allow plenty of time for your journey (an average of about 50kph is realistic).

Surprisingly, there is a fairly reliable BP fuel station on the D826, called Boere-Diens, 5km to the north of the junction of the D827 and D826. They also sell cold drinks, if you ask.

	NAUKLUFT MOUNTAINS
	



An hour's drive northeast of Sesriem, the main escarpment juts out into the desert forming a range known as the Naukluft Mountains. In 1968 these were protected within the Naukluft Mountain Zebra Park – to conserve a rare breeding population of Hartmann's mountain zebra. Shortly afterwards, land was bought to the west of the mountains and added to the park, forming a corridor linking these mountains into the Namib National Park. This allowed gemsbok, zebra and other game to migrate between the two, and in 1979 the parks were formally combined into the Namib-Naukluft National Park.

Geology
The uniqueness of the area stems from its geology as much as its geographical position. Separated from the rest of the highlands by steep, spectacular cliffs, the Naukluft Mountains form a plateau. Underneath this, to a height of about 1,100m, is mostly granite. Above this base are alternating layers of dolomites and shales, with extensive deposits of dark limestone, rising to about 1,995m. Over the millennia, rainwater has gradually cut into this massif, dissolving the rock and forming steep kloofs, or ravines, and a network of watercourses and reservoirs – many of which are subterranean. The name Naukluft, which means ‘narrow ravine’, is apt for the landscape.

Where these waters surface, in the deeper valleys, there are crystal-clear springs and pools – ideal for cooling dips. Often these are decorated by impressive formations of smooth tufa, limestone that has been re-deposited by the water over waterfalls.

Flora and fauna 
Receiving occasional heavy rainstorms in summer that feed its network of springs and streams in its deeper kloofs, the Naukluft supports a surprisingly varied flora and fauna.

The high plateaux and mountainsides tend to be rocky with poor, if any, soil. Here are distinctive Euphorbia, Acacia, Commiphora and Aloe plants (including quivertrees – which are found in a dense stand in Quivertree Gorge). Most are low, slow-growing species, adapted to conserving water during the dry season. The variations of slope and situation result in many different niches suiting a wide variety of different species.

Down in the deeper kloofs, where there are permanent springs, the vegetation is totally different, with many more lush, broad-leaf species. Wild, cluster and sycamore figs are particularly prevalent, whilst you should also be able to spot camel thorn, buffalo thorn, shepherd’s and wild olive trees.

As with the plants, the Naukluft has many animals, including large mammals, though all are elusive and difficult to spot. Hartmann’s mountain zebra, gemsbok, kudu and klipspringer are occasionally seen fleeing over the horizon (usually in the far distance). Steenbok and the odd sunbathing dassie are equally common, and springbok, warthog, and ostrich occur, but are more usually seen on the plains around the mountains. The mountains should be a classic place for leopard, and the smaller cats, as there are many small mammals found here – though these are almost never seen.

Over 200 species of birds have been recorded here, and a useful annotated checklist is available from the park office. The Naukluft are at the southern limit of the range of many species of the northern Namib – Rüppell’s parrot, rosy-faced lovebirds and Monteiro’s all occur here, as do species typical of the south like the Karoo robin and chat. In the wetter kloofs, watch for species that you wouldn’t find in the drier parts of the park, like the water-loving hamerkop, brubru and even African black ducks. Raptors are usually seen soaring above. Black eagles, lanner falcons, augur buzzards and pale chanting goshawks are common. 

Getting there
The national park's entrance is on the D854, about 10km southwest of the C14, which links Solitaire and Maltahöhe. Approaching from Windhoek, pass Büllsport, and take the D854 towards Sesriem.

Alternatively, Büllsport guest farm owns a section of the Naukluft Mountains, accessible from the farm without going into the national park, and Ababis borders on to the mountains.

What to see and do
Animals are seldom seen in this mountainous area, so hiking is the main activity here. A recent addition is the 4WD off-road driving trail, which takes two days and is aimed at local enthusiasts testing their vehicles to the limits.

Hiking
Naukluft has two circular day-hikes, the Waterkloof and Olive trails. Both can be started from the campsite, and don’t need booking ahead, or any special equipment. That said, at least a day’s water, snacks and a medical kit should be taken along, as rescue would be difficult if there was an accident. Walkers should be fit and acclimatised, and strong hiking boots are essential, as the terrain is very rocky. 

There is also one long 8-day trail, rated as one of Africa’s toughest hikes. Like the others, this is unguided, but simple diagrammatic maps are available from the park warden’s office.

Waterkloof Trail
The Waterkloof is 17km long and starts near the campsite. It takes six or seven hours to walk comfortably, and is marked by white-painted footprints on the rocks. At first the trail follows the Naukluft River upstream, through some beautiful gorges, and in the early months of the year you’ll often find pools here, complete with tadpoles and frogs.

After a gentle two hours you reach a painted rock marking the last water point (though bring water, don’t rely on this), beyond which the canyon opens out. After about two hours more there’s a marked halfway point, from where a steep climb leads you to the trail’s highest point: a 600m peak with fine views all around.

From there the trail winds down through a stand of Euphorbia into a large valley, to follow the course of the (usually dry) river. It cuts off several of the bends, and keeps left to avoid some steep shelves, which form waterfalls in the rainy season. In this area some large cairns mark the route of the old German cannon road, which also follows the river valley for a while, before climbing steeply up to the main southern ridge of the plateau. Below those waterfalls, you meet the Naukluft River, and turn left to follow the trail for about 6km back to camp.

Olive Trail
This starts about 4km from the park office – clearly signposted off the track from the entrance gate. You can walk here, or drive and park in a small parking area.

The Olive Trail is 10km long and takes about four hours to complete. From the parking area it gradually climbs to the top of a small plateau, before descending through a series of river valleys and gorges (using chains in places), to meet a rough 4WD track which leads back to the parking area.

Naukluft Trail
This 120km trail starts from the park office, where there’s a bunkhouse known as Hiker’s Haven. Hikers can use this on their first and last nights. Initially it follows the (usually dry) Naukluft River south for a while, as it flows out of the mountains, before climbing up to the edge of the escarpment, with excellent views to the left over the plains. The Putte shelter is reached about 14km (6 hours) after starting.

On the second day the route covers 15km (6 hours), crossing a rolling plateau to the Bergpos junction, before dropping down the narrow Ubusis Kloof to reach Ubusis Hut. Day three starts by retracing your steps to Bergpos, and turning left across the plateau to Alderhost shelter (12km, taking 6 hours).

On day four the trail is level, before dropping down to a shelter at Tsams Ost for the evening – 17km later (6 hours). There’s a rough 4WD track from here down, west to the main C36, and hikers doing only a four-day trip can be collected here.

Day five is steep and then undulating, though it levels out towards the end where it follows a tributary of the Die Valle River, to reach the Die Valle Shelter about 17km (6 hours) later. Day six is a tough one, climbing up a narrow gorge to reach a high point called Quartz Valley, before dropping down the Arbeid Adelt Valley to the Tufa Shelter, 16km and about 6 hours later.

On day seven the trail climbs steeply, using chains in places, back up to the plateau, and some excellent views, to reach Kapokvlakte Shelter after 14km (5 hours). Finally, on the last day, the trail descends gradually, then steeply, to meet the Waterkloof Trail and follow the Naukluft River back to camp. Energetic hikers could combine the last two days into a 30km walk which would take about 11 hours to complete. An early start from Tufa Shelter is essential, and if there are less than five hours of daylight, then you should stop at Kapokvlakte Shelter.

Open: from March 1 to the third Friday in October. Walks start every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday for the first three weeks of each month. Book in advance at the MET in Windhoek, group limited to from three to twelve people.

Rates: N$60 per person, including space at the Hiker’s Haven for the night before, and the one after the trail. These exclude park fees, paid separately.

4WD trail
This is a 73km two-day trail for those with a 4WD and the experience to use it properly. After the first 28km there is an overnight camp, where four stonewalled, partially open, A-frame shelters have built-in bunk beds. There are toilets here, water, a solar-heated shower and a braai area. Bring your own firewood, camping kit and supplies.

Open: all year, weather permitting. Book in advance at the MET in Windhoek. Groups of 1–4 vehicles, with a maximum of four people per vehicle.

Rates: N$150 per vehicle, excluding park fees, which are paid separately.

Where to stay
The options are to camp at the basic national park's site, or to use one of these guest farms as a base. The mountains are also within a few hours drive from most of the lodges in the Solitaire and Sesriem areas. 

Büllsport Guest Farm (8 rooms including a family room) P Bag 1003, Maltahöhe

About 230km from Windhoek (three hours’ drive), Büllsport has its own dot on the normal MET map of Namibia – which is puzzling. Apart from the farm’s shop and garage (for punctures, fuel and small repairs), there’s just the guest farm here.

This is run by Johanna and Ernst Sauber, and is one of the best traditional guest farms in the country, attracting a wide range of nationalities to stay. You can expect good food (often braais in the evening), a comfortable (though not luxurious) twin room with en-suite shower and toilet, and a warm welcome. Outside is a lovely new swimming pool. 

Many visitors use this as a base for visiting the Naukluft Mountains, as Büllsport owns a section of them. You can walk up them for a long day hike, or Ernst will drive you up in a 4WD for an afternoon stroll on the top of the plateau, or to the Quivertree Gorge, from where it’s about 2½ hours’ hike down to the farm. Within a short drive of the farmhouse there’s an old German Schutztruppe post, and a few hours walk from that is a large natural rock arch – which they call the ‘Bogenfels of the Naukluft’, after the original in the Sperrgebiet.

For about two years Johanna has offered short horse trails into the mountains. These cost around N$50 per person per hour, or N$300 for a day-trip which includes a picnic lunch. For two or more riders, who are experienced, she can arrange a two-day trail, including meals and an overnight bush-camp in the Naukluft. This costs N$900 per person and must be booked in advance.

Alternatively, the farm is just under two hours’ drive (115km) from Sesriem, and so it makes a practical base for day-trips there, if closer accommodation is full.

Rates: N$450 single, N$330 per person sharing, full board.

Zebra River Lodge (5 twin rooms) PO Box 11742, Windhoek

Run by Rob and Marianne Field, Zebra River has established itself as one of the friendliest, most welcoming places in Namibia. It is situated in its own canyon in the Tsaris (aka Zaris) Mountains, reached by turning south from the D850 (between the D854 and the D855). Note that their driveway is several kilometres long, and crosses a sand river which, in exceptional years, flows across the road.

The five guestrooms lead off a wide veranda around the plunge-pool, with a green garden around. All have en-suite shower and toilet, and plenty of space, apart from the ‘honeymoon’ suite which has a large stand-alone bath, a huge king-size bed, and even more space.

Marianne’s cooking is superb, and the atmosphere is very relaxed and unpretentious. Everyone sits around the large table for dinner, with both wine and conversation often lasting late into the evening.

ZRL can be used as a base for driving yourself to Sesriem or the Naukluft, but don’t ignore the lodge’s own area. There are several clear trails around the canyons, two of which lead up to freshwater springs. Whilst they are only a day’s hiking away, you can arrange to walk part of the way and have Rob drive you the rest. There were resident black eagles and rosy-faced lovebirds in the canyon on the author’s last visit, and a day spent hiking here was a perfect introduction to the longer, and so more challenging, hiking in the Naukluft.

Alternatively, Rob loves the Sossusvlei area – that’s what attracted him here first – and so leads excellent 4WD trips to Sossusvlei. These last a full day, including a trip into the Dead Vlei, Sesriem Canyon and a picnic lunch, and cost N$900. Book these in advance, when you make a reservation with the lodge.

Rates: N$360 single, N$280 double, full board.

Ababis Guest Farm (4 double rooms & 1 family room) PO Box 1004, Maltahöhe

Run by the delightful Meike and Klaus Wuerriehausen, Ababis stands on the west side of the C14, opposite the junction with D1261, on the north side of the Naukluft Mountains. It has been a guest farm since 1993, and is quite traditional in character. Many of its guests are German, though Meike and Klaus make a point of welcoming guests who don’t speak German.

The farm has some cattle and a few ostriches, as well as areas devoted purely to wildlife including gemsbok, springbok, blesbok, ostrich, occasional zebra, a few kudu, and some bat-eared foxes. On the edge of the Naukluft, it makes a good base for long hikes, while there’s also a gentle walking trail around the farm which takes just a few hours, down to a (usually) dry river.

If you’re not driving yourself around, then they also offer a 4WD drive on to the Naukluft Plateau, lasting about eight hours, a morning or afternoon trip into Sossusvlei, or a half-day’s drive encompassing local bushman paintings, a spring and a small ‘kokerboom forest’ in the hills. Each trip costs about N$950 per vehicle, for up to 4 people.

Rates: N$385 single, N$325 per person sharing, full board. Children under 12 are half price.

Hammerstein Restcamp (5 bungalows and 16 rooms) PO Box 250, Maltahöhe

Situated on the C36, the turn-off north to Hammerstein has a clear signpost between the D854 (which goes past the Naukluft Mountains), and the D827. This is a well-established private restcamp, run by Anton and Gerty Porteus, mainly as a base for self-driving visitors. It has simple 2-bed and 4-bed self-catering bungalows, as well as rooms with en-suite facilities.

Rates: N$230 for 2-bed bungalow, N$260 for a 3-bed, N$290 for a 4-bed. Rooms include dinner and breakfast, and cost N$340 single or N$285 per person sharing.

Haruchas Guest Farm (4 twin rooms & 1 family room) PO Box 113, Maltahöhe

Situated on the D855, between Büllsport and the D850, Haruchas is a typical farm (it covers 200km²!) set high up on the Tsaris Mountains. Wolfgang and Milena Sauber, who between them speak German, Afrikaans, English, Czech and Italian, run Haruchas.

The family unit has lovely thick walls as it was originally built in 1906, whilst the four other rooms are much newer, and purpose-built. All have verandas, en suite toilet and bath (with shower attachment), pine furniture and lots of space. There are a couple of hiking trails which you can take from the farm, detailed in books in the rooms, and this would make a good writer’s retreat. Note that Haruchas’s email is phoned through to the farm, not direct.

Rates: N$290 single, N$240 per person sharing, full board. Good concessions for children, and a day-trip to Sossusvlei costs N$950 per vehicle (max 5 people).

Naukluft Campsite

About 10km southwest of Büllsport, on the D854, is the ornate entrance to the Naukluft Section of the Namib-Naukluft National Park. Through the gates, a road winds up northwest into the Naukluft for about 12km before the MET’s restcamp.

This has no bungalows, but eight beautifully situated camping spots, surrounded by mountains and trees. Only water, firewood and toilets/showers are provided, so bring all your supplies. In busy periods your stay is limited to three nights, and it’s wise to book in advance at the MET in Windhoek.

Rates: N$80 per site for up to eight people. Maximum stay is three nights during busy times. 

	SESRIEM AREA AND SOSSUSVLEI
	



When people speak of visiting the Namib Desert, this is often where they mean. The classic desert scenery around Sesriem and Sossusvlei is the stuff that postcards are made of – enormous apricot dunes with gracefully curving ridges, invariably pictured in the sharp light of dawn with a photogenic gemsbok or feathery acacia adjacent.

Sesriem and Sossusvlei lie on the Tsauchab River, one of two large rivers (the other being the Tsondab, further north) which flow westward into the great dune-field of the central Namib, but never reach the ocean. Both end by forming flat white pans dotted with green trees, surrounded by spectacular dunes – islands of life within a sea of sand.

Getting there
Sesriem is clearly signposted 12km southwest along the D826 from its junction with the C36. The best, easiest, and cheapest way to see the area is with your own car – so the vast majority of visitors drive. There is no public transport, and whilst hitching is possible it is difficult, as there are many possible routes here. (This also makes it easier to get away than it is to arrive.)

There’s also a shuttle bus that links Namib-Naukluft Lodge with Windhoek and Swakopmund. This lodge runs day-trips into Sesriem and Sossusvlei which cost about N$300 per person.

Along similar lines, it’s possible to fly by light aircraft into the Karos Sossusvlei Lodge or Wolwedans Dune Camp, from which there are guided tours around the area – though neither is a cheap option.

Best routes
The quickest route from Windhoek is normally south on the B1, then west on the C47 just after Rehoboth to Rietoog, right on to the D1206 to Büllsport (where the guest farm makes a good overnight stop if you’re just off a plane). Then continue on the D854, almost in the shadow of the Naukluft Mountains, right on to the C36 and then left for 12km to Sesriem. This takes about four and a half hours.

The most spectacular route from Windhoek is via the C26 from Windhoek, then the steep Spreetshoogte pass on the D1275 – which could easily be a six-hour drive. Swartfontein Guest Farm is the obvious stopover en route.

Approaching from Keetmanshoop, taking the main tar road to Maltahöhe is best, followed by the obvious C36, whilst from Lüderitz, Sesriem is really too far for comfort in one day. A stopover would be wise. This approach does allow you to take the D707 and the D826, which can both be slow going, but are certainly amongst the most spectacular roads in the subcontinent – with desert sands to their west, and mountain ranges on the east.

From Swakopmund, it is quickest to drive south to Walvis Bay and then take the C14, via the Kuiseb River’s canyon. Allow at least four hours for this – more if you want to drive leisurely and stop for a picnic.

Rainy season access
For a few days each year, rain causes rivers to wash across certain roads – making them difficult, or impossible, to cross. (See advice on crossing rivers, page 81.)

The D854 is often badly affected, having three or more rivers flowing across it, fed by rains that fall on the Naukluft Mountains. The third of these, nearest Sesriem, usually seems the deepest – though this does depend on where the rain falls in the mountains.

Similarly, the Tsauchab River (which flows through Sesriem Canyon, and on to Sossusvlei) crosses the C36 between its junctions with the D854 and D826. It also crosses the D826 south of Sesriem (but north of the turn-off to Kulala). Both these river crossings look very wide, but are usually shallow and can be crossed with care in a normal 2WD.

If you anticipate problems, then approaching from Maltahöhe, on the C36, is probably the safest route – though it’s a long way around from Windhoek. It is vital to ask reliable local advice before you set off.

What to see and do
Sesriem is the gateway to this part of the park, and the hub of the area. This has the MET office, where everybody stops to buy their entry permits and fill up with fuel and supplies of cold drinks. From here a short road leads left to Sesriem Canyon, and another heads straight on, through a second gate, towards Elim Dune, Sesriem’s small airfield and Sossusvlei. 

Ballooning
Namib Sky Adventure Safaris run early morning ballooning trips over the desert – which are expensive but superb. You start from Karos, Kulala, or Mwisho, before dawn, and are driven to a take-off site, which varies with the winds and conditions.

The crew gradually unfurl the balloon, and inflate it with propane burners. When ready, everybody climbs into the basket, and it is inflated to take off. Gradually, the balloon sails higher over the surrounding dunes and mountains. Floating at wind-speed is travelling in still air – with only the occasional burst of gas interrupting the silence. It’s an eerie experience, and an excellent platform for landscape photography.

Beneath the balloon a support vehicle follows as best it can, carrying a table, chairs and full supplies for a champagne breakfast – which is set up wherever the balloon lands. Eventually, everything is loaded on to the support vehicle and its trailer, and guests are returned to where they started, usually a little before midday. 

Though such a morning’s ballooning costs N$1,090 per person, it is such an unusual and exhilarating experience that it is not only highly recommended, but also (arguably) quite good value.

Sesriem Canyon
About 4km from Sesriem, following the signs left as you enter the gates, is Sesriem Canyon. This is a narrow fissure in the sandstone, 30m deep in places, carved by the Tsauchab River. It was used by the early settlers, who drew water from it by knotting together six lengths of hide rope (called riems). Hence it became known as ses riems.

For most of the year, the river’s bed is marked by pools of blissfully cool water, reached via an easy path of steps cut into the rock. It’s a place to swim and relax – perfect for the heat of the day. It’s also worth following the watercourse 500m up-river from the steps, where you’ll find it before it descends into the canyon. Another great place to bathe.

Beware of flash floods in the canyon itself. Heavy rain in the Naukluft Mountains occasionally causes these, trapping and drowning visitors.

Elim Dune
As you drive towards Sossusvlei, Elim Dune is about 5km from Sesriem, clearly marked on the right, with a shady parking spot beside it. It is the nearest sand-dune to Sesriem, and if you arrive late in the afternoon, then you may, like me, mistake it for a mountain.

From the parking spot you can climb it, though this takes longer than you might expect – allow at least an hour to get to the top. The views over plains towards the Naukluft Mountains on the east, and dune-crests to the west, are remarkable. It is especially worth the long climb at sunset, and conveniently close to the gates at Sesriem.

Sossusvlei area
As of 1997, entry permits for Sossusvlei are limited, to protect the area. Only a certain number of vehicles are allowed to start along the road during each of three periods in each day. The first is from sunrise, the second in the middle of the day, and the third in the afternoon. These are best reserved in advance, at the MET in Windhoek, though can be bought here if there are any left. Until 1998, the number of visitors arriving rarely exceeded the quota, but this may change as the area receives more visitors.

The road from Sesriem to Sossusvlei
After paying for your permit, continue southwest past Sesriem. The road is soon confined into a corridor, huge dunes on either side. Gradually, this narrows, becoming a few kilometres wide. This unique parting of the southern Namib’s great sand-sea has probably been maintained over the millennia by the action of the Tsauchab River and the wind.

About 24km after leaving Sesriem, you cross the Tsauchab River. Although this seldom flows, note the green camel thorn, Acacia erioloba, which thrives here, clearly indicating permanent underground water.

Continuing westwards, the present course of the river is easy to spot parallel with the road. Look around for the many dead acacia trees that mark old courses of the river, now dried up. Some of these have been dated at over 500 years old. 

Note that this road has always been fine, white gravel: photogenic, but very dusty (and easily driven in a normal 2WD car). Sadly, the dust from vehicles is thought to be harming the acacias, and other wildlife, so there are plans to tar the road in late 1998.

Along this final stretch of road are a few side-tracks leading to the feet of some of the dunes, numbered according to their distance along the road from the office. Dune 45, on the south side, is particularly photogenic. About 36km after crossing the Tsauchab, this road ends at the 2WD parking area.

2WD parking area
Here low sand-dunes apparently form a final barrier to the progress of the river or the road. There is a large group of acacias, which shade a couple of picnic tables. Nearby are a few toilets of dubious cleanliness.

This is as far as you can go with a normal car. To drive into Sossusvlei requires a high-clearance 4WD, and at least some idea of sand driving (see page 80). 2WD vehicles ignoring this advice are frequently found stuck just beyond here.

Without a 4WD, you can leave your car here and walk into the pans beyond. The first pan is only about 500m over the sand bar, though it’ll take an hour or more to walk to the farthest pan, Sossusvlei itself.

Hidden Vlei
On the left of the 2WD parking area, you’ll see signs to Hidden Vlei – which is reached by climbing over the dunes. Like Dead Vlei, here you’ll find old, dead acacia trees, which were deprived of water when the river changed course, but still stand to tell the tale.

Dead Vlei
The 4WD track is clearly marked and if you are driving then you should not leave this. It will lead you first through the large main pan, keeping over to the left side, where you’ll pass the parking area for Dead Vlei. Like Hidden Vlei, but perhaps more accessible, Dead Vlei is an old pan with merely the skeletons of trees left – some over 500 years old. Many consider it to be more starkly beautiful than Sossusvlei.

Sossusvlei and Nara Vlei
After about 4–5km the 4WD track bends round to the right, and ends in front of Sossusvlei. This is as far as the pans extend. Beyond here, only tall sand-dunes separate you from the Atlantic Ocean. 

Most years, the ground here is a flat silvery-white pan of fine mud that has dried into a crazy-paving pattern. Upon this are huge sand mounds collected by nara bushes, and periodic feathery camel thorn trees, Acacia erioloba, drooping gracefully. All around the sinuous shapes of the Namib’s (and some claims the world’s) largest sand-dunes stretch up to 300m high. It’s a stunning, surreal environment.

Perhaps once every decade, Namibia receives really torrential rain. Storms deluge the Naukluft’s ravines and the Tsauchab sweeps out towards the Atlantic in a flash flood, surging into the desert and pausing only briefly to fill its canyon.

Floods so powerful are rare, and Sossusvlei can fill overnight. Though the Tsauchab will subside quickly, the vlei remains full. Miraculous lilies emerge to bloom, and the bright yellow devil thorn flowers (Tribulus species) carpet the water’s edge. Surreal scenes reflect in the lake, as dragonflies hover above its polished surface. Birds arrive and luxuriant growth flourishes, making the most of this ephemeral treat.

These waters recede from most of the pan rapidly, concentrating in Sossusvlei, where they can remain for months. Whilst they are there, the area’s birdlife changes radically, as waterbirds and waders will often arrive, along with opportunist insectivores. Meanwhile, less than a kilometre east, over a dune, the main pan is dry as dust, and looks as if it hasn’t seen water in decades.

Where to stay
There are only a few possibilities if you want to stay near to Sesriem. Either camp there, or stay at the Karos or Kulala Lodges, or the new Wilderness Camp. Karos and Kulala are not cheap (except perhaps when compared with the Wilderness Camp).

However, anywhere in the Naukluft, Solitaire or even northern NamibRand also makes a practical base for visits here, provided that you don’t insist on being at Sesriem for sunrise. As tourism to this corner of the desert increases, brighter visitors are starting to move away from the busy Sesriem and Sossusvlei area, to find superb desert experiences in the private areas of desert that lie to the north and south – like Wolwedans and Die Duine. For the present, however, this remains an area where you must book well in advance to have any hope of finding good accommodation when you arrive.

Karos Sossusvlei Lodge (45 twin tents) PO Box 6900, Windhoek

Situated at Sesriem, immediately on the right of the national park entrance, Karos has the most convenient possible location for anyone wanting to drive to Sossusvlei at first light, or leave the park as late in the day as possible. When built it caused quite a stir: a large luxury lodge so close to the restcamp and park. However, now it is accepted as part of the scenery, into which it blends surprisingly well.

Its construction is an innovative mix of materials and colours: concrete, ironwork, canvas and leather; reds, apricots, greens and whites. The ‘tents’ are elaborate, permanent constructions and each has an en-suite bathroom (with shower, toilet and wash-basin) built as part of the solid base, which supports the canvas walls of the bedrooms. Inside is luxurious and spacious, with adjoining large single beds, bed-side tables, lamps, easy chairs, a dressing table, etc – so banish any thoughts of camping when you read of ‘tents’ here.

The lodge’s bar is popular with campers as well as guests, and its restaurant is good, serving help-yourself breakfasts and light, modern à la carte lunches. Dinner is buffet-style, with various meats (often including unusual game) cooked to order. The surreal swimming pool faces the desert and feels sublime after a dusty day in the dunes.

Karos’s atmosphere is that of a hotel, as you will be left to organise yourself, though morning and afternoon trips are available into the park using the nearby Namib-Pappot Safari Company.

Note that one of the managers, Steve, is a keen astronomer, and looks after a 10" computer-controlled, light refraction telescope. If Steve is around then this can be linked to a PC, pinpoint any one of 281,000 objects in the night sky, including such southern-hemisphere ‘specials’ as Omega Centaurus and The Jewel Box, and even be programmed to track (or ‘slew’ in the jargon of astronomy) them. The sky at Sesriem is clear for about 300 days per year, and there is virtually no pollution. If Steve isn’t around the telescope will stay locked away – instead climb the central water tower to see the stars at their best. (Clouds or rain are a cause for celebration here; so don’t expect sympathy if you can’t see any stars.)

Karos Lodge is not cheap, but is very comfortable and perfect for early starts into the Sossusvlei area of the national park.

Rates: N$620 single, N$445 per person sharing, for dinner, bed and breakfast.

Kulala Desert Lodge (12 twin chalets) 

Opened in 1996, Kulala is signposted off the D826 some 15km south of Sesriem (but north of the junction with the D845). The lodge is then about 14km from the road. Overlooking the national park from the southern banks of the Tsauchab River, Kulala is easily the closest lodge to Sossusvlei. However, its access to the vlei remains limited to the D826, and the park entrance at Sesriem, thus the Sesriem campsite and Karos are effectively a shorter drive from the vlei.

Inside, Kulala's ethnic decor owes much to André and Coralee Louw – owners and designers of Villa Verdi, in Windhoek – whilst its cool clay construction drew inspiration from North African designs. The chalets, or ‘kulalas’, are large tents built on wooden platforms overlooking the riverbed, topped with thatched roofs. Each incorporates an en-suite clay bathroom, complete with shower and toilet. Outdoors enthusiasts can put their mattresses on the roof, and sleep in the open – a fun option (though chilly in winter).

Sandwiched between the national park to the northwest, and the private NamibRand Nature Reserve to the south, Kulala has 32,000ha of its own land on which it operates balloon safaris and nature drives.

The balloon safaris, organised by Eric and Nancy Hesemans, who started Namibia’s first ballooning at Mwisho, begin at first light, before the heat of the sun stirs powerful thermals over the desert. They end some 60–90 minutes later with a champagne breakfast served wherever you land. In between, you float serenely above a rolling vision of mountains, plains and iridescent sand-dunes, observing the silent dawn as it rises over one of the earth’s most beautiful landscapes. A wondrous experience – even at a cost of N$1,050 per person.

Morning drives into Sossusvlei (with the lodge’s own guides) are N$250 per person, including drinks and park entrance fees. Shorter evening drives (lasting from about 16.00–19.00, take a closer look at some of the smaller fauna and flora in the desert and cost N$150 per person, including sundowner drinks and a spotlit night-drive on the way back to the lodge. Alternatively, many guests drive themselves around the area using Kulala as merely a stylish base.

Rates: US$120 single, US$90 per person sharing, for dinner, bed and breakfast.

Sesriem campsite

In 1989, Sesriem campsite had just ten pitches, and was the only place in the area. Each was shaded by an old camel thorn tree, which boasted a tap sprouting beside its trunk, and was protected by a low, circular wall. It was stunning.

Times have changed. Now there are 18 pitches, an overflow field (on the left) which is often busy, and two ablution blocks. But it’s still a marvellous place to camp, especially if you get one of the original pitches, on the edge of the campground. Fuel and wood are normally available at the MET office, as are a few simple foodstuffs – though it’s better to bring food with you. The neighbouring Karos Lodge welcomes campers to dinner, provided they book a table before midday, and don’t become rowdy.

To guarantee camping space, especially in the high season, you must book at the MET in Windhoek, before arriving. Gates only open between sunrise and sunset, and entry to the road into the vlei is strictly controlled (see page 221). 

Rates: N$130 per pitch per night, for up to 8 people, plus national park fees.

Wilderness Sossusvlei Camp (9 twin rooms) PO Box 6850, Windhoek

This swish new lodge opened in mid-1998, catering to upmarket fly-in safaris using its own landing strip. For those driving, it is about 30km from Sesriem on the 7,000ha farm named Witwater. Its entrance is on the west of the C36, just north of its junction with the D845.

The camp has nine thatched guestrooms, which have been built from rock and timber. Each has an en-suite bathroom with shower and its own private wooden deck and small plunge pool. All are recessed into a low kopje, around which desert plains fade into mountains and distant dunes. 

There’s a central lounge, dining room and bar that is linked to all the tents by raised wooden walkways. If cost is no object, then this camp promises to be excellent and one of the most stylish in the area. 

Rates: US$330 single, US$240 per person sharing, including guided activities.

Nubib Adventures Lodge (camping, dorm beds, and 5 rooms) PO Box 186, Maltahöhe

Though 80km south of Sesriem, on the D826, and past the NamibRand Reserve, this small lodge is best considered as a desert destination, so is included here. It was founded and is run by the enthusiastic Beandré and Gideon Davids (known as Sakki and Boesman), who have lived here on the Nubib farm since 1991.

They set up the lodge to attract backpackers and, especially, enthusiastic walkers who want to see more of the area than just Sesriem and Sossusvlei. There is a campsite near the road, with showers and flush toilets, and five further bush camping sites, deeper into the mountains, with just water and long-drop toilets. There’s also a ‘youth hostel’, with dorm beds, a cottage with five rooms (sharing a couple of bathrooms), a shop for drinks, food and essentials, and a bar.

Unguided hikes are possible in the Nubib Mountains from here, and Boesman and Sakki offer a guided service for up to three days of hiking, with options for rough camping overnight. One of their more demanding jaunts is a full-day dawn-to-dusk hike starting from Sossusvlei (reached by 4WD), and going into the dune-sea and back again. Astronomers might note that Sakki has a 4.5" reflector telescope and will guide you around the clear desert sky, as Boesman will around the mountains.

Rates: N$20 camping, N$30 dorm bed, N$100 bed & breakfast in the farmhouse.

	SOLITAIRE AREA
	



North of the Sesriem area, the C36 leads into the equally beautiful C13 road, often with dunes on one side and mountains on the other. These are the main routes from Sesriem to Swakopmund, and so are relatively busy (typically a few cars per hour).

Solitaire
Solitaire is a large dot on the MET’s map, but a small place. It is just a few buildings, run by the helpful, if idiosyncratic, Pete; but is so atmospheric, typifying a middle-of-nowhere stop in the desert, that it’s been the location for several film and advert scenes.

There is a fuel station here that used to be very useful – though its fuel supplies have been erratic recently. It is still the best place for miles to have punctures mended. The shop behind the garage opens all hours, selling quite a wide range of supplies (the best around, but that’s no great praise). Fresh bread is baked on the premises, and most people stop for a drink and a snack. The storeroom at the back has a surprising range of wine. If desperate, you can even find a place to pitch a tent here, or some floor-space for the night.

Where to stay
Around Solitaire are several good places to stay whilst visiting the desert. The Namib-Naukluft Lodge, Namib Restcamp and Weltevrede are mainly bases from which to explore the Sesriem area, whilst Rooisand and Swartfontein have spectacular mountainous scenery of their own worth seeing, and are useful stop-overs on the way to/from Sesriem.

Namib-Naukluft Lodge (14 rooms) African Extravaganza, PO Box 22028, Windhoek

On the C36, south of Solitaire and just a few kilometres from the Namib Restcamp, the Namib-Naukluft Lodge is outwardly uninspiring, despite being designed by a well-known Namibian architect. However, it is plush inside, and if you are looking for ‘normal’ rooms, rather than trendy tents, perhaps this is the place for you. 

Its modern rooms are built in line. Through sliding glass doors, leading on to a veranda, they face a huge desert plain. Each has adjacent twin beds, en-suite toilet and (powerful) shower. By reception is a large lounge-bar and a dining room, though meals are often eaten on the veranda facing the desert.

Behind the lodge, in the shade of a large kopje, is a braai area for moonlit dining, while at the far end of the row of rooms is a small (popular) swimming pool and a shaded area for relaxing. If you don’t have a car whilst here, you can take short walks on the lodge’s own land, and reserve a seat on their daily 4WD trips into Sossusvlei (N$250 per person).

The lodge is owned by a large company, African Extravaganza, and thus conveniently links up with a shuttle-service to/from Windhoek and Swakopmund (see page 108). This departs from both towns at 14.00 (13.00 June–Sept), arriving at the lodge just before sunset.

Rates: N$500 single, N$400 per person sharing, includes full board and sundowner drive.

Namib Restcamp (12 twin and 4 family bungalows) PO Box 1075, Swakopmund

The Namib Restcamp has been open for nine years, and is situated on the 17,000ha farm, Dieprivier. It is about 27km from Solitaire on the C36, and 60km north of Sesriem. This farm was one of the area’s first places to take visitors, and it is still run by Jannie and Gerda von Wielligh and their family. Its other residents include cattle, sheep, goats, ostrich, gemsbok and the odd meerkat.

Accommodation is in simple bungalows, with en-suite showers and toilets – basic but adequate. The swimming pool here is relatively new, as is the shaded area for pool-side buffets. Namib Rest Camp is primarily a base for making your own excursions around the area, though they do run their own excellent trips.

These normally visit their own range of petrified dunes – which make a stunning backdrop to the camp. Here the landscape has been eroded by the Diep River, revealing the fossilised sand-dunes that underpin this part of the Namib. It is a fascinating area, and these trips usually continue on to the main dune-sea, before returning to camp just after sunset.

Rates: N$360 single, N$320 per person sharing, includes full board.

Weltevrede Restcamp (8 double rooms and campsite) P Bag X1009, Maltahöhe; tel: 06638 3221

Signposted off the east side of the C14, Weltevrede is about a 47km drive from Sesriem and just south of the Namib Restcamp, 37km from Solitaire. It has been open for three years, but retains the air of a small, friendly farm.

Next to the farm’s main buildings are six square purpose-built bungalows. These are sparsely furnished, but clean and spacious with en-suite bathrooms. Adjacent is a converted farmhouse with a couple more rooms, and a basic kitchen retaining a small stock of crockery – ideal if you bring your own food and want to self-cater. This building is older, with thicker walls, so the rooms here tend to be cooler.

Weltevrede also has four pitches for tents, under shady trees, which have water but no electricity. These have showers and toilets for men and women, and are best booked in advance. For campers or farm guests, there’s a reservoir nearby (round tank used water storage) that can be used for swimming. This is more of a farm than a lodge for visitors.

Between April and August, Weltevrede runs several scheduled special photographers’ trips, for black-and-white photography, with a dark room on site.

Rates: N$260 single, N$210 per person sharing, including dinner, bed and breakfast.

Rooisand Guest Farm (5 rooms) PO Box 2106, Windhoek

Rooisand is situated at the foot of the Gamsberg Pass on the C26 – about 30km from the junction of the C14 and C26. Rolf Heinrich runs this traditional guest farm, which makes a good base for hiking around Gamsberg’s mountains. All five rooms have air-conditioning; other luxuries include satellite TV and a large farm swimming pool.

There are bushman paintings on various rocks around Rooisand, as well as an old Schutztruppe camp, and a quarry that occasionally throws up some interesting semi-precious stones. As a special excursion, you can be taken to the Kuiseb canyon, to where Hermann Korn and Henno Martin (author of The Sheltering Desert, see Further Reading) hid for years during World War II.

Rates: N$412 single, N$370 sharing, including all meals.

Swartfontein Guest Farm (5 rooms) PO Box 20113, Windhoek

Run by Silvia and Roberto Scarafia, Swartfontein is at the top of the steep Spreetshoogte Pass, off the D1261, north of the D1274, and south of the D1275. It is conveniently located about mid-way on a scenic route between Windhoek and Sesriem (C26-D1265-D1261-D1273-C36-D826).

The elegant farmhouse has Italian furnishings, the odd antique painting, comfortable sofas and an interesting collection of Africana. It is a small guest farm with Italian owners, and you can expect well-kept rooms with good en-suite facilities and excellent food: the bread, pasta and ice cream are home-made. It’s very comfortable. What is more, the vistas from the nearby Spreetshoogte Pass, particularly at sunrise and sunset, are spectacular.

Swartfontein covers about 80km² of rolling mountains, with game and no domestic stock. They offer early morning birding walks, day and night game drives and private flights (if booked in advance). If you’re staying for a while then they will also arrange trips to the Naukluft Mountains and even Sossusvlei. This excellent guest farm deserves to be better known.

Rates: N$400 single, N$340 sharing, including all meals.

Rostock Ritz (22 rooms) PO Box 536, Swakopmund

Run by Kücki, of Kücki’s pub in Swakopmund, this new lodge will be about 5km off the C14, a few minutes’ drive south of the C26. It is due for opening in late ’98, as this book goes to press, and promises ‘igloo-like shapes aesthetically integrated with the natural surroundings’. Reports on a postcard please...

Rates: around N$240–280 per person sharing, including breakfast.

	THE PARK’S NORTHERN SECTION
	



Between the normally dry beds of the Swakop and Kuiseb Rivers, the desert is largely rock and stone. Though the area has few classic desert scenes of shifting dunes, the landscapes are still striking and certainly no less memorable. They range from the deeply incised canyons of the Swakop river valley to the open plains around Ganab, flat and featureless but for the occasional isolated inselberg.

When to visit
The best time to visit this section of the park is towards the end of the rains, when the vegetation is at its best and, if you are lucky, you’ll find scattered herds of gemsbok, springbok and zebra. During this time the best sites to go to are the more open ones, like Ganab, on the plains.

For the rest of the year it is still spectacular, but you’ll find fewer animals around. Then perhaps it's better to visit Homeb, or one of the inselbergs, as the flora and fauna there remain a little more constant than those on the plains – not shrivelling up so much in the dryness of winter.

Getting organised
To venture off the main roads in this area (that is anywhere except the C14, C28, D1982 and D198), you need a permit from the MET. These cost N$80 per site per night, plus park fees. They are easily obtained from the MET in Windhoek; the park office at Sesriem; Swakopmund’s Namib i information centre or the Hans Kries Service Station on Kaiser Wilhelm Street; or in Walvis Bay from Suidwes Diensstasie (13th Road and 10th Street/Nangolo Mbumba Drive) or CWB Service Station at 124 Sam Nujoma Avenue. These permits allow you to venture on to the park’s smaller roads and to camp in any of the area’s sites. Most of the roads are navigable by 2WD, while only a few around Gemsbokwater and Groot Tinkas are classed as 4WD.

Even these are probably negotiable with a high-clearance 2WD and a skilled driver, though you'd be waiting a very long time indeed for anyone to pass by if you became stuck.

To spend a night or two camping here – which is the only way do this part of the desert justice – you must be fully independent in terms of fuel, food, water and firewood, if you use any. 

Where to camp
Bloedkoppie (or Blutkopje) Literally blood hill, for its colour in the red light of sunset, this large, smooth granite inselberg rises out of the Tinkas Flats, near the Swakop River. It can provide some challenging scrambles if the heat has not drained your energies. Be careful not to approach any birds' nests, as some of the raptors in the park are very sensitive to disturbances. They may even abandon them if you go too close. Look out for the temporary pools after the rains, filled with life.

Ganab Immediately next to a dry watercourse, which winds like a thin green snake through the middle of a large gravel plain, this open site has a wind-powered water pump nearby. Around March, if the rains have been good, then it can be an excellent spot for herds of springbok and gemsbok – and you can see for miles.

Groot Tinkas Hidden away in a valley amidst a maze of small kopjes, there is a small dam with sheer walls of rock and some fairly challenging rough driving too. Look out for frogs in the pool, and turn over a few stones to find scorpions and their harmless mimics, pseudo-scorpions.

Homeb This excellent site is in the Kuiseb River valley where the perennial vegetation includes camel thorn (Acacia erioloba), false ebony (Euclea pseudebenus), wild tamarisk (Tamarix usneoides), and several species of wild figs. The Kuiseb forms the northern boundary of the great southern dune-field, so observe the dunes on the south side of the river as they creep northwards. Soon you realise that it’s only the periodic floods of the river which prevent the park to the north from being covered in shifting sands.

Homeb’s well-placed location leaves you with the opportunity to cross the river-bed and climb amongst the dunes, as well as to explore the river valley itself. The proximity of three different environments is why Namibia’s Desert Research Centre is located at Gobabeb, on the Kuiseb to the west of Homeb. 

Kriess-se-Rus Again found in a dry riverbed, Kriess-se-Rus lies just below a bank of exposed schist – with the layers of rock clearly seen, providing an interesting contrast to the flat calcrete plains nearby. Around you’ll find quivertrees (Aloe dichotoma), many camel thorns, and some Euphorbia and Commiphora bushes.

Kuiseb Bridge Just off the main C14 route, west of the Gamsberg Pass, the river is said to have less underground water stored here than further down its course, though it is more prone to flash floods. This can be very bare during the dry season, but is really pleasant after the rains. Make it your lunchtime picnic stop if you are travelling between the Swakopmund and Sesriem areas (take your rubbish away with you).

Mirabib Yet another great grey inselberg, but one that is even quieter than the others. It has great views from the top. Around it, where any rainwater runs off, are small trees and bushes. There are always a few lizards to be found around here, and even the odd snake. 

Swakop River Being also beacon number 10 on the Welwitschia drive (see below) means that this beautiful dry river-bed can get rather busy at times with day-trippers from Swakopmund.

Vogelfederberg This rounded granite outcrop is the closest of the sites to the ocean, and as such it gets more moisture from the fog than the others. Its gentle shape helps form a number of fascinating temporary pools. Polaroid glasses will help you to see past the reflections and into these pools; if you've a pair, take them.

Welwitschia Drive
In the northern corner of the Namib-Naukluft National Park, the Welwitschia Drive is perhaps best treated as a short excursion from Swakopmund. Don’t forget to get a permit first.

This is a route through the desert along which are thirteen numbered stone beacons at points of particular interest. It takes about four hours to drive, stopping at each place to get out and explore, and culminates at one of the country's largest, and hence oldest, Welwitschia plants.

An excellent, detailed booklet – well worth getting – is available from the MET to cover this route. However as it is often difficult to obtain here's a brief outline of the different points of interest at the beacons:

1. Lichen field Look carefully at the ground to see these small ‘plants’, which are in fact the result of a symbiotic relationship (ie: a mutually beneficial relationship between two organisms, each depending on the other for its survival) between an alga, producing food by photosynthesis, and a fungus, providing a physical structure. If you look closely, you'll see many different types of lichen. Some are thought to be hundreds of years old, and all are exceedingly fragile and vulnerable.

2. Drought-resistant bushes Two types of bush found all over the Namib are the dollar bush, so called because its leaves are the size of a dollar coin, and the ink bush. Both can survive without rain for years.

3. Tracks of ox-wagons Although made decades ago, these are still visible here, showing clearly the damage that can so easily be done to the lichen fields by driving over them.

4. The moonscape This is an unusual and spectacular view, usually called the moonscape, looking over a landscape formed by the valleys of the Swakop river. It is best seen in the slanting light of early morning or late afternoon.

5. More lichen fields These remarkable plants can extract all their moisture requirements from the air. To simulate the dramatic effect that a morning fog can have, simply sprinkle a little water on one and watch carefully for a few minutes.

6. This is another impressive view of the endless moonscape.

7. Old South African camp This is the site of an old military camp, occupied for just a few days during World War I.

8. Turn left at this marker to visit the next few beacons.

9. A dolerite dyke These dark strips of rock, which are a common feature of this part of the Namib, were formed when molten lava welled up through cracks in the existing grey granite. After cooling it formed dark, hard bands of rock which resisted erosion more than the granite – and thus has formed the spine of many ridges in the area.

10. The Swakop river valley Picnicking in the riverbed, with a profusion of tall trees around, you might find it difficult to believe that you are in a desert. It could be said that you're not – after all, this rich vegetation is not made up of desert adapted species. It includes wild tamarisk (Tamarix usurious), and anaboom (Acacia albida), better known for its occurrence in the humid Zambezi valley almost 1,000 miles east – sustained by underground water percolating through the sands beneath your feet.

11. Welwitschia Flats This barren, open expanse of gravel and sand is home to the Namib's most celebrated plant, the endemic Welwitschia mirabilis. These plants are found only in the Namib, and at just a few locations which suit their highly adapted biology.

12. The big Welwitschia This beacon marks the end of the trail, and one of the largest Welwitschia mirabilis known – estimated at over 1,500 years old.

13. Old mine workings On the way back to Swakopmund, continue straight past beacon 8, without turning right. Where the road joins route C28 to Swakopmund, marked by this final beacon, is one of the desert's old mine workings. In the 1950s iron ore was mined by hand here. Now it is just another reminder of the park's chequered past.
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Despite Windhoek's dominance of the country's central region, remember that it only occupies a small area. The city doesn't sprawl for miles. Drive just 10km from the centre and you will be on an open highway, whichever direction you choose.

This chapter concentrates on that central swathe of Namibia, from the border with Botswana, to the edges of the Namib-Naukluft National Park. The recent completion of the trans-Kalahari Highway means that you can drive directly from Walvis Bay right across this region to South Africa’s northern heartland, without leaving tarmac. In time, this may have a major impact on the area.

Whilst Windhoek, in the country’s centre, merits its own Chapter 10, the other towns and places of interest in this region are arranged below, roughly from east to west.

	GOBABIS 
	



This busy town, standing at the centre of an important cattle farming area on the western edges of the Kalahari, forms Namibia's gateway into Botswana via the Buitepos border post, about 120km east. It's an ideal place to use the banks, fill up with fuel or get supplies before heading east towards Ghanzi, where most goods aren't so easily available. However, it’s less interesting to stop in.

Where to stay and eat
For snacks during the day there is a pleasant little café, complete with menu in German, at the back of the general store – just to the right of the Municipal Offices on the main street. If you want to stay in the area for a few days, then consider Arnhem Restcamp, or the excellent Eningu Clayhouse Lodge, just west of here, near Dordabis. However, if you need to be nearer town, then there are three possibilities:

Central Hotel (15 rooms) PO Box 233

This old town hotel on Heroes’ Lane has basic en-suite rooms, and a small breakfast/dining room and bar.

Rates: N$150 single, N$120 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Gobabis Hotel (17 rooms) PO Box 924

Pretty similar to the Central Hotel, the Gobabis is on Mark Street and boasts a small central plunge-pool. Its equally lack-lustre rooms have Mnet TV – useful if you wish to forget where you are. The bar is reputed to be the highpoint of the local social scene.

Rates: N$150 single, N$120 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Doll’s House Hotel (6 rooms and camping) PO Box 13, Witvlei

Run by the same people as the Makalani Hotel in Tsumeb, it’s small, clean and efficient, though only two rooms have en-suite facilities and the rest share. With food always available, this makes a good stop for a night’s sleep if you’re rushing across the Botswana border.

Rates: from N$100 single, N$70 per person sharing, including breakfast. Camping N$20 per person.

Getting there
By car
The main tar road, west to Windhoek and east into Botswana, is part of the trans-Kalahari route designed to link Walvis Bay with South Africa’s Gauteng Province (the area around Johannesburg and Pretoria). This means that shipments from Europe or the USA can be sent via Walvis Bay, and trucked across this road to Gauteng – which should be far faster than shipping them to Durban, and moving them by road from there. 

Whilst certainly helping Gauteng’s economy, its benefit for Namibia or the Kalahari is less obvious. It is expected to herald an increase in traffic on this route over the next few years.

By coach
Intercape Mainliner run a good service linking Windhoek and Jo’burg, which stops at Gobabis, at the Gobabis Hotel, at 08.00 on Sunday, Tuesday and Friday heading east, and then at 09.15 on Monday, Wednesday and Saturday heading to Windhoek. It costs N$240 to Jo’burg, N$80 to Windhoek, and must be booked in advance. Contact Boekhou & Sekretariële, tel: 061 562470, in Gobabis to book, and see Chapter 9, page 103 for more details.

By train
Gobabis is linked to Windhoek by a train service, which arrives from there around 05.43 on Monday, Wednesday and Friday, and departs again at 21.00 on the same days. It is very slow, taking almost 8 hours to get to Windhoek. See Chapter 9, page 100, for details, or call the TransNamib in Gobabis on tel: 061 562416.

Getting organised
The main banks are all here, Bank of Windhoek and First National are both on Church Street, whilst Standard Bank is on Heroes’ Lane. As you drive around the small centre, Gobabis will strike you as a prosperous community, with many small, busy shops and businesses. This means that it’s a good place to stop for last-minute supplies if you are on the way to Botswana.

Several 24-hour fuel stations line the main road through, and garages include the useful Gobabis Toyota on Heroes’ Lane and Motorama for Volkswagen on Church Street.

There’s a small, new information centre in town, called the Eastern Tourism Forum, though at time of press its permanent location was uncertain. It can probably be reached on tel: 061 562551; fax: 061 563012.

In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 061 10111, whilst the ambulance and hospital are on 061 562275, and the fire service on 061 566666. If you can’t get through anywhere else, then try 061 1199 as an emergency number of last resort.

Crossing the border into Botswana
The Buitepos border opens 07.00–17.00 and is suitable for 2WD vehicles. There’s little on the other side apart from a border post until you reach the small Kalahari cattle-farming town of Ghanzi. 

Hitching
Gobabis is probably best place for hitching from Namibia into Botswana, as many trucks pass this way. Don’t accept anything that will stop short of the border at Buitepos, and do carry plenty of food and water.

	DORDABIS AND ENVIRONS
	



The small town of Dordabis, at the end of the tarred C23, is closer to Windhoek than Gobabis. There’s a police station and petrol station here, and a small township just outside the centre, all in a beautiful valley covered with tall acacia trees, between rounded, bush-covered hills.

In recent years the area has attracted attention as the base for several artists and craftspeople, especially weavers. Dorka Teppiche, situated on the farm Peperkorrel 294 (PO Box 9976, Dordabis; tel: 061 573581; fax: 061 229189) welcomes visitors, and here you can see how the textiles are woven, as well as buy the results.

Most of the guest farms in the area around Dordabis and Gobabis promote hunting rather than just watching game, though there are two excellent exceptions. Both are unusual, and worth a visit:

Eningu Clayhouse Lodge (5 twin rooms) PO Box 9531, Windhoek

Just an hour’s drive (65km) south of the international airport, Eningu is surrounded by bush-covered dunes on the fringes of the Kalahari. Expect lots of masked weaverbirds in hanging nests, rounded eroded hills ... and perhaps a little Kalahari sand when the grass dies down. It is one of Namibia’s most original small lodges, winning the country’s ‘Best Lodge’ award in 1997.

Each of its large, spacious rooms has stylish wooden furniture and two single beds with mosquito nets. Rugs cover parts of the painted, polished floors and the en-suite bathrooms have showers rather than baths. Outside each is a veranda on which to relax, with a few chairs.

Eningu is consciously arty – though in a relaxed way without being pretentious. Its design seems to owe as much to New Mexico as Africa, and the work of many artists can be seen here, including that of the owner’s mother, a well-known sculptress.

Activities include archery, volleyball and badminton, though relaxing in the hammocks amongst the banana trees (or the swimming pool and whirlpool-jacuzzi) is also popular. If you stay for more than one night, then you may also do trips to a local sculpture studio, a local leatherworking shop and craft centre, or even Arnhem Cave. This is a super, offbeat lodge, perfect for a first/last night in Namibia (if you’re flying in/out).

Rates: N$400 single, N$340 sharing, includes full board and guided tour.

Arnhem Cave and Restcamp (5 rooms and camping) PO Box 11354, Windhoek

Arnhem is signposted from the D1808, about 4km south of its junction with the D1506. From the airport take the B6-C51-D1506-D1808; from Gobabis turn left at Witvlei on to the D1800-D1808.

The main attraction here is a cave system. It’s claimed to be the longest in Namibia and the sixth longest so far discovered in Africa, with about 4,500m of passages. It’s thought to have been a home for bats for around 9,500 years, and still probably contains about 15,000 tons of bat guano, despite it being mined on and off for the last 70 years. Six species of bat have been identified here, including the giant leaf-nosed bat – the world’s largest insectivorous bat. There are also shrews, spiders, beetles, water-shrimps and various invertebrates, some of which are endemic to the cave. 

Though very dusty, and not at all fun for claustrophobics, there’s a marked trail through the cave and visitors are advised to dress in old clothes and bring torches (which can be hired for N$8 each).

The small restcamp here has good purpose-built thatched four-bed chalets (with fridges) as well as grassy camping sites and a swimming pool. Wood is for sale, and braai facilities are provided, but meals should be booked in advance.

Rates: N$180 per 4-bed chalet, N$25 per person camping.

	REHOBOTH
	



Just north of the Tropic of Capricorn and 87km south of Windhoek, Rehoboth is the centre of the country's Baster community (see People and Culture), which is quite different from any of Namibia’s other ethnic groups, and jealously guards its remaining autonomy. However, there are few reasons to stop here, other than the museum, so most people just pass on through.

Where to stay
There are two hotels in town, the Rio Monte (PO Box 3257; tel: 0627 522572), and the Suidwes Hotel (PO Box 3300, tel: 0627 522238). Both are in the centre of town, just to the east of the main road, and appear as if they rent their rooms by the hour or the night. Neither is recommended unless you’re desperate, though both are very cheap. Better options are:

Reho Spa

Run by the MET, this small restcamp is built around hot-water springs and clearly signposted on the southwest side of town. There's a memorable jacuzzi of thermal spring water the size of a swimming pool as well as an outdoor pool and some good bungalow accommodation. The place can be marvellously empty if you avoid the weekends and holidays. All the bungalows here have a fridge, cooker, wash basin, toilet, and bath or shower, and campsites are available.

Rates: N$170 for a 4-bed bungalows, N$190 for 5-bed, and N$250 for 6-bed. Camping is N$80 per site, for a maximum of eight people, two vehicles and one caravan or tent. 

Oanab Lake Resort (camping only) PO Box 3381, Rehoboth

Signposted a few kilometres to the west of Rehoboth, the dam here was completed in 1990 making it one of the country's newest. There is a display at the lookout point showing ‘before’ and ‘after’ photos of the dam's construction, as well as some of the technical drawings used. It's an amazing thought that such a small body of water as this is has a catchment area of about 2,700km².

There is a simple campsite here, with bar and restaurant, and the resort is used mainly as a weekend escape for city-dwellers, who indulge in watersports. Water-skiing, aqua-biking and more are available on the water, and there are short walking trails and bridle paths (horses available) around the lake.

There is a small entrance fee, currently N$10 per person, and a similar charge for camping. Facilities are improving, so these prices are likely to rise.

Getting there
Most visitors just slow down as they drive through on the main road, but you can also arrive by train or coach. Note that long-distance coaches won’t pre-book the short Windhoek-Rehoboth legs, but you may be able to board on a stand-by basis. Perhaps this explains the relative prevalence of hitchhikers around Rehoboth. 

By coach
Intercape Mainliner’s services from Windhoek to South Africa stop here, at the Echo service station, at 18.45 on Sun, Mon, Wed and Fri, then from South Africa to Windhoek (stand-by only) at 05.00 on Mon, Wed, Fri and Sun. These cost around N$305 to Cape Town and N$25 from Windhoek. See Chapter 9, page 103, for more details.

By train
Trains depart from Rehoboth for Windhoek at 03.45 daily, except Sunday, and for Keetmanshoop at 21.31 daily except Saturday. They are very slow – see Chapter 9, page 100, for details.

Getting organised
Though there’s less choice here than in Windhoek, Rehoboth has a couple of shops, including a Spar, the marvellously-named Pick-Mor Bazaar, a First National Bank in the Rekor Business Centre, and several casinos and night clubs – none very exclusive. Most visitors find Windhoek a better place to shop. If you’re low on fuel then there are a couple of 24-hour petrol stations on the road through the town.

In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 0627 10111 or 523223, whilst the ambulance is on 0627 523811 or 522006 after hours, the hospital on 0627 22006/7 or 524502, and the fire service on 0627 522091, 522532 or 522950.

What to see and do
Rehoboth’s only real attraction for visitors is its small museum, just behind the post office. It's small, but has an excellent section on bank notes, as well as good local history exhibits on the origins of the Baster community, and the flora and fauna in the surrounding area.

If you’re heading towards Sesriem, then note that south of Klein Aub (on the C47 southwest of Rehoboth) is a road sign showing a cup and saucer, 1km off the road. This is Connie’s Restaurant, which serves excellent coffee, biscuits and light snacks.

	OKAHANDJA
	



This small town is 71km north of Windhoek. It has some good shops, a couple of banks, 24-hour fuel, two of the country’s best open markets for curios, an excellent shop for biltong, and quite a lot of old buildings and history – if you've the time to stop and take a look around.

History
Okahandja is the administrative centre for the Herero people (see Chapter 3), despite being considerably southwest of their main settlements. Missionaries first reached the area in the late 1820s, but it wasn't until 1849 that the first of them, Friedrich Kolbe, settled here. He remained for less than a year, driven away by the attacks of the Namas, under Jonker Afrikaner.

He fled with good reason as, on August 23 of the following year, about 700 men, women and children were killed by the Namas at the aptly named Blood Hill. It is said that after the massacre, the women’s arms and legs were chopped off in order to take their copper bangles.

The small kopje of Blood Hill can be seen just to the east of the main Windhoek–Swakopmund road. Jonker Afrikaner lies peacefully in his grave, next to several Herero chiefs, opposite the church on Kerk Street.

Where to stay and eat
Okahandja has only one hotel, and most visitors stay at one of the surrounding guest farms instead.

Okahandja Hotel (13 rooms) PO Box 770

Situated on Main Street, this is the town's only hotel, offering fairly simple rooms with en-suite facilities. It was closed when last visited, but may open again.

129 Dr Vedder St (6-bed flat) PO Box 355, Okahandja

Situated on the south side of town, about 200m from Main Street, this private house is clearly indicated with a bight red signboard on the main road. It is less than 1km north of the southernmost woodcarving cooperative and the big Shell fuel station.

129 Vedder Street is run by Fanie and Annamarie. They have a large flat adjacent to their house with one double room and a four-bed room (two singles and two bunks). In the kitchen there’s a fridge/freezer, microwave, full set of crockery and cutlery. It is all very clean, light and airy, including the large lounge. The bathroom has a bath with a shower attachment, and for cleaning clothes there’s an automatic washer. This is quite new, and behind the bungalow there’s space for a braai. The owners are looking more to small families than backpackers.

Rates: N$150 for the 6-bed flat, excluding breakfast.

To eat in Okahandja there are several good small take-aways dotted along Main Street, including Marie’s, on B Templin, and just on the northern outskirts of town (at the turn-off of the D2110 from the B1) is the Okavango Wildlife Gardens. This was just opening when last visited, but should finally include a plant nursery, restaurant and petting zoo with enclosed parking area. It looks very promising, and was already excellent for snacks.

Okahandja’s grocery shops are known for having some of the best fresh vegetables available in the country, and there’s also a renowned outlet for biltong (dried meat) on the eastern side of Main Street south of B Templin Road, near the Bäckerei Dekker – another good bakery.

Getting organised
The town’s post office is almost opposite its pharmacy, and if you need a bank then there are branches of Standard Bank and First National on Main Street, along with a scattering of 24-hour fuel stations beside the town’s main roads.

If you’re stopping for longer then seek out the small information centre (near the corner of Van Riebeck Road), which has the usual glossy brochures and an interesting, if brief, leaflet to guide you around the town's historical sites (see below).

In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 0621 10111, whilst the ambulance is on 0621 503030, the hospital on 0621 503039, and the fire service on 0621 5001051/4, 502194 or 502041.

What to see and do
By the side of the railway line, on Voortrekker Street, is a large open-air curio market run by the Rundu-based Namibian Carvers Association. This, and its sister outlet on the southern side of town, are probably the two best places in the country for carvings. See Chapter 3.

Craftsmen here specialise in large wooden carvings. These include some beautiful thin, wooden giraffes (some 2m or more high), huge ‘tribal’ heads, cute flexible snakes, and wide selections of more ordinary carved hippos and bowls. Do stop for a wander around as you pass, especially if you’re on the way to Windhoek airport to leave – this is the perfect spot for last-minute present shopping, and it’s open on Sundays.

Ombo Ostrich Farm PO Box 1364, Okahandja

3km out of Okahandja, on the D2110 northwest, this ostrich farm is signposted from the turning to the Okavango Wildlife Gardens. They have 45-minute tours (N$15 per adult, N$10 per child) covering everything you ever wanted to know about these amazing birds, as well as snacks, refreshments, crafts and curios.

If you’re in town for an evening, then check to see if the Nau-Aib Community Hall (tel: 0621 501041/51; fax: 0621 501746) has any performances, as it is sometimes a venue for touring bands.

Historical sites
The town has many historical sites, including the graves of a number of influential leaders, including: Jonker Afrikaner, the powerful Oorlam leader; Chief Hosea Kutako, an influential Herero leader who campaigned against South African rule in the 1950s; and Chief Clemens Kapuuo, once president of the DTA, who was assassinated in 1978. Note that casual visitors cannot access these graves.

Close by is the Church of Peace, a Lutheran-evangelistic church built in 1952, and also the house of Dr Vedder, one of the oldest in town.

Just south of the post office, on Hoof Street, is a building known as the old stronghold, or the old fort. This was the town’s old police station, started in 1894, though now it is empty and falling into disrepair. Meanwhile to the west, Blood Hill, scene of the 1850 massacre, is found between Kaiser and Duiker Streets, although there’s little to see now.

Getting there
By coach
Intercape Mainliner’s services from Windhoek to Walvis Bay stop at Okahandja’s Shell Ultra, at 08.00 on Mon, Wed, Fri and Sat, and those from Walvis Bay to Windhoek at 16.30 on Mon, Wed, Fri and Sun. These cost around N$60 to Windhoek, and N$100 to Walvis Bay. See Chapter 9, pages 103, for more details.

By train
Trains depart from Okahandja for Windhoek at 03.30 on Tues, Thurs and Sat, also at 05.20 daily except Sundays. They also leave for Tsumeb at 19.55 every Tues, Thurs and Sun. They are very slow – see Chapter 9, page 100, for details.

Nearby guest farms
Around Okahandja lies some of the best farmland in the country. Some of the local farms accept guests, and some of those are good. The best include:

Otjisazu Guest Farm (13 rooms) PO Box 149, Okahandja

Run by Allison Detering, Otjisazu is an hour's drive from Windhoek. Take the D2102 signposted to the Von Bach Dam about 1km south of the bridge over the Okahandja River. After about 4.5km and again at about 16.5km there are very sharp bends, and the road crosses a number of dry riverbeds. It reaches Otjisazu after about 27.5km. The area around is rolling acacia scrub/bush – typical of central plateau around Windhoek.

The farm stands in pleasant, well-watered gardens with a good stone braai and stone counter, and shaded tables. There is also a separate outside ‘boma’ dining area and bar, overlooking a good-size-pool. Inside the farmhouse, it is comfortable and spacious. The furniture's neither antique nor very modern – despite the building dating from its start as a mission in 1878. The twin rooms are comfortable, solidly constructed and all en suite: most seem purpose-built.

Nature drives are available around the farm – lasting an hour or so in the evening. With luck you’ll spot a few of the farm’s kudu, gemsbok, springbok, duiker, steenbok, or (it is claimed) eland. Horse riding is available on request. Whilst Otjisazu is quite a nice guest farm, it has continued to be vastly over-priced for several years.

Rates: N$560 single, N$498 per person sharing, full board.

Midgard Resort (13 rooms) PO Box 16, Windhoek

Run by the hotel chain Namibia Resorts International, Midgard is about 85km from Windhoek on the D2102. It has a large swimming pool, tennis courts, horse riding, and hiking trails – but is better suited to conferences than casual visitors.

Rates: N$220 single, NS340 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Oropoko Lodge (22 twin rooms & 3 suites) PO Box 5017, Windhoek

Owned by the controversial German company Olympia Reisen (see Skeleton Coast, page 302), Oropoko is reached by taking the main B2 west from Okahandja for about 41km, before turning north on to the D2156. It is well signposted 18km along this road.

Oropoko is a grand lodge with a stunning situation on a small mountain, whose top was flattened to make way for it. Its large outdoor pool has an impressive view, and the lodge’s bar and dining room are of a similar scale. Meals are extensive affairs: large buffet breakfasts, and heavy à la carte dinners. The bar has numerous large leather armchairs. Guestrooms at Oropoko are large, luxurious and square. Each has an en-suite bathroom, minibar-fridge, telephone, and its own safe.

The lodge aims for the most affluent travellers – which might explain the zeal of the security force manning the gate. If film fans imagine James Bond approaching a villain’s isolated estate, surrounded by a veritable private army, then Oropoko offers them the perfect chance to act out that fantasy. Just try to drop in here. Needless to say, such high security has prompted the question of what the lodge’s owners are hiding.

The game area surrounding the lodge buildings is about 110km², and it protects seven white rhino, half a dozen giraffe, waterbuck and nyala, as well as the more normal antelope for this area like gemsbok, kudu, and steenbok. Game drives can sometimes be organised for N$100 per vehicle, in the morning or the evening.

Rates: N$495 single, N$395 per person sharing, including full board.

Ozombanda Guest Farm (4 rooms) PO Box 449, Okahandja

Ozombanda is easily reached on the south side of the B2, about 30km west of Okahandja. It started accepting guests in early 1997, and its owners, Volker and Monika, remain refreshingly enthusiastic. This is a typical commercial farm, where you can relax whilst gaining an insight into how it all works. 

Ozombanda has four palatial thatched chalets made to identical (and unexpectedly) high standards, with tiled floors, large twin/king-size beds and en-suite shower and toilet. These stand near the large swimming pool, which is just behind the farmstead. It’s a lovely place to relax – provided that you can talk Volker out of taking you on a long farm drive to show you things.

The farm stretches for about 120km², some of which has cattle on it, some just game – primarily kudu, gemsbok, and springbok, with a few smaller antelope, baboon, and the odd spotted and even brown hyena. On one side of the farm there’s a kopje, perfect for short climbs or seeking leopard in the twilight. Ozombanda’s located conveniently enough for a one-night stopover, but ideally allow two nights here to relax and take a farm drive or two. It’s outstanding value.

Rates: N$275 single, N$275 per person sharing, including full board.

Moringa Guest Farm (5 rooms) PO Box 65, Okahandja

Just west of Oropoko, and reached along the same D2156, Moringa is run by the Böhmcker family in a traditional style. It is typical of the country’s adaptable farms, having farmed karakul for many years, before the market for the pelts crashed. Then it turned to beef, then became involved in hunting, and most recently tourism. Their son is living behind the main farmhouse, and starting to breed ostriches, so perhaps in five years they will be concentrating on ostrich.

Meanwhile, 100km² of the farm is devoted to game, and here you’ll find giraffe, blesbok, kudu, springbok, leopard, cheetah, and more besides. One game drive is included in the farm’s normal full board rate, below. The farmhouse itself has a bar, a good small pool, a very welcoming conservatory for the winter, and a simple German style. The guests’ rooms have tiled floors scattered with game-skins. If you are looking to relax at a pleasant traditional guest farm, this could be perfect.

Rates: N$250 per person sharing full board, including one game drive.

Okapuka Ranch (5 rooms) PO Box 5955, Windhoek

Okapuka has an imposing set of gates on the eastern side of the main B1 road, about 40km south of Okahandja and 30km north of Windhoek. Its drive winds through 120km² of well-stocked game ranch, protecting herds of sable, giraffe, and blue wildebeest as well as gemsbok, kudu, ostrich and crocodile.

The lodge itself has been stylishly built on a rise above the surrounding country, and lavishly equipped with a sauna, tennis courts, and a chic swimming pool. Okapuka’s individual en-suite rooms are very comfortable, boasting an air-con/heater, satellite TV, and telephones. Its bar/lounge area is beautiful, though more imposing than relaxing, and the sight of leopard and cheetah skins draped over the furniture isn’t to everybody’s taste.

Nearby is a 300ha enclosure containing a pride of lion, fed for the benefit of observers quaffing cool beverages at the ‘lion bar’. Okapuka encourages day visitors, offering a game drive, lion feed and excellent dinner for N$170 per person (excluding transport). This would make a spectacular venue for a small dinner party and, as the ranch has a helicopter (flown by the owner), such an evening jaunt would be easy to arrange. However, at N$3,000 per hour, for four guests to fly with the pilot, this could be Windhoek’s most expensive way to dine.

As a sideline, Okapuka has what it calls 4x4 action-mobiles for hire, usually with a driver/guide. These are like a 4WD motor home, and cost N$2,000 per day for four people including all fuel, cost of the guide and all food, which is cooked for you. Only your drinks and any park fees will be extra. Note that very recently the ranch has started hosting guests on the Desert Express train to watch a lion-feed, which will probably alter its quiet character considerably. 

Rates: N$450 single, N$370 per person sharing, full board.

Around Okahandja
There are two resorts close to Okahandja, both run by the MET. These are primarily used as weekend get-aways by the local urbanites – though if you are passing and need somewhere cheap to stay, they are fine.

Von Bach recreational resort 
Von Bach Dam supplies most of the capital's water, and is surrounded by a nature reserve. It is signposted a few kilometres along the D2102 just south of Okahandja, and 1km south of the bridge over the Okahandja River. The environment here is thorn-scrub and particularly hilly, supporting game including kudu, baboon and leopard, as well as Hartmann’s mountain zebra, springbok, eland and even ostrich. However, with only one road through the park they are all very difficult to spot. Don't come here just for the game.

If you are camping, then there are campsites and a couple of very basic two-bed huts, without bedding or facilities (you must use the campers’ communal ablution blocks). Reservations can be made through the MET in Windhoek, and day-visitors must phone 0621 501457 in advance if they want to drop in.

Rates: camping is N$90 per pitch. The huts are N$90 per hut.

Open: all year – though gates open at sunrise and close at sunset.

Entrance fees: N$10 per adult (N$1 per child) per day, plus N$10 entry per car.

Gross Barmen hot springs
This busy resort has a shop, restaurant, filling station, and tennis courts, as well as the mineral spa fed by the hot thermal springs. It is built around a dam about 25km southwest of Okahandja, on the banks of the Swakop River, and is easily reached from the town’s southern side along the C87.

What to see and do
Gross Barmen’s main attraction is its mineral spring, and swimming baths. The fountain here, clearly visible, wells up at about 65°C. It feeds the inside ‘thermal hall’ with its sunken baths for overnight visitors, as well as the cooler outside pools (for children and adults) which are used mainly by the day-visitors, who are especially numerous at weekends. 

Additional attractions are some gentle walks in the surrounding hillsides and, especially for birdwatchers, a good little path cut right through the reedbeds. These all make pleasant strolls, and a couple of benches make good vantage points over the dam whilst you rest.

Where to stay
Accommodation here includes five-bedded bungalows, two-bed bungalows or rooms, and campsites. All have a fridge/kettle, hot-plate, en-suite shower and toilet, and linen and bedding is provided. The two-bed bungalows also have field kitchens.

Book these through the MET in Windhoek, and note that day visitors must phone 0621 501091 in advance, to arrange their visits.

Rates: N$270 for a 5-bed and N$150 for a 2-bed bungalow, N$140 for a 2-bed room. Camping sites N$90 per day, for up to 8 people. 

Open: all year – gates always open for those with reservations. 

Entry fee: N$10 per adult (N$1 child) per day, plus N$10 entry for a car.

	KARIBIB
	



For over 90 years, this small town on the railway line from Windhoek to Swakopmund has been known mainly for the very hard, very high-quality marble which comes from the Marmorwerke quarry nearby. This produces about 100 tonnes of finished stone per month – mainly kitchen/bathroom tiles and tombstones.

More recently, in the late 1980s, South Africa’s Anglo-American Corporation opened the opencast Navachab Gold Mine on the south side of town, to mine low-grade ore.

There’s a lot of small-scale mining in the area, especially for gemstones. Amethyst, tourmaline, aquamarine, quartz, silver topaz, citrine and garnets are just some of the minerals found in the region around here. See the tumbled stones on the floor display of the Namib i centre (see Henckert Tourist Centre, below) for an idea of what is around – they all come from the local area.

What to see and do
Your first stop here should be the Henckert Tourist Centre and shop, but if you have more time then the town is dotted with several historic buildings dating from the early 1900s. Then Karibib was an important overnight stop on the railway between Windhoek and Swakopmund, as well as a trade centre. Ask at the information centre for their brief guide to the town.

There is a small shooting range and a few hiking trails into the rolling landscapes south of town, behind the country club. In town itself, the Club Western Gambling and Entertainment Centre, and its adjacent Club Western Restaurant, seem to be the focus of local excitement, although as an alternative, the town’s cemetery is beautifully lit at night!

Recently the local branch of the Wildlife Society has started a ‘vulture restaurant’ with twice-weekly feedings, and the gold mine has begun occasional site tours. Horse-riding trips may also be available soon. For any of these, enquire at the information centre (in advance, if possible), which is the main stop for visitors passing through.

Henckert Tourist Centre PO Box 85, Karibib

On the main street, this is a landmark – a first-class curio shop that doubles as a Namib i information centre. This fascinating shop began as a small gem shop in 1969. Now it has a very large selection of carvings and curios, one of the country’s best selections of Namibian semi-precious and gemstones, a facility to change money if necessary, and a generous line in tea and coffee. There’s even a children’s corner with eye-catching stones.

There is also a weaving centre, employing about 25 people in making craft-work, about 70% of which is bought by visitors. This demonstrates the importance of tourism here, and the vital role that you play in the local economy when you spend money in Namibia.

Getting organised
In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 064 10111, whilst the ambulance and fire service are on 064 550016 – or 550126 after hours. The small private clinic behind the First National Bank is tel: 064 550073 or 550329.

Where to stay and eat

In town there are just two hotels, both with small restaurants where you can stop for a snack, a steak house (on the main road) and a country club.

Hotel Erongoblick (15 rooms) PO Box 67, Park St, Karibib

Situated on Park Street, most of the Erongoblick’s rooms have en-suite facilities, and there’s off-street parking at the back of the hotel. It also has a squash court, a pool and sauna – and is the better of the two town hotels.

Rates: N$130 single, N$100 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Hotel Stroblhof (11 rooms) PO Box 164, 310 Main St, Karibib

With only some of its rooms having en-suite facilities, this very basic hotel on the east side of town was recently reported to be ‘on the brink of closing down’.

Springbok Restaurant

Situated in the old railway station, opposite the post office, this is a simple steak restaurant serving tasty (if very carnivorous) meals for around N$30–50 per person. 

Country Club

Near the mountainous outcrop known as Klippeneberg, this is signposted on the main road. It has tennis courts, squash, a swimming pool, a small golf course, and a bar/restaurant that is popular with some of Karibib’s residents. It’s not really geared to tourists, but is hospitable enough if you drop by.

Nearby guest farms
There are several guest farms and lodges in this area, including:

Albrechtshöhe Guest Farm (5 rooms) PO Box 124, Karibib

Albrechtshöhe is off the D1988, about 2km south of the main B2: 92km west of Okahandja, and 26km from Karibib. It’s a traditional guest farm, run by Paul-Heinz and Ingrid Meyer, which started life as a railway station. Because of the natural springs of the area, the Schutztruppe completed Albrechtshöhe in 1906 to provide water for horses and steam trains. Today these historic, fortified buildings house a guest farm. Activities here include bush walks and game drives as well as expeditions to search for gems and explore the local mountains. Like many Namibian guest farms, this is also a hunting farm.

Rates: N$340 single, N$340 per person sharing, including full board.

Tsaobis-Leopard Nature Park PO Box 143, Karibib

This is a private game reserve in beautiful hilly country 11km west of the C32, on the south bank of the Swakop River. The animals here include leopard, cheetah, wild dog, aardwolf, caracal, zebra and gemsbok.

The reserve covers 140km² and many animals are kept in enclosures near the main house and bungalows, so they can often be seen. This is a good area for hiking; there are several trails and two-way radios are available.

Tsaobis is more like a restcamp than a guest farm and accommodation is in simple self-catering bungalows. Meals are available on request: N$18 for breakfast, N$25 lunch, N$35 dinner.

Note that there is no fuel or supplies at Tsaobis, and neither the activities (hiking tours of the animals) nor the meals are automatically available: all should be pre-arranged when you first book your accommodation here. There's a good swimming pool, and artists may want to spend time with Peter (the manager), whose wildlife paintings are superb.

Rates: bungalows N$150–190 for two people, N$190–240 for four people.

Etusis Lodge (7 bungalows, 6 tents) Farm Etusis No. 75, PO Box 5, Karibib

The turning for Etusis is signposted from the C32, about 19km south of Karibib. The lodge itself is 16km from the road, standing at the foot of the Otjipatera mountains: a range of white marble.

There are seven solid, comfortable bungalows here with en-suite toilets and showers, and each has two beds designed for children also. Each has 220V electricity, solar-heated water and a ceiling fan – as well as exposed wooden beams and attractive thatch. The ‘luxury’ tents each stand nearby on a concrete base, and share clean communal facilities.

Central to the lodge is a bar and dining area, with small curio shop and TV/lounge nearby – all under a large thatched building. Nearby there’s a small swimming pool, and the lodge also has limited conference facilities.

Activities centre on morning and evening game-drives – in search of impala, kudu, mountain zebra, leopard, jackal, and blesbok – and the opportunity to hike unguided in the mountains behind the lodge. There are also options for horse-riding, kite-flying, target shooting, and various other sports.

Rates: bungalows N$650 single, N$540 per person sharing; tents N$430 single, N$380 per person sharing. Full board and activities are included.

	USAKOS
	



This small town, 147km from Swakopmund, used to be the centre of the country's railway industry, though now it's little more than a stop on the line, with banks and fuel to tempt those who might pass right through. If you linger here then the old station is worth a brief look, and the Namib information office is useful if you're planning to do much exploration of the local area.

Where to stay and eat 
For casual snacks as you pass through, Usakos Padstal Take-away, on the main Bahnhof Street, is the best in town. It is almost always open (closing at 19.30, even on Sundays) for a good range of take-away foods and snacks from chips and burgers to biscuits and bread. Its front bears the legend ‘No eat, No seat’ – assumed to refer to the table and chairs on the pavement.

Most visitors staying in the area will use the guest farms around here and Karibib, but if you need to stay in Usakos itself, your only option is: 

The Usakos Hotel (10 rooms) PO Box 129, Usakos

This plain, clean and family-run hotel on Bahnhof St has a simple restaurant, and off-street parking. All the rooms have en-suite bathroom and some have air-conditioning. If you've no transport then you can arrange day-trips from here to Spitzkoppe (see page 307) with the owner.

Rates: N$120 per person sharing or single, including breakfast.

Getting organised
If you need money then there’s a First National Bank, and for supplies try Engers Mini-Market or the Usakos Selfhelp (which is a shop, not a therapy group). Next to the Padstal Take-away, Rainbow Curios sells gemstones and various curios. Like everything else, it’s on Bahnhof Street.

In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 064 10111, whilst the ambulance and fire service are on 064 530023 – or 530095 after hours. The hospital is tel: 064 530013 or 530067.

Nearby guest farms
Ameib Ranch (10 rooms plus camping) PO Box 266, Usakos

Ameib has been accepting guests for years, and is quite idiosyncratic, but it does have superb rock formations and excellent rock art, so is worth a visit.

Approaching from Windhoek or Otjiwarongo, turn right towards Swakopmund in the centre of town, then immediately right again, on to the D1935. This turning can be inconspicuous: there’s a small sign to Ameib on your right as you turn, and a hospital on your left. (From Swakopmund on the B2, look for a small sign to the left. If you reach the main junction in the centre of town, you have missed it.)

Then follow the gravel D1935 for 12km to a signposted right turn on to the D1937. The landscape is beautiful: a little like Damaraland’s vegetation, with sparse cover on the hillsides, and lush river valleys. About 5km further (on poor gravel) you reach Ameib's imposing gates. Then 11km later, the ranch is set amongst rounded granite boulders in the Erongo Mountains.

Its rooms are large and clean, with en-suite facilities, but the decor is uninspiring. They are functional, but not beautiful. However, visitors come here mainly for the excellent rock paintings Many are within Phillip's Cave, a large eyelash-shaped cave made famous by Abbé Breuil's book of the same name (see Further Reading). It’s a classic site for Bushman art, and the paintings here include a famous elephant, giraffe, and red stick-like people. Getting there is a 1.8km drive from the ranch itself, followed by a 30-minute trail (15mins at a fast serious hiking pace). If possible, do this in the cool of the morning.

There are also unusual rock formations, like the Bull's Party – a group of large rounded boulders which (allegedly) look like a collection of bulls talking together. These are about 5.2km from the main ranch, and around them are lots of unusually shaped rocks, including mushroom-shaped and balancing boulders – worth exploring for an afternoon. Unfortunately Ameib still has a small ‘zoo’ next to the ranch, complete with native animals and birds in small cages.

Rates: N$275 single, N$275 per person sharing, including dinner and breakfast. N$50 per person camping.

	ROUTES FROM WINDHOEK TO THE COAST
	



Travelling from Windhoek to the coast, there’s a choice of three obvious roads: the main tarred B2, the C28 and the more southerly C26.

If speed is important, then you must take the tarred B2 for 358km: about four hours of very easy driving. Both the ‘C’ road options below are gravel, and will take at least six hours to drive. However, they are more scenic.

The shortest, the C28, is very beautiful and, around halfway along, you drive (slowly!) through the steep gradients (20%) of the Bosua Pass – where the central Namibian Highlands start to give way to granite kopjes of rounded boulders before the low, flat Namib.

The C26 is much longer, and just as scenic. Just after its start, it drops steeply through the Khomas Hochland Mountains (the Kupferberg Pass), and then later passes through the remarkable folded mountains of the Gamsberg Pass, which itself is 20km of twists and turns, and 40 minutes’ driving if you go gently (admiring the fine views). Later the Kuiseb Pass sees the road wind down into the river’s valley, cross on a small bridge, and then gradually climb back on to the desert plain (discussed in Chapter 13).

Note that some of the side-roads off these three main roads are used very little. The D1412, for example, is a narrow, slow road whose crossing of the Kuiseb is wide and sandy. It would probably be impassable during the rainy season.

Guest farms and lodges
Between the B2 to the north and the C26 to the south are several good guest farms and lodges, some discussed under towns they are near, and the rest mentioned at length below.

Eagles Rock Leisure Lodge (5 Rooms) PO Box 6176, Windhoek

Forty-five minutes drive (38km) west of Windhoek, Eagles Rock is 3km along the D1958, after its junction with the C28. Being so close, Eagles Rock makes a good stop for those who want to stay near, but not actually in, Windhoek – and Matthias and Rosanna Bleks are fascinating hosts. 

The lodge is set amidst trees and lawns, with a pool for the heat, and a cosy (and eclectic) library inside for cool winter evenings. The rooms have twin beds, en-suite shower/toilet and plenty of space. Rosanna's Italian background influences the food, which is excellent.

If you are staying for a few days then game drives, visits to nearby Bushman paintings, and even horse riding can be organised. Matthias has been at Eagles Rock since childhood and is involved in a training centre nearby, run by his father, Helmut Bleks. This includes vocational training for weaving, tannery, brick-laying, market gardening, and the hospitality industry – and visits here can be arranged if you have a special interest in what’s going on.

Rates: N$270 single, N$210 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Weissenfels Guest Farm (5 Rooms) P Bag 13144, Windhoek

Weissenfels is 120km west of Windhoek on the C26 – just west of the D1265, and east of the Gamsberg Pass. Hennie and Manda Lombard, who opened it for guests in 1992, run it. Previously it had been a cattle and, earlier still, a karakul farm for 34 years. They are a welcoming couple, who speak Afrikaans, English, and some German. Food is treated very seriously, with large spreads of some of the best farm cooking in the country. 

Hennie normally takes guests on farm drives, to see game and some Bushman paintings as well as the farm. Hikers can spend a full day in the Gamsberg Mountains – with drives there and back. Because Weissenfels is right next to the main road, it also makes a good stop for a snack or lunch between Windhoek and Swakopmund, and willingly caters for casual visitors during the day.

Rates: N$255 per person full board, N$143 half board.

Between the C28 and the B2, Tsaobis-Leopard Nature Park and Etusis Lodge are probably better as stops when travelling north–south, as they are somewhat off-piste between Windhoek and Swakopmund. In contrast, Rooisand, at the foot of the Gamsberg Pass, would make an excellent stop on the C26. 

In the same area around the Gamsberg as Rooisand are several farms which cater to parties in their own 4WD vehicles, who want challenging 4WD driving and hiking. Some allow you to follow trails across their and neighbouring farms, and on to the Gamsberg itself. 

Farm Weener, 17km down the D1278 from the C26, is at the foot of the Gamsberg and offers basic camping for N$25 per person per day, plus a fee of N$25 per vehicle to drive around the farm’s marked 4WD trails. Book with Mrs Rosalie, tel: 0628 1202.

Farm Gamsberg is 10km from Weissenfels and has an old refurbished farmhouse with beds, gas stove, cutlery and crockery where you can sleep for N$50 per person if you bring your own sleeping bag and food. Book with Mrs Uschi Baur on tel: 061 572109.

Isabis, 16km south of the C26 on the D1265 (signposted Nauchas and Rehoboth), has some beautiful riverbed campsites for N$30 per person per day, including firewood, water and a 4WD trail through the farm. Book with Joachim Cranz on tel: 061 228839 – or contact him if you want further information on the hiking and 4WD trails in this region.

Horse trails
One Namibian company, Reit Safari run by Albert and Waltraut Fritzsche, organise adventurous 9-day trips on horseback, from the central highlands to Swakopmund. They travel across the escarpment and through the desert. With a few nights to get used to the horses, and one at the end to relax, these are full 12-day trips. Participants must be fit, have extensive experience of riding and horses, and be totally at ease on the back of a cantering horse.

Riders camp throughout the trip and trucks transport the equipment ahead of the party. Expect to pay around N$1,000 per person per night.

	Chapter Fifteen
Swakopmund and Walvis Bay Area
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Flying low over Namibia’s coastline is probably the best way to get a sense of perspective about it. You see how it divides the South Atlantic Ocean from the baking desert. Both seem harsh and unforgiving.
Clinging to the boundary, often under a blanket of morning fog, are Swakopmund and Walvis Bay. Politically, Walvis Bay has always been vital. It has the only deepwater harbour between Lüderitz and Angola. Historically, Swakopmund is probably the more interesting, with old German architecture to rival that in Lüderitz.
Most visitors stay in Swakopmund, which tends to be the livelier of the two, though birdwatchers may prefer Walvis Bay. Both have a good choice of small hotels and restaurants, making them obvious stops when driving between the Namib-Naukluft Park and the Skeleton Coast or Damaraland.
History
In 1884, the whole of present-day Namibia was declared a protectorate of Germany – except the region's only large natural harbour, Walvis Bay, which remained under British control. Thus, in order to develop their interests in the area, the German authorities decided to make their own harbour on the northern banks of the Swakop River, and beacons were planted in 1892 to mark the spot, where the Mole is today.
Following this, the German authorities made several (largely unsuccessful) attempts to develop landing facilities. A quay was built, although it subsequently silted up, followed by a wooden, and later an iron, jetty. Finally in 1915, when Germany’s control of the country was surrendered to South Africa, all maritime trade reverted to Walvis Bay.
During the South African administration of Namibia, before Independence, there was a deliberate policy of developing no other ports to compete with Walvis Bay – as South Africa anticipated keeping hold of the Walvis Bay enclave, even if it were forced into giving most of Namibia independence.
As planned, South Africa kept the Walvis Bay enclave as part of the Cape Colony even after Namibian independence in 1990, though it agreed to a joint administration in 1992, and finally relented in February 1994, when Walvis Bay officially became part of Namibia.
	SWAKOPMUND
	



Considered by most Namibians to be the country’s only real holiday resort, this old German town spreads from the mouth of the Swakop River out into the surrounding desert plain. Climatically more temperate than the interior, the palm-lined streets, immaculate old buildings and well-kept gardens give Swakop (as the locals call it) a unique atmosphere, and make it a pleasant oasis in which to spend a few days.
Unlike much of Namibia, Swakopmund is used to tourists and has a wide choice of places to stay and eat, and many things to do. With numerous new and highly original options, from free-fall parachuting to dune-bike riding and sand-boarding, Swakopmund is increasingly making a name for itself as a centre for adventure travel, and attracting adventurous visitors seeking ‘adrenaline’ trips.
This is still too small a trickle to change the town’s delightful character, but is enough to ensure that you’ll never be bored. On the other hand, visit on a Monday during one of the quieter months, and you could be forgiven for thinking that the town had partially closed down!
Orientation
Viewed from above the Atlantic, Swakopmund has a simple layout. One tar road, Kaiser Wilhelm Street (the B2), enters the town from the interior; another heads off left, northwards, to Henties Bay (C34). A third crosses the mouth of the Swakop, southwards towards Walvis Bay. Where they meet is the centre of town, a raised area about four blocks from the Arnold Schad Promenade – the palm-lined road which skirts the seashore.
Most of the hotels are near the compact centre, as are the shops and restaurants – so it’s an easy town to walk around.
Getting there
By air
Swakopmund and Walvis Bay both have regular flights to/from Lüderitz (N$519), Oranjemund (N$320) and Windhoek (N$200).
By train
Swakopmund is linked to Windhoek and Tsumeb by the normal, slow TransNamib train services. These run from and to Windhoek every day except Saturday, arriving Swakopmund at 05.30 and departing at 20.45. Trains to Tsumeb depart on Mon, Wed and Fri at 18.05, and those to Walvis Bay depart at 02.55 on Tues, Thurs, and Sat. See Chapter 9, page 100, for details, or call the station in Swakopmund on tel: 064 463538.
The Desert Express is a completely different service, aimed primarily at visitors on holiday. It departs on Monday, Wednesday and Saturday at 13.00 (14.00 in summer), arriving in Windhoek at about 10.00 the next day. All the cabins have air-conditioning and en-suite facilities. It costs N$1,080 per person people sharing a twin cabin, including excursions, dinner and breakfast.
By bus
Intercape Mainliner run a good service linking Windhoek and Walvis Bay, which stops at Swakopmund, at the terminus on Roon Street. It departs for Walvis Bay at 11.15 on Mon, Wed, Fri and Sat. Then it returns to Windhoek on Mon, Wed, Fri and Sun at 13.15. It costs N$60 to Walvis Bay, and N$100 to Windhoek, and must be booked in advance. Contact Ritz Reize on tel: 064 405151 to book, and see Chapter 9 for more details.
By car
For comments on the choice of roads from Swakopmund to Windhoek, see Chapter 14’s section Routes from Windhoek to the coast. If you’re taking the C28 or C26 then also see comments on the northern section of the Namib-Naukluft National Park. The long coastal road to the north is covered in the following chapter on The Skeleton Coast.
Where to stay
When thinking about visiting Swakopmund, note that from about mid-December to mid-January, the whole population of Windhoek seems to decamp to the relative cool of Swakopmund for their ‘summer break’. This means that the hotels and guesthouses are fully booked, and the town is filled to bursting. Reservations are essential. At other times, Swakopmund is not so frantic, though the better (and better value) hotels usually need reserving before you arrive.
Because of its cooling morning fogs, and the moderating maritime influence on its temperatures, air-conditioning is seldom needed here and few of the hotels provide it. For the same reason, camping on the large, open sites by the sea can be very cold and uncomfortable, while the cheaper B&Bs and guesthouses are very reasonably priced. So even if you’re camping for most of your trip, this is a good place to treat yourself to a bed for the night. Below the various establishments are divided, by atmosphere, into Hotels, Pensions and B&Bs, Restcamps and Backpackers’ Lodges.
Hotels
Though the large Hotel and Entertainments Centre is Swakopmund’s only international-standard hotel, if you’re in search of any local flavour, then look elsewhere. You’ll find various basic, budget places, many small hotels full of character, and a few gems.
Swakopmund Hotel and Entertainments Centre (90 rooms) PO Box 616, Swakopmund
Situated in Bahnhof Street, and built from the shell of Swakopmund’s old railway station, this leisure complex is owned by the same South African hotel group – Stocks & Stocks – who built Windhoek’s Country Club. It has been designed on a similarly grand scale.
Entering the huge lobby and passing reception (flanked by tables full of ‘welcome cocktails’ awaiting parched coach parties), you emerge into a central grassy quadrangle, dominated by a pool. This is surrounded by palm trees and easy chairs, and surmounted by fountains. Overlooking the courtyard are brightly furnished and well-equipped rooms, which come with a tea/coffee maker, phone, Mnet TV, mini-bar/fridge, air-con, and a safe deposit box as standard. The box may come in useful for your winnings at the casino, which has some 250 slot machines, 12 gaming tables, and offers a car up for lottery every three months. Fortunately this is a few hundred yards away, as it is often busy – the hotel is having more success attracting local clientele than high-rolling foreign gamblers.
The centre’s restaurant, Platform One, was highly regarded when it first opened. Now it seems to slip a little when busy, but it is still a safe bet. Help-yourself buffet dinners are N$69 per person, including some seafood, while Sunday lunch is a snip at N$49. The Tavern Bar has shown similar form, though still rocks when a good visiting band plays in the evening. If this all gets too much for you then escape to the cinema beside the casino where fairly recent releases are sometimes shown (admission N$10).
Rates: from N$360 single, N$260 per person sharing, including breakfast.
Hansa Hotel (55 rooms) 3 Roon St, PO Box 44, Swakopmund
The Hansa is privately owned, and probably the best hotel in Swakopmund. It is fairly large, though has an intimate residents’ lounge and bar, with fireplace for the winter, and a terrace area for light lunches (about N$30), as well as an award-winning restaurant (see page 263).
Its rooms are a good size with solid furnishings, and feel old but well maintained and cared for. They are heated (there’s no air-con, or need for it), and have direct-dial telephones, also a TV with CNN, Mnet and local stations. The garden rooms at the back have small fridges, and a few have ramps for easier access and disabled facilities. The Hansa’s management is sharp, and the service here good.
Rates: N$225 single, N$168 per person sharing, including breakfast.
Schweizerhaus Hotel (34 rooms) PO Box 445
Above the genteel Café Anton, the Schweizerhaus has character and perhaps the best location of any of Swakopmund’s hotels – overlooking the ocean and yet near to town. Its rooms are simple and German in style, with en-suite toilet, bath and shower, and a direct-dial telephone. Most also have a balcony, including all of the luxury rooms which face the sea. Others overlook a courtyard at the back, home to free-flying parrots and various tropical birds.
The café below (see page 263) opens for extensive breakfasts and stays open until the mid-evening, and there’s a night porter on duty if you arrive late. The staff are normally very friendly here, making the Schweizerhaus a very good value hotel option, with an excellent location.
Rates: N$190 singles, N$170 per person sharing.
Strand Hotel (45 rooms) PO Box 20, Beach Front, Swakopmund
Beside the Mole (see page 269) and the ocean, the Strand is a large and ostentatious hotel, and the only one so close to the sea. Its rooms all have Mnet TV, direct-dial phone, tea/coffee makers, ceiling fans, and baths with overhead showers. The larger ones have couches that will take two children, and interconnect as family rooms. Half face the sea, and half of those have balconies.
Downstairs is a lounge and bar, a buffet restaurant, and the Commodore Room, which serves à la carte seafood in season and closes at 23.00 (22.00 on Sundays). The adjacent Werner’s Restaurant usually offers buffet meals, while outside the cheap-and-cheerful Strand Café is a busy open-air café serving burgers and snacks under parasols, and ice-creams to those on the adjacent beach.
Rates: N$320 single, N$213 per person sharing.
Europa Hof Hotel (35 rooms) 39 Bismarck St (corner of Lazarett St), PO Box 1333
Built in the striking fachwerk style of German architecture – best described as ‘Bavarian–Tudor’ – the Europa Hof is a very solid, imposing place. Its rooms are comfortable and carpeted, and furnished in quite an old, heavy style of decor. All have twin beds, en-suite toilets and showers or baths, TV with Mnet, and direct-dial phone.
Behind the hotel is a large central courtyard, used for parking as well as open-air dining, under palm trees, at the hotel's restaurant (which closes at 22.00). The Europa Hof is one of Swakopmund’s more traditional, German-style hotels.
Rates: N$200 single, N$150 per person sharing, including breakfast. Children under 6 sharing are free.
Atlanta Hotel (10 rooms) 6 Roon St, PO Box 456
Between Kaiser Wilhelm and Post Street, the Atlanta Hotel is perhaps most noted for the Fagin’s Bar beneath it. It’s simple and very central, with all its rooms having en-suite bathrooms, direct-dial phones, TVs and a tea/coffee tray. 
The Atlanta has a restaurant, the Ocean Café, which serves breakfast, lunch and dinner, so if you’re looking for somewhere inexpensive and central, perfect for forays into Swakopmund’s nightlife – perhaps this is the place.
Rates: N$145 single, N$85 per person sharing.
Dig-By-Sea Hotel (12 rooms) 4 Brücken St,PO Box 1530
This small, inexpensive hotel is run by Steel and Manfred Godl and has been here for years, near the promenade. Its rooms are basic but all have a bath, shower and TV, and the restaurant downstairs serves breakfasts, snacks and dinner. It’s popular with a backpacking crowd treating themselves to a night that’s not under canvas.
Rates: N$185 single, N$185 per person sharing, including breakfast.
Jay Jay's Hotel (12 rooms) 8 Brücken St, PO Box 835
Almost bedside the Dig-By-Sea, Jay Jay’s is another inexpensive old favourite, where the bar and pool table are seldom empty, and the atmosphere always at least a little seedy. The rooms are very basic, though clean, and only some have private facilities. Again, this is very popular with backpackers and always a lively spot.
Rates: N$36.50 single, N$34 per person sharing, N$20 for a dorm bed.
Hotel Grüner Kranz (21 twin rooms) PO Box 211, Swakopmund
In the centre of town, on the corner of Breite and Woermann Streets, the Grüner Kranz is a very basic hotel despite the claims of its promising publicity leaflet. 
However, its rooms are relatively spacious and they have twin-beds (with foam mattresses), TVs, telephones, and en-suite bathrooms with showers. Its public areas (including a café/restaurant) are very seedy and its bar both lively and basic. If you do stay here, then ask for a room far from the noisy generator.
Rates: N$160 per person sharing. Breakfast is around N$20 per person.
Pensions and B&Bs
If you don’t need the facilities of a larger hotel, then several of these smaller pensions and B&Bs are both delightful and superb value. 
Pension Adler (14 rooms) 3 Strand St, PO Box 1497
Opposite the aquarium, 50m from the sea, Pension Adler is a modern stylish pension designed with space, taste and good facilities. All the rooms are slightly different, but expect en-suite toilet and bath with hand-held shower, remote-control TV with Mnet, phone, clock/radio, and hair-drier.
There is a heated indoor pool and a sauna (N$30 per person), which is mixed or single-sex depending upon its occupants. (German visitors go mixed, local Swakopmunders normally prefer single sex!) Parking is off-street, garages are N$20 per day, and above is a rooftop sun-terrace.
Rates: from N$200 single, from N$160 per person sharing, including breakfast. A child under 12 sharing is N$85.
Pension Rapmund (25 rooms) PO Box 425, Swakopmund
Standing beside the Schweizerhaus (Café Anton) on Bismarck Street, overlooking the promenade, the Rapmund has clean and simple twin rooms, with en-suite shower, toilet and wash basin in a tiled bathroom. The rooms are a little stark, but the Rapmund is adequate and relatively cheap, so good value for money. 
Rates: N$150 single, N$115 per person sharing a twin (triples are cheaper).
Pension Prinzessin-Ruprecht-Heim (21 rooms) PO Box 124
On Lazarett St, just west of Bismarck Street, this was originally a German military hospital. The oldest of its buildings, at the front, has enormous rooms with high ceilings, accessed via wide old doors. Most have showers and toilets en suite. The pension's newer rooms at the back have a bath/shower instead of just a shower, but are of more normal dimensions and so lack the character or atmosphere of the older rooms.
In the pension's centre is a large courtyard, dotted with palm trees and places to sit. You may have to seek out the manager here by going around the right-hand side of the pension when you arrive. 
Rates: N$140 single, N$115 per person sharing, and a small single room (sharing bathroom) is only N$70, including breakfast.
Brigadoon (3 cottages) 16 Ludwig Kock St, Swakopmund
Slightly north of the centre, very close to ‘Palm Beach’, Brigadoon is run by the welcoming Bruce and Bubble Burns – a Scottish couple, if you haven’t guessed. It has just three Victorian-style cottages, surrounded by gardens. Each has a shower/toilet, a fully equipped kitchen, TV, secure parking and is serviced daily (a laundry service is possible). It is close to the swimming pool and the Entertainment Centre, and makes an excellent place to stay. 
Rates: N$175 single, N$130 per person sharing, including breakfast.
Haus Garnison (8 apartments) 4 Garnison St, Swakopmund
Inland from Brigadoon, north of the centre, Garnison is on the right of the main road towards Henties Bay. It boasts luxury apartments that cater more towards long-term visitors than casual ‘drop-ins’. When last visited, the reception was abrupt and unhelpful – perhaps I caught them on a bad day?
Rates: N$90 single, N$75 per person sharing.
Hotel Schütze (13 rooms) Breite St, PO Box 634, Swakopmund
Next to Grüner Kranz, this is a very traditional hotel, bar and restaurant. In the hotel half of the rooms use shared bathrooms and toilets, while the bar seems to attract some of the less liberal members of Swakopmund’s white community. It can’t be recommended for anything apart from curiosity value.
Rates: N$80 single, N$100 double, including breakfast.
Pension D'Avignon (10 rooms) 25 Brücken St, PO Box 1222, Swakopmund
Between Molte and Roon Streets, Pension D'Avignon focuses so clearly on German visitors that others may find the welcome here much less than warm. For those who do stay here, there’s a small pool at the back, and a TV lounge with tea and coffee. Its rooms are clean but unremarkable.
Rates: N$110 single, N$95 per person sharing, including breakfast.
Restcamps
If you want your own self-catering facilities then there are three restcamps around Swakopmund, all very different. See also those which are south of here, around Walvis Bay, page 271–275.
El Jada Restcamp PO Box 1155, Swakopmund
About 12km from Swakopmund, on the D1901 (just south of the B2), El Jada is beside the Swakop River and the northern boundary of the Namib-Naukluft National Park. El Jada promises ‘German hospitality’ and has self-catering apartments, with en-suite toilets and showers, supplied with crockery and cutlery.
The place is quiet and quite isolated, despite its proximity to Swakopmund, and birdwatching hikes along the Swakop River Valley are an attraction.
Rates: N$110 single, N$85 per person sharing.
Municipality Restcamp (200 chalets) The Head of Tourism, Municipality of Swakopmund, P Bag 5017
On the north of the road which crosses the Swakop to Walvis Bay, this huge, old restcamp is quite an institution. Within a large electric fence lie some 200 chalets and bungalows, all packed closely together. These vary from tiny fisherman’s cabins, whose cramped beds in minute rooms have changed little in the last decade, to luxury VIP flats with modern decor and bright pastel colours.
There’s a rolling programme of modernising the restcamp, which at present supplies linen but not towels. The flats are fine and simple, with the luxury flats being larger, but otherwise similar. The A-frame chalets have a much more interesting design, and their wooden construction is warmer in the winter than the others – though all the beds in these are singles. All are good value, provided you don’t mind getting lost in the maze of other identical chalets whilst you search for your own. 
Rates: Working out the costs for these is an art, but expect from about N$50 per person for the most basic, to N$100 each for something plusher.
Alte Brücke Restcamp (19 chalets) PO Box 3360, Vineta
At the southern end of the Strand, by the Swakop River’s mouth, Alte Brücke has been open since around 1992 – an upmarket version of the nearby municipal restcamp, which is also surrounded by a vicious electric fence.
The chalets here are all large, with two bedrooms (two beds in each) and a bed-settee, which will take two small children. Thus they could sleep a family in each. Each has a bath/shower room, a separate toilet, and a large open-plan lounge/kitchen with Mnet TV, telephone, linen and towels.
The kitchen has cutlery, crockery and glassware, ironing board, iron, toaster, kettle, microwave, electric stove, fridge/freezer and a separate mini-bar – making these into comprehensively equipped little holiday homes.
Rates: N$180 singles, N$140 per person (or two sharing). Three or four adults in a chalet are N$120 per person. Children (aged 2–16) sharing cost N$50 each.
Backpackers’ lodges
With good transport connections, and an exploding line in adventure sports, Swakopmund is well positioned to become Namibia’s backpacking capital. However, a wide choice of B&Bs and cheap hotels means few dedicated backpackers’ places. Also, the municipality’s strict rules on licensing means that two places, Thimbi-Thimbi and Chameleon, seem to have vanished in the last few months. Those currently around include:
Youth Hostel P Bag 5023, Swakopmund
Situated on Lazarett Street, diagonally opposite the Europa Hof, the Youth Hostel is very basic and limited to travellers aged between 15 and 30, who are housed in a grand old barracks building. No food is served, and when last visited the place was closed and daubed with political slogans. It is run by the Ministry of Youth & Sport, and should open Mon–Fri: 07.00–13.00 and 14.00–18.00.
Rates: N$15 per person camping, dorms N$25 per person, private room (4–6 beds) N$55 per night.
Karen’s Attic (dorm beds) Corner of Otavi and Post Streets
This is a brand new backpackers’ place in the centre of town which claims to be exceedingly comfortable. Initial reports about it have been favourable.
Rates: N$35 per person for dorm beds.
Alternative Space (13 dorm beds) 46 Alfons Weber St, PO Box 1388
Note that Alfons Weber St is not shown on the normal MET map of Swakopmund. It is found by following Lazarett Street beyond Aukas, about 15 minutes’ walk due east of the centre.
Because of the Municipality's business rules, Alternative Space is not a guesthouse. However, the owner, Frenus, is happy to have friends to stay, who can have the use of his dorm beds, kitchen and laundry. He will happily collect you from town (free) if you give him a call, and the place has a great, relaxed atmosphere.
Rates: Because it is not a business, there are no rates. However, most of Frenus’s friends leave gifts behind of about N$25 per person per night.
Where to eat and drink
Hansa Hotel 3 Roon St, Swakopmund
The Hansa Hotel (see page 257) has an award-winning European restaurant serving stylish, elaborate and quite heavy cuisine – using of lots of sauces. It majors on seafood, though has a good range of steaks and one or two vegetarian dishes. Expect starters about N$15–25; main courses for N$40–50; and desserts for N$10–15. Its selection of South African wines is also impressive, with bottles averaging around N$40–60 each, and some good vineyards.
Strand Hotel Beach Front, Swakopmund
Beside the sea, the Strand’s Commodore Restaurant serves à la carte seafood in season inside during the evening. Outside the much less stuffy Strand Café offers ice-creams and burgers by the beach.
The Tug The Strand, Swakopmund
Perhaps the most interesting place to eat in town, The Tug is just that – an old tug raised up above the sea-front next to the old jetty. Inside the tabletops have been individually painted by different artists, and underneath is a very arty gift/curio shop (sadly most of its stock is imported).
The food is amongst the best in town and majors on seafood, in a style that’s lighter and less traditional than the restaurants of the Hansa or Strand. Expect starters around N$15–20, large salad N$18, seafood main courses about N$40, steaks N$35–45, desserts N$10. The wines here are undistinguished and a little expensive, at up to N$60, but the place is always full and bookings are essential.
African Café Southeast corner of Brücken and Bismarck Streets
Opened late 1996, the café’s convenient corner location, its bright, trendy decor and superb background music, from rock to opera, make this the best place in town to relax with a snack. It’s also the perfect place to be young and trendy.
Breakfasts cost N$10–20, toasted sandwiches around N$6 and burgers and fries N$12–15. Fish and steaks about N$20–25 in the evening, and the café has just got a licence to serve alcohol.
Open 08.00–15.00 and then 18.00 until late on Fri–Sun.
Café Anton (at the Schweizerhaus Hotel)
Overlooking the Mole and the ocean, the café opens for extensive breakfasts, and stays open until the mid-evening – though it’s really more of a place for morning coffee or afternoon tea. There are tables outside, under the palm trees, and often a small curio market just below. Inside is a genteel atmosphere – perfect for reading a book or relaxing, with an excellent range of cakes and pastries, and very good coffee.
Kücki’s Pub 22 Moltke St
One of the best places in town, Kücki’s is a fun, lively bar that also serves very good food. It is German in character, though there are always visitors around. Kücki’s shellfish is the best in town, and its service is friendly. Its outside courtyard is huge, but unless the weather is hot, ask for a table inside, even if it means waiting a bit. Expect starters to be around N$20, main courses N$35 and desserts N$14. Do book in advance, as it’s often full.
Frontiers Restaurant 18 Moltke St
Next to the First National Bank, on the corner of Moltke and Woermann Streets, Frontiers is popular with tour groups and serves good food in a trendy setting – like a local version of a Hard Rock Café, but without all the imagination. The provision of one genuine ‘African’ dish, Putapa, is good to see, as are its game dishes. Starters are N$10–25, steak main courses N$25–35, sauces for steaks are N$6 extra, large salads cost N$18.
Lighthouse Restaurant Pool Terrace, Main Beach
Good for sundowners, its food had a bad name until recently. Now it has a pizza café by the swimming pool, and a rising reputation. Main courses N$20–35.
Neapolitana Pizzeria Briete St
Opposite the Grüner Kranz, this small, quiet pizzeria uses a proper oven and serves a variety of simple Italian dishes, including pizza, for around N$20–30 each. It’s neither as trendy nor as busy as many of the places around, though its pizzas are good.
Mandarin Gardens Chinese 27 Brücken St, PO Box 258
Reputedly good Chinese food, at least by Namibian standards, but rather expensive with meals around N$70 per person.
Erich's Seafood Restaurant 21 Post St, PO Box 1314
Regarded as the place for well-presented fish in Swakopmund, provided you’re not put off by the lack of atmosphere and the high prices. Mains around N$40–50.
De Kelder Klimas Shopping Arcade, Moltke St
In a very uninspiring setting (the new Klimas shopping arcade), De Kelder is new but serves some of the best and most carefully presented food around, especially if you’re a carnivore. Costs about N$45 for a main course. Atmosphere is almost traditional Afrikaans, with no frills and some class.
Nightlife
Swakopmund has surprisingly lively nightlife, especially in the summer holiday season, although many travellers just have a few drinks in their hotel bar before retiring to bed. Then, around Christmas and New Year, many of Windhoek’s more affluent residents arrive at their cool seaside cottages, intent on fishing by day and partying by night. The ‘in’ places for evenings out change with the tides, so ask around for what’s in fashion, but meanwhile a few old favourites are:
Fagin’s Bar 6 Roon St
Owned by an Irishman, and a favourite watering hole for travellers and locals alike, Fagin’s serves bar food, but most people just come to drink in its friendly, cosmopolitan atmosphere. It’s a firm fixture on the itinerary of most overlanders. Fagin’s main nights are Thursday, Friday and Saturday, when it will stay open until around 02.00. Like the rest of town, it can be very, very quiet on Sundays and Mondays.
O'Kelly's Pub
Next to Fagin’s, and downstairs in the basement, this poorly signposted bar has no food but a good dance-floor. Many Fagin’s customers move here when it closes, as O’Kelly’s stays open after 02.00.
Grüner Kranz’ upstairs bar & disco
If you’ve survived Fagin’s, outlasted O’Kelly’s, and want to dance through to the morning, then try the upstairs bar/pool and disco at Grüner Kranz. This will often stay open until 04.30, though the average age of its clientele has earned it a local nickname of ‘Kiddie Kranz’.
For a more musical evening, check to see if there’s anything happening at the Hotel and Entertainments Centre, or one of the other two venues which regularly present concerts:
Namib Primary School PO Box 5012, Swakopmund; tel: 064 405028; fax: 064 405029
Haus der Jugend – Deutsche Evangelisches Luthern Gemeinde c/o Mr Schier, PO Box 9, Swakopmund; tel: 064 402574
Getting around
Swakopmund’s centre is so small that most visitors walk around it, though obviously you’ll need a car to get out of the centre. Alternatively, the Cycle Clinic (tel: 402530), at 10 Roon Street, between the Hansa Hotel and Kaiser Wilhelm Street, hires out bicycles for N$55 per day, or N$100 for a weekend. These range from mountain bikes to racing and touring models. A deposit of N$200 is required.
Getting organised
In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 064 10111, whilst the ambulance and hospital are on 064 405731, the fire service is on 064 402411/205544/405613(a/h)/404230(a/h), and if you need any sea rescue services then call 064 462041 or 405544 or the police – which is also the emergency number to use if you can’t get through anywhere else. For less serious illness, there’s the Bismarck Medical Centre at 17 Kaiser Wilhelm St, tel: 064 402575 or 402467.
If you want to organise some activities for your stay in Swakopmund, your return flights home, or a trip around the rest of Namibia, then useful addresses include:
Air Namibia 21 Post St, tel: 064 405123 or 404703; fax: 064 402196
This is an office in the Namib i centre – which is useful for re-confirming onward flights. That said, anything tricky is best done with the main office.
Namib i PO Box 1236
This tourist information centre, on the corner of Kaiser Wilhelm and Roon Street, has a most extensive selection of pamphlets and information on Namibia, with a special emphasis on the local area – don’t miss it.
Swakopmund Adventure Centre PO Box 456, Swakopmund
In the Atlanta Hotel, by Fagin’s Bar, this is a booking office for the Desert Explorers quad-bike trips. It also acts as agent for most, but not all, of Swakopmund’s small adventure operators, with activities like dune-boarding, skydiving, etc. 
Namibia Adventure Centre 
In the shopping precinct between Moltke and Roon Streets, this has now been bought by Abenteuer Afrika, and represents many of the smaller tour companies in the area, including Desert Explorers, Sand Boarding, Mola Mola, Kayak Tours, Paragliding, Abseiling, Okakambe Trails, and the Camel Farm. It’s like a mini-tourist office, and is worth visiting when you arrive.
Turnstone Tours PO Box 307, Swakopmund
If you’re interested in a really informative day in the desert with a first-rate guide who is also excellent company, try Bruno Nebe at Turnstone Tours. You’ll pay a bit more than you will for a normal tour, but he takes a maximum of four passengers, and you often get the Land Rover and Bruno to yourselves. Turnstone’s trips come with a delicious picnic hamper full of food and drink (instead of just a lunch pack) and visit offbeat destinations like Sandwich Harbour and the Kuiseb Delta, as well as doing trips inland from the coast. Day-trips cost around N$400 per person – a bargain for one of Namibia’s best guides.
Shopping
Supplies
On the main B2 road out of Swakopmund, at its intersection with Windhoeker Street, is a 24-hour Engen fuel station. Facing that is the Shoprite Arcade which houses a First National Bank cash machine, furniture shops, and a large Shoprite supermarket – which is easily the best place to stock up on food and drink before you leave Swakopmund.
For photographic equipment, try Photographic Enterprises in the Commercial Bank arcade, on Kaiser Wilhelm Street, tel: 064 405072; fax: 064 405874. This has film and some camera equipment, though you will find a more comprehensive range in Windhoek.
Antiques
For antique books and old African artefacts, Peter’s Antiques (28 Moltke St, PO Box 920, Swakopmund; tel/fax: 064 405624) is perhaps the best shop in Africa, with a most comprehensive and eclectic collection.
Peter is a small, intense Namibian of German origin. He started the shop about 15 years ago as an extension of his hobby, and since then his collection, his reputation, and the shop have gradually grown. Now he has a network of collectors all over sub-Saharan Africa, who buy and ship old African artefacts to Swakopmund. (Purchasers should carefully consider the ethics of such collection before even considering buying.) He also sells some new, cheaper arts and crafts that are produced specifically for tourists.
The shop is now quite large, and densely packed with all sorts of things. The smells of wood, skins and dyes that go to make the pieces pervade the place, making it instantly fascinating and slightly revolting. As well as tribal artefacts, Peter’s has an extensive collection of antique books, many in German, concerned with Namibia’s history. In recent years he has been involved with commissioning and distributing facsimile reprints of old books and maps, reproducing these manuscripts for future generations.
Arts and crafts
Swakopmund is filled with commercial art galleries and curio shops, but beyond these, on the fringes of town, a few more original places are worth taking a look at:
Karakulia NDC Craft Centre, Knobloch St, off Noordring; tel: 064 461414/5; fax: 064 461041
Here you can watch the whole art of spinning and weaving of karakul wool into carpets and wall hangings, as well as buying the finished products. You can even have designs made to order, and then reliably shipped home for you. See page 269 for more on the NDC centre.
Swakop River Angoras off Windhoeker St, tel: 064 405442
If you’ve ever wondered where the soft angora wool comes from, look no further. Mrs Tirronen’s rabbits are the answer, and you can watch the wool harvested from the bunnies and spun – before (inevitably) you buy the produce. To get here, drive out of town on Windhoeker St, and when the road runs out: ask someone. It’s right there!
Opens: Mon–Sat: 10.00–17.00.
Swakopmund Arts and Crafts Centre Kaiser Wilhelm Street.
Situated opposite a 24-hour Engen fuel station, on the corner of Kaiser Wilhelm (main B2) and Windhoeker Street, the relatively new arts and crafts centre is next to the Swakopmund Transport Museum (see below). Here a series of small units are occupied by local artisans, who sell a wide variety of curios and crafts. These include semi-precious stones, fabrics and even clothes. A snake park has just moved in here, and the centre seems to be going from strength to strength.
Swakopmund Tannery 7 Leutwein Street, Swakopmund; tel: 064 402633; fax: 064 404205
Watch how hides are transformed into leather goods, and have the chance to buy the finished items.
Museums and Libraries
Swakopmund Museum
Situated next to the municipal swimming pool, by the Strand Hotel, this main Swakopmund Museum (PO Box 361, Swakopmund; tel/fax: 064 402695) was founded by Dr Alfons Weber in 1951. It now has exhibits on life in the Namib Desert and the South Atlantic, huge collections of insects and birds’ eggs, an excellent section on rocks and minerals, and lots of information on the colonial German history in the region.
Namibia’s more indigenous cultures are represented by displays of various musical instruments and utensils, and there’s a re-creation of what old doctors’ and dentists’ surgeries must have been like. Frightening stuff.
Opens daily: 10.00–13.00, 14.00–17.00, including Sundays.
Costs: N$7 for adults, N$3 for children.
Swakopmund Transport Museum
Housed in the newly restored Otavi Bahnhof, on the corner of Kaiser Wilhelm (main B2) and Windhoeker Street, is the new Transport Museum. This was once the west coast terminal of the narrow-gauge railway line, which linked Swakopmund to a copper mine at Tsumeb. (Its adjacent goods-shed, named Omeg-Haus, has been restored for use as a guesthouse for visiting scientists and researchers.)
It contains a photographic history of the building, the railway, the Mole and even aviation in the area. This should develop further with time.
Admission is free.
Sam Cohen Library 
Next to the Transport Museum, the impressive collection of Africana books at the Sam Cohen library (tel: 064 402695) has about 7,000 volumes, encompassing most of the literature on Swakopmund, and a huge archive of newspapers from 1898 to the present day. (Some in German, some in English.) There’s also a collection of old photographs and maps. 
Opens: 09.00–13.00, 15.00–17.00. Admission is free.
What to see and do
Unlike most Namibian towns, there’s plenty to do in Swakopmund. Below are a few attractions in town, but see also Around the towns, from page 278, for ideas in the areas surrounding Swakopmund and Walvis Bay.
Swimming
Opposite the main museum, by the Strand, there's an olympic-size swimming pool, entry N$4. Saunas must be booked at least an hour in advance, and cost N$13. Masochists shouldn't miss the opportunity to use these, and then run straight into the cold surf.
National Marine Aquarium
This relatively new aquarium is worth a visit for its impressive displays of local marine life. It has a total of about 20 tanks, including a huge main tank containing 320m³ of water, and is crossed by an underwater walkway. Coastal angling species dominate, with plenty of kob, blacktail, steenbras, spotted grunters, sharks, skates and rays. Note that at 15.00 on Tues, Sat and Sun the larger fish are hand-fed by divers – an excellent time to visit. 
Opens: 10.00–16.00 Tues–Sun and public holidays, closed Mon.
Admission: N$6 adults, N$3 children, students and pensioners.
The Mole
If you only have a little time to spare, then wander down to the Mole, by the Strand Hotel. This was to be a harbour wall when first built, but the ocean currents continually shifted the sandbanks and effectively blocked the harbour before it was even completed. A similar ‘longshore drift’ effect can be seen all along the coast, at inlets like Sandwich Harbour. Partially because of this sandbank's protection, the beach by the Mole is pleasant and safe to swim from, if small and surprisingly busy at times.
NDC Centre
NDC is a short drive out of town, on Knobloch Street (off Noordring), but a very long walk. It houses the Karakulia weaving company (page 267) and a new Save the Rhino shop/craft workshop, which sells original crafts from the Save the Rhino HQ in Khorixas. It’s worth a trip out, but you need transport. Hopefully this whole complex will attract more craftspeople, as it has the potential to be a fascinating, buzzing place.
Hansa Brewery
Tours around this on Tuesdays and Thursdays are easy to arrange by phoning them on 064 405021, with as much advance notice as possible. The beer is brewed, we're told, according to rigorous German standards. PO Box 111, 9 Rhode Allee, Swakopmund.
Historical buildings
As you might expect, this town is full of amazing old German architecture in perfect condition. If you want a guide to the individual buildings then get in touch with Frau Angelika Flamm-Schneeweiss at the Sam Cohen Library (tel: 064 402695), who can arrange one-off guided walking tours.
Alternatively, the handout from the municipality itself, or the short book entitled Swakopmund – A Chronicle of the Town's People, Places and Progress, available at the museum, both give descriptions and brief histories for some of the buildings.
	WALVIS BAY
	



Walvis Bay seems larger and more spaced out than Swakopmund, though also quieter and slightly lacking in character. Perhaps Afrikaans was the dominant influence here, whereas German was clearly the driving force in shaping Swakopmund’s architecture and style.
Most visitors stay in Swakopmund, where they eat and relax, and venture down to Walvis Bay to go birdwatching, as there are a number of sites attracting huge flocks of seabirds and migrant waders, including the famous flamingos and pelicans.
In recent months, Walvis Bay has begun to change fast. There’s lots of new development, both industrial and commercial. Many new shops are also springing up, like a big new shopping centre, including Shoprite, which is being built on Sam Nujoma Drive (7th Street).
There’s also a concerted effort to promote tourism here, though some comment that the municipality’s campaigns foolishly target South African fishermen to the exclusion of others. Given the marvels of the desert around the town, it’s a shame.
History
From 1990 until 1994 the port of Walvis Bay, and the enclave that surrounds it, remained part of South Africa – despite being surrounded by the newly independent country of Namibia. However, at midnight on February 28 1994 the South African flag was taken down, and five minutes later the Namibian flag was raised here. This transferred the enclave to Namibian control and ended a point of contention between the two countries. Walvis Bay is strategically important as the coast's only deepwater port, and ceding control of it to Windhoek was a very significant step for South African politicians to make.
Now the port could be poised to expand, as the tar road linking it to South Africa’s heartland – the trans-Kalahari Highway – is completed, and the promise of landing freight and then trucking it to Jo’burg becomes a reality.
Orientation
Walvis Bay is built for its harbour, and its streets number from there: 1st Street is nearest the harbour, parallel to the sea, and 16th Street is furthest from it. Similarly its roads are perpendicular to the harbour, starting with 1st Road in the south and continuing to 18th Road in the north.
These somewhat unexciting thoroughfares form a grid that is the city, and are easily navigable. Or at least would have been easily navigable if the planners had had a little imagination. Instead they zealously stuck to numerical names and, where roads were split, they coined names like 3rd Street North, 3rd Street West and 3rd Street East for completely separate roads. So whilst most things are easily found, if you see north, south, east or west in a street name – consult a map immediately.
Without Swakopmund's beautiful architecture or its buzz, Walvis Bay seems to have no real focus or centre for visitors. However, if you’re a keen birdwatcher you’ll probably base yourself here just for the lagoon.
Street name changes
As this book goes to press, a programme is starting to change the names of various streets in Walvis Bay. This seems likely to keep rolling, but so far just a few of the changes have been announced:
7th Street will become Sam Nujoma Drive
10th Street will become Nangalo Mbumba Drive
14th and 13th Streets will become Hidipo Hamutenya Ave
Kuiseb Street will become Nathaniel Maxuilili Ave
Oceana Street will become Ben Amathila Drive
Getting there
By air
Swakopmund has regular flights from Lüderitz (N$519), Oranjemund (N$320) and Windhoek (N$200), whilst Walvis Bay only has good flight links with Windhoek (N$200).
By train
Walvis Bay is linked to Windhoek and Tsumeb, via Swakopmund, by the normal, slow train services. These run to and from Windhoek every day except Saturday, arriving Walvis Bay at 07.30 and departing at 19.00. Trains to Tsumeb depart on Mon, Wed and Fri at 16.25. See Chapter 9, page 100, for details, or call the TransNamib in Walvis Bay on tel: 064 208504/5.
By bus
Intercape Mainliner run a good service linking Windhoek and Walvis Bay, which stops at the Omega Service on the corner of 7th Street and 15th Road. This arrives from Windhoek at 12.00 on Mon, Wed, Fri and Sat, and returns Mon, Wed, Fri and Sun at 12.30. It costs N$60 to Swakopmund, and N$105 to Windhoek, and must be booked in advance. Contact Flamingo Travel (tel: 064 207268) or Ultra Travel (tel: 064 207997) to book, and see Chapter 9 for more details.
Where to stay
Walvis Bay doesn’t have the variety of places to stay, or to eat, found in Swakopmund. However, the odd gem like the Courtyard shines through, and if you’re looking for large, family self-catering units for a longer stay, then something here may be perfect for you. 
Protea Lodge (26 rooms) Corner of 7th Street and 10th Road, PO Box 30, Walvis Bay
On the site of the old Flamingo Hotel, the Protea opened in early 1997, catering more to business people than tourists. It follows the standard Protea formula of having modern, carpeted twin-bed rooms with Mnet TV, facilities to make tea and coffee, direct-dial phones, air-conditioning, and en-suite toilet and bath with a powerful overhead shower. There is a wheel-chair-adapted room, a restaurant, and a lounge. In short, this is an efficient and comfortable but rather soulless hotel in the middle of Walvis Bay.
Rates: N$230 single, N$290 double, N$330 for a superior room (more space). Full breakfast is N$30 per person extra.
Asgard House (5 rooms) 72, 17th Road, PO Box 1300, Walvis Bay
This hospitable private house opened at the end of 1996 for visitors. It has five guestrooms, all different. Each is clean and furnished like someone’s home, which it is. All the rooms have direct-dial phones and en-suite bathrooms. The women running it are very welcoming, and keen to help you enjoy your stay, so it feels very much like a traditional B&B in the UK.
If the decor is a little old, and you need to behave as if you are in someone else’s home (check the situation on keys if you wish to return late at night), then you can console yourself that it is both cheap and good value.
Rates: N$130 single, N$180 double, including breakfast.
The Courtyard (13 twin and 4 single rooms) 16, 3rd Road (corner of 2nd Street), PO Box 2416, Walvis Bay
Close to the Esplanade, and just a few blocks from the harbour and the caravan park, this is a little gem. It was opened around the end of 1995 by Ivan and Gerlinde Perry, its owner/managers, and everything is set around a central grassy courtyard, shaded by a couple of sturdy palm trees.
Its rooms all have direct-dial telephone, TV with satellite channels, and a radio/alarm clock as well as a microwave, coffee machine, kettle, a little cutlery, washing bowl, and a small mini-bar/fridge (stocked if you wish). All rooms have en-suite facilities, some with bath and shower, others just with bath. The furniture is sturdy and stylish, but kept to a minimum in the spacious rooms.
Outside the rooms, it has a small heated, indoor swimming pool and sauna, garage parking, and is certainly the most impressive place in Walvis Bay. Unbeatable value for money and very near to the Raft Restaurant – though it is a distance from the night-life of Swakopmund.
Rates: N$140 single, N$200 double, N$250 triple, including breakfast.
Langstrand Caravan Park (chalets plus 105 camping sites) PO Box 86, Walvis Bay
These relatively plush chalets, overlooking the lagoon, are designed for self-catering visitors who come to stay for a few weeks. 
Rates: N$470 per chalet with 2 double beds, N$120 for a small room for two. N$40 per site plus N$5 per person camping.
Levo Guest House and Chalets PO Box 1860, Walvis Bay
The guesthouse has three double rooms, a bathroom, kitchen, and is fully supplied with linen for N$375 per night. Smaller self-catering flats are available with two double rooms for N$275. These are suitable for long stays, and meals are not available.
Langholm Hotel (11 rooms) 24 2nd Street West, PO Box 2631, Walvis Bay
This nice small hotel is very near to The Courtyard and the lagoon. Ten of the rooms are comfortable twins, with en-suite bathrooms, direct-dial telephones and TVs. One is a self-catering suite big enough for five. There’s a relaxing lounge with a bar (open every evening until 22.00), but don’t sleep in so late that you miss the extensive breakfast.
Rates: N$180 single, N$140 per person sharing, including breakfast.
Lagoon Chalets (40 chalets) 8th Street West, Meersig, PO Box 2318, Walvis Bay
One style of chalet has only one separate bedroom, but can sleep six people throughout, whereas the better chalets are a similar size but with two separate bedrooms. They are fully furnished and equipped, and really designed for self-catering families coming on long-stay trips. 
Rates: N$180 per one-bedroom chalet, N$200 for a two-bedroom chalet.
Dolphin (Dolfyn) Park Recreational Resort (20 bungalows) P Bag 5017, Walvis Bay
About 10km out of Walvis Bay, beside the road to Swakopmund, this purpose-built resort is reminiscent of the UK’s Butlins chain of resorts. It is on its own in the desert, by the sea, dominated by a large water-slide into a swimming pool. The atmosphere here is one of a holiday-camp, aiming for families with children. Used mainly by Namibians and South Africans, it is very busy during the summer school holidays, but can be almost deserted during the quieter seasons.
Rates: from N$200 per two-person bungalow.
Atlantic Hotel (12 rooms) PO Box 46, Walvis Bay
On 7th Street near 13th Road Standard Bank, the Atlantic is a normal, standard town hotel, with rooms that are OK (with Mnet TV and en-suite facilities), but little to really distinguish it. Being in the centre of town makes it popular for local business-people, but less interesting for visitors. 
Rates: N$190 single, N$290 double, including breakfast.
Mermaid Hotel 194 6th Street
This old hotel now seems to hire out rooms by the hour rather than the night. Most travellers avoid it.
Casa Mia Hotel (23 twin rooms) 7th Street, between 17th and 18th Roads, PO Box 1786, Walvis Bay
This is an old-style hotel with dark, heavy furnishings but reasonable facilities. The rooms all have Mnet TV, alarm-clock/radio, tea/coffee maker, and en-suite bathroom, but they need refurbishing. The adjacent restaurant has rested on a good reputation for years, but don’t come here expecting any trendy modern cuisine. Overall the Casa Mia is rather expensive for what it’s offering.
Rates: single N$247, double N$300, including breakfast.
The Spawning Ground (16 dorm beds) 55, 6th Street, between 5th and 6th Roads, Walvis Bay
Undoubtedly the best backpackers’ place in Walvis Bay, this has four small dorms, with four bunk beds in each made from amazing old beams taken from jetties. (Its helpful owner, Eugene, has a full-time job constructing jetties for a living.)
These rooms are bright, cheerful and well decorated, and there’s a communal lounge with small TV and library. Foster looks after everything on a day-to-day basis, and cutlery, crockery and cooking facilities are provided. Because Walvis Bay is quieter than Swakopmund, the Spawning Ground tends to attract travellers who stay for several days just to relax, lending it a very laid-back air.
Rates: N$30 per person, N$20 for campers.
Esplanade Park Municipal Bungalows (26 bungalows) PO Box 5017, Walvis Bay
Situated on the Esplanade past 8th road on the left, on the way south towards Sandwich Harbour, this is a complex of quite smart, well-equipped bungalows facing the lagoon. All the bungalows have proper kitchens with a stove, fridge/freezer, kettle, toaster, cutlery, crockery, and glasses. Some claim to sleep five people, others seven – though three and four people, respectively, would be about right for comfort.
They also have outside braais for barbecues, a garage for the car, and their own inside toilets and bathroom. Bedding is provided, but towels and soap are not. Good-value accommodation, though it feels like a restcamp and is not at all cosy. The office hours here are 08.00–13.00, 14.00–17.00, 19.00–22.00 during the week, and 08.00–13.00, 15.00–18.00 at the weekend.
Rates: N$185 for a five-bed bungalow, N$235 for a seven-bed bungalow.
Esplanade Caravan Park & Campsite (35 pitches) PO Box 86, Walvis Bay
Situated by the harbour, and bordered by the Esplanade on two sides, this is the most basic place in town. It provides just space for camping: pitches of hard ground separated by sparse bush hedges, which shelter it from the worst of the winds from the South Atlantic. Though well cared for, it can seem bleak and unappealing. The site’s redeeming feature for families may be the children’s playground, tennis courts, and outdoor swimming pool, which are adjacent. Office opens 08.00–13.00 and 14.00–17.00.
Rates: N$35 per pitch, plus N$2 per person. 
Where to eat
Probst Bakery & Café 148 9th Street (near 12th Road
This café and bakery has good snacks and take-away fare.
Waldorf Restaurant 10th Road, between 7th and 8th Streets
For daytime & lunch – special meals good, but little for vegetarians.
The Steakhouse Corner of 9th Street and 10th Road
This very traditional steak-and-chips place is now somewhat run down, but the food is palatable if you’re hungry and not particular.
Costs: starters N$10–20, main courses N$30–50.
La Lainya's 142 7th Street
With dancing after dinner La Lainya's was once the smart place to eat seafood. Now its atmosphere seems old and fading, though the food is still good.
Costs: starters N$10–25, main courses N$40–70.
The Raft Restaurant 
Owned by the team that also owns The Tug in Swakopmund (see page 263), this is an even more adventurous construction. It is a raft built on stilts in the middle of Walvis Bay lagoon, off the Esplanade (the seafront road), near to the caravan and camping site. It is very good, but relatively expensive, especially in the evening – when the bar is by far the most stylish place in town.
It opens for lunch from about 12.00 to 15.00, with a cut-price menu of starters for around N$10–15 (a dozen oysters cost nearer N$40), main courses around N$35 (crayfish for N$85), large salads for N$18, and desserts for N$15. 
Later on the bar opens at 17.00, making this a great place to watch the sun sink into the waves. Dinner is served from 18.00 to 22.00, and expect starters for N$15–20, main courses around N$35–45 (prawns N$65, crayfish up to N$145), steaks N$40–50, and the same salad and dessert choices as lunch. 
Crazy Mama's 133 7th Street, between 10th and 11th Roads
Opposite the Atlantic Hotel, Crazy Mama’s has a enthusiastic fan-club of locals and travellers. It serves what some claim are the best pizza and pasta dishes in Namibia. It’s also fairly cheap at around N$60 for a two-course meal with a beer or a glass of wine. It’s second only to the Raft, and much lighter and less serious.
Costs: starters N$8–15, main courses N$25–40.
Atlantic Hotel 7th Street near 13th Road
The Atlantic’s restaurant serves reasonable German/European fare at fairly high prices, though may be useful in an emergency.
Costs: starters N$15–25, main courses N$35–50.
Hickory Creek Spur on 9th Street, close to 12th Road
This chain outlet serves good American burgers, steaks, and a host of side orders together with a good salad bar and children’s menu. It is lively and opens every day.
Costs: starters N$10–20, light meals during day N$15–30, main courses N$30–60.
Waterfront Express 
Driving on the main road between Swakopmund and Walvis Bay, you’ll see carriages of a train parked between the road and the sea. These are part of the Waterfront Express, which is a cramped restaurant serving good food.
Costs: starters N$15–20, main courses N$30–55.
Nightlife
The only major concert venue in Walvis Bay is the Municipal Hall (10th Street, PO Box 5017; tel: 064 205981; fax: 064 204528). Any touring show will perform either here or at one of Swakopmund’s main venues (see page 265).
Walvis Bay and Swakopmund between them usually have several nightclubs, which operate all year. More spring up during the peak holiday period for the local market around December/January. 
These can be great fun, but go in and out of fashion swiftly – probably rendering obsolete anything written here. Ask local advice as to what’s good, and take care if you’re thinking of a club in one of the townships. Currently the best venues are:
The Plaza
Above the Plaza Cinema on 10th Street, this late nightclub opens every night from midnight onwards. Racially its very mixed and its best nights are Friday and Saturday. There is usually a cover charge of N$5–10.
Club 9-5
This is in Naraville township, and so less racially mixed, but it’s still fairly safe and hassle-free – though do go with a local guide if possible, or by taxi.
Getting around
Most visitors to Walvis Bay have their own transport, as the city’s quite spread out and there’s little in the way of local public transport. If you’ve no vehicle then walking is usually pleasant, and hitching is occasionally successful, even in town.
If you’re hiring a car on arrival, or dropping one here, then Avis have an office at the airport, tel: 064 207527, and Budget are found on 18th Street, tel: 064 204624; fax: 064 202931.
Getting organised
In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 064 10111, whilst the ambulance is 064 205443, the hospital is 064 203441, and the fire service is 064 203117. If you need any sea rescue services then tel: 064 203202, 203581 or 208299 or the police – which is also the emergency number to use if you can’t get through anywhere else. For less serious illness, there’s the NMA Health Care Centre on 14th Street, tel: 064 206098 or 206118, or the EPHS Centre at 203 2nd Street, tel: 064 207063.
The Tourist Information Centre, on the right as you enter the civic centre on 10th Street (by 12th Road), ought to be your first stop for information. The manager is very helpful, and knows the area in detail.
Shopping
With your own car, you are close enough to drive easily to Swakopmund, where the choice of shops is usually greater. However, within Walvis, if you need food and provisions, then the best places are the super Spar at 230 12th Street, the Portuguese Market Garden at 112 7th Street, or the Walvis Bay Service Station on the corner of 8th Street and 14th Road.
There are plenty of 24-hour fuel stations around town. Garages for vehicle repairs include Kwik-Fit Exhaust Systems on 18th Road (tel: 064 202409), Autowagen Repairs at 271 9th Street (tel: 064 206949), and Hans Kriess Motors on 8th Street (tel: 064 202653; fax: 064 206748), who specialise in VW and Audi models, but will also repair others.
For photographic needs try Photo Krause at 153 7th Street, tel: 064 203015; fax: 064 206439. They have film and some camera equipment, and can process print film in under 24 hours.
For camping equipment, car spares and cycling gear, try Cymot at 136 8th Street (tel: 064 202241; fax: 064 205745).
What to see and do
Turning right after leaving the tourist information office take you to the office where locals make their water and electricity payments. The walls are covered in an intricate bas-relief of wooden carvings, showing, amongst other things, the mating dance of flamingos, desert life, sea life and human fishing. Impressive, and by the local artist Peter Downing.
Otherwise there’s little to do in Walvis Bay itself, but some superb birdwatching opportunities around the town, and one company runs excellent short boat trips from the harbour: 
Mola Mola PO Box 980, Walvis Bay
Organises bird- and dolphin-watching cruises, as well as angling trips (day and overnight), and boat trips on the lagoon. These cost about N$170 for a dolphin cruise lasting a few hours, and N$250 for a half-day fishing.
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Because the towns of Swakopmund and Walvis Bay are just 30km apart (about 25 minutes’ drive, on a super tar road), this section covers attractions in the areas outside both of the towns.
Activities
Action in the dunes
Swakopmund is starting to develop into a lively centre for adventure-sports, attracting those in search of action and extra adrenaline. It is already a stop on the route of the overland companies, which supply a constant flow of people in search of thrills. One stop should be the Swakopmund Adventure Centre (tel: 064 406096), in the Atlanta Hotel in front of Fagin’s Bar. Current options, most of which can be organised from here, include:
Sand-boarding in the dunes, organised by Chris and Beth of Alter-Action Ltd (PO Box 1388; tel/fax: 064 402737; mobile: 081 128 2737). Their trips leave from Swakopmund at 09.30, collecting you from where you are staying. Adventurers are supplied with a large flat piece of masonite/hardboard, also safety hats, elbow guards and gloves.
The idea is to push off the top of a dune, and lie on the board as it slides down. Speeds easily reach 70kph, though first you’ll do a few training rides on lower dunes, where you won’t go much faster than 40kph. Finally, they take you to a couple of the larger dunes, for longer, faster runs, before lunch in the desert, and the return drive to Swakopmund. Trips costs about N$100 for half a day.
Dune-boarding is different. It may have more finesse, but certainly requires more skill. Here adventurers stand up on a small surfboard, which shoots down the side of dunes – rather like skiing, only on sand. This is still in its infancy here, started by Andreas Vaatz (tel: 061 225575), but recently taken over by Alter-Action Ltd. Trips start at 09.30, include lunch and drinks, and cost N$150.
Quad-biking involves riding 4-wheel motorcycles through the dunes, and is organised by Desert Explorers (PO Box 456, Swakopmund; tel: 064 406096; fax: 064 405649). Normal trips depart at 09.30, 11.30, 14.00 and 16.00. First they follow an easy track down the Swakop River valley, before a stop for refreshments and a foray into the Namib’s main dune-sea. It all takes about 2½–3 hours. Petrol, soft drinks, and transport are included for N$250 per person. Manual, semi-automatic (for non-riders), and automatic bikes are available. Helmets, goggles and gloves are provided.
Though these organised trips are well regulated, the reckless use of quad bikes is increasingly damaging the fragile environment, and harming the coastal wildlife: witness nests of endemic Damara terns crushed by careless driving on a beach. Legislation is needed to license and control these vehicles, and meanwhile riders should use them responsibly. Note that bikes are not allowed into the Namib-Naukluft National Park.
Action in the air
With clear air and a starkly beautiful coastline, Swakopmund is a natural space to learn to fly, parachute or even skydive. All take a while, although the Swakopmund Skydiving Club runs tandem free-fall jumps for novices, which are increasingly popular. After a little basic safety chat and a scenic flight over Swakopmund and the surrounding area, you can be strapped to an experienced instructor to throw yourselves out of a plane at 10,000ft. You free-fall lasts for minutes before, hopefully, your parachute opens. This costs N$800 per jump, and includes a free video of your trip. Book through the Adventure Centre, tel: 064 406096.
Riding
Okakambe Trails have well-trained horses available for novices and experienced riders to take accompanied rides into the moon landscape and the Swakop River valley. Prices are around N$160 for an hour, N$240 for two hours. Book via the Namibia Adventure Centre, tel: 064 406096, or the farm itself (tel: 064 404747), which is reached along the D1901, south of the B2 just east of town.
Alternatively, for a more Arabian experience, camel riding is available between 14.00 and 17.00 each afternoon. Short excursions into the desert (Arab-style attire for hire) are offered for around N$200 per person; telephone Ms Elke Erb on 064 400363 to arrange a trip.
For something completely different, and authentically Namibian, try the traditional donkey-cart drives organised by Inshore Safaris (PO Box 2444, Walvis Bay; tel: 064 202609; fax: 064 202196). These use the traditional transport of the Topnaar people, who inhabited the coast before the first European settlers arrived, and may have been here as early as the 14th century. 
Excursions
Dune 7
Past the Bird Sanctuary, on the C14 on the way to the airport and Sesriem, this is one of the highest dunes in the area and has a small picnic site near its base, amongst a few shady palms. It’s a popular spot for both energetic dune-climbers and sundowner drinks.
Rossing
Rossing is remarkable, particularly if you’re interested in engineering, mining or geology. It’s an enormous, open-cast uranium mine. For children (especially the sort that never grow up) there are the biggest lorries in the world and some enormous vehicles.
The open-cast mine is awesome, so deep that the same vehicles working at the bottom of the pit look like Dinky toys. You certainly get an alternative view of the desert, and the viewpoints Rossing has set up (with information plaques) provide interesting photo opportunities. There’s a video charting the mine’s and the Uranium production process, with the requisite emphasis on safety, and a tour of the whole site.
Visiting Rossing is probably the sort of thing that I would have done when I was a child, on holiday with my family, to fill in a rainy day. Then I’d look back on it, and be glad that I’d done it. It certainly appeals to those already interested, but many will feel only too glad to leave this kind of suspect industrial ‘development’ behind them in Europe.
Welwitschia Drive
In the northern corner of the Namib-Naukluft National Park, an afternoon’s excursion from Swakopmund or Walvis Bay, the Welwitschia Drive is a route through the desert with numbered beacons at points of interest, culminating in one of the country's oldest Welwitschia plants.
An excellent, detailed booklet is available from the Swakopmund Tourist Office, from where you must buy a permit for the park before you enter. See Chapter 13 for a full description of the route.
Part of the Welwitschia Drive is the ‘moon landscape’, or ‘moonscape’ – a rolling, barren area of rocky desert formed by the valleys around the course of the Swakop river. It’s a spectacular sight, often spoken of, and best viewed by the slanting light of mid-morning or late afternoon. 
Birdwatching
There is also some excellent birdlife. Just take a walk on the southwest side of town, around the lagoon. The flock of feeding flamingos and pelicans which I often find there usually allows me to get much closer than the others that I come across in the area. Birdwatchers might also look into the bird sanctuary at the end of 13th Street, as well as stopping at one of the guano platforms in the sea between Walvis and Swakopmund.
Bird sanctuary
If you follow an extension of 18th Road inland from Walvis Bay and over the roundabout, heading for Dune 7, then on your right you will shortly see a series of freshwater pools. Alternatively, following 13th Road inland and taking a left will lead you, over a few dunes, to a small wooden hide overlooking some of these.
Sit here with binoculars for a few minutes and you’ll often be able to spot some of the pelicans, flamingos, avocets, and assorted waders that attract birdwatchers to flock to Walvis Bay. Enthusiasts should always check what’s here as well as scanning the main lagoon itself.
Swakop River Delta
Here small tidal lagoons surrounded by reeds are very good for birding. Expect whimbrils, curlews, the odd flamingo and pelican, white-breasted cormorants, Cape cormorants, black-winged Stilts, avocets, and more.
The remains of the old railway bridge lie here, washed down in 1934 when the Swakop River performed its flood-of-the-century stunt. On the pillars there are often crowned and bank cormorants, while along the riverbed, between the tamarisk trees, kestrels swoop around catching mice.
The local Wildlife Society has laid out a pleasant, well-marked 4km trail starting next to the cemetery. This takes you downstream into the river mouth, and back to the beach. Walkers should beware of swiftly-moving quad bikes.
Kuiseb Delta
This fascinating area is criss-crossed by a labyrinth of tracks in which even experienced guides sometimes get lost. Various unmarked archaeological sites dot the area, where pottery shards, beads, shell middens and stone tools can be seen. The wildlife found here includes springbok, ostrich, jackal, and brown hyena, and many birds including the endemic Dune Lark.
Look out for the nara bushes, Acanthosicyos horrida – their spiky green (and hence photosynthesising) stems have allowed them to dispense with leaves completely. This is an advantage given the propensity of leaves to lose water. Naras are perhaps not truly desert plants for their roots go down many metres to reach underground water, which they need in order to survive. From February to April and August to September the local Topnaar people harvest nara melons here.
The whole area is only accessible by 4WD and you’ll only appreciate it with a good guide. To approach on your own, take the Esplanade by the lagoon southwest from Walvis Bay, and after about 4km ignore the sign to Paaltjies (where the road divides) and keep left. The tracks then splits and you take the left fork marked Rooibank via Wortels.
Sandwich Harbour
This small area about 40km south of Walvis Bay contains a large saltwater lagoon, extensive tidal mudflats, and a band of reed-lined pools fed by freshwater springs – which together form one of the most important refuges for birdlife in Southern Africa. Typically you’ll find about 30 species of birds at Sandwich at any given time. It offers food and shelter to countless thousands of migrants every year and some of the most spectacular scenery in the country – for those visitors lucky enough to see it. Where else can you walk alone along a pelican-covered beach while pink flamingos glide above the sand-dunes?
Regulations and warning
Getting to Sandwich Harbour requires a high-clearance 4WD and an experienced driver. As several vehicles have been lost to the sea in recent years, many of the area’s guides have stopped coming here. Despite this difficulty of accessing it, Sandwich Harbour is still the best place for birding in the area. So don’t believe convenient rumours that it’s silted up, or devoid of birdlife. It isn’t – it’s superb.
About the only operator doing proper trips here regularly is Bruno, of Turnstone Tours, who runs full-day trips for a maximum of four people at a time. These are best booked far in advance, and highly recommended (see page 266).
The reluctance of most guides to come here should be a warning to you: even experienced desert drivers get stuck here regularly if they don’t know the place, so it’s dangerous to go without a local expert. If you do try to drive yourself, then check the fine print of your vehicle’s insurance and buy an MET permit in advance from the tourist office in Swakopmund, or the CWB Service Station in Walvis Bay. These cost N$10 per adult, and N$10 for the vehicle.
Getting there
Take the Esplanade by the lagoon southwest out of Walvis Bay. After about 4km ignore the sign to Paaltjies (where the road divides) and keep to your left. The tracks then splits and you take the right fork, ignoring the road marked Rooibank via Wortels. Cross the salt flats and continue until you reach a fence which marks the boundary of the Namib-Naukluft National Park. Turn right and drive along the fence towards the beach, crossing into the park where the fence stops. You'll be turned away if you don't have a permit.
From this checkpoint it's about 20km of sandy terrain to Sandwich Harbour. You can drive all the way on the beach if you wish, following in the tyre-tracks of the fishermen, although the going can get rough. Beware: if the tide is high and catches you, expect serious problems.
It's better to take an immediate left after passing the control post, and follow these tracks. After some 200m, they turn parallel to the sea and are considerably firmer than the ones on the beach. Leaving these tracks, to go across the apparently dry pans, where there are none, is foolhardy.
What to see and do
Once you reach the bird sanctuary, vehicles must be left and so you have to proceed on foot. The northern part consists of a number of almost enclosed reed-lined pools at the top of the beach, which back directly on to huge dunes. These are fed partly by the sea via narrow channels which fill at high tide, and partly with fresh water which seeps from a subterranean watercourse under the dunes and enables reeds (albeit salt-tolerant ones) to grow. These in turn provide food and nesting sites for a number of the resident waterbirds found here. On my last visit I managed to spot dabchicks, moorhens, shelducks, common and marsh sandpipers, several species of tern (Caspian, swift, white-winged and whiskered all visit) and even avocets and African spoonbills – as well as the pelicans and flamingos.
As you continue along the beach, the ‘harbour’ itself comes into view. During the early 18th century it was used by whalers for its deep, sheltered anchorage and ready supply of fresh water. Subsequently a small station was established there to trade in seal pelts, fish and guano. Later, in the early part of this century, it was used as a source of guano but, after the mouth of the harbour silted up, this ground to a halt in 1947, leaving only a few bits of rusting machinery to be seen today.
It's worth climbing up one of the dunes, as from there you can see the deep lagoon, protected from the ocean's pounding by a sand spit, and the extensive mudflats to the south – which are often covered by the tide.
This is definitely a trip to make a whole day of, so, when you start walking from your vehicle, bring some windproof clothes and a little to eat and drink, as well as your binoculars, camera and lots of film. Even if you're not an avid ornithologist, the scenery is so spectacular that you're bound to take endless photos.
	Chapter Sixteen
The Skeleton Coast
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By the end of the 17th century, the long stretch of coast north of Swakopmund had attracted the attention of the Dutch East India Company. They sent several exploratory missions, but after finding only barren shores and impenetrable fogs, their journeys ceased. Later, in the 19th century, British and American whalers operated out of Lüderitz, but they gave this northern coast a wide berth – it was gaining a formidable reputation.

Today, driving north from Swakopmund, it’s easy to see how this coast earned its names of the Coast of Skulls or the Skeleton Coast. Treacherous fogs and strong currents forced many ships on to the uncharted sandbanks that shift underwater like the desert’s sands. Even if the sailors survived the shipwreck, their problems had only just begun. The coast here is but a barren line between an icy, pounding ocean and the stark desert interior. The present road (C34) runs more or less parallel to the ocean, and often feels like a drive along an enormous beach – with the sea on one side, and the sand continuing forever on the other.

For the first 250km or so, from Swakopmund to about Torra Bay, there are almost no dunes. This is desert of gravel and rock. Then, around Torra Bay, the northern dune-sea of the Namib starts, with an increasingly wide belt of coastal dunes stretching north to the Kunene River. But nowhere are these as tall, or continuous, as the Namib’s great southern dune-sea, south of the Kuiseb River.

At first sight it all seems very barren, but watch the amazing wildlife documentaries made by the famous film-makers of the Skeleton Coast, Des and Jen Bartlett, to realise that some of the most remarkable wildlife on earth has evolved here. Better still, drive yourself up the coast road, through this fascinating stretch of the world’s oldest desert. You won’t see a fraction of the action that they have filmed, but with careful observation you will spot plenty to captivate you.

Flora and fauna
Sand-rivers
A shipwrecked sailor’s only hope on this coast would have been to find one of the desert’s linear oases – sand-rivers that wind through the desert to reach the coast. The Omaruru, the Ugab, the Huab, the Koichab, the Uniab and the Hoanib are the main ones. They are few and far between. Each starts in the highlands, far inland, and, although normally dry, they often flood briefly in years of good rains. For most of the time their waters filter westwards to the sea through their sandy beds. Shrubs and trees thrive, supporting whole ecosystems: green ribbons which snake across seemingly lifeless plains.

Even in the driest times, if an impervious layer of rock forces the water to surface, then the river will flow overland for a few hundred metres, only to vanish into the sand again as swiftly as it appeared. Such watering places are rare, but of vital importance to the inhabitants of the area. They have allowed isolated groups of Himba people to stay in these parts, whilst also sustaining the famous desert populations of elephant and black rhino.

In many of these river valleys there are thriving populations of gemsbok, kudu, springbok, steenbok, jackals, genets and small wild cats. The shy and secretive brown hyena are common, though seldom seen. Giraffe and zebra are scarce residents, and even lion or cheetah will sometimes appear, using the sand-rivers as alleys for hunting forays. Sadly it is many years since the last such coastal lion was seen, although they used to penetrate the desert right to the coast and prey on seals.

Beside the sea
Outside the river valleys, the scenery changes dramatically, with an outstanding variety of colours and forms. The gravel plains – in all hues of brown and red – are bases for occasional coloured mountains, and belts of shifting barchan sand-dunes.

Yet despite their barren appearance, even the flattest of the gravel plains here are full of life. Immediately next to the sea, high levels of humidity sustain highly specialised vegetation, succulents like lithops, and the famous lichens – which are, in fact, not plants at all but a symbiotic partnership of algae and fungi, the fungi providing the physical structure, while the algae photosynthesise to produce the food. They use the moisture in humid air, without needing either rain or even fog. That said, frequent coastal fogs and relatively undisturbed plains account for their conspicuous success here.

In some places lichens carpet the gravel desert. Take a close look at one of these gardens of lichen, and you’ll find many different species, varying in colour from bright reds and oranges, through vivid greens to darker browns, greys and black. Most cling to the rocks or the crust of the gypsum soil, but a few species stand up like the skeletons of small leafless bushes, and one species, Xanthomaculina convoluta, is even windblown, a minute version of the tumbleweed famous in old Western films. 

All come alive, looking their best, early on damp, foggy mornings. Sections appear like green fields of wispy vegetation. But if you pass on a hot, dry afternoon, they will seem less interesting. Then stop and leave your car. Walk to the edge of a field with a bottle of water, pour a little on to a small patch of lichens, and stay to watch. Within just a few minutes you’ll see them brighten and unfurl.

Less obvious is their age: lichens grow exceedingly slowly. Once disturbed, they take decades and even centuries to regenerate. On some lichen fields you will see vehicle tracks. These are sometimes forty or fifty years old – and still the lichens briefly crushed by one set of wheels have not re-grown. This is one of the main reasons why you should never drive off the roads on the Skeleton Coast.

Further inland
East of the coastal strip, between about 30 and 60km inland, the nights are very cold, and many mornings are cool and foggy. However, after about midday the temperatures rocket and the humidity disappears. This is the hashest of the Namib’s climatic zones, but even here an ecosystem has evolved, relying on occasional early-morning fogs for moisture.

This is home to various scorpions, lizards, and tenebrionid beetles, living from wind-blown detritus and vegetation including dune-creating dollar bushes, Zygophyllum stapffii, and perhaps the Namib’s most fascinating plant, the remarkable Welwitschia mirabilis. 
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The coast is divided into three areas. North of Swakopmund up to the Ugab River, covering about 200km of coast, is the National West Coast Tourist Recreational Area. No permits are needed to drive through here and there are a few small towns and several campsites for fishing parties.

Getting there
It is even more vital here than in the rest of Namibia: you need a vehicle to see this part of the Skeleton Coast. Hitchhiking is not restricted, but with bitterly cold mornings and desiccating afternoons it won’t be pleasant – heat exhaustion would be a real danger. A few tour companies in Swakopmund run excursions to Cape Cross which stop at one of the lichen fields, and some of the more obvious sites of interest on the way.

By far the best method is to drive yourself, equipped with plenty of water and a picnic lunch, and stop where and when you wish to explore. Set off north as early as possible, catching the southern sections of the road in the fog, and pre-book to stay at Terrace Bay for the night. The drive alone will take about five hours, though most people stop to explore and have refreshments, and so make a whole day of it.

The main C34 is tarred up until the C35 turn-off, just north of Henties Bay. After that it becomes what is known locally as a salt road, made of salt, gypsum and gravel compacted hard over the years. It has no loose surface, and so is almost as solid and safe as tar. You can drive faster on this than you would on normal gravel, though it sometimes twists around and gets bumpy – so there’s no leeway for a lack of concentration.

Swakopmund to Henties Bay
The sea ponds
About 7km north of Swakopmund lie a number of large shallow ponds. These are mostly natural ponds used for salt production by the Salt Company. Some are filled with seawater, which is then left to evaporate, whilst others are used for farming oysters. Sometimes you’ll see one coloured bright red or green by algae, or pink by a flock of feeding flamingos!

Nobody lives here, but workers from Swakopmund manage the site. Both the salt and the oysters are sold within Namibia, and most restaurants in Swakopmund will offer you both.

Wlotzkasbaken
This small settlement, about 31km north of Swakopmund, looks like a colony on the moon. Its houses spread out along the desert coast, each overshadowed by its own long-legged water tower (which rely on tankers driving the water from inland.) It was named after Paul Wlotzke, a keen Swakopmund fisherman who first built a hut here, and guided visitors to this rich area for fishing.

Like the ghost towns near Lüderitz, nobody lives here permanently. Wlotzkasbaken is simply a collection of holiday homes, used mainly by those Namibians who love sea fishing and come here for their annual summer breaks around December and January.

East of here are a few apparently barren hills and boulders. Get out of the car to take closer look, and you’ll find many small plants and shrubs there. The Namib’s fogs are densest (and so deliver the more moisture) at higher elevations, so even these relatively small hills catch much more water from the fog than the flat plains.Amongst the boulders are also small land snails, beetles and small vertebrates. These include what is thought to be the world’s only lizard that actually mimics an invertebrate for protection. The juveniles of the Eremias lugubris species have the same colouration and style of movement as a beetle known locally as the ‘oogpister’ – which protects itself like a skunk by expelling a foul-smelling liquid.

Where to stay
Mile 14 Campsite book via the MET in Windhoek.

This is the first coastal campsite north of Swakopmund, used mainly by families in the high season on fishing trips to the coast. It is massive, stretching some 3–4km along the beach, with sites marked by wooden pegs, and ablution blocks built regularly every 100m. (Showers and water are free here.)

Expect this to be totally empty except for high summer, when you will find it busy with plenty of Namibians and South Africans. During Namibian school holidays there is even a basic shop that opens here – though this is hard to believe if you pass in the quiet season.

Rates: N$70 per site, for up to 8 people, 2 vehicles and 1 caravan or tent.

Jakkalsputz Campsite Book via the MET in Windhoek.

This is a few kilometres south of Henties Bay, and similar to Mile 14 – small plots of desert beside the beach, with pitches marked off as campsites. 

Rates: N$70 per site, for up to 8 people, 2 vehicles and 1 caravan or tent.

Henties Bay
About 76km from Swakopmund, this windswept town is set immediately above the shore and around one stream (normally just sandy) of the River Omaruru. Overseas visitors will find little to do here, though in December and January Namibians flock here on their annual holidays, to escape the interior’s heat and go fishing. Non-fishing visitors might take a short wander up the Omaruru’s course, though most will simply refuel here before leaving as quickly as they arrived.

While keen fishermen delight in the pronunciation of their catches – galjeon, kabeljou, steenbras and stompneus – ardent golfers can have a game at the Henties Bay Golf Course. This resides in a section of the river bed, just near to De Duine Hotel, and doesn’t suffer from a shortage of sandy bunkers.

Do fill up with fuel in Henties Bay if you’re heading north. Fuel stations are rare north of here, but there are several in town: one on the main road which slightly bypasses town, and one in town itself.

If you haven’t been able stock up on food and drinks in Swakopmund, then Henties Bay does have a supermarket and a few general shops, including a couple of bottle stores, and a paint and hardware store that will rent out basic camping gear and fishing equipment. Most are centred on the Eagle Complex (location of the holiday flats), in the middle of town.

Where to stay
Hotel De Duine (12 rooms) PO Box 1, Henties Bay. (Not to be confused with Die Duine, in the NamibRand Reserve.)

This reliable small hotel is across the road from a steep beach and the ocean, and the only really comfortable place to stay north of Swakopmund. Its owners are friendly and helpful, and if you stay a while they will go out of their way to help you organise fishing trips – especially if you don’t arrive in their busy season.

The rooms have recently been refitted, and all are comfortable with direct-dial telephones and en-suite bathrooms. The restaurant is à la carte, simple but good. Some claim that Henties Bay has the world’s best crayfish, so perhaps this is the place to try them out.

If you are just passing through and want a break, then breakfast is served about 8.00–10.00, lunch 12.30–14.00, and dinner usually 19.00–21.00.

Rates: N$190 single, N$140 per person sharing.

Die Oord Restcamp (15 chalets) PO Box 82, Rob St, Henties Bay

This small, pleasant restcamp has fully equipped chalets for up to four or five people. Don’t expect luxury, but if you want a place to sleep then it is fine.

Rates: N$110 for a 3-bed bungalow, N$130 for a 4-bed, N$150 for a 5-bed.

Eagle Holiday Flats (4 rooms) PO Box 20, 175 Jakkalsputz Road, Henties Bay

These simple self-catering flats are conveniently situated in the centre of town, part of the main shopping centre. Inside they are clean, cool and a little Spartan, though each has a TV, and bathroom with a shower.

Rates: N$55 per person per night.

North from Henties Bay
Two roads break away from the main coastal road near Henties Bay. The D1918 heads almost due east for about 121km, passing within 30km of Spitzkoppe before joining the main tarred B2 about 23km west of Usakos. The more popular C35 heads northeast across an amazingly flat, barren plain: certainly one of the country’s most desolate roads. This is the way to Uis Mine, Khorixas, and southern Damaraland, unless you are planning to stop for the night somewhere like Terrace Bay.

Ignoring both these right-turns, and continuing northwest along the C35 coast road, you soon reach...

Mile 72 Campsite Book via the MET in Windhoek.

Yet another desolate row of ablution blocks – unless you’re here in the summer. In season, this has a useful fuel station. By the time you are this far up the coast, fresh water costs 10c per litre, and hot showers are N$1 each.

Rates: N$60 per site, for up to 8 people, 2 vehicles and 1 caravan or tent.

The Omaruru River
Driving north past Henties Bay, note all the vegetated depressions (indicating watercourses) that you pass through, spread out along 10–15km around the town. These are all part of the Omaruru River Delta. Because of the high rainfall in its catchment area, in the mountains around Omaruru, this flows regularly and the sandy river-bed usually supports quite a luxurious growth of vegetation.

The vegetation includes a variety of desert flora, native to the Namib’s many river beds, as well as some exotics like wild tobacco (Nicotiana glauca), jimson weed (Datura stramonium), and the castor oil plant (Ricinus communis). These are found from here northwards, in many of the other river valleys also, and Dr Mary Seely, in her excellent book The Namib (see Further Reading), suggests that the seeds for the first such plants might have been imported with fodder for horses during the South African War. As they are hardy plants, eaten by few animals, they have been very successful.

Gemstones
With so little precipitation, even unobservant visitors notice that the basic geology of the Namib often lies right on its surface, just waiting to be discovered. Don’t miss the chance to stop somewhere on the C34 or C35 around here. Wander a few hundred metres from it, and do some gem-hunting. Even if you’re not an expert, you will find some beautiful crystals. 

It was whilst staying at Mile 72 in 1972 that a Namibian mineralogist, Sid Peters (owner of the House of Gems in Windhoek), went hunting for minerals. He found several aquamarines and then a long light-blue crystal that he couldn’t identify. Eventually the Smithsonian Institute in Washington DC confirmed that this was jeremejebite, a very rare, hard mineral containing boron, first discovered in its white form over 80 years ago in Siberia.

Cape Cross Seal Reserve
Open: daily 10.00–1700 every day. No motor cycles.

Costs: N$10 per adult, N$1 per child, plus N$10 per car.

Here, in 1485, the Portuguese captain and navigator Diego Cão landed. He was the first European of his time to reach this far south down the coast of Africa, and to mark the achievement he erected a stone cross on the bleak headland, inscribed in Latin and Portuguese with:

‘Since the creation of the world 6684 years have passed and since the birth of Christ 1484 years and so the illustrious Don John has ordered this pillar to be erected here by Diego Cão, his knight.’

Diego Cão died for his daring, and was buried on a rock outcrop nearby, which they called Serra Parda. His cross remained in place until the 1890s, when it was taken to the oceanographical Museum in Berlin, and in 1974 the whole area was landscaped and a replica cross erected, which stands there today.

David Coulson, in his book Namib (see Further Reading), relates that an old slate was found half-buried in the sand around here, with a message dated 1860 reading:

‘I am proceeding to a river sixty miles north, and should anyone find this and follow me, God will help him.’

It is not known who wrote the message, or what became of them.

The seals
All along the Namibian coast there are seal colonies, though the one at Cape Cross is one of the easiest to access. It is a colony of the Cape fur seal, Arctocephalus pusillus pusillus, usually numbers around 200,000 to 340,000 animals, and is occupied all year round.

In mid- to late-October the large males, or bulls, arrive. They stake their territorial claims and try to defend them from other males. Shortly afterwards, in late November or early December, the females give birth to pups. These will remain in and around the colony, and continue suckling for the next ten or eleven months.

Shortly after giving birth, the females mate with the males who control their harems, and the cycle continues. When the females have all given birth, and mated, most of the males will leave to break their fast and replenish the enormous amounts of body-fat burned whilst defending their territories. 

At any time of year, the amazing sight of tens of thousands of heads bobbing on land and in the water is only matched by the overpowering stench of the colony that greets you. In the last few months of the year, the scene can be quite disturbing, with many pups squashed by the weighty adults, or killed by the area’s resident populations of jackal and brown hyena.

The shop
With the increase in visitor numbers to Cape Cross, and the total lack of local competition, a small shop has opened up just on the right of the main entrance office (where you must buy your entry permit).

Currently this sells coffee, beer, biltong and snacks, though its repertoire is bound to increase as it becomes better established. Adjacent is another small shop selling sweets, postcards and a good (if perplexing) range of shoes. Behind that is a small one-room museum devoted to the pros and cons of the controversial practice of seal culling – sometimes done in the name of conserving fish stocks, sometimes carried out to harvest fur.

Where to stay
Mile 108 Book via the MET in Windhoek.

Could this be even more desolate than Mile 72? Again, in season Mile 108 has a useful fuel station and a small kiosk. Water costs 10c per litre (bring your own container), and hot showers N$1 each.

Rates: N$70 per site, for up to 8 people, 2 vehicles and 1 caravan or tent.

Wreck of the Winston
Just before the entrance to the Skeleton Coast Park is a signpost west to the first of the coast’s wrecks: the Winston, a fishing boat that grounded here in 1970.

Note Beware of driving on the salt pans here (or anywhere else on this coast), as they can be very treacherous.
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Costs: N$20 per adult, N$1 per child, plus N$10 per car.

From the Ugab to the Kunene, the Skeleton Coast Park and Wilderness Areas protect about one-third of the country’s coastline. The southern half of this, the Skeleton Coast Park, is easily accessible to anyone with a car and some forward planning. It’s a fascinating area and, surprisingly, is often omitted from scheduled tours and safaris. This is a shame, though it does mean that from July to September – when much of the country is busy with overseas visitors – this is still a blissfully quiet area.

Getting there
Because the climate here is harsh, and the area quite remote, the Ministry of Environment and Tourism have fairly strict regulations about entry permits – which must be followed.

If you are just passing through, then you can buy your entry permit at either gate: the Ugab River gate on the C34, or the Springbokwasser gate on the D3245. You must reach your gate of entry before 15.00 to be allowed into the park – otherwise you will simply be turned away.

If you plan to stay at either Torra or Terrace Bay, then you must have a booking confirmation slip, issued by the main MET office in Windhoek. You cannot just turn up at the gate, or one of the camps, to see if they have any space. You must pre-book the camp in Windhoek. In that case, if you arrive from Swakopmund along the C34, you must pass the Ugab River no later than 15.00. Similarly, if coming from Damaraland, on the D3245, you must pass the Springbokwasser gate by 17.00.

In the Skeleton Coast Park, the road is mostly just normal gravel, so keep your speed below 80kph to be safe.

The Ugab River
Its catchment area stretches as far as Otavi, so the Ugab is a long and important river for the Namib. It flows at least once most years, and you drive across its bed just after the gate into the park. Although much of the visible vegetation is the exotic wild tobacco, Nicotiana glauca, there are still some stunted acacia trees and other indigenous plants, like the nara bushes, Acanthosicyos horridus, with their (almost leafless) spiky green stems, and improbably large melons. 

Shortly after passing the Ugab, look east to see the view becoming more majestic, as the escarpment looms into view above the mirages, which play on the gravel plains. Near the mouth of the Ugab is the wreck of the Girdleness, though it is difficult to see.

Ugab River hiking trails
For keen, self-sufficient hikers there is a two-night, three-day hiking trail, guided by one of the Nature Conservation rangers, which explores the Ugab River in much more depth. Trails run throughout the cooler months, from April to October, starting on the 2nd and 4th Tuesdays of each month, and ending on the Thursday afternoon. Most people camp at Mile 108 for the previous night.

This covers a total of about 50km, reaching as far inland as the foothills of the escarpment where there are some natural springs. Groups are limited to between six and eight people, and the guiding costs N$200 per person. You need to bring a sturdy rucksack with all your own camping equipment and food, and make a booking for the trail with the Nature Conservation office in Windhoek as far in advance as possible (ideally 18 months or so). Then all the participants will need a medical certificate of fitness issued a maximum of 40 days before the hike commences. Having gone to all this trouble, you won’t regret it – participants confirm that it is fascinating.

Wreck of the South West Sea
Near the road, just north of the Ugab River, this is clearly signposted and very easy to visit. It is one of the coast’s most convenient wrecks (for the visitors, not the sailors), so if you’re looking for a picnic stop, it is ideal. The ship itself was a small vessel that ran aground in 1976.

The Huab River
North of the Ugab, the next river crossed is the important Huab River. This rises in the escarpment around Kamanjab, and is one of the coast’s most important corridors for desert-adapted elephants and rhinos – though you’re most unlikely to see either so far from the mountains.

Immediately north of the river, if you look to the east of the road, you can see the beginnings of barchan dunes standing on the gravel plains. Here sand is blowing out of the bed of the Huab, and actually forming a dune-field.

It’s much easier to spot the rusting hulk of an old oilrig, circa 1960, with a turn-off to a small parking area adjacent. This was originally part of a grand scheme to extract oil from the coast, organised by Ben du Preez, which ran up huge debts before his banks foreclosed. Amy Schoeman’s superb coffee-table book, The Skeleton Coast (see Further Reading), relates this story in detail. As a postscript, she notes that some of Terrace Bay was originally built by du Preez as his base.

Now the old framework provides a perfect breeding spot for Cape cormorants, and so be careful not to disturb the birds by getting out of your car between around September and March.

Toscanini
For such a significant dot on the map, this minute outpost will seem a great disappointment, especially if you miss it! Despite sounding like another campsite, it is in fact the site of a disused old diamond mine. More rusting hulks and decaying buildings.

Elsewhere this kind of dereliction would be bulldozed, landscaped and erased in the name of conserving the scenery, but here it’s preserved for posterity, and the visiting seabirds.

The Koichab River
Squeezed between the larger Huab and Uniab Rivers, the Koichab (not to be confused with the Koichab Pan near Lüderitz) has quite a small catchment area and floods relatively rarely. Thus it seems more of a depression than a major riverbed. For fishing visitors, the Koichab is the southern boundary of the Torra Bay fishing area. 

Meanwhile south of this river, but north of Toscanini, you do pass the wrecks of the Atlantic Pride, the Luanda (1969), and the Montrose (1973), though they’re not always easy to spot, and often the road is far enough from the sea for the wrecks to be obscured.

Torra Bay area
Shortly before Torra Bay, the D3245 splits off from the main coastal C34 and heads east, leaving the park (39km later) at the Springbokwasser gate and proceeding into Damaraland. This beautiful road passes the distinctive Sugar Loaf Hill on the right and some large Welwitschia colonies, which spread either side of the road, before gradually climbing into the foothills of the Kaokoveld. Watch the vegetation change quite quickly on this route, as the road passes through ecosystems that are increasingly less arid, before finally entering Damaraland’s distinctive mountains dominated by huge Euphorbia damarana bushes.

Just north of this C34/D3245 junction is a section of road standing in the path of barchan dunes that march across it. Stop here to take a close look at how these dunes gradually move, grain by grain, in the prevailing southwest wind. Then turn your attention to the build-up of detritus on the leeward side of the dunes, and you may be lucky enough to spot some of the area’s residents. Look carefully for the famous white beetles, Onymacris bicolor, which are endemic to the area and have been the subject of much study. White beetles are very uncommon, and here it is thought they have evolved their colouration to keep cool, enabling them to forage for longer in the heat. 

Many of the plants on this gravel plain around the barchan dunes build up their own small sand-dunes. The dollar bushes, Zygophyllum stapffii, with their succulent dollar-shaped leaves, and the coastal ganna, Salsola aphylla, are obvious examples. Big enough to act as small wind-breaks, these bushes tend to collect windblown sand. These small mounds of sand, being raised a little off the desert’s floor, tend to have more fog condense on them than the surrounding ground. Thus the plant gets a little more moisture. You will normally see a few beetles also, which survive on the detritus that collects, and add their own faeces to fertilise the plant.

The next big dot on the map is the campsite at... This will be another disappointment unless you arrive in December or January. Then this coastal campsite opens for the summer. It has ten ablution blocks, a shop and a filling station. The small, square pitches are marked out by rows of stone. Expect a plethora of fishing parties, and a charge for taking a shower or buying water.

Just inland from Torra Bay is a fascinating area of grey-white rocks, sculpted into interesting curves by the wind and the sand-grains. 

Rates: N$90 per site, for up to 8 people, 2 vehicles and 1 caravan or tent.

Open: 1 December to 31 January only.

The Uniab River
Perhaps the most accessible river for the passing visitor is the Uniab River valley, between Torra Bay and Terrace Bay. If you only stop in one river for a good look around, stop here in the Uniab. Not only is it quite scenic, but its headwaters come from around the huge Palmwag concession, home to many of the region’s larger mammals. So the Uniab offers your best chance of spotting the park’s scarce bigger game.

In ancient times, the river formed a wide delta by the sea, but that has been raised up, and cut into by about five different channels of water. When the river floods now, the water comes down the fourth channel reached from the south, though the old channels still support much vegetation.

At one point whilst crossing the delta, there’s a sign to a waterfall about 1.5km west of the road. Here a gentle trickle of water (supplemented by an occasional rainy-season torrent) has eroded a narrow canyon into the sandstone and calcrete layers of the riverbed, before trickling to the sea. If you go down as far as the beach, then look out for the wreck of the Atlantic, which grounded here in 1977.

All throughout this delta you’ll find dense thickets of reeds and sedges and small streams flowing over the ground towards the sea. Sometimes these will attract large numbers of birds – plovers, turnstones and various sandpipers are very common. Palaearctic migrants make up the bulk of the species.

As well as the waterfall walk, there’s a shorter walk to a small hide overlooking an open stretch of water that attracts birds. Keep quiet whilst you are walking and you should also manage to spot at least some springbok, gemsbok and jackal, which are all common here.

Elephant, lion and cheetah have also been spotted here, but very rarely. Slightly elusive are the brown hyena, whose presence can be confirmed by the existence of their distinctive white droppings (coloured white as they will crunch and eat bones). Their local name, strandwolf, is an indication that they are often to be seen scavenging on the beaches for carrion (especially near seal colonies). Whilst these animals look fearsome with powerful forequarters and a thick, shaggy coat, they are solitary scavengers posing no danger to walkers unless cornered or deliberately harassed.

Terrace Bay
About 287km from Henties Bay, the restcamp at Terrace Bay is the furthest north that visitors can drive on the coast. It’s a real outpost, appearing just a few kilometres after a sign points off to Dekka Bay. It was built originally for a mining venture, and inherited by the government when that failed. Now there’s nothing here apart from the small camp for visitors, run by the MET, and its staff accommodation.

Fishermen come here all year, and even the President, Sam Nujoma, often takes his holidays here. His phalanx of bodyguards used to make fun company for the unsuspecting visitors he met there. Now, sadly, it seems that he books the whole place for himself and his entourage.

Terrace Bay’s facilities are mostly old and basic, but all the bungalows have a fridge, a shower and a toilet. Bedding and towels are provided. Though not luxurious, the accommodation is adequate and Terrace Bay feels so isolated and remote that it can be a lot of fun for a day or two. 

All your meals are provided whilst staying here, but there is also a small food shop by the office stocking alcohol, basic frozen braai meats and a few basic supplies, and a vital petrol station/garage.

If your time allows then one of the staff members (ask for Hans) might be persuaded to take you fishing. He can provide the tackle, bait, and know-how, making this a lot of fun even for the uninitiated. A typical trip would take from 14.00 to 17.00. Note that because the staff at Terrace Bay are government employees, they are forbidden from charging for such fishing expeditions, but do appreciate a reasonable ‘tip’ for their time and help.

Before you dine here, go and take a look at the big shed behind the office. On it you’ll see (and smell) hundreds of cormorants which roost there every night – attracted by the warmth from the generator within. Check with the staff, but it may also be worth returning around 22.00 as a brown hyena is said to often stroll by then, looking for hapless cormorants that have fallen from the roof. Check also by the waterfront, where the day’s catch is gutted.

Terrace Bay makes an excellent short stop between Swakopmund and Damaraland, and offers the opportunity for you to know the desert better.

Rates: single N$400, double N$270 per person, including breakfast, lunch and dinner, and the use of freezer space.

Möwe Bay
80km north of Terrace Bay, this is the administrative centre of the Wilderness Area, and is not open to visitors. This acts as a base for the few researchers who are allowed to work here.
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To understand the current, complex situation in the Wilderness Area, you need to know the recent history of the park, as well as some politics.

History
In the 1960s, when the country was South West Africa and ruled as a province of South Africa, the authorities in Pretoria considered building a second port, north of Walvis Bay. The coast had few suitable sites, except for one in the far north, in what is now the Wilderness Area.

To develop this expensive facility in an almost uncharted area, a small project team was assembled, including a lawyer from Windhoek, Louw Schoeman. Despite much research and some viable business plans, the idea was eventually abandoned, but not before Louw had fallen in love with the amazing scenery and solitude of the area.

He had already started to bring friends up to the area for short exploratory safaris. As word spread of these trips, he started taking paying passengers there as well. In the late 1960s the area was set aside for ‘recreational’ purposes. Finally, after much lobbying, the Skeleton Coast was proclaimed as a park in 1971. Then, as now, the park was split in two. In order to preserve part of the area in totally pristine condition, the northern Wilderness Area was designated as the preserve of just one operator. Rules were laid down to minimise the operator’s impact, including a complete ban on any permanent structures, a maximum number of visitors per year, and the stipulation that all rubbish must be removed (no easy task) and that visitors must be flown in.

Louw won the tender for this concession, giving him the sole right to operate there. So he started to put his new company, Skeleton Coast Fly-in Safaris, on a more commercial footing. The logistics of such a remote operation were difficult and it remained a small, exclusive, and expensive operation. Its camps took a maximum of twelve visitors, and much of the travel was by light aircraft. The whole operation was ‘minimum impact’ by any standard. Louw was one of the first operators to support the pioneering community game-guard schemes in Namibia.

I travelled to the coast with Louw in 1990. It was one of the most spellbinding, fascinating trips that I’ve ever taken in Africa. Partly this was the area’s magic, but much was down to the enthusiasm of Louw, and the sheer professionalism of his operation.

Gradually, Skeleton Coast Fly-in Safaris had become a textbook example of an environmentally friendly operation, as well as one of the best safari operations in Africa. Louw’s wife, Amy, added to this with the stunning photographs in her book, The Skeleton Coast. The latest edition of this (see Further Reading) is still the definitive work on the area. His sons, André and Bertus, joined as pilot/guides, making it a family operation. In many ways, Louw’s operation put the area, and even the country, on the map as a top-class destination for visitors.

Politics
In 1992, the new government put the concession for the Skeleton Coast Wilderness Area up for tender, to maximise its revenue from the area. No local operator in Namibia bid against Louw, as it was clear that he was operating an excellent, efficient operation in a very difficult area.

However, a competing bid was entered by a German company, Olympia Reisen, headed by the powerful Kurt Steinhausen, who have extensive political connections in Namibia and Germany. They offered significantly more money, and won the concession. (They subsequently built the enigmatic Oropoko Lodge, near Okahandja.)

Local operators were aghast. Suddenly a foreign firm had usurped Namibia’s flagship safari operation. Rumours of Olympia Reisen’s other operations did nothing to allay people’s fears. Louw started legal proceedings to challenge the bid, but tragically he died of a heart attack before the case was heard. The challenge succeeded in the High Court, and the matter was referred to the cabinet. They set aside the High Court ruling, and awarded the concession to Olympia Reisen for an unprecedented ten years.

The rules of the game had clearly changed. The monthly ‘rent’ for the concession that Skeleton Coast Safaris used to pay has been abolished. In its place, Olympia Reisen pays the government US$1,000 for every visitor taken into the concession. However, with no ‘rent’ and no minimum number of visitors, the government’s income from the area has dropped drastically. In the first four years of Olympia Reisen’s operation they carried fewer than 400 people into the concession – less than half the number of visitors taken in annually by Skeleton Coast Safaris.

Olympia Reisen is widely viewed with suspicion in Namibia. Many damaging allegations have been made about why it took the concession, how it won backing from the cabinet, and the impact it has had on the Skeleton Coast. It doesn’t encourage journalists, and so these accusations are difficult to comment upon accurately.

Skeleton Coast Fly-in Safaris
Visitors imagine that the fly-in safaris to the Skeleton Coast went only into the narrow concession area, by the ocean’s edge. But they are wrong. Even in 1990, when I last visited, we spent time outside the concession – in the adjacent Kaokoveld, for example, and visiting Purros and the Kunene – as well as time in it.

So now that they have lost the official concession area, Skeleton Coast Fly-in Safaris have been forced to operate more in Kaokoland, and less at the coast. However, the style of their trips, and the experience of their visitors, is the same as it always has been. They can be contacted via Sunvil Africa.

Their trips are, in many ways, best appreciated after you’ve spent some time in Africa, and have some experience of its more obvious attractions. Then a trip with Skeleton Coast Fly-in Safaris will be one of the very best four-day visits that you can make in Africa today.

Fly-in trips
In the area of the Skeleton Coast there are some specific sights to see, but these are almost incidental in comparison with simply experiencing the solitude and singular beauty of the area.

Visiting here is about experiencing a variety of beautiful landscapes, each with its own fragile ecosystem, existing side by side in a small area. Whilst on safari, you’ll frequently stop to study the plants and smaller animals, or to capture landscapes on film. Back at the small camps you’ll relax by talking to the guides with a drink over dinner.

Some of the trips include a visit to an isolated settlement of Himba people, a fascinating and humbling experience. Within the cost of the trip is always an amount for the Himba whom you visit (see sections on Conservation and Development for details of the Himba people).

The sights
If you ever have the chance to enter the concession area now held by Olympia Reisen, then some of the specific attractions of the area are:

The Clay Temples of the Hoarusib Canyon
Here the sides of the Hoarusib's steep canyon are lined with tall structures which resemble some of the ancient Egyptian temples. Watch out for the patch of quicksand on the river near here.

The beaches
As you drive through the mist along these desolate beaches, ghost crabs scuttle amongst the flotsam and jetsam of the centuries, while rare Damara terns fly overhead. There is always something of interest to take a closer look at, or to photograph.

Cape Frio
Here there is a colony of Cape fur seals, about 20,000 animals, and with care you can approach close enough to get a good portrait photograph.

Roaring dunes
Perhaps the strangest experience on the coast, these large sand-dunes make an amazing and unexpected loud ‘roar’ if you slide down one of the steep lee sides, which reverberates through the whole dune. This weird sensation has to be felt to be believed. One theory links the ‘roar’ with electrostatic discharges between the individual grains of sand when they are caused to rub against each other. Why some dunes ‘roar’ and others don't remains a mystery.

Rocky Point
This rocky pinnacle, jutting out from a long, open stretch of sand, was an important landmark on the coast for passing ships in times gone by.

Strandloper rock circles
Made by an ancient Hottentot people, these circles occur further inland and are thought to be the remains of shelters used by hunter/gatherers who lived near the shore.

Lichen fields and Welwitschia plants
As elsewhere on the coast, these are widespread throughout the gravel plains. One Welwitschia plant, no more than a few centimetres high, was known by Louw and his guides to have germinated in 1982, demonstrating just how slowly these plants do actually grow.
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The Kaokoveld is one of Africa's last wildernesses. This is Namibia's least inhabited area. It stretches from the coastal desert plain and rises slowly into a wild and rugged landscape. Here slow-growing trees cling to rocky mountains, whilst wild grass seeds wait dormant on the dust plains for showers of rain

Because of the low population in the northern parts of the Kaokoveld, and the spectacularly successful Community Game Guard scheme (see Chapter 4, page 42), there are thriving populations of game here, living beyond the boundaries of any national park. This is one of the last refuges for the black rhino, which still survive (and thrive) here by ranging wide, and knowing where the seasonal plants grow.

It is also home to the famous desert elephants. Some naturalists have cited their apparently long legs, and proven ability to withstand drought, as evidence that they are actually a subspecies of the African elephant. Though this is not now thought to be the case, these remarkable animals are certainly adept at surviving in the driest of areas, using their amazing knowledge of the few water sources that do exist.

Historically the Kaokoveld has been split into two areas: Damaraland in the south, and Kaokoland in the north. Though it is all now officially known as the Kunene region, this book has retained the old names as they are still widely in use. Further, this chapter subdivides Damaraland because, for the visitor, its north is very different from its south.

Southern Damaraland's most interesting places are easily accessible in your own 2WD vehicle. It is an area to explore for yourself, based at one of the camps or lodges. Its main attractions are the mountains of Spitzkoppe and Brandberg, the wealth of Bushman rock art at Twyfelfontein, the Petrified Forest, and various rock formations.

Northern Damaraland attracts people to its scenery, landscapes and populations of game – and is best visited by driving yourself to one of the four huge private concession areas: Hobatere, Palmwag, Etendeka and the Damaraland Camp. From there you can join the guided 4WD trips run by these lodges, which is the best way to appreciate the area.

Kaokoland is different. North of Sesfontein, there are no lodges and few campsites. This is the land of the Himba (see Chapter 3), a traditional, pastoral people, relying upon herds of drought-resistant cattle for their livelihood. Their villages are situated by springs that gush out from dry riverbeds. Kaokoland’s remote ‘roads’ need high-clearance 4WD vehicles and are dangerous for the unprepared. The best way to visit is by air, or using one of the more experienced local operators who know the area and understand the dangers. To visit independently you need your own expedition: two or more equipped 4WDs, with experienced drivers and enough fuel and supplies for a week or more. This isn’t a place for the casual or inexperienced visitor.
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With several very accessible attractions, this is an easy area to visit yourself. Because of the region's sparse population, it's wise to travel here with at least basic supplies of food and water, and if you come fully equipped to camp and fend for yourself, then you will be more flexible in visiting the area’s great mountains: Brandberg and Spitzkoppe.

If you see local people hitching, bear in mind that there is no public transport here. In such a rural area, Namibians will stop to help if there is a hope of cramming a further person into their car. Seeing foreign tourists pass by with a half-empty vehicle will leave behind very negative feelings. (Although, as anywhere, single women drivers might justifiably pause for thought before offering lifts.) 

Spitzkoppe
At the far southern end of the Kaokoveld lies a small cluster of mountains, rising from the flat gravel plains that make up the desert floor. These include Spitzkoppe, Klein Spitzkoppe and Pondok Mountains. Of these the highest is Spitzkoppe which towers 600m above the surrounding plains: a demanding technical climb. Its resemblance to the famous Swiss mountain earned it the name of the Matterhorn of Africa while the extreme conditions found on its faces ensured that it remained unclimbed until 1946.

Getting there
Spitzkoppe is reached on the D3716. Approaching from Henties Bay take the D1918 westwards for 103km, then turn left on to the D3716. Coming from Usakos, take the Henties Bay turn-off after 23km on the B2 and follow it for about 18km before taking a right turn on to the D3716. From Uis Mine, leave on the C36 to Omaruru, but turn right on to the D1930 after only 1km. From there it's about 75km to the right turn on to the D3716.

What to see and do
Currently there are no facilities here, though for the self-sufficient it's yet another spectacular place to camp, and its lower slopes provide some difficult scrambles. At the extreme eastern end of this group of hills is a verdant valley known as Bushman's Paradise, which you can reach with the help of a fixed steel cable. Sadly the rock paintings under the overhang have been vandalised (even here!) and little is left of them, but the valley is still worth a visit. If you have an hour to spare, then an alternative descent is to continue to follow the gully out of the valley – though this route is not an easy option.

Because of their height and proximity to the ocean, these mountains receive more fog and precipitation than most, much of which runs off their smooth granite sides to form small pools. These are ideal places to search for the shrimps and invertebrates, which have adapted to the environment's extremes by laying drought-resistant eggs.

Uis
Once known as Uis Mine, this small town was almost an extension of the tin mine which dominated it. Sadly this closed, and much of the town’s population left as a result. Those who remained are fighting to survive, and tourism is an important source of income to them. There is still a useful fuel station here, open 07.00–19.00 Mon–Sat and 10.30–16.30 on Sunday. Nearby the Brandberg Supermarket sells basic foods. It opens 08.30–14.00 and 17.00–19.30 Mon–Sat, and 11.00–14.00 and 17.00–19.30 on Sundays.

Where to stay
There’s only one place to stay, and that’s the restcamp, which makes a good base for exploring Brandberg:

Brandberg Restcamp (11 flats) PO Box 35, Uis

This small restcamp has five 2-bedroom flats and several 3–4-bedroom houses The flats each have four beds, two baths, two toilets, and a kitchen. The houses each take 6–8 people. There’s also a camping site, a 25m swimming pool, tennis courts, a full-size snooker table and a badminton court here – at a restcamp that’s trying very hard to survive and thrive even after the closure of the mine. The restaurant serves breakfast for N$20, and lunch and dinner à la carte.

There is a gem-cutting school on the premises, processing locally mined tourmaline and aquamarine. Day-trips can be arranged to old and operating mines in the area, as can trips to the Brandberg – though that and the Ugab River Valley are better seen on one of their overnight trips. 

Rates: single N$120, twin room N$200, N$300 for a 3–4 person flat or a 6-bed house, and N$400 for an 8-bed house.

Brandberg
Measuring about 30km by 23km at its base, and 2,573m at its highest point, this ravine-split massif of granite totally dominates the surrounding desert plains.

Getting there
Though you cannot miss seeing it whilst driving in the vicinity, getting to Brandberg without driving over the fragile lichen plains needs thought. Its eastern side, around the Tsisab Ravine, is easily reached using a 2WD car via the D2359, which turns west off the C35 about 14km after Uis Mine on the way to Khorixas. It is signposted to the White Lady (Witvrou in Afrikaans), the famous rock painting.

Those with 4WD vehicles can also use the extensive network of rough tracks which turn towards the massif from the north, west and south, off the D2342, starting some 14km southwest of Uis Mine on the Henties Bay road.

If you are heading out to the coast, then the D2342 and D2303 are passable in a 2WD. The second is in better repair than the first, as it gets much less traffic. The D2342 is often used by small-scale miners, and it has patches of bad corrugations with sharp turns, though the spectacular scenery and profusion of welwitschia plants make it worth the journey. Note that the most northerly 5km of the D2303, where it approaches the Ugab River, is in very poor shape and should not be attempted. In case of emergency, Save the Rhino Trust usually staff a base at the end of this stretch. If taking either road, phone ahead to your destination so that someone expects you, and will know where to look for you if you don’t arrive.

What to see and do
Two attractions are drawing increasing numbers of visitors:

Climbing
With the highest point in Namibia and some good technical routes in a very demanding environment, the massif attracts serious mountaineers as well as those in search of a few days' interesting scrambling. It's very important to remember to take adequate safety precautions though, as the temperatures can be extreme and the mountain is very isolated. Unless you are used to such conditions, stick to short trips in the early morning or late afternoon, and take a long siesta in the scorching midday heat. 

Serious climbers should seek advice from the Mountain Club of Namibia, in Windhoek, well before they arrive or contact Joe Walter, at Damaraland Trails and Tours. He knows the area well, and organises small backpacking groups.

Paintings
This area has been occupied by Bushmen for several thousands of years and still holds a wealth of their artefacts and rock paintings, of which only a fraction have been studied in detail, and some are undoubtedly still to be found. The richest section for art has so far been the Tsisab Ravine, on the northeastern side of the massif. Here one painting in particular has been the subject of much scientific debate, ever since its discovery by the outside world in 1918: the famous White Lady of Brandberg.

The figure of the white lady stands about 40cm tall, and is central to a large frieze which apparently depicts some sort of procession – in which one or two of the figures have animal features. In her right hand is a flower, or perhaps an ostrich eggcup, whilst in her left she holds a bow and some arrows. Unlike the other figures, she has been painted white from below the chest. The colouration and form of the figure is very reminiscent of some early Mediterranean styles and, together with points gleaned from a more detailed analysis of the pictures, this led early scholars to credit the painters as having links with Europe. Among the site's first visitors was the Abbé Henri Breuil, a world authority on rock art who studied these paintings and others nearby in the late 1940s, and subsequently published four classic volumes entitled The Rock Paintings of Southern Africa (see Further Reading). He concluded that the lady had elements of ancient Mediterranean origin. 

More recent scholars seem to think that the people represented are indigenous, with no European links, and they regard the white lady as being a boy, covered with white clay whilst undergoing an initiation ceremony. Whichever school of thought you prefer, the white lady is well signposted and worth the scramble needed to reach it.

Further up the Tsisab Ravine there are many other sites, including the friezes within the Girl's School, Pyramid and Ostrich shelters. If you wish to get more out of the rock art, then Breuil's books cannot be recommended too highly – though as beautifully illustrated antique Africana they are difficult to find, and expensive to buy.

Two craters
In the remote west of southern Damaraland, these two craters are close to accessible areas, and yet themselves very remote. The only practical way to get in here is with a guide who knows the area – as for safety’s sake you need back-up in case of problems.

Messum Crater
Southwest of Brandberg, straddling the boundary of the West Coast Recreational Area, Messum Crater is an amphitheatre of desert where once there was an ancient volcano, over 22km across. Now two concentric circles of mountains ring the gravel plains here.

Messum is named after Captain W Messum, who explored the coast of southwest Africa from the sea, around 1846–8, venturing as far inland as Brandberg – which he modestly named after himself. Only later did it become known as Brandberg.

Doros Crater
Just south of Twyfelfontein, northwest of Brandberg, is the Doros Crater (or Doros Craters, as it is sometimes called). A permit from the MET, and a full 4WD expedition, is needed to get into this remote concession area in southern Damaraland. The geology’s interesting here, and there’s evidence of early human habitation.

Khorixas
Khorixas used to be the administrative capital of the old ‘homeland’ of Damaraland. Now it is not so important – and certainly isn’t excessively tidy or even pretty, but it is conveniently placed for the visitor between Swakopmund and Etosha. Because of this, and its accessibility by tarred road from the east, it makes a good base for visiting southern Damaraland’s attractions. On a practical note, there is a reliable fuel station here, and several shops, so many people come by just to replenish their supplies.

Where to stay
There are several options in the Khorixas area, all with their advantages: 

Khorixas Restcamp (38 bungalows & campsites) PO Box 2, Khorixas

In a very convenient position, just to the west of town, this is sometimes signposted simply as ruskamp. Now privately run, the restcamp has been here for years. It makes an ideal base for forays of exploration to Twyfelfontein or the area’s other attractions.

The camp itself is quite large, and the bungalows come as normal, or luxury. Despite the claim, none is really luxurious, though all are clean and tidy. (If four plan to share one bungalow, then it’s worth going for luxury. Otherwise the normal ones are fine.) Expect clean towels and linen to be supplied, and each bungalow to have basic kitchen facilities and an en-suite shower/toilet.

The restcamp has a large swimming pool, a relaxed, almost café-style, small restaurant, and a small curio shop. It’s a clean, well-run and unpretentious place: not luxurious, but good value. 

Rates: N$235 single, N$210 per person sharing, including breakfast. N$25 per person camping.

Bambatsi Holiday Ranch (8 bungalows) PO Box 120, Outjo

About 58km east of Khorixas, and 75km from Outjo, on the C39, towards Khorixas, Bambatsi is situated on a plateau overlooking mopane woodlands. Bambatsi is a guest farm, not a restcamp. Don’t be put off by the title of ‘holiday ranch’, as Bambatsi has just 8 bungalows, each of which has an en-suite shower and toilet. It serves good food and offers ‘German hospitality’, though parts of it could do with smartening up and repairing.

Facilities here include a tennis court and swimming pool, and the owner-manager, Rudi Zahn, has two tamed cheetah, Shaka and Shiri, which he found as orphaned puppies in May 1996.

Rates: N$303 single, N$269 per person sharing, including all meals.

Vingerklip LodgePO Box 443, Outjo

Immediately next to the Vingerklip itself, on the D2743 southeast of Khorixas, this lodge has been designed to take advantage of the scenery. Its thatched bar is more of an observation deck, standing on its own small hilltop, with views for 360° around it. Below that its plunge-pool, normally surrounded by shady umbrellas and sun-loungers, has equally breathtaking views.

Vingerklip’s main lounge-dining area is large, and the food is good – though usually a buffet rather than à la carte (so don’t leave dinner too late, or you may find little left). Its bungalows are spread out along an adjacent hillside. Each has adjacent twin beds and en-suite shower/toilet: more than basic, but slightly less than luxurious. Their strongest point is a stunning view.

Vingerklip Lodge is a good place to stay if you are spending at least two nights in the area. However, it may seem too far from the tar road, and from Damaraland’s attractions, to be ideal as a one-night stop.

Rates: N$525 single, N$360 per person sharing, for dinner, bed & breakfast.

Aba-Huab Community Campsite c/o Elias Aro Xoagub, PO Box 131, Twyfelfontein via Khorixas

This was the first of several camps in Damaraland to be set up with the help of Namibia's Save the Rhino Trust, and run by local people. Aba-Huab camp is managed by the entrepreneurial Elias, and is well signposted about 11km before Twyfelfontein, on the D3254. It stands beside a (usually) dry riverbed, and provides campers with solar-heated showers, toilets, a communal fire pit, shady campsites and a bar for cool drinks. As an alternative to camping, there are simple A-frame shelters for sleeping which raise you off the ground – though you need at least a sleeping bag, and preferably a foam mattress. Heading towards Twyfelfontein, the main camp is on the right. However, if you don’t mind walking a little to the toilets, then you can camp on the left, which is much quieter.

Canned food and drinks are available here, and simple meals can be arranged with notice. The water here is sweet, and some of the best around. Walks and donkey-cart rides are also possible, if arranged in advance.

Costs are N$15 per person for the sites, and a few dollars extra for the tours. Large proportions of this camp’s profits are fed back into the local community.

Vingerklip – the rock finger
For years now the Vingerklip, or rock finger, has been a well-known landmark in this area. Around it are flat-topped mountains, reminiscent of Monument Valley (in Arizona), which are so typical of much of Damaraland. They are the remains of an ancient lava flow which has largely now been eroded way.

Amidst this beautiful scenery, Vingerklip is a striking pinnacle of rock, a natural obelisk balancing vertically on its own. It’s an impressive sight, and similar to the (now collapsed) Finger of God near Asab – though the latter has been immortalised on the front cover of the MET’s free map of Namibia.

Twyfelfontein rock art
Twyfelfontein was named ‘doubtful spring’ by the first European farmer to occupy the land – a reference to the failings of a perennial spring of water which wells up near the base of the valley.

Formerly the valley was known as Uri-Ais, and seems to have been occupied for thousands of years. Then its spring, on the desert's margins, would have attracted huge herds of game from the sparse plains around, making this uninviting valley an excellent base for early hunters.

This probably explains why the slopes of Twyfelfontein, amid flat-topped mountains typical of Damaraland, conceal one of the continent's greatest concentrations of rock art. This is not obvious when you first arrive. They seem like any other hillsides strewn with rocks. But the boulders that litter these slopes are dotted with thousands of paintings and ancient engravings, only a fraction of which have been recorded.

Amongst African rock-art sites, Twyfelfontein is unusual in having both engravings and paintings. Many are of animals and their spoor, or geometric motifs – which have been suggested as maps to water sources. Why they were made, nobody knows. Perhaps they were part of the people’s spiritual ceremonies, perhaps it was an ancient nursery to teach their children, or perhaps they were simply doodling...

Even with a knowledgeable local guide, you need several hours to start to discover the area's treasures. Begin early and beware of the midday heat. Take some water up with you, also stout shoes and a hat!

To reach the valley, which is well signposted, take the C39 for 73km west from Khorixas, then left on to the D3254 for 15km, then right for about 11km (ignoring a left fork after 6km) on the D3214. Entrance to the valley costs N$5 per person and N$5 for a vehicle, and a (compulsory) local guide is N$20. (Small extra tips are greatly appreciated.) 

Organ Pipes
Retracing your tracks from Twyfelfontein, take the left fork which you ignored earlier (see directions above), on to the D3254. After about 3km there's a small gorge to your left, and above it a flat area used for parking. Leave your vehicle and take one of the paths down where you'll find hundreds of tall angular columns of dolerite in a most unusual formation. These were thought to have formed about 120 million years ago when the dolerite shrank as it cooled, forming these marvellous angular columns up to 5m high in the process.

Burnt Mountain
Continuing just past the Organ Pipes, on the D3254, you'll see what is locally known locally as the ‘Burnt Mountain’. Seen in the midday sun this can be a real disappointment, but when the red-orange shales catch the early morning or late afternoon light, the mountainside glows with a startling rainbow of colours, as if it's on fire.

Petrified Forest
Signposted beside the C39, about 42km west of Khorixas, lie a number of petrified trees on a bed of sandstone. Some are partially buried, while others lie completely exposed because the sandstone surrounding them has eroded away. It is thought that they were carried here as logs by a river, some 250 million years ago, and became stranded on a sandbank. Subsequently sand was deposited around them, creating ideal conditions for the cells of the wood to be replaced by silica, and thus become petrified.

Now there is a small office here, a car park, and demarcated paths around the site. A small entrance fee is charged (about N$10), and there are helpful guides who will show you some of the highlights of the forest in about an hour.

Wondergat
Off the D3254, about 4km north of its junction with the D3214, a track heads west from the road. After about 500m this comes to a huge hole in the ground – thought to be the remnants of a subterranean cave whose roof collapsed long ago. There are no signposts or safety barriers, so be careful near the edge. 
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The concession areas
North of the Huab River lie a number of large areas known as concession areas, which are set aside for tourism. These are chunks of land that the government has allocated to one operator, who has the sole use of the land for tourism purposes. Local people can live and even keep animals within some of these tourism concessions, but development is limited.

Currently four such concessions are being used by operators to give visitors an insight into the area’s ecosystems: Palmwag Lodge, Etendeka Mountain Camp, Damaraland Camp, and Hobatere Lodge. Each is different, but all require time to do them justice. These aren’t places that you can drop into for a day and expect to fully appreciate, and a visit to any is best arranged in advance. (Huab Lodge’s private reserve isn’t technically a concession area, but is similar in style and so included here.)

Landscapes and vegetation
Approaching from the coast, along the D3245, is perhaps the most interesting way to enter this area. After the flat coast, you soon find the gravel plains dotted first with inselbergs, then with low chains of weathered hills. The land begins to rise rapidly: you are coming on to the escarpment, around 50km from the coast, which is the edge of one of the largest sheets of ancient lava in the world. Sheets of molten lava poured over the land here in successive layers, about 300 million years ago. Now these Etendeka Lavas dominate the scenery, with huge flat-topped mountains of a characteristic red-brown-purplish colour. 

The rainfall here is still low, and the sparse covering of grasses is dotted with large Euphorbia damarana bushes. These grow into spiky, round clumps, perhaps three metres in diameter and over a metre tall, and are endemic to this region. Break a stem to reveal poisonous milky-white latex, which protects the bushes from most herbivores, except black rhino and kudu, which are both said to eat them. (A tale is told of the death of a group of local people who roasted meat over a fire of dead Euphorbia stems – only to die as the result.)

If you could continue as a bird, flying northeast towards Etosha, then the land below you would become progressively less dry. Flying over the Hobatere area, you’d notice that the higher rainfall promotes richer vegetation. In the northern areas of that concession you would see an undulating patchwork of mopane scrub and open grassy plains, dotted with various trees, including the distinctive flat-topped umbrella thorn, Acacia tortilis. You would have left the desert.

Fauna
Generally the amount of game increases as the vegetation becomes more lush in the east. In the mountains around Palmwag, Etendeka and Damaraland Camp, there are resident steenbok, baboon, kudu, porcupine and the occasional klipspringer and warthog, joined by wide-ranging herds of Hartmann’s mountain zebra, gemsbok and springbok. Equally nomadic but less common are the giraffe and desert-adapted elephant.

An enduring memory from here is the sight of a herd of giraffe. We watched them for almost an hour, as they skittishly grazed their way across a rocky hillside beside the main D3706 road. Their height seemed so out of place in the landscape of rocks and low trees.

Black rhino are present throughout the region, but spend most of their days sleeping under shady bushes, and so are rarely seen, even by those who live here. (Both Etendeka and Palmwag occasionally run strenuous rhino-tracking trips, the former more on foot, the latter making more use of vehicles. These expensive but fascinating trips are specially arranged on request.)

Leopard occur, and both cheetah and lion have been seen – but it is thought that only small numbers of big cats are left in the region, and they range over huge areas in search of suitable prey.

The birdlife is interesting, as several of the Kaokoveld’s ten endemic species are found here. Perhaps the most obvious, and certainly the most vocal, are Rüppell’s korhaan – whose early-morning duets will wake the soundest sleeper. The ground-feeding Monteiro’s hornbill is another endemic, though not to be confused with the local red-billed hornbills. There is also an endemic chat, the Herero chat, which occurs along with its more common cousins, the ant-eating, tractrac and familiar chats. Though not endemic, black eagles are often seen around the rockier hillsides: surely one of Africa’s most majestic raptors.

Looking further east, to Hobatere and Huab, there is more vegetation, making a classic environment for big game animals. These areas can support more game, and it shows. Elephants are certainly more common, and more easily spotted. The desert-adapted species seen to the west are joined in Hobatere by eland, black-faced impala and Damara dik-dik – both of the latter are subspecies endemic to the region. Similarly, the variety of birds becomes wider as you move east, with species that occur in Etosha often overlapping into Hobatere.

Where to stay
Each of these concessions is totally different, though Palmwag, Etendeka and Damaraland Camp occupy broadly similar environments, as do Hobatere and Huab Lodge.

Hobatere (11 rooms) PO Box 110, Kamanjab

Reached about 80km north of Kamanjab, Hobatere is easily found on the banks of the small Otjivasondu river. Take the main C35 road northwest from Kamanjab towards Ruacana. After about 80km, just past the entrance to western Etosha, Hobatere is signposted to the left through imposing gates. A clear bush road then leads through several riverbeds before reaching the lodge after about 16km. A 2WD is usually fine for this but, if attempting the road during the rains, then ring the lodge as you pass through Kamanjab – so that they know of your arrival, and will search for you in those river beds if you get stuck.

Steve and Louise Braine have run Hobatere for many years now. Accommodation is in comfortable twin-bedded, thatched brick cottages, each with en-suite shower and toilet (the internal doors are decorative, not functional, so you will be on intimate terms with your companion). These are set in plenty of space, spread around the main lodge allowing you a feeling of independence: to join in if you wish to, or to just relax if you don't.

In the lodge's main building there is a bar, lounge and a separate dining area, where good food is served from the house menu. Often guests eat dinner separately, like at a restaurant, rather than automatically joining in on one big table with the hosts. For cooling afternoon dips there’s a clear pool, which was recently fortified to be elephant-proof, after a baby elephant fell in and its mother smashed up the whole area in frantic (eventually successful) attempts to help it out. 

Hobatere’s game is established and relaxed and its standard of guiding is good (with Steve himself being a birder of note). It is normal to book here on a full-board basis, and then pay the lodge for your activities. Normally, game drives (day and night) are charged at N$120 per vehicle per hour, and they take a maximum of 6 passengers. Walks are N$50 per hour, for a maximum of 8 people.

Rates: N$330 single, N$315 per person double, including full board.

Open: all year. Note that Hobatere does not accept credit cards.

Palmwag Lodge (7 bungalows) contact via Desert Adventure Safaris – PO Box 339, Swakopmund

On the edge of a huge concession, Palmwag is beautifully situated next to a palm-lined tributary of the Uniab River, which often flows over-ground here. As water is very scarce in this area, its presence regularly draws elephants close to camp.

Reaching Palmwag is easy; it is just a few kilometres north of the junction of the D3706 and the D2620. Heading north, it is on the left, immediately after the veterinary fence, and its concession stretches off to the west, as far as the Skeleton Coast. On the opposite side of that same road (D3706) is the Etendeka concession.

Palmwag is the oldest lodge in the area, and is still run by DAS (Desert Adventure Safaris). There are campsites as well as rooms here, and its facilities attract a variety of people, ensuring that Palmwag remains something of a crossroads. You meet all sorts here, from shady mineral prospectors to South African families camping, and from upmarket visitors on fly-in safaris to local game guards back from the bush, staying in the nearby Save the Rhino camp.

Palmwag’s shop is poorly stocked, though still the best in the area. It opens 08.00–12.30 and 14.00–17.30 during the week, and 08.00–12.30 at the weekend. Fuel is available from the station next to the veterinary fence, from 07.00 to 19.00 every day (with a N$5 levy on Sundays). Everybody seems to fill up here.

Accommodation is in pleasant reed bungalows, with en-suite facilities. These are currently being upgraded, which should have finished as this goes to press. They did look decades out of date, whilst the upgraded ones are at least clean and bright. There are two small but spotless swimming pools. The upper one, next to the ‘Uniab Inn’ bar, is rather more posh – with adjacent sitting area where the bungalow guests can relax and have dinner. (Note that bungalows have 220V electricity from a generator. This is switched off at night, and 14.00–16.00, when battery-powered lights are used.)

A large lawn in a green well-watered river channel surrounds Palmwag’s lower pool. Beside it is a pool bar, which doubles as the camper's restaurant. All six campsites are nearby. Any number of people are allowed on each site, but Palmwag won’t accept more than six groups, and will turn away people who haven’t booked. If camping you can book into the restaurant (if there’s space), or eat down at the pool bar where a good evening meal costs around N$50.

Experienced 4WD enthusiasts, who are used to the terrain, and have good navigational skills (and preferably a GPS), can buy a permit to drive around the Palmwag concession. However, for most visitors this is not practical. (One trainee guide based at Palmwag recently got lost in his vehicle, became disoriented, and was found severely dehydrated in the Skeleton Coast Park. It is a difficult area.)

Thus the best way to see the area is to leave your car at Palmwag and hire a guide to show you around. The area's ecosystem is too fragile to withstand the impact of many vehicles, and the animals are wary of people. They have enough problems without being frightened from water-holes by tourists seeking pictures. These guided drives cost N$175 per hour per vehicle, taking a maximum of five people for 2–3 hours. This can become costly if you are here on your own in the quiet season. Short self-guided walks are also possible – ask at reception.

Rates: bungalows from N$390 single and N$290 per person sharing, which includes dinner, bed and breakfast. Camping is N$30 per person; firewood is N$10 per bundle.

Open: all year.

Etendeka Mountain Camp (8 twin-bed tents) PO Box 21783, Windhoek

Etendeka is an excellent tented camp about 18km east of Palmwag, on the open, rolling Etendeka lava plains. It is owned and run by Dennis Liebenberg, who takes a no-frills approach to giving his guests a real experience of the Kaokoveld.

Numbers are limited to 16 guests, accommodated in large tents. Inside each are twin camp beds and a solar-powered light. Outside is a simple wash basin on a stand, and two chairs and a table, in front of a stunning view over the plains. Each tent shares an (impressively hot) solar-powered shower and has a simple long-drop toilet a few metres away.

Etendeka doesn’t aim at luxury; but what it does, it does well. The main dining and bar area are under canvas, and meals are a social occasion when everybody, including Dennis and the guides, normally eat together around the fire (it gets very chilly in winter), upon which much of the food is cooked. Such bush-cooking has been refined to an art form, so the cuisine from the embers is impressive.

Activities – guided walks and game drives – are all included, and tailored to guests’ interests and abilities. After an early breakfast, a normal day might include a 2–4-hour walk, lunch, a few hours to relax, and perhaps a long afternoon game drive, incorporating a short hike on to one of the area’s mountains for a sun-down drink. The concession’s game includes good populations of Hartmann’s mountain zebra, oryx and springbok, as well as occasional giraffe and desert-adapted elephant, and very occasionally black rhino. The striking Euphorbia damarana are the predominant shrubs all around this area, and Etendeka’s guides are excellent on their plants and birds, as well as animal identification.

Etendeka is remote and you cannot ‘drop in’ as you can at Palmwag. It must be booked in advance. Visitors normally drive themselves to a rendezvous by the veterinary fence (normally 15.30 in summer, 15.00 in winter – but check when you book), where Etendeka has covered parking places. From there the camp’s 4WD will transfer them to the camp.

It is especially good to note that Etendeka is closely involved with the region’s Community Game Guard scheme, also that it gives a proportion of its revenue to the local communities, so that they benefit from the income generated by the visitors, and have an incentive to help preserve Kaokoveld’s wild game.

Rates: N$905 single, N$680 per person sharing, including all meals, game drives and walks. Open all year, except January. Pre-booking essential.

Damaraland Camp (8 twin-bed tents) contact via Sunvil Africa

In many ways, Damaraland Camp seems to have been modelled on Etendeka, and they are very similar. This is another remote tented camp on a rocky hill amidst stunning red-purple mountain scenery that is typical of the Etendeka lava flows. Its facilities are perhaps more luxurious than Etendeka’s, as each tent has a toilet and shower en suite.

The camp is about 11km from the D2620 road, signposted to the west – just north of the point where the Huab River crosses the road, next to a smallholding. The area around the camp is dry and hence vegetation is sparse – even Euphorbia damarana are not present to any great extent. However, there are some good examples of Welwitschia nearby, on the way to the Huab valley. This river valley makes a good venue for expeditions in search of desert elephant, and other game, so many drives head in that direction.

Like Etendeka, activities here are based on walks and drives, with the emphasis on the driving. Similarly, it’s not a camp that you can just drop into; your stay here must be arranged in advance. Normally a rendezvous is arranged just off the main D2620 road – where cars are parked, under the watchful eyes of a local family. Then you’ll be met and taken to the camp by a 4WD, although an experienced driver going slowly will easily negotiate the 11km to camp in a normal 2WD vehicle that’s not overloaded. Check the rendezvous time when you book.

Damaraland Camp’s own brand of community involvement is especially interesting, meriting a high commendation from the British Guild of Travel Writers (see box on next page).

Rates: US$280 single, U$180 per person sharing, including all meals, game drives and walks. Open all year. Pre-booking is essential.

Huab Lodge (8 bungalows) PO Box 180, Outjo

Though frequently listed as a guest farm near Kamanjab, or even Outjo, Huab is a private concession area in spirit. It was founded by two well-known couples, Jan and Suzi and Dot and Udo. Both couples are well connected in Namibia, and have worked in tourism for years.

They came together to buy up a number of adjacent farms in a hilly area, around the headwaters of the Huab River. This land was previously farmed, but is of more significance as a refuge for some of the Huab River’s desert-adapted elephants. The farmers had been fencing the land, and didn’t enjoy the elephant’s feeding forays on to their farms – causing much tension for both men and beasts. Now the internal fences are down over a large area, and antelope have been reintroduced to boost the existing populations. The elephants are gradually being seen around the lodge more, as the ecosystem reverts to its natural state. This lodge is a textbook demonstration of how tourism can be used to finance conservation initiatives, and is a compelling argument for encouraging eco-tourism to Namibia. 

The lodge itself is situated between the Huab and one of its tributaries, at their confluence. (Beware: if the rivers are in flood, reaching here can be difficult.) It is well signposted, and easy to find off the D2670 between Kamanjab and Khorixas. Once you turn off the D2670 the private road is some 30km long, and has numerous farm gates on it, so don’t expect a quick arrival.

Huab was voted Namibia’s best lodge in ’95 and ’96. It shows: stunning thatch-on-brick design, tasteful decor, a little landscaping, and lots of quality. The huge bungalows all have two queen-sized beds and separate en-suite rooms for the toilet, and bath and shower. Electricity and hot water are mostly solar.

The guiding is top-class. Jan is renowned as founder of Etosha Fly-in Safaris, and one of the country’s best guides, so even if there’s no game around, you’ll still find the drives and walks fascinating. Similarly, Huab’s hospitality is faultless, with delicious meals served for everyone together – relaxed, very social, occasions. For experienced riders, horse riding is available at an extra cost.

This could become pure eulogy, but Huab has two minor weak points. Firstly, its game density is increasing but still low, especially when compared with, say, the long-established Hobatere. At Huab you may not actually see many of the larger animals. Secondly, it is one of Namibia’s more expensive lodges – though I’ve yet to hear a visitor say that the lodge was poor value, and it costs a fraction of the price that similar quality commands in the rest of Africa.

Rates: N$740 per person sharing or single, including all meals, wine, game drives and walks. Open all year. Pre-booking is essential.

Warmquelle
About 87km north of Palmwag Lodge, on the way to Sesfontein lies Warmquelle, a small settlement situated on the site of a spring. In the early years of this century the spring was used in an irrigation project, for which an aqueduct was constructed. Now only a few parts of the old aqueduct remain, together with a small Damara settlement and quite a large school.

Near here there are two locally run campsites, both just off the D3706. Khowarib and Ongongo were set up with the help of the Save the Rhino Trust and the Endangered Wildlife Society, and both aim to channel most of their income back into their local communities.

Khowarib Camp The turn-off for the Khowarib campsite is signposted about 75km north of Palmwag, 32km south of Sesfontein, on the D7306. The track to the camp is suitable for 2WD vehicles and runs for about 3km east from the main road along the Khowarib Gorge.

The campsite sits on the banks of the Khowarib River and consists of seven basic huts, built by the local villagers using local materials to traditional designs. Some are rounded and mud-clad, Himba-style, and others are thatched. There are also five campsites for pitching tents. Bucket showers and bush toilets are provided and, with notice, simple local meals can be arranged.

The local community runs the camp. Guides can sometimes be arranged for walks around the area, and camel rides are also possible. (The camels are provided from the Save the Rhino base camp, sited just next to the visitors’ camp, which is the centre for camel-mounted anti-poaching patrols around the area.)

Rates: N$10 per person camping.

Ongongo campsite About 11km further along the road is the turn-off northeast for the Ongongo campsite. To reach this, turn at Warmquelle and watch for the signs (if there are any left). You will follow a water pipeline for about 6km, heading roughly northwards. The road is rough and very rocky in parts, sandy in others, and at one point you cross the dry bed of the river, before turning right to reach the site's office hut. A 2WD will usually just make it – depending on its ground clearance.

The main attraction here is the Ongongo waterfall, where a deep, clear pool is sheltered by an overhang of rock. Few resist the temptation to strip off and swim here, which isn't surprising given the temperature. The Ongongo community now administers the camp and several shaded huts are available to camp under, but bring all your food and equipment as nothing else is available.

Rates: a visit for the day is N$10 per person; camping is N$20 per person.

Sesfontein

Sesfontein was named after the ‘six springs’ that surface nearby. It stands in the Hoanib valley and marks the northern edge of Damaraland. The road from Palmwag, the D3706, makes an interesting drive in a normal 2WD vehicle, and passes through a narrow gap in the mountains just before this small town. North of town, the going gets much tougher.

Sesfontein is a dusty but photogenic spot, set between mountains in the Hoanib valley. The local vegetation is dominated by umbrella thorns (Acacia tortilis), the adaptable mopane (Colophospermum mopane, recognised by its butterfly-shaped leaves), and the beautiful, feathery real fan palms (Hyphaene petersiana). You will often be offered the ‘vegetable ivory’ seeds of these palms, carved into various designs, as souvenirs by the local people – which are highly recommended, as often the sellers are the carvers, and it is far less destructive than buying carvings of wood. 

In the earlier part of this century, the German administrators made Sesfontein into an important military outpost. They wanted to control movement of stock around the country, after the severe rinderpest epidemic in 1896. So in 1901 they built a fort here, complete with running water and extensive gardens to grow their own supplies. However, by the start of World War I this had been abandoned, and it is only in the last few years that this has been renovated into a picturesque new lodge.

Sesfontein still feels like an outpost in many ways, despite being an important centre for the local people, who live by farming goats and the occasional field of maize. The efficiency of the foraging goats is witnessed by the lack of vegetation lower than the trees, and hence the clouds of fine dust which often hang in the valley’s air.

Sesfontein offers the adventurous an interesting view of a real town, not sanitised by the colonial designs of townships. It is spread out, and very relaxed. If you’re staying here, then try to rise early to watch the village come to life. On most days the national anthem will drift across the cool air, beautifully sung by the school within earshot of the fort. Watch as the farmers drive their cattle to water, and smartly dressed workers head for town.

In the afternoon there are always a few people about, and there's no better way to watch village life than sitting with a cold drink on the steps of one of the shops – though you may attract a crowd of playful children. If you are just passing through then you’ll find the supplies in these shops useful, and there is a convenient petrol station here. There is little other fuel available between Sesfontein and the Kunene, except at Opuwo.

Where to stay
If you’ve passed the Khowarib and Ongongo campsites, mentioned above, then Fort Sesfontein is the area’s only place to stay.

Fort Sesfontein (13 double rooms & camping sites) PO Box 22114, Windhoek. 

This opened in 1995 and is one of the most original and imaginative places to appear since independence. The fort has been rebuilt more or less to its old plans, set around a lush central courtyard full of palm trees and fountains. The rooms are spacious and rustically decorated, with en-suite facilities and fans – which are as essential as the swimming pool: Sesfontein can get very hot.

The old officers’ mess is now a large bar/lounge with sitting and dining areas, a fascinating library of old wildlife books, and a telescope for the stars. Given its remote location, the standards of food and service in the lodge are superb.

Electricity is from a generator, which runs for most of the day, but if you need a TV, or contact with the outside world, then you are in the wrong place. There is no direct phone or fax here. The difficult radio-telephone, via Walvis Bay, is the swiftest way to communicate in an emergency. 

If you don’t have your own 4WD then the lodge can organise full-day (N$1,100 per vehicle) or half-day tours (N$600 per vehicle) to local Himba villages, with a guide. Judge the sensitivity of these yourself, but it is a good sign that the lodge insists that you also pay for a package of food for the village that you visit. A full-day tour down the Hoanib River Valley also costs N$1,100 per vehicle, and includes lunch. If you haven’t got a vehicle at all, then there is a 2km landing strip at Sesfontein, from which the lodge will collect you.

Rates: N$260 per person including breakfast. Dinner is N$50, lunch is N$30, and both are best booked in advance. Camping is N$25 per person.

What to see and do
Aside from relaxing in town, to explore further into Kaokoland is difficult, see below. For most people, the best way to see the area is on an organised trip: either one pre-arranged with a specialist before you arrive, or a day-trip arranged by Fort Sesfontein.

	KAOKOLAND
	



This vast tract of land is Namibia at its most enticing – and yet most inhospitable. Kaokoland appeals to the adventurer and explorer in us, keeping quiet about the dangers involved. On the eastern side, hilly tracks become mudslides as they get washed away by the rains, whilst the baking desert in the west affords no comfort for those who get stranded. Even dry riverbeds hide soft traps of deep sand, whilst the few which seem damp and hard may turn to quicksand within metres. Having struggled to free a Land Rover with just one wheel stuck in quicksand, it is easy to believe tales of vehicles vanishing within an hour.

One road on the eastern side was particularly memorable for me – it started favourably as a good gravel track. After 20km, it had deteriorated into a series of rocky ruts, shaking us to our bones and forcing us to slow down to 10kph. After a while, when we'd come too far to think of returning, the track descended into a sandy riverbed, strewn with boulders and enclosed by walls of rock. The only way was for passengers to walk and guide the driver, watching as the tyres lurched from boulder to boulder.

Hours later we emerged – on to another difficult track. Gradually it flattened and the driving eased: we were happy to be travelling faster. Then the pace was interrupted. Streams crossed the road. Someone would wade across to check the depth, and then the 4WD would swiftly follow, its momentum carrying it across the muddy bed. The third stream stopped us: more than thigh-high, fast flowing – a river in flood. We slept dry in our tents, thankful that the floods hadn't reached that first rocky riverbed whilst we were there.

To come to Kaokoland independently, you should have a two-vehicle 4WD expedition, all your supplies, an experienced navigator, detailed maps

and good local advice on routes. Even then you'll probably get lost a few times. This is not a trip to undertake lightly: if things go wrong you will be hundreds of kilometres from help, and days from a hospital.

If you can get an expedition together, then in contrast to Damaraland's regulated concession areas, Kaokoland has yet to adopt any formal system of control. You are free to travel where you can. However, this freedom is causing lasting damage to the area. The Kaokoveld’s drier areas, especially to the west, have a very fragile ecosystem: simply driving a vehicle off the tracks and ‘across country’ can cause permanent damage – killing plants and animals, and leaving marks that last for centuries. Vehicle trails made 40 years ago can still be seen as the crushed plants and lichens haven't recovered yet. Here, you must be responsible and treat the environment with care. Never drive off the tracks.

Opuwo
This rough and ready, frontier town is the hub of Kaokoland. It has shops, a good bakery, several garages, a large school, and even a short stretch of tarred road in the centre of town, despite being over a hundred kilometres from the nearest other tar (south of Kamanjab, or east of Ruacana).

Getting there
Opuwo is 54km of mediocre gravel from the main Kamanjab–Ruacana road and greets you with large, irrigated maize fields on the right, and probably a couple of stray cattle in front. Soon the dry, dusty town appears, sprawling over a low hillside with no apparent centre: its buildings are functional rather than attractive, and the outskirts fade into groups of round Himba huts.

Getting organised
Turn right for the town's main attraction, the fuel station. As recently as 1990 there were no proper fuel supplies, just a few private entrepreneurs who sold it from drums on the back of pick-up trucks for twice the normal price. Now it is available at the BP station, which helps with logistics, being the only fuel north of Sesfontein and west of Ruacana. However, beware of absolutely depending upon it, as this station can (and does) run out. It is usually open for petrol until 17.00, though will supply diesel until 19.00.

Whilst waiting to fill up, or taking a stroll, look around – there is a fascinating mix of people, including the traditional rural Himba, who come into town to trade or buy supplies, with their decorated goatskin dress and ochre-stained skins. Strong, powerful faces speak clearly of people who have yet to trade their own culture for what little is being offered to them here. As with any frontier post, the place abounds with shady local traders. These mix with occasional businessmen, and the eccentric characters who emerge from the bush to replenish supplies, and then disappear again with equal speed.

The BP garage sells cool drinks, and the adjacent bakery has excellent fresh bread, rolls, and drinking yoghurt. For more supplies go to Groothandel Wholesale which has an excellent selection of hardware, tinned food and staples, and produces large blocks of ice for cool-boxes. If you need to change money, they may cash travellers’ cheques as a favour. Forget exchanging foreign notes or using credit cards. On the right of the BP station, the brightly painted curio shop sells postcards and Himba jewellery, and is closed on Sundays. Next to that is the Opuwo Supermarket, but don't expect too much from it.

Where to stay
There’s little accommodation in Opuwo, as most visitors just drive through on their way into Kaokoland, or back towards Etosha. This is a shame. It is surprising that people who come to Kaokoland professing an interest in the Himba don’t make this their longest stop. This is the Himba town, their ‘capital’. It raises the question of what those travellers are really seeking: is it the Himba – or is it simply photographs to match their image of ‘primitive tribespeople’, regardless of the reality?

If you do stop here, then ignore the ill-informed advice of guidebooks that mention asking for help from the town’s missions. They have more pressing calls from the local people, and little time for scrounging travellers. Instead head for the:

Ohakane Guest House (10 rooms)

This small lodge, named after the local word for wild dog, opened in 1995 and is well signposted just after the petrol station. Its rooms all have air-conditioning and en-suite facilities, and there’s even a swimming pool outside. It serves food (N$60 for dinner) and has a small selection of curios for sale, also a private plane if you want to organise fly-in trips.

Rates: N$190 per person, including breakfast.

Kunene Village Restcamp

This new camping site opened as the book goes to press. It’s just outside Opuwo on the road to Kaoko Otavi and is well signposted. No details were available.

Epupa Falls
Though visitors go to Kaokoland more for the whole experience than any individual sight, Epupa is one of its highlights.

About 145km west of Ruacana, the Kunene River is already threading its way through the Baynes Mountains, en route to the Atlantic. It winds between arid hills and wild, rough-looking mountains on both sides. Angola lies to its north, Namibia to its south: both look identical. As it meanders east, a thin strip of verdant palm-forest lines its path. Photogenic, feathery fronds of green Makalani palms extend for perhaps only 30m from the river itself. Further from the water than that, the land reverts to its parched, dry state: the preserve of the Kaokoveld’s semi-desert flora and fauna.

Here at Epupa the river widens to accommodate a few small islands, before plunging into a geological fault. This is 35m deep in places and, as the river is sizeable, it makes a lot of noise and some spray. The Epupa Falls don’t compare with Victoria Falls in scale, but they are all the more beautiful for occurring in such an arid region. Add to the scene a phalanx of watchful baobabs, many balancing improbably on precarious rocks above the chasms, or standing forlornly on the small islands in the stream. It’s a magical spot.

Flora and fauna
Epupa’s flora and fauna are representative of the ecosystem found in the palm-forest which lines the river for most of its length. 

Hippos have been exterminated from this section of the river, though crocodiles are still common in the river (bathing is only safe immediately beside the Falls) and small mammals are common in the palm-forest. There are no large wild mammals commonly seen around here

Ornithologists will find a fascinating variety of birds, including the inevitable fish eagles, various bee-eaters, kingfishers ranging from the giant to the tiny malachite kingfisher, louries, bulbuls and hornbills, as well as rollers (purple, lilac breasted and European), golden and lesser masked weavers, scarlet-breasted sunbirds, and perhaps the odd, lost, great white eagle. The rufus-faced palm thrush also occurs, though is very rare: this riverine palm-forest is typical of its highly restricted habitat.

Easier to see is a breeding colony of rosy-faced lovebirds, living amongst the trees in a nearby valley, and the fearless pair of paradise flycatchers that were nesting at eye-level just above my tent.

Other attractions
Gemologists should seek out the same valley as the lovebirds, but keep their eyes on the ground for the rose quartz crystals that abound. You may also find the chipped stone implements of past inhabitants.

Sunrise bathes the nearby hills in clear red light, and this is a good time to explore. The hills have an uneven surface of loose rock so wear a stout pair of shoes and watch out for snakes. Temperatures are cold at first, but it warms up very rapidly so take water, a sun-hat and sun-cream. As with exploring anywhere near this border, seek local advice. Some areas were mined during the liberation struggle, and injuries still occur.

Because Epupa is situated in a traditional Himba area, you may get the opportunity to visit a typical local family. Go with a guide who speaks the local language, and make sure that the village receives some real benefit from your visit. Buying craftwork made by the villagers is one very good way of doing this, but simply taking along some mealie-meal would also be a positive gesture. With patience, your interpreter should help you to glimpse a little of their lifestyle.

Of all the Namibians that you encounter, the Himba require some of the greatest cultural sensitivity. Their culture is adapting to centuries of changes within a matter of years. Until the late 1980s there were people living in the area who relied entirely on a hunter-gatherer existence, using only stone implements – a reminder of how remote this area was until very recently.

The Western valleys
In the west, Hartmann’s Valley and the Marienfluss are often visited by the Kaokoveld’s specialists. Both valleys run north–south, bounded in the north by the Kunene, which flows all year.

Hartmann’s Valley 
As you enter the valley, there is a small sign covered with weatherworn glass. It stresses the ecologically important things you must do, and includes a diagram of how to turn a vehicle around to minimise damage to the environment. Take time to read it and remember.

Hartmann’s Valley itself is very arid, though its weather can vary dramatically. As well as searing heat, the valley receives sea mists, which creep up from the coast, making it an eerie place to visit.

It is 70km from end to end, a minimum of 2½ hours’ drive one way, and the condition of the track along it varies. In the south, the road starts by crossing a number of steep-sided river valleys. It soon changes to compacted corrugated sand, which shakes your vehicle violently. Finally, this becomes soft before high dunes prevent you reaching the Kunene by vehicle. Despite the harsh conditions, it is very beautiful. Drive through at sunrise if possible; then it’s cooler than later and shows off the surrounding hills at their finest.

The Marienfluss
The next valley inland from Hartmann's is the Marienfluss. If you are driving, this is reached via Red Drum – a crossroads marked by a red oil can. There is a fairly new-looking Himba settlement at Red Drum. 
The Marienfluss has more soft sand and is greener than Hartmann’s Valley. It is covered with light scrub and the odd tree marks an underground river. A most noticeable feature of the Marienfluss is its ‘fairy circles’. These are circular patches without any vegetation. Studies by Professors G Theron and E Moll, from the Universities of Pretoria and Cape Town, suggest three possible theories for their origin.

One suggests that Euphorbia bushes once grew here. When they died, they left poisonous chemicals in the soil, which prohibits grass from growing. Another suggests that tropical termites may be blown into the Pro-Namib during wet cycles, starting colonies that kill the grasses. During the dry cycles, these die off leaving the bare circles that we see. A third idea suggests that there are ‘hardpans’ in these patches. That is, layers of soil through which water cannot penetrate, making plant life impossible. Or they may have been made by fairies…

At the northern end of the Marienfluss, there is both a public and a private campsite. Both are set on the banks of the Kunene mainly under the shade of camel thorn trees, Acacia erioloba.

On the track that goes past these camps there is a sign saying ‘no photographs’. (The logic of this isn’t obvious, except for the proximity of the Angolan border.) After a further 3km the road divides into three. The left fork goes to an excellent viewing point, over some rapids in the river. The centre and right turns are both blocked. If you walk up the middle track, you find a small beach on the Kunene. The right track leads off to some trees, which may have been a campsite once.

In morning and evening you’ll see many Himba people going about their business, often with their cattle. There is also some wildlife around, including springbok, ostrich, bat-eared foxes, bustards, korhanns, and many other birds.

How to visit Kaokoland
Because Kaokoland is remote, the few camps here tend to be either very basic or very organised. The basic ones are a couple of simple campsites, often run by the local communities with the backing of one of the conservation/development organisations. The organised camps are a few expensive camps linked with small specialist fly-in operators.

Simple camps
If you are planning an expedition, then in most places you must camp. There are demarcated camping sites at Purros and Epupa Falls, which are run by the local people, and for the local people. These are like Ongongo and Khowarib, catering for self-sufficient expeditions in 4WDs. Such travellers are urged to support these.

In the very north, at the end of the Marienfluss valley, there is a public campsite, with no facilities. Anywhere else in the region you can choose your own site, provided that you obtain permission from the head of the local village, and show due respect to the area’s inhabitants (see Where you can camp). Here, more than anywhere else, there is a need to be responsible. The three organised campsites north of Sesfontein are:

Purros Campsite – aka Ngatutunge Pamue Campsite (5 sites) c/o IRDNC, PO Box 1715, Swakopmund

Ngatutunge Pamue means ‘we build together’, and this is a super site, about 100km northwest of Sesfontein, near the Purros village. It is run by Peter Uaraavi and his family. The pitches are on the wooded bank of the Hoarusib River, near its confluence with the Gamadommi River, on the road to Orupembe. Each has a flush toilet (surrounded by reeds), shower and fireplace with tap and bin. Nearby is a section of the river that is normally forced over-ground by a rock barrier.

One main purpose of the camp is to provide employment for the local Himba from Purros village, so you are strongly encouraged to hire guides for your own game drives and take guided walks looking for plants used in traditional medicine, as well as escorted trips to Himba villages. Costs are very reasonable, about N$25 for a few hours, and this is an effective way to put some money directly into the local economy.

Peter encourages visitors to spend time at the village of Purros, and will introduce you as a guest, rather than just some foreigner who gawps. So greet the villagers, and spend time talking with them, and learning a little of how they live. Many now are helped by the income made from selling jewellery, or guiding visitors around their local area – they deserve your support.

Ask your guide to include a few walks. It makes a pleasant break from driving over poor surfaces and allows time to take in your surroundings. Around Purros it is usually possible to visit Himba villages on foot, which is a more leisurely and satisfying way to meet these pastoral people, allowing plenty of time for an exchange of views and questions through your guide. After all, how would you like it if a group of strangers drove up to your house, came in and took pictures of your family and then departed within five or ten minutes?

Rates: N$20 per person camping.

Epupa Community Campsite

Epupa has become such a Mecca for visitors to the Kaokoveld that people camped here long before a site existed. Eventually the community set up the site to benefit from these visitors, and in order to protect the fragile palm-forest from being ruined by visitors in search of virgin camping sites.

Rates: N$20 per person camping.

Marienfluss Community Campsite

On the banks of the Kunene, at the northern end of the Marienfluss, is a simple campsite under camelthorn trees, run by the local Himba community (who speak little English). Facilities are limited to a few long-drop toilets and fireplaces.

Rates: N$10 per person camping.

Kunene River Lodge

Around 5km east of Swartbooisdrift, and perhaps 65km west of Ruacana, on the D3700, is a simple, privately run lodge with a few basic chalets, and camping plots under trees by the river. By the campsite is a bar, and a shop stocking basic provisions.

Rates: N$22 per person camping.

Up-market camps

There is just one up-market camp in the region that isn’t linked to one of the specialist operators listed below. This relies on a mixture of jaded explorers desperate for some comfort, and fly-in visitors who come just to see Epupa Falls for a day or two:

Epupa Camp (12 tents) PO Box 90466, 5 Robert Mugabe Avenue, Windhoek 

On the palm-fringed banks of the Kunene, 700m east of the main falls, the tents here have solar-powered lights, mosquito-netted doors and windows, and they share toilets and showers.

Activities include walks around the local area and guided visits to a local Himba village. The camp makes much of its ‘sound ecological policy’, and working closely with the local community. To reach it a charter aircraft or fully equipped 4WD is needed. Flying is the best way to arrive, but if you drive then the easiest route is from Opuwo via Okongwati (about 200km, of which the last 80km are the worst).

Note there is no help on this route if an emergency occurs. As with anywhere in this area, you ought to be in a party of at least two 4WDs with experienced drivers.

Rates: N$655 single, N$540 per person sharing, including activities, meals and drinks

Specialist Kaokoveld operators
When planning a visit to this area, you should consider who is taking you, rather than exactly where you’re staying. Choose the most knowledgeable operator with whom you feel comfortable, and then go with them.

Kaokoland is rugged and remote. Trusting your arrangements to anyone who does not know it intimately is foolish. Don’t visit here accompanied by someone who runs general trips all over the country. Instead choose one of the specialists who concentrate on this area. Finally, do satisfy yourself that your operator values the fragility of the area and its culture. Amongst other things, consider:

· How (if at all) your operator ensures that the local people benefit from your visit. Is there an automatic bed-night levy paid into local community funds?

· How sensitive the operator is to the local cultures. Do their staff speak the local languages?

· Do they use local people for staff, creating local employment prospects?

Such operations may use their own fixed camps, or mobile camps, which can be moved when necessary. This is the most comfortable way to see Kaokoland, and also the best way. You need a good guide here. Amongst many that run occasional trips, two excellent specialists stand out: 

Kaokohimba Safaris PO Box 11580, Windhoek

Kaokohimba Safaris started up in 1990 and are certainly a contender for the area’s best operation. They don’t organise tours anywhere else, and the company’s founder, Koos Verwey, conducts all the tours himself. Importantly, they are also involved in positive local community projects, and you probably won’t find anyone who knows this area better. In fact, Koos is often said to care more for the Himba people than he does for the difficult guests on his safaris.

Kaokohimba’s base is their Camp Syncro, at the northern end of the Marienfluss, east of the Hartmann Mountains. Their trips are active, though not necessarily strenuous. If you want to sit back passively and just watch, then these are not for you. They are all fly-in trips, and vary from two nights exploring the Marienfluss and Epupa, for around N$3,560 per person (for a minimum of four people), to six nights covering the Namib in the western Kaokoveld, Marienfluss, Hartmann Valley and the Kunene for N$6,930 per person (minimum of four). There are also trips lasting twelve days, which include donkey-treks led by Himba guides into the most remote corners of the Kaokoveld.

Skeleton Coast Fly-in Safaris PO Box 2195, Windhoek

Though you might not immediately associate the experts on the Skeleton Coast with the Kaokoveld, most of a trip to the Skeleton Coast is, in fact, spent just inland in the Kaokoveld. They normally visit the Purros area, and the region around the Kunene River, and the experience offered is as much about the Kaokoveld as it is about the coast. Their founder, the late Louw Schoeman, was also an early supporter of the Auxiliary Game Guard scheme (now called the Community Game Guard scheme) that has done so much good in the region. Their eco-credentials are amongst the best in the business, and it remains a superb operation.
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Etosha National Park
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Translated as the ‘Place of Mirages’, ‘Land of Dry Water’ or the ‘Great White Place’, Etosha is an apparently endless pan of silvery-white sand, upon which dust devils play and mirages blur the horizon. As a game park, it excels during the dry season when huge herds of animals can be seen amidst some of the most startling and photogenic scenery in Africa.

The roads are all navigable in a normal 2WD car, and the park was designed for visitors to drive themselves around. If you insist on guided trips then look to one of the private lodges just outside the park or, better, to the concession areas in Damaraland. Etosha is a park to explore by yourself. Put a few drinks, a camera, lots of film and a pair of binoculars in your own car and go for a slow drive, stopping at the water-holes – it’s amazing.

There are three restcamps within the park, and several lodges outside its boundaries, and yet the park is never busy in comparison with equally good reserves elsewhere in Africa.

	BACKGROUND INFORMATION
	



History
Europeans first knew Etosha in the early 1850s when Charles Andersson and Francis Galton visited it. They recorded their first impressions:

‘...we traversed an immense hollow, called Etosha, covered with saline encrustations, and having wooded and well-defined borders. Such places are in Africa designated ‘salt pans’... In some rainy seasons, the Ovambo informed us, the locality was flooded and had all the appearance of a lake; but now it was quite dry, and the soil strongly impregnated with salt. Indeed, close in shore, the commodity was to be had of a very pure quality.’

They were amongst the first explorers and traders who relentlessly hunted the area's huge herds of game. In 1876 an American trader, McKiernan, came through the area and wrote of a visit to Etosha:

‘All the menageries in the world turned loose would not compare to the sight that I saw that day.’

The slaughter became worse as time progressed and more Europeans came until, in 1907, Dr F von Lindequist, the governor of German South West Africa (as Namibia was then), proclaimed three reserves. These covered all of the current park, and most of Kaokoland – between the Kunene and Hoarusib rivers. The aim was to stem the rapid depletion of the animals in the area, and protect all of the land through which the seasonal migrations passed. It was an excellent plan for conserving the wildlife – though perhaps not so perfect for the people who lived in these areas.

This protected area remained largely intact until the 1950s and 60s. Then, just as a nature conservation unit and several tourist camps were set up, the reserves were redefined and Etosha shrank to its present size.

Geography, landscape and flora
The defining feature of the National Park is the huge Etosha Pan, which appears to be the remnant of a large inland lake that was fed by rivers from the north and east. One of these was probably the Kunene, which flowed southeast from the Angolan highlands and into the pan. However, some 12 million years ago continental uplift changed the slope of the land and the course of these tributaries. The Kunene now flows west from the Ruacana Falls and into the Atlantic. Thus deprived, the lake slowly vanished in the scorching sun, leaving behind only a salty residue. Few plants can grow on this and so erosion by the wind is easy, allowing the pan to be gradually hollowed out.

The pan has probably changed little over time. It is roughly 110km from east to west and 60km from north to south, covering an area of 6,133km² (around a quarter of the park’s surface) with flat, silvery sand and shimmering heat. If the rains to the north and east have been good, then the pan will hold water for a few months at the start of the year, thanks mainly to the Ekuma River and Omuramba Owambo. Only very rarely does it fill completely.

In the rest of the park, beyond the sides of the pan, the terrain is generally flat with a variety of habitats ranging from mopane woodland to wide open, virtually treeless, plains. In the east of the park, around Namutoni, the attractive makalani palms, Hyphaene ventricosa, are found, often in picturesque groups around water-holes. The small, round fruit of these palms, a favourite food of elephants, is sometimes called vegetable ivory because of its hard white kernel. In the west, one of the more unusual areas is the Haunted Forest, Sprokieswoud in Afrikaans, where the contorted forms of strange moringa trees, Moringa ovalifolia, form a weird woodland scene.

Etosha is so special because of the concentration of water-holes which occur around the southern edges of the pan. As the dry season progresses, these increasingly draw the game. In fact, the best way to watch animals in Etosha is often just to sit in your vehicle by a water-hole and wait.

Three types of spring create these water-holes, which differ in both appearance and geology:

Contact springs
These occur in situations where two adjacent layers of rock have very different permeabilities. There are many to be seen just on the edge of the pan. Here the water-bearing calcrete comes to an end and the water flows out on to the surface because the underlying layers of clay are impermeable. Okerfontein is the best example of this type of spring, which is generally weak in water supply.

Water-level springs
Found in hollows where the surface of the ground actually cuts below the level of the water table, often in large depressions in the limestone formations. These are inevitably dependent on the level of the water table, and hence vary greatly from year to year. Typical of this type are Ngobib, Groot Okevi and Klein Okevi.

Artesian springs
Formed when pressure from overlying rocks forces water up to the surface from deeper aquifers (water-bearing rocks). Here they normally occur on limestone hillocks, forming deep pools, which will often have clumps of reeds in their centre. These springs are usually very reliable and include Namutoni, Klein Namutoni, Chudob and Aus.

Mammals
The game and birds found here are typical of the savannah plains of Southern Africa, but include several species endemic to this western side of the continent, adjacent to the Namib Desert.

The more common herbivores include elephant, giraffe, eland, blue wildebeest, kudu, gemsbok, springbok, impala, steenbok, and zebra. The most numerous of these are the springbok which can often be seen in herds numbering thousands, spread out over the most barren of plains. These finely marked antelope have a marvellous habit of pronking, either (it appears) for fun or to avoid predators. It has been suggested that pronking is intended to put predators off in the first place by showing the animal's strength and stamina; the weakest pronkers are the ones predators are seen to go for. The early explorer Andersson described these elegant leaps:

‘This animal bounds without an effort to a height of 10 or 12 feet at one spring, clearing from 12 to 14 feet of ground. It appears to soar, to be suspended for a moment in the air, then, touching the ground, to make another dart, or another flight, aloft, without the aid of wings, by the elastic springiness of its legs.’

Elephant are very common, though digging for water below the sand wears down their tusks and so big tuskers are very rare. Often large family groups are seen trooping down to water-holes to drink, wallow and bathe. The park’s population has been under scientific scrutiny for the infrasonic noises (below the range of human hearing) which they make. It is thought that groups communicate over long distances in this way.

Among the rarer species, black rhino continue to thrive here, and the floodlit water-holes at Okaukuejo and Halali provide two of the continent's best chances to observe this aggressive and secretive species. On one visit here, I watched as a herd of 20 or so elephants, silently drinking in the cool of the night, were frightened away from the water, and kept at bay, by the arrival of a single black rhino. It returned several times in the space of an hour or so, each time causing the larger elephants to flee, before settling down to enjoy a drink from the pool on its own.

In the last few years, about a dozen white rhino have been introduced. Your best chance of seeing these is in the east of the park, around Aus, Springbokfontein, Batia or Okerfontein, either early or late in the day.

Black-faced impala are restricted to Namibia and southern Angola, occurring here as well as in parts of the Kaokoveld. With only isolated populations, numbering under a thousand or so, they are one of the rarest animals in the region. The Damara dik-dik is the park’s smallest antelope. Endemic to Namibia, it is common here in areas of dense bush.

Roan antelope and red hartebeest occur all over the subcontinent, though they are common nowhere. This is definitely one of the better parks in which to look for roan, especially in the mopane areas around Aus and Olifantsbad.

All of the larger felines are found here, with good numbers of lion, leopard, cheetah and caracal. The lion tend to prey mainly upon zebra and wildebeest, whilst the cheetah rely largely upon springbok. The seldom-seen leopard take a varied diet, including antelope and small mammals, whilst the equally elusive caracal go for similar but smaller prey.

There have been several attempts to introduce wild dog here, but so far no success. The usual problem has been that the dogs don’t know to avoid lion, which have subsequently killed them for no apparent reason. 

Also found in the park are both spotted and brown hyenas, together with silver jackal (or cape fox), and the more common black-backed jackal – many of which can be seen in the late evening, skulking around the camps in search of scraps of food.

Birds
For ornithologists, some 340 species of birds have been recorded including many uncommon members of the hawk and vulture families.

Amongst the birds of prey, bateleur, martial, tawny and Wahlberg’s eagles are fairly common, as are black-breasted and brown snake eagles. Pale-chanting goshawks are more often seen than the similar Gabar or the smaller little banded goshawk. The list of harriers, falcons and kestrels occurring here is even longer, and worthy of a special mention are the very common rock kestrels, which are everywhere, and the unusual red-necked and particularly cute pygmy falcons, which are less readily seen. The impressive peregrine falcon and Montagu’s harrier are two of the rarer summer migrants. 

Lappet-faced and white-backed vultures are common here, outnumbering the odd pair of white-headed or hooded vultures. Palmnut vultures are occasionally seen in the east of the park.

The number of large birds stalking around the plains can strike visitors as unusual: invariably during the day you will see groups of ostriches or pairs of secretary birds. Equally, it is easy to drive within metres of many kori bustards and black korhaans which will just sit by the roadside and watch the vehicles pass.

Blue cranes, both beautiful and endangered, are common here in the wet season. Etosha is worth visiting in January and February for them alone. Other specialities of the park include violet woodhoopoe, white-tailed shrike, bare-cheeked and black-faced babblers, short-toed rock thrush, and a pale race of the pink-bellied lark.

	PRACTICAL INFORMATION
	



To see Etosha you need to drive around the park. There is no way to walk within it, or to fly just above it. If you do not have your own vehicle then you must either hire one, or book an organised trip.

Hiring your own vehicle is best done in Windhoek. See Driving in Namibia, page 73. However, if you are just travelling though, and hiring a car just for Etosha, then consider doing so from Tsumeb. This is normally best organised in advance, through a tour operator like Sunvil Africa, who can arrange for you to pick up and drop off cars at Mokuti or Ongava.

Organised trips to the park emanate from the private lodges around the park. See Lodges outside Etosha for ideas about what is possible from each. Other than these, many operators organise guided trips around Namibia including a few days in Etosha, often staying in the National Park's accommodation. However, you only need to see one air-conditioned 75-seater coach driving through the park to convince you that this is not the best way to visit either Etosha or Namibia.

When to visit
To decide when to visit, think about the weather, consider the number of other visitors around, and work out if your main reason for coming is to see the animals or the birds.

Weather
Etosha’s weather is typical of Namibia, so see Chapter 4’s section on Weather for a general overview. At the beginning of the year, it's hot and fairly damp with average temperatures around 27°C and cloud cover for some of the time. If the rains have been good, then the pan will have some standing water in it.

The clouds gradually disperse as the rains cease, around March–April. Many of Etosha’s plants are bright green during this time, but with some cloud cover the park's stark beauty isn't at its most photogenic.

From April to July the park dries out, and nights become cooler. Nights in August are normally above freezing, and by the end of September they are warm again. October is hot, and it gets hotter as the month progresses, but the humidity remains very low.

Even the game seems to await the coming of the rains in late November, or perhaps December. When these do arrive, the tropical downpours last only for a few hours each afternoon, but they clear the air, revive the vegetation, and give everything a new lease of life.

Photography
From a photographic point of view, Etosha can be stunning in any month. A personal favourite is late-April to June: when the vegetation is green, yet the skies are clear blue and there’s little dust in the rain-washed air.

Other visitors
Etosha is never crowded. Compared with the hordes of tourists that fill Kruger or the game parks of East Africa. Etosha always seems deserted, even when its lodges and restcamps are full. It becomes busier around Easter and from late-July to September. Then advanced bookings are essential; you may not even get a camping site without a prior reservation. The accommodation inside the park during August can be full as early as the end of April.

The dates of the South African school holidays seem to be less relevant than they used to be, as Namibia is no longer the only foreign country where South African passport holders are welcomed. However, ideally try to avoid Namibian school holidays. February to mid-April, late-May to July and November are probably the quietest months.

Game viewing
Etosha's dry season is certainly the best time to see big game. Then, as the small bush pools dry up and the green vegetation shrivels, the animals move closer to the springs on the pan's edge. Before the game fences were erected (these now surround the park completely) many of the larger animals would have migrated between Etosha and the Kaokoveld – returning here during the dry season to the region's best permanent water-holes. Now most are forced to stay within the park and only bull elephants commonly break out of their confines to cause problems for the surrounding farmers.

Hence the months between July and late October are ideal for game. Though the idea of sitting in a car at 40°C may seem unpleasant, October is the best month for game and the heat is very dry. Park under a shady tree and be grateful that the humidity is so low.

During and after the rains, you won't see much game, partly because the lush vegetation hides the animals, and partly because most of them will have moved away from the water-holes (where most of the roads are) and gone deeper into the bush. However, often the animals you will see will have young, as food (animal or vegetable) is at its most plentiful then.

Birdwatching
The start of the rainy season witnesses the arrival of the summer migrants and, if the rains have been good, the aquatic species that come for the water in the pan itself. In exceptional years thousands of flamingos will come to breed, building their nests on the eastern side of the main Etosha Pan, or in Fischer’s Pan. This is an amazing spectacle (see box on Flamingos, page 289). However, bear in mind that Etosha’s ordinary feathered residents can be seen more easily during the dry season, when there is less vegetation to hide them.

Getting there
All of Etosha’s roads are accessible with a normal 2WD vehicle, and an excellent map of the park is available from the restcamps. A more colourful ‘Honeyguide’ publication (N$15) also has a few pages of colour sketches of most of the common birds and animals. Both are normally for sale in the restcamp shops, and the maps are also available from the restcamps’ fuel stations.

By road
You can enter the park via either the Von Lindequist Gate, near Namutoni, which is 106km from Tsumeb, or the Andersson Gate, south of Okaukuejo, 120km from Outjo. There is a road through to the western end of the park, and a gate on the park boundary. Until the long-planned fourth camp, Otjovasandu, opens, this whole region is closed to private visitors.

Entry permits to the park are issued at both gates. Then you must proceed to the nearest camp office and settle the costs of your accommodation and permits. From 1998, the accommodation costs include entrance fees to the park. So the only extra that you will have to pay if you are staying overnight is the charge for the entry of your vehicle (N$10 for most small vehicles).

If you are just visiting the park for the day, then you will have to pay ‘day visitor’ park fees of N$30 per person per day, plus N$10 for the car. If you go out of the park for lunch, then strictly you should pay two park entry fees, but this rule may be relaxed if you politely tell the gatekeeper that you intend to return later in the day.

The gates open around sunrise and close about 20 minutes before sunset. For the precise times on any given day, see the notice next to the entry gates of each camp. Driving through the park in the dark is not allowed, and the gates do close on time. Neither hitchhiking nor bicycles (push or motor) are allowed in the park.

By air
Mokuti Lodge is on the regular scheduled flight between Windhoek and Victoria Falls, which also calls at Katima Mulilo (N$528). The Windhoek flights are N$350 to Mokuti. The occasional links to Ondangwa (N$156) and Tsumeb (N$86) are also available and cheap, if you can use them.

Ongava has a good airstrip, which sometimes receives internal flights, though none are currently scheduled.

Organised tour
Etosha has always been designed for visitors to drive themselves around. The roads are good; a normal 2WD car is fine for all of them. The landscapes are generally open, as the vegetation is sparse, so you don’t need eyes like a hawk to spot most of the larger animals. Thus very few people use organised tours to visit the park. However, if you really don’t want to drive yourself around, then the alternatives are:

Ongava Lodge PO Box 6850, Windhoek

See page 348 for full details, but Ongava’s normal activities include half-day drives in the Okaukuejo area of the park. These are usually included in Ongava’s all-inclusive rates.

Mokuti and Etosha Aoba Lodges

On the eastern side of the park, Mokuti Lodge has its own vehicles and drivers, and runs several drives into the park daily. Etosha Aoba has equivalent arrangements to provide trips for guests. 

Etosha Fly-in Safaris PO Box 1830, 447 Fifth Avenue, Tsumeb

Based in Tsumeb, and operating from the new Mushara Lodge, Etosha Fly-in Safaris is probably the only operator specialising in guided trips around the park. They have their own four-seater aircraft (or charter larger ones) for collections, and use VW Combi Minibuses or Mercedes buses for driving around the park.

Some of their business is fly-in safaris around the country, including Etosha. On the ground, they cater for groups staying in Mushara or the other nearby lodges. Expect a morning game drive to cost around N$340 per person, including lunch, while an afternoon game drive only would be about N$250 per person, for a minimum of two people.

Restcamps inside Etosha
There are three National Parks Restcamps inside Etosha, all of them very similar – offering good simple facilities at reasonable prices. Each has a range of accommodation, including bungalows and a campsite, swimming pool, shop, fuel station and a restaurant.

Aim to spend a minimum of two nights at any camp you visit. Remember that with a speed limit of 60kph, it will take you at least two hours to drive between Namutoni and Halali, or Halali and Okaukuejo.

Bookings
Booking accommodation in advance is wise, but you need to be organised and stick to your itinerary. The alternative is to plan on camping, whilst hoping for spaces or cancellations in the chalets and bungalows. For this you’ll need to ask at the camp office just before it closes at sunset. This is often successful outside the main holiday months, but you need a tent in case it is not.

Note that during the main holiday seasons, around Easter and August, even Etosha’s campsites are fully booked in advance. If you haven’t a reservation, you must stay outside the park and drive in for day-trips.

Accommodation - styles and costs
All the camps have roughly similar rooms and bungalows – see the MET’s current Accommodation Guide for Tourists for the fine details of the facilities at each.

Generally, all the rooms have private toilet and baths or showers, a fridge and a kettle. Towels and bed linen are always supplied. Most are air-conditioned, and the VIP units even have cutlery and utensils. Bungalows also have hot-plates and kitchen facilities, whilst rooms (which used to be called ‘bus quarters’, and are now usually referred to as ‘de luxe rooms’) generally do not. All are normally clean and well-kept, though functional rather than luxurious

Accommodation prices vary slightly between camps, though a camping pitch is always N$130, for up to eight people and two vehicles. This makes camping cheap for large parties.

Getting organised
The reception office at each restcamp opens from dawn to dusk, and there you pay for your stay, as well as any park fees due. Don’t forget to pay all your park fees before you try to leave the park. You can’t pay them at the gate.

Each camp has a shop, which usually sells a remarkable assortment of foodstuffs: frozen meat, sausages and firewood (with braais in mind), as well as tinned and packet foods and often bread, eggs, and cheese. Beer, lots of cold drinks, and a limited selection of wine (but no wine can be sold on a Sunday) are also found here.

Aside from food, these have the usual mix of tourist needs from curios, T-shirts, print film (occasionally slide, but nothing too unusual) and wildlife books to postcards and even stamps. These shops open 07.30–09.30, 11.30–14.00 and 17.00–20.00. Nearby is a payphone; you can normally buy phonecards at the shop. Those at Namutoni and Okaukuejo seem to have a little more stock than the one at Halali.

Where to eat
Each restcamp has a restaurant where most visitors eat at least one of their meals. In recent years these have been privatised, introducing buffet meals rather than silver-service à la carte menus. However, they have all carefully retained some of the old feeling of school dining halls.

Breakfast is served 07.00–09.00, lunch 12.00–14.00 and dinner 18.00–21.00, though if you arrive after 08.30, 13.30 or 20.30 respectively, the staff may refuse to serve you. In any case, buffet meals mean that it is much wiser to arrive earlier rather than later if you want a good choice of hot food.

Expect dinner to cost about N$60 for three courses, plus N$35 for a bottle of wine. It’s not haute cuisine, but is varied, good value, and generally has a good choice of vegetables for vegetarians.

Outside of the prescribed meal times, there’s normally a kiosk that sells drinks and snacks. These open between meals, 08.30–12.00 and 13.30–18.00. After dinner, the bar normally stays open until about 21.30.

Okaukuejo
This was the first restcamp to open, and is the administrative hub of the park and the centre of the Etosha Ecological Institute. It is situated at the western end of the pan, about 120km north of Outjo.

One big attraction of this camp is that it overlooks a permanent water-hole which is floodlit at night, giving you a chance to see some of the shy, nocturnal wildlife. The animals that come appear oblivious to the noises from the camp, not noticing the bright lights or the people sitting on benches just behind the low stone wall. The light doesn't penetrate into the dark surrounding bush, but it illuminates the water-hole like a stage – focusing all attention on the animals that come to drink.

During the dry season you would be unlucky not to spot something of interest by just sitting here for a few hours in the evening, so bring a couple of drinks, binoculars, and some warm clothes to settle down and watch. You are virtually guaranteed to see elephant and jackal, while lion and black rhino are very regular visitors. The main annoyance is noise from the bungalows beside the water-hole, or from the many people sitting around.

Accommodation

A 4-bed bungalow, with two bedrooms, costs N$320–360, a 3-bed bungalow N$280, a 2-bed bungalow N$220, and a twin room N$280 per night. You can camp for N$130 per site.

Getting organised

Okaukuejo’s restaurant was burned down in September 1997, and since then has been operating in a series of temporary venues. Despite this, it generally continues to serve adequate buffet fare at reasonable prices, and sweets and drinks from its kiosk by the swimming pool. 

Okaukuejo’s shop is well stocked, and opposite reception is the park’s only Post Office, open Mon–Fri 08.30–13.00 and 14.00–16.30, and 08.00–11.00 on Saturday. Nearby is a small round tower, which can be climbed, by a spiral staircase inside, for a good view of the surrounding area. Okaukuejo has a small Museum, but this was closed when last visited.

Halali
The newest of the camps, opened in 1967, Halali stands between the others, 75km from Namutoni, 70km from Okaukuejo. It is just to the northwest of the landmark Tweekoppies, and there’s a small dolomite kopje within the camp’s boundary, accessible on a short self-guided trail signposted as ‘Tsumasa’.

Halali is the smallest, and usually the quietest, of the three camps. In 1992 an artificial water-hole, the Moringa water-hole, was built on its boundary, and can be viewed from a natural rock seating area a few hundred metres beyond the campsite. This regularly attracts elephant, black rhino and other game. It isn’t as busy as Okaukuejo’s water-hole, but it is set apart from the camp, so has fewer disturbances and a more natural ambience.

Accommodation
A 4-bed bungalow, with two bedrooms, costs N$300–320 and a twin room N$270 per night. Camping is again N$130 per site.

Getting organised
The shop and restaurant at Halali are either side of the office and reception, on the right as you enter the camp. The kiosk is behind the restaurant, by the pool.

Namutoni
Situated on the eastern edge of the pan, Namutoni is based around a beautiful old ‘beau geste’ type fort, in an area dotted with graceful makalani palms, Hyphaene petersiana. It originally dates back to a German police post, built here before the turn of the century. Later it was used as an army base and then for English prisoners during World War I, before being restored to its present state in 1957. Perhaps as a reminder of its military past, sunrise and sunset are heralded by a bugle call from the watch tower in the fort's northeastern corner – on to which you can climb for a better view of the park in the setting sun.

Accommodation
Some of the rooms within the fort itself share facilities and are not air-conditioned. They cost from N$190 for two beds. The newer rooms have en-suite shower, toilet and bath, and usually air-con, for N$280 per room. Four-bed flats and bungalows, with two bedrooms, cost N$270–320. Alternatively, camping is N$130 per site.

Getting organised
Namutoni’s office and reception are on the right beyond the fuel station, as you enter camp. Its shop and restaurant are a few minutes’ walk – if driving then continue past the office and turn right.

Otjovasandu
For many years there has been a small base for the park’s wardens and researchers at Otjovasandu, in the far western end of the park. Around there the land is hilly with much bush: very pretty but with few obvious centres for the game to congregate. At present, only organised groups, led by a licensed Namibian tour operator, are allowed into this area, and then only to transit between the western gate near Hobatere and Okaukuejo. The government is said to be seeking suitable bids to establish a camp for private safaris here – so in the next few years it is likely that something will open. When it does it would be best to combine it with a stay further east, where the more prolific areas of game occur.

Lodges outside Etosha
Several private lodges are clustered around each of Etosha's entrance gates. Mokuti, Etosha Aoba and Mushara are on the eastern side, near Namutoni, while Ongava and Toshari Inn are south of Okaukuejo. Hobatere is adjacent to the park’s western boundary, but operates as a self-contained concession area, rather than an adjunct to Etosha.

All usually cost more than the public camps, but their facilities are generally more modern and comfortable. Some have their own vehicles and guides. However, all vehicles in the park are subject to the park's strict opening and closing times. None are allowed off the roads whilst inside Etosha.

Ongava Lodge (10 chalets) PO Box 6850, Windhoek

South of Okaukuejo, this is Etosha's most luxurious lodge. It operates in its own private game reserve, abutting Etosha's southern side. The environment and wildlife are similar to those near Okaukuejo. Ongava has a greater choice of activities than are possible in the national park. However, it also seems to have a lower density of game than the park, and without the huge saltpan its scenery is less spectacular.

You can use the small aircraft based at the lodge for costly but quick transfers, or drive yourself to Ongava. The turn-off into Ongava has been moved: it was about 5km from the Andersson Gate into Etosha, but is now adjacent to it. The main lodge is about 7km from this gate. There are lion around, so don’t try to walk without a guide.

Two separate camps operate on the reserve. The main Ongava Lodge is centred around a split-level thatched boma that covers the lounge and bar, set high on a hill. Excellent food is served here, and there’s plenty of space for relaxing and watching any game that comes to the small water-hole below. Alternatively there’s a swimming pool for you to venture into.

The large thatched chalets stand in two rows on the hillside. Each is surrounded by well-watered vegetation with a view over the reserve. These are large and luxurious. The en-suite bathroom contains a bath (with a view), shower and toilet. All are air-conditioned and have twin queen-sized beds, 24-hour mains electricity, mini-bar/fridge, a kettle with tea/coffee supplied, and lots of other mod cons. Each has its own private wooden-deck veranda for sitting on to admire the view.

Ongava’s Tented Camp has six twin-bedded Meru-style tents (under thatch shadings), erected on solid slate bases. These have en-suite bathrooms, and a star-lit shower, twin beds, chairs, and mosquito nets. Meals are prepared outside.

Activities at either camp feature escorted walks/drives on Ongava's own reserve, and longer game drives into the main park. In summer there is normally a long (around 5 hours) activity in the morning – perhaps a drive and escorted walk inside the reserve, or a longer drive into Etosha. This is followed by lunch and time at leisure before dinner, after which there is a night-drive. In winter the morning activities are shorter, about 3–4 hours long, and lunch is normally followed by a late-afternoon game drive which stays out, becoming a floodlit night drive after dark.

Rates: US$320 single, US$200 per person sharing, including all meals and activities.

Toshari Inn (16 rooms) PO Box 164, Outjo

About 71km north of Outjo, and 27km from the Andersson Gate, Toshari is owner-managed; a pleasant and affordable alternative to Okaukuejo. If you are unsure of reaching the park’s gate by sunset, or the restcamps in the park are full, then this is an excellent base to sleep and eat.

Toshari’s rooms are all alike and set in well-kept lawns, dotted with borders of Livingstone daises. Each is carpeted and has two double beds and plenty of space. (Children sharing with parents are usually free.) The windows have mosquito-proof gauze netting, and there’s a fan overhead. The bathroom has a large shower, toilet and washbasin. Clean, comfortable, and functional.

Outside is a large round water-reservoir which has been converted into a pool near the open-air braai area, and a short (1km) marked trail leads to a small water-hole in the bush, which attracts the odd steenbok, warthog or porcupine.

Rates: N$140 single, N$240 double. Breakfast N$25, lunch N$30, dinner N$50. Less 10% off-season discount from November to March.

Open: All year though often closes for a few weeks in January.

Hobatere Lodge (11 rooms) PO Box 110, Kamanjab

This long-established private concession area is reached about 80km northwest of Kamanjab, by taking the main C35 road towards Ruacana. Its imposing gates are just past the entrance to western Etosha. The guides at Hobatere sometimes run trips in the western part of Etosha, which is closed to the general public, although Hobatere is too far west to organise trips into the most interesting areas of the park around the pan. See The Kaokoveld, page 315, for a comprehensive description.

Mokuti Lodge PO Box 403, Tsumeb

Situated on the C38, 25km west of the B1, Mokuti is set in its own small reserve, immediately next to the Etosha’s Von Lindequist Gate. This is the flagship of the Namibia Resorts hotel group, with a number of awards for its excellent facilities. It feels like a rambling hotel – spread out, yet modern.

Mokuti’s reserve has no very dangerous game, and is safe to wander around. Several short hiking trails are clearly marked, though it is equally easy to spot wandering antelope from the poolside. Look out for the bontebok which are not indigenous, but come from the Cape. For the energetic, horse trails are often available: ask at reception.

The lodge has a lounge, a TV/video room, and a comfortable bar. A gift shop has the usual nature books, T-shirts, postcards and stamps. A fire in early 1997 burnt down much of its main building, but Mokuti has worked hard to rise from the ashes. Its normal accommodation is twin air-conditioned rooms with high thatched ceilings and en-suite facilities, which are scattered over lawns. There are a few more luxurious units, complete with double beds and separate lounges; several ‘family units’, which are cheaper if you are travelling with children; and two units for people in wheelchairs.

Most people who stay here have their own cars, and drive themselves around eastern Etosha. However, Mokuti does run game drives into Etosha with its own vehicles and guides, which go for four hours in the morning, leaving at 07.30, and for three hours in the afternoon, departing 15.30. They cost N$120 per person.

Rates: N$400 single, N$280 per person sharing, includes breakfast.

Etosha Aoba Lodge (10 chalets) PO Box 21783, Windhoek

The entrance to Etosha Aoba is about 13km from the B1, and 10km east of Etosha’s Von Lindequist entrance gate (22km from Namutoni), on the C38. The lodge itself is a further 10km of smooth but twisting road from its turning, through a dense area of woodlands dominated by tamboti, terminalia and leadwood trees.

Etosha Aoba’s ten thatched bungalows are beautiful. A large patio window, which interchanges with a gauze screen, opens on to a small veranda with a couple of chairs. Inside are twin, or king size, beds covered by a mosquito net, and above them a ceiling fan beneath the thatch. There’s a tiled bathroom with toilet and shower – all spotless.

The main lodge consists of a large thatched area with bar and tables, for breakfast and dinner, and a small office which doubles as a curio shop. Beside that is a large pool surrounded by sun-loungers for the foolhardy. Arrangements can be made for those without vehicles to visit Etosha with one of Mokuti’s vehicles, but most guests drive themselves from here.

Etosha Aoba lacks the camaraderie of an all-inclusive lodge and is about 30 minutes’ drive from the park’s gate. However, it is owned and run by two families and is comfortable, well designed and good value. It makes an excellent base for driving around eastern Etosha.

Rates: N$470 single, N$370 per person sharing, dinner, bed and breakfast.

Mushara Lodge (10 twin chalets) PO Box 1814, Tsumeb

This new lodge, 10km from the Von Lindequist gate, opened in May ’98. Its thatched chalets have en-suite facilities, a telephone mini-bar/fridge and air-conditioning, and there’s a small restaurant and swimming pool. Etosha Fly-in Safaris (see page 344) run regular game drives from here.

Rates: N$400 single, N$350 per person sharing, including dinner, bed and breakfast.

What to see and do
If you are staying at one of the private lodges then you may have the choice of walking trips on their land. That aside, most visitors come to Etosha to explore the park for themselves by car.

Organising your own safari
The best times for spotting animals are in the early morning and the late afternoon, when they are at their most active. So, if you can, leave your camp as the gates open at sunrise, for a few hours’ drive before breakfast. Before you leave, check the book of recent sightings in the park office, as animals are creatures of habit. This record may help you to choose the best areas to visit for that particular day.

Use the middle of the day for either travelling or relaxing back at camp. Dedicated enthusiasts may park beside one of the more remote water-holes. Excellent sightings are occasionally reported in the midday heat – though photographs taken in the glare of day are disappointing.

Finally, check when the gate to your camp closes, and then leave for a late afternoon drive. Aim to spend the last few hours before sunset at one of the water-holes near your restcamp, or the entrance gate if you’re staying outside the park. Leave this in time for a leisurely drive back.

Most of roads in Etosha are made of calcrete and gravel, which gives a good driving surface, without tar's unnatural appearance, although they can be slippery when wet. Be warned that most of the park’s accidents occur near sunset, as people try to dash back to camp before the gates close.

The water-holes
The MET’s excellent map of Etosha shows the roads open to visitors, and the names of the water-holes. Obviously the game seen at each varies enormously. One day you can sit for hours watching huge herds; the next day the same place will be deserted. However, some water-holes are usually better, or at least more photogenic, than others. Here are a few brief personal notes on some of the main ones:

Adamax A dry water-hole in acacia thickets, notable more for adjacent social weaver nests than for its game.

Andoni As far north as you can go, through some elephant-damaged mopane woodlands, this isolated spot is a man-made water-hole in the middle of an open vlei. I’ve never seen much game up here.

Aus A natural water-level spring here is supplemented by a solar pump, in the middle of woodlands of stunted mopane. As you look from the parking area, the sun rises directly over the pan. It is said to be a good, busy spot for animals – though the author has never had much luck here.

Batia Away from the side of the pan, near Springbokfontein, the road to Batia is often better than the water-hole itself, which is a very flat and almost marsh-like collection of reeds with puddles dotted over a large area.

Charitsaub Away from the pan, Charitsaub is in the middle of a huge area of grassy plains. It has a small spring below, and close to, the parking area. Likely game is zebra, wildebeest and springbok.

Chudop An excellent artesian water-hole, which usually hosts good concentrations of game. There’s lots of open space around the water, and I’ve spent many hours here on several occasions. Don’t miss it.

Etosha, just north of Halali, is not a water-hole, but is a most spectacular lookout place. There’s a short drive across the pan, joining a circle where you can stop and admire the flatness. It is often closed when wet.

Fisher’s Pan The road from Namutoni skirts the edges of this small pan, and when there’s standing water in the pan it is the area for waterbirds. Take care of the road across the pan, between Aroe and Twee Palms, which often floods. When dry there will be less around, though the palm trees remain picturesque.

Gemsbokvlakte In the middle of a grassy plain, dotted with the odd stand of Acacia, Combretum and mopane bushveld, this permanent (with a solar-powered pump) water-hole attracts plains game species like springbok, gemsbok, zebra, giraffe and ostrich.

Goas This is a large, flat, natural water-hole and cars can view it from several sides, which is good as there’s often a lot of game here. Elephants drinking here can be spectacular, and it is big enough to attract a constant buzz of bird activity.

Groot Okevi The parking area is a good super vantage point, overlooking the water-hole which is about 25m away. There is some thick bush around the water. This is a known haunt of black rhino and conveniently close Namutoni.

Helio A small, flat man-made water-hole near Halali, just a few hundred metres from one of the kopjes. Its position is marked incorrectly on the MET map, and the author has rarely seen any game there.

Homob A small spring in a deep depression, quite far from the viewing area. Just a few springbok and oryx were present when last visited. There is also a long-drop toilet here; bring your own toilet paper.

Kalkheuwel A super water-hole which often has lots of game. There's a permanently filled water trough, and usually also a good pan, which is close to the car park.

Kapupuhedi On the edge of the pan, with the parking area above it, this is often dry.

Koinachas A very picturesque artesian spring, perhaps 100m in diameter, with a large thicket of reeds in the centre. It’s an excellent birding spot, but seldom seems crowded with game.

Nebrowni A small water-hole on the edge of a side-channel to the main pan. This is just 200m from the main road, but often omitted from maps. With bush to one side, and grassy plains to the other, it can attract a wide variety of game, though is often deserted.

Noniams Though it’s convenient for Halali, I’ve never had much luck seeing any game here.

Nuamses A very deep water-level spring with a large clump of tall reeds in the centre. Quite photogenic with lots of rocks around – though the foreground is obscured by a lip of rock in front of the water-hole. Not known for its prolific game.

Okerfontein is right on the edge of the pan. The viewpoint is slightly elevated, and the nearer parts of the water are hidden from view by a lip of rocks.

Okondeka This water-hole often attracts large numbers of wildebeest, zebra, oryx, springbok and ostrich. On the edge of the pan, Okondeka often has streams of game arriving and leaving it, which stretch for miles across the surrounding grasslands. The water is a little far from the car parking area for close-up photos, but shots taken from the road just before the parking area, with vistas of the main pan in the background, can be spectacular.

Olifantsbad Literally ‘elephant’s bath’, this is another natural water-level spring helped by a solar pump – making two good water-holes in a large arena for wildlife. It is notable for elephant, kudu, red hartebeest and black-faced impala.

Ombika Despite its proximity to the Andersson Gate, Ombika shouldn't be underestimated as it is often a busy water-hole. Unfortunately for photographers, this water-level spring is far from the viewing area, inside a deep natural rock cavern, allowing even zebra to almost disappear from view when drinking.

Ondongab Like Kapupuhedi, this is on the edge of the pan but recently dry. Its view is spectacular.

Ozonjuitji m'Bari A small water-hole filled by a solar pump. This is the furthest point west that private visitors are allowed to drive themselves. Flat, grassy plains surround it, and the game varies greatly. Sometimes it is deserted, and on other occasions you’ll find one of the park’s largest gatherings of gemsbok. In the dry season, likely sights include ostrich, wildebeest, zebra, springbok, perhaps the odd giraffe and lots of dancing dust devils in the background. (One correspondent recently spotted a black rhino here during the day.)

Pan On the edge of the pan, the water-hole is not obvious, and there is often little game. This road becomes a mess of sludge in the wet season.

Rietfontein A large, busy water-level spring, with quite a large area of reeds in the water, surrounded by much open ground. There's a wide parking area with plenty of space, and at the water-hole giraffe, zebra and springbok were drinking when last visited.

Salvadora On the edge of the pan, Salvadora attracts columns of zebra, wildebeest and springbok. The viewpoint is higher than the spring, and close to it – so is perfect for photographs, with the main pan stretching off forever behind it.

Springbokfontein Shallow collection of reeds to one side of the road, which often has little game at it. However, look to your right as you drive to nearby Batia, as there is often game at a spring there.

Sueda Away from the pan, and just west of Salvadora and Charitsaub, Sueda has a large area of reeds, and rock-like clay outcrops, around a spring on the edge of the pan. Again, parking is above the level of the spring.

Wolfnes A location where you can appreciate the vast expanse of the pan. Just switch your motor off, and listen to the silence. 
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While Etosha is the main attraction in the north of Namibia, the region south of it has much of interest. Large farms dominate these hilly, well-watered highlands, and many have forsaken cattle in favour of game, to become guest farms that welcome tourists. Okonjima Guest Farm has been one of the first of these, and is a major draw for visitors. Many of the others are less famous, but they still offer visitors insights into a farmer’s view of the land, and opportunities to relax. On the eastern side of this area, the Waterberg Plateau is superb, though more for its hiking trails and scenery, and feeling of wilderness, than for its game viewing.

	OMARURU
	



On the tarred C33, about 60km north of Karibib, Omaruru is a green and picturesque town astride the (usually dry) river of the same name, in a gently hilly area. Many of the farms around it have turned to tourism, so there is no shortage of lodges or guest farms in the area.

Where to stay
In town, there are just two old hotels:

Hotel Steabe (24 rooms) PO Box 92, Omaruru

On Monument Street to the south of the river, this is efficient with a clean, German atmosphere. In recent years it has catered for group trips who stop here for lunch at its restaurant, or to overnight. It has a swimming pool and off-street parking. 

Rates: N$220 single, N$170 double, per person, including breakfast.

The Central Hotel (10 rooms) PO Box 29, Omaruru

On the main street north of the river, Wilhelm Zeraua Rd, this smaller hotel is more traditional and less inviting. It also has a pool, and its bar, adorned with old hunting trophies, is a focus for some locals in the evening.

Rates: N$200 single, N$150 double, per person, including breakfast.

Where to eat
Both hotels have restaurants, the only ones in town, and will cook to order. 

Errol’s Pub and Steakhouse, on the main street, is probably the best

evening venue; at least it delivers its promise of serving ice-cold beer. For a swifter bite try the Kwik-stop supermarkets and take-away, the White House Café, or the nearby bakery, opposite the Shell garage on the east side of town.

Getting organised
There is a First National Bank, a Standard Bank, and a post office, all on the main Wilhelm Zeraua Road, as well as several garages.

In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 064 10111, the ambulance and hospital on 064 570037 or 570051.

What to see and do
There’s a good Namib i tourist office and curio shop next to the post office, otherwise the town’s main attraction is Franke Tower: a monument to Captain Victor Franke who is said to have heroically relieved the garrison here, after they were besieged by the Herero in 1904. The achievement earned him Germany’s highest military honour and this monument – built by grateful German settlers in 1908. It’s normally locked, but to climb up it just ask at either hotel for a set of keys.

Nearby lodges and guest farms
Omaruru Restcamp and Caravan Park (6 rooms plus camping) PO Box 16, Omaruru

This municipal restcamp, just on the north side of town, has a couple of rondavels, chalets and bungalows and has recently been taken over by a local couple, Karin and Errol. The restcamp’s very basic standards should improve rapidly; expect steaks and ice-cold beer on the menu shortly.

Rates: around N$80 per person, depending upon the room. Camping N$20 per person.

Omaruru Game Lodge (17 bungalows, of which 5 are self-catering) PO Box 208, Omaruru

Just north of Omaruru, about 15km along the D2329, Omaruru Game Lodge opened in August 1995. It is owned by a Swiss architect, which explains the impressive design of its bungalows. All are beautifully built of stone, with thatch roofs that reach almost to the ground, air-conditioning, heating and en-suite showers and toilets. Some are designated as ‘superior’ bungalows, which simply means they are bigger.

The lounge/bar/dining area is equally impressive, and overlooks a dam on one side of the lodge’s ‘small game park’ (150ha in size), which is regularly visited by game, including giraffe, hartebeest, wildebeest, eland, sable and roan antelope to name but a few. This fenced-off small reserve is separate from the lodge’s ‘large game park’ which covers a more respectable 3,500ha, and is home to the same range of antelope plus elephants (just four so far).

The paths around the camp, the lounge/dining area and the figure-of-eight pool all wind amongst well-watered lawns under beautiful apple-ring acacias, Acacia albida – which the elephants would relish if only they could get to them. Walk at night, when the paths are lit, and it’s hard to escape the feeling that this is Africa at its neatest and tidiest, but not its wildest.

The lodge also has five self-catering bungalows set a few hundred metres from the rest. These are more basic. Each has a useful kitchenette (with no cutlery) and an outside fireplace. They share a separate swimming pool. 

Rates: N$$280 single, N$400 double, including breakfast. Self-catering chalets about N$120 per person sharing. 

Epako Game Lodge (22 rooms) PO Box 108, Omaruru

20km north of Omaruru, just off the main C33, Epako is one of Namibia’s more luxurious game lodges and occupies about 110km² of the Omaruru River Valley. It has a wide variety of game, including four white rhino, several elephant, giraffe, eland, kudu, oryx, blesbok, waterbuck, ostrich, blue and black wildebeest, Hartmann’s mountain and Burchell’s plains zebra, black-faced and common impala, and many other buck, several of which are not native to the area. Leopard and cheetah also occur, but there are no lion.

Epako’s accommodation is plush. The rooms are the style and quality of very good hotel rooms, with air-conditioners which double as heaters in the cooler months, and heavy teak furniture made from railway sleepers. Their facilities include a mini-bar, telephone and often a bath as well as a separate shower, though most guests don’t need the secretarial service available.

In the main building is an upmarket curio shop with good fabrics, a bar that will open when needed, and the real focus of the lodge: the restaurant. Food is taken seriously here. The restaurant’s glass sides overlook the river and a busy water-hole below. Its food is excellent, so expect extensive choices for breakfast and four- or five-course dinners of quality cuisine with a French influence.

When last visited, the lodge’s accommodation and food were superb, but it was busy improving the quality and training of its guides. If this has now been achieved, then Epako will rank with the best in the country.

Rates: N$505 per person sharing including breakfast, N$655 per person sharing full board, including one game drive.

Erindi-Onganga Guest Farm (5 twin rooms & 1 single) PO Box 20, Omaruru

This traditional, working guest farm with a German atmosphere is about 64km from Omaruru. To reach it take the C36 towards Uis Myn for about 6km before branching right on to the D2344 towards Omatjette. Follow this for about 25km before turning right on to the D2351 towards Epupa (note this Epupa is closer than the one on the River Kunene!). After about 25km Erindi-Onganga is signposted off to the right, about 6km along a farm road.

This is a very traditional, German-style guest farm. The accommodation is carpeted throughout, and the rooms are clean with en-suite facilities. Inside the main farmhouse is a dining room, a lounge area with large fire for cool evenings, and even a sauna. Outside there is a swimming pool, some marked hiking trails and the working farm which most visitors come to see. Donkey-cart rides are possible, at N$20 per person per hour.

Rates: N$265 single, N$240 per person sharing, full board. This includes farm drives for guests staying two or more nights.

	OTJIWARONGO
	



Originally a staging post on the railway from Tsumeb to Swakopmund, this small town is conveniently situated at a crossroads for both the railway and the road network, in an area dominated by commercial cattle ranching. Though pleasant enough, Otjiwarongo has few intrinsic attractions, and most visitors just pass through.

Getting there

By bus
The NamVic shuttle stops at the Tourist Information Centre, opposite the Hamburger Hof hotel, on Thursday at 08.00 on its way to Victoria Falls, and at 17.00 on Monday on its way back to Windhoek. It costs N$624 to get to Victoria Falls, and N$132 to Windhoek. See page 107 for details.

The two Intercape Mainliner services linking Windhoek with both Oshikango and Victoria Falls drop into Otjiwarongo, stopping at Marina Toyota. The Oshikango service stops northbound at 20.45 on Friday and 11.45 on Tuesday. Heading south it stops at 14.30 on Wednesday and 23.30 on Sunday. The Victoria Falls service stops northbound at 20.45 on Friday and Monday. Heading south it stops at 03.15 on Monday and Thursday.

Trips cost N$80 to Windhoek, N$60 to Okahandja, N$90 to Oshikango, and N$250 to Victoria Falls. See Chapter 9, page 103, for more details of these.

By train
Trains depart from Otjiwarongo for Tsumeb at 05.15, for Walvis Bay at 16.55 and for Windhoek at 17.55 – on Monday, Wednesday and Friday. See page 100 for more details.

Hitching
Hitching from central Otjiwarongo is difficult. First start walking out in the direction you want to go, and then hitch from there.

Getting organised
There are several fuel stations around town (some open 24 hours), and Standard, First National and the Bank of Windhoek are all in the centre. If you need food and supplies, then there are plenty of shops on the main Hage Geingob Street, and St Georges, including a large Sentra.

In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 0651 10111, the ambulance on 0651 312122 or 303734/5 and the main government hospital on 0651 302491.

There is also an excellent private hospital, Mediclinic Otjiwarongo, which handles serious cases for much of northern Namibia. This should be your first call. It is on Son Street, tel: 0651 303734/5, 303323 or 303492; fax: 0651 303542. 

Where to stay
Most visitors in the area stay at one of the guest farms, and even business people find Otjibamba so close to town that it can be treated as a hotel. However, actually in town are:

Hotel Hamburger Hof (22 rooms) PO Box 8, Otjiwarongo

This small town hotel on Bahnhof Street is a member of the large Namibia Resorts hotel group. It has clean, functional air-conditioned rooms with TV (including Mnet) and telephone, à la carte restaurant, a coffee shop and some off-street parking.

Rates: N$210 single, N$170 sharing per person, including breakfast.

Bed and breakfast (6 rooms) PO Box 107, 21 Industria Ave, Otjiwarongo

To find this small B&B, follow Dr Libertina Amathila Avenue west from where it crosses Hage Geingob Street at the market square,. About three blocks later, take a left on to Industria Road, and number 21 is shortly on your left.

Within, Karin Falk runs a very small-scale operation with three double rooms and three twins. All are clean, pleasant and have their own private toilets and showers. There is also safe off-street parking.

Rates: N$100 single, N$90 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Municipal Campsite P Bag 2209, Otjiwarongo

This reasonable campground, on the southwest side of town, has six pitches and good, clean ablutions next to the Crocodile Farm. To reach it from the centre of town, head south towards Windhoek, then turn left at Hospital or Hindenberg Street.

Rates: N$4.15 per person!

What to see and do
In Otjiwarongo, the crocodile ranch (tel/fax: 0651 302121) opens 09.00–16.00 Mon–Fri, and 11.00–14.00 at the weekend. Entry costs N$10, and a wander around takes under an hour, but is interesting. The ranch has been going now for over 13 years, and has established a small export business for crocodile skins, while the meat is sold locally.

Further afield, Waterberg Plateau is a destination in its own right. The only attraction suitable for an excursion from Otjiwarongo is:

Dinosaur footprints
Several fossilised animal tracks are preserved here, on the farm Otjihaenamaparero, in the area’s distinctive Etjo sandstone. All date from about 150–200 million years ago. The most spectacular is a series of prints, about 25m in length, which were made by a large, three-toed, two-legged dinosaur. Just imagine yourself in Jurassic Park... 

To get here take the C33 south for over 60km from Otjiwarongo until Kalkfeld is signposted left, on to the D2414. The farm with the unforgettable name (above), is 29km from there. There is a basic campsite near the footprints, with water, toilets and even simple refreshments. Entry costs N$5, camping N$30, and you must sign the visitor’s book.

Nearby guest farms
There are several guest farms in the area. Okonjima is well known for its excellent work with big cats, and Otjibamba makes an excellent stop-over. Otjiwa really needs re-designing, and Mount Etjo has much good publicity material, though seems to appeal more to Afrikaans-speaking visitors than those who rely on English.

Okonjima Guest Farm (10 twin rooms) P.O. Box 793, Otjiwarongo

Set in 120km² of rolling hills, Okonjima is best reached from the B1. Take the D2515 turn-off about 124km north of Okahandja (50km south of Otjiwarongo) and follow the signs to the farm. Run by the Hanssen family, this relaxed and unpretentious guest farm has gained an excellent reputation for cats, and particularly cheetahs. It is now the centre for the Africat Foundation, which aims to rescue, relocate and even rehabilitate problem big cats.

The main problem they tackle is that farmers and ranchers will trap and kill cheetah and leopard on their land, because the cats have a reputation for attacking young stock animals, especially calves. Africat has looked at various ideas to minimise these losses, including experimenting with aversion therapy for the cats. Whilst pessimists may doubt the scientific basis for this, pragmatic conservationists laud a brave project which is saving big cats daily, while adding to our knowledge of these beautiful animals.

As well as the wild animals brought to the farm for relocation or rehabilitation, there are three relatively tame cheetahs who wander about casually. Chinga is a female who was kept in a rabbit hutch and rescued from an auction by Okonjima. Similarly Caesar was rescued from a local farm when he was about two. Chui was hit by a car when a cub, and was reared by Africat since he was six months old.

These amazing cats wander around the lawn at teatime – perhaps the closest you’ll get to one of Africa’s big cats. Having said that they are relatively tame, the farm wisely maintains a policy of having no children to stay.

Aside from the cats, attractions include a small water-hole for the local wildlife, where there are nightly feedings of porcupines and honey badgers. During the mornings, the family will also take visitors around one of several informative 2–3-hour trails. The Bushman trail, for example, uses a variety of old Bushman artefacts, tools and traps to demonstrate various Bushman skills. Finally the guides often show how to light a fire by rubbing sticks together.

Okonjima’s double rooms, which are built around a central lawn, have en-suite facilities and more luxury than most guest farms. The buffet meals are good, and a relaxed atmosphere is emphasised by the cheetahs that wander around the breakfast table. Okonjima is ideal for a one- or two-night stop at the end of your trip to Namibia, and it is suggested that guests arrive around 15.00–16.00, in time for tea.

Rates: US$190 single, US$165 per person sharing, including meals and activities.

Otjibamba Lodge (20 rooms) PO Box 510, Otjiwarongo

Situated just 1km off the main B1, a few kilometres south of Otjiwarongo, Otjibamba has been open for about five years. It’s more like a modern hotel set in the country than a guest farm, as its lounge and dining room are large and comfortable, but not very personal. The restaurant is similar, and there’s a well stocked, if rather commercial, curio shop and a nice pool outside.

Otjibamba’s rooms are purpose-built bungalows, set out in rows separated by lawns. They are like hotel rooms in style, and quite close together. Each has the same twin/double beds, carpets, and medium-sized en-suite bathroom, with separate bath and shower cubicles. Efficient but anonymous, although if you’ve been forced to be sociable at lots of guest farms, then a dinner from room service may be just what you need.

The lodge stands in its own small game area, stocked with giraffe, black and blue wildebeest, red hartebeest, blesbok, gemsbok, kudu, eland, nyala, springbok, impala, waterbuck, ostrich and waterbuck. There are lion here, kept in a small enclosure to themselves.

Rates: N$230 single, N$325 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Mount Etjo Safari Lodge (27 rooms) PO Box 81, Kalkfeld

About 63km south of Otjiwarongo, turn west from the main B1 on to the D2483, and Mount Etjo is 40km of gravel away. This becomes quite an interesting drive, as the road heads towards the huge, flat-topped sandstone massif of Mount Etjo – which is often a deep shade of burgundy. The gravel on the road changes from white to red in this distance, but watch how it differs from the deeper soil, made into tall termitaria. Approaching from the west, Mount Etjo is about 18km from Kalkfeld: take the D2414 then the D2483.

The main entrance passes a water-hole, complete with various waders, including spoonbills, when last visited. The lodge’s large grounds are well watered and fenced, with small palm trees in the lawns and a landscaped pool.

Mount Etjo is quite big, and its rooms are like hotel rooms. The standard doubles have twin double beds, en-suite bathroom with shower and are well furnished. The larger luxury rooms have a king-size bed, and more pottery in the bathroom, including a corner bath. The presidential suite is offensive, complete with statues, stuffed antelope and leather suites. The meals are tasty, though mass-catering. Dinner is often eaten in a circular boma, under cover around a central fire, while breakfast and lunch are buffet-style.

Outside there are usually two activities per day, plus a ‘lion feed’ in the evenings. There’s no lack of game on the ranch, and if photography is paramount then you can probably get very close to some of the game. Some of the area’s more elusive mammals have even been caged for easy viewing. However, many comment that it feels more like a zoo than a lodge in the wilderness.

Rates: from N$360 single, N$330 per person sharing, including dinner and breakfast. Game drives N$30 per person.

Otjiwa Game Ranch PO Box 1231, Otjiwarongo

Otjiwa (pronounced Oh-shi-wa) is signposted 150km north of Okahandja, and stands about 1.5km from an imposing entrance gate on the western side the main B1. Rooms are all separate prefabricated bungalows, protected from the heat of the sun by corrugated metal roofs supported above the bungalows. Outside these appear flimsy; inside the partition walls are hardboard with a fake wooden pattern. This is not attractive. Otjiwa’s game is excellent. Their animals number about 1,800 head of game, and include 19 white rhino and about 80 giraffe. They have re-introduced roan, sable, and lechwe (well out of its natural environment) to the area. But despite this, the management seems more concerned about quantity rather than the quality of the rooms. Otjiwa appears to be aiming for the local conference boom, and it doesn’t appeal to most overseas visitor.

Rates: from N$170 single, N$235 per person sharing, including breakfast. 

	WATERBERG PLATEAU PARK 
	



2WD. Entrance fees for day visitors: N$10 per person and N$10 for a car.

Historically important during the war between the German forces and the Hereros, the plateau was first envisaged as a reserve for eland, Africa’s largest species of antelope. In 1972 it was proclaimed a reserve and has since become a sanctuary for several rare animals, including eland and (introduced) white rhino. Now it is becoming renowned for its long guided walking safari.

Geography
The park centres on a plateau of compacted Etjo sandstone, some 250m high. This lump of rock, formed about 180–200 million years ago, is the remnant of a much larger plateau that once covered the whole area. It is highly permeable (surface water flows through it like a sieve), but the mudstones below it are impermeable. This results in the emergence of several springs at the base of the southern cliffs.

Flora and fauna
For a fairly small park, there are a large number of different environments. The top of the plateau supports a patchwork of wooded areas (mostly broad-leafed deciduous) and open grasslands, while the foothills and flats at the base of the escarpment are dominated by acacia bush, but dotted with evergreen trees and lush undergrowth where the springs well up on the southern side. This diversity gives the park its ability to support a large variety of animals.

Recently, Waterberg has become an integral part of a number of conservation projects, seeing the relocation of several endangered species (including white rhino, roan and sable antelope) in an attempt to start viable breeding herds. These have added to the game already found here, which ranges from giraffe and kudu to leopard, brown hyena, cheetah, and (reports claim) wild dogs.

The birdlife is no less impressive, with more than 200 species on record. Most memorable are the spectacular black eagles, and Namibia’s only breeding colony of Cape vultures. Numbers of these imposing raptors have sharply declined in recent years due to both the changing environment, and the increasing use of farm poisons (both intentional poisons, and the chemicals in fertilisers and pesticides). One innovation encourages them to eat at a vulture restaurant (open once a week, on Wednesday morning) where carcasses are prepared and left out for them.

Getting there
Waterberg is very clearly signposted, 91km to the east of Otjiwarongo: follow the B1, the C22 and finally the D2512.

Where to stay
The park was made for animals, not visitors, and the Bernabé de la Bat rest camp has only been operating since June ’89. Its accommodation and amenities are beautifully landscaped over the escarpment’s wooded slopes, and include a restaurant, kiosk, large swimming pool and a range of accommodation.

Camping costs N$90 per site (for a maximum of eight people, two vehicles, and one caravan or tent). A two-room, four-bed bungalow is N$310; a one-room, three-bed bungalow is N$230; and a room for two is also N$230. These should be booked in advance at the MET in Windhoek, or at the park office between 08.00 and sunset.

What to see and do
This park is unusual in that you can’t drive yourself around. Instead you must either hike, or take one of the park’s organised drives with one of their driver/guides.

Keen walkers will book in advance one of the excellent wilderness trails (see Hiking below). But if you haven’t done this, then there are some excellent marked trails around the camp area, and even up on to a lookout point on the plateau. These are perfect if you are bored sitting in a vehicle and yearn to stretch your legs.

The park’s own organised drives take about three hours; one runs in the morning, and one in the late afternoon. They cost N$50 per person, and are best booked with the park office as soon as you get there. They tour around the plateau in search of game, visiting the permanent water-holes and some of the hides, but are generally disappointing for two reasons. Firstly, the bush is thicker and the game densities appear much lower than, say, Etosha. So although there are good chances to see uncommon sable and roan antelope, many visitors find the game disappointing. Secondly, the driver/guides are often very uncommunicative about the wildlife (although if you quiz them, they are knowledgeable). Thus you end up being driven through lots of apparently empty bush, with no illuminating commentary to hold your attention.

One possibility for the dedicated is to take the morning trip on to the plateau, get off at one of the hides, and spend the day there game-watching. You need to take some food and water (and perhaps a good book), but can then return to camp with the afternoon drive.

Hiking
This is the way to get the best out of Waterberg. All year round there are nine short trails that you can take around the vicinity of the camp, described in booklets from the office. These are designed to give visitors a flavour of the park, and the panorama from the end of the trail up to Mountain View is definitely worth the effort that it takes to get there. If you come to Waterberg for the walking, then you won’t be disappointed.

During the dry season, from April to November, there are also two hikes organised: an accompanied one in the west of the park, and an unguided alternative in the south. There are no better ways to experience this game park, though reservations must be made months in advance. 

You need to bring your own sleeping bag, food and cooking utensils. During both walks you will sleep in stone shelters, provided with simple long-drop toilets and water.

Accompanied trail – Waterberg Wilderness Trail
The three-day accompanied hiking trail begins on the second, third, and fourth weekends from April to November. It starts at 14.00 on the Thursday and continues until Sunday afternoon, taking one group of between six and eight people, for N$200 each.

This starts at Onjoka, the wildlife administration centre, from where the group is driven up on to the plateau. There is no set trail to follow; the warden leading the trail will just guide you across the plateau and go wherever looks interesting. The distance covered will depend on the fitness and particular interests of the group, but 10–15km per day would be typical. This is not an endurance test, but an excellent way to get to know more about the environment with the help of an expert guide.

Unguided trail
The four-day unguided trail runs during the same period, starting every Wednesday. Only one group of from three to ten people is allowed on the trail every week, and it costs N$90 per person.

After a short walk from the restcamp to Mountain View, on the top of the escarpment, the trail begins. From here it is a relatively short 42km. The first night is spent at the Otjozongombe shelter, and the second and third nights at the Otjomapenda shelter, allowing you to make a circular day-walk of about 8km. This all takes place around the spectacular sandstone kopjies on the southern edge of the plateau. 

	OUTJO
	



This small ranching town of about 5,000 people is some 65km from Otjiwarongo and 115km south of Etosha’s Okaukuejo camp. It stands on a limestone formation in fertile grasslands, dotted with livestock ranches and the odd fruit farm. The name ‘Outjo’ is variously translated as ‘place on the rocks’ or ‘little hills’ – referring to the area’s hilly topography. This territory had long belonged to the Herero people when the first Europeans arrived to stay. The adventurer Tom Lambert settled here with his family in 1880, and few others followed until the Schutztruppe established a control post here in 1897. The following year the first ‘stand’ of town land was officially given out.

In 1901 the town Water Tower was completed, and is still easily seen today. Development ground to a halt during the Herero war around 1904–5, and again just before independence, but in the last 5–6 years the town seems to have had a new lease of life. 

In the centre of Outjo is an open area, like a village green, with a fuel station, a couple of grocery shops, several butchers, a few take-aways and a post office. (The latter was memorable for having an old-style public phone as late as 1994, which accepted 10 or 20c pieces and needed cranking into action.)

Outjo is a useful pit stop on the way to or from Etosha, Khorixas or the northern Kaokoveld, but not usually a destination in itself; except, perhaps, for Setenghi or the excellent Etosha Garden Hotel.

Getting organised
Outjo’s a good place to get organised, especially for banks. The First National Bank beside the green opens Mon–Fri 08.30–12.45 and 14.00–17.30, also 09.00–11.00 on Saturdays (except for the busy first and last Saturdays of the month, when it opens at 08.30). The Bank of Windhoek, next to the Sentra supermarket in Sam Nujoma Drive, and the Standard Bank, opposite the Hotel Onduri, operate similarly.

Outjo Bäckerei, directly opposite the Caltex garage on the north side of town, has eat-in or take-out burgers, pies and good range of confectionery and German-style pastries: perfect for a picnic on the road. For fuel there are the BP station opposite the police station, the Engin garage (with workshop) next to the Standard Bank, and the Total station on the way north out of town. All are open 24 hours.

There is an office for Camp Setenghi, which doubles as a general tourist information office, on the corner almost opposite the Outjo Bäckerei. This is well worth dropping into, and has facilities for visitors to buy light meals, ice and wood, as well as use telephones, faxes, and email. It opens 08.00–17.00 daily. The museum and the curio shop opposite the Caltex also have helpful local tourist information.

In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 0654 10111, the ambulance on 0654 313044, and the hospital on 0654 313250. GSM cellphone users will be pleased that the area has recently been connected up, and their phones should work here.

What to see and do
The town’s museum opens 10.00–12.00 and 14.00–16.00, and has displays of local history and a variety of animal horns, skins and bones, minerals and gemstones. There’s also a unique sheep-sheering machine that works with a bicycle chain. It’s well worth a visit, and after hours ring Mrs Karin Rudman on 0654 313444 if you can’t get to it during its normal opening hours. Entrance fee is N$5 per person.

Nearby mountains
The hills of the Ugab Terrace, near the town, deserve special mention for their unusual shapes. A particularly interesting section can be found on Setenghi’s property, where some of the formations have been likened to castles from the middle ages. These are made of conglomerate, and stand on the edge of a plateau that stretches for more than 80km and eventually forms the northern boundary of the Ugab River Valley. Because of differential erosion, only the harder section now remains – often sculptured rather spectacularly.

Where to stay
Hotel Onduri (45 rooms) PO Box 14, Outjo

This simple old-style town hotel has air-conditioned rooms with telephones, and en-suite rooms, but is really in need of some fresh ideas and a refurbishment.

Rates: N$259 single, N$194 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Etosha Garden (Garten) Hotel (9 twin and 2 single rooms) PO Box 31, Outjo

The backstreets of Outjo are the last place that you might expect to find a hotel this good, but follow the signs for a kilometre from the centre, and prepare to be surprised. This was just another basic hostelry until taken over by an enthusiastic Austrian couple a few years ago. Now it is probably the best town hotel outside Windhoek or Swakopmund.

The rooms are large, normally with twin beds adjacent to each other, simple wooden furniture, and rugs scattered on the cool, waxed-concrete floors. Each has tea/coffee making facilities, and a large bathroom with shower. A couple of rooms are large enough for three beds, and two are used as singles. All are spotless, and overlook an open courtyard, shaded by jacaranda trees.

Adjacent, the Jacaranda Gourmet Restaurant serves top-class food with imagination. Expect lunches at about N$18, starters N$12, steak or seafood mains up to about N$40, and desserts for N$10.

There is also a small swimming pool, table tennis, and a full-size snooker table. This is highly recommended for a one-night stop, or even just an extended lunch, on the way to/from Etosha.

Rates: N$165 per person, single or twin, including breakfast.

Nearby guest farms
Ombinda Country Lodge (19 chalets) PO Box 326, Outjo

Ombinda rose from the remnants of Outjo’s old municipal restcamp in 1995, and has been thriving ever since. Like most provincial restcamps, it is just outside town, signposted off the main C38 about 1km southeast of Outjo.

Many of the old bungalows have been kept, but refurbished throughout and clad in wood to give a log-cabin feel to the restcamp. Each is clean and well-kept with twin beds and a private bathroom. Many have their toilet and shower partially open to the stars – a great improvement. 

All the chalets are built around a large pool, next to which are a bar and al fresco dining area. Ombinda is a clean, safe and secure place, which suits families with children. However, its bungalows are close together so this may not be the place to get away from it all. Whatever you do, don’t miss the band of tame mongooses that roam the camp, investigating anything that you leave lying around.

Rates: N$170 single, N$260 double, N$300 triple, including breakfast.

Namatubis Guest Farm (23 chalets) PO Box 467, Outjo

Just 15km north of Outjo on the C38, Namatubis is 83km from the gate into Etosha (40 minutes’ drive). It is only a few hundred metres off the main road, along a palm-lined drive. Hosting guests started as a hobby on the farm for Adri and Freddie Pretorius, and has grown into their main business. Behind an efficient reception area (adorned with work by local artists), the pastel-coloured chalets are lightly built with tin roofs. It’s a particularly lush spot; lots of green lawns and walkways. 

Each chalet has tiled floors spread with Namibian rugs, twin double beds under a fan, a tea/coffee maker for hot drinks, a mini-bar/fridge for cold ones, and an en-suite shower and toilet. Outside is a small plunge-pool and a barbecue area capable of catering for the groups that often stop here for lunch.

Adri and Freddie provide good, traditional Namibian cooking, typical of a guest farm, in a hospitable atmosphere. However, Namatubis is a little too big to be a guest farm; it feels more like a small hotel. Most visitors pass through here for a night, en route to or from Etosha.

Rates: N$390 single, N$310 per person sharing, including dinner, bed and breakfast.

Ombengu Safari Lodge (6 chalets) PO Box 542, Outjo

This very new lodge is on the west side of the C38, just 700m off the main road. The turn-off to it is about 66km from Outjo and 32km from Etosha’s Andersson Gate. It was due to open in late ’97, but has been closed for some months. Any news of it would be most welcome.

Camp Setenghi (6 tents, 5 bungalows and camping) PO Box 533, Outjo

Run by the irrepressible Ilvia and Wayne McAdam, Camp Setenghi is reached by taking the C38 from Outjo to Otjiwarongo, then the right turn-off to Kalkveld, along the C63. After 4km the camp is signposted just to the right. 

The main building houses a large bar and lounge, overlooking a pool with a view of the nearby Pareisis Mountains, and sitting-out area with tables and umbrellas. The bungalows all have en-suite facilities, and their own patios. The tents are comfortable and dotted around the bush below. Each is built on a wooden platform with en-suite shower, toilet and washbasin, plus space for either a lounge area or a third bed. The campsites are impressive, with tables, chairs, braai stands and even lights, and both drinks and firewood can be bought here.

The rock formations surrounding the camp are unusual and quite spectacular: limestone/sandstone conglomerates, part of the Ugab Terrace, moulded into sinuous curves and castle-like formations. These are fun to explore, so if you come to Setenghi then do some walking whilst you are here. Beware of the odd ostrich wandering around though; they appear tame, but no ostriches are safe to approach too closely. Another option is to go horse riding around the farm, which can easily be arranged with the owners.

Rates: N$280 per person sharing including breakfast. N$30 per person camping.

	KAMANJAB
	



Just to the east of Damaraland, this town’s sealed roads, fuel station and well stocked supermarket will come as a relief to those driving south from Kaokoland. However, there are no major attractions here so most people just pass through after stocking up on fuel and cold drinks. 

The road from Kamanjab to Ruacana is about 291km of good gravel. Initially it passes through ranch country, and then between the game areas of Hobatere and Etosha (note the high game fences here). About 8km north of Hobatere’s entrance is a checkpoint on the veterinary cordon fence, after which the land reverts to subsistence farms – so watch for domestic animals straying on to the road. From here the bush is bare: only mopane bushes and acacia survive the relentless onslaught of the local goats.

Getting organised
Kamanjab is tiny town with a couple of small supermarkets, a police station, a Bank of Windhoek and a post office. Notably, it also has a 24-hour petrol station, which also sells drinks, where virtually everyone stops. If you’re heading north, then it’s the last certain fuel stop before Rauacana.

Where to stay
There’s only one place to stay in Kamanjab itself:

Oase Garni Guest House (5 rooms) PO Box 94, Kamanjab

This is a small hotel in the very centre of the town. Its rooms are clean and comfortable, with tabletop fans and en-suite shower and toilet, but not at all large. There’s a lounge area for relaxing, and the owners are friendly and helpful. This is a favourite with business people, but is fine for tourists wanting just a brief overnight stop.

Rates: N$110 per person including breakfast. Dinner available at N$35.

Nearby guest farms
There are several guest farms around Kamanjab, especially to its south, and nearby are two large private reserves: Hobatere and Huab. 

Hobatere and Huab Lodges 

Though both Huab and Hobatere are near Kamanjab, in style they are both most similar to the private concession areas of Southern Damaraland – so see pages 315 and 318 respectively for full descriptions.

Kavita Lion Lodge (5 rooms) PO Box 118, Kamanjab

Signposted from the C35, about 35km north of Kamanjab, Kavita is run by Tammy Hoth, who is closely related to the family running Okonjima, and her husband Uwe. It clearly aims to emulate Okonjima’s success.

The rooms here are spacious, clean and well furnished, like the best guest farms. There’s a large pool outside, and well-planned days for guests involving morning walking-trails, when a guide takes you through some of the aspects of traditional life for the Himba people. In the afternoon there’s a farm drive: time to see how the farm works as well as spot some of the game that’s around.

Kavita is a pleasant place to stay, but it has attracted attention mostly for its new Afri-Leo Foundation. This aims ‘to be there for the African lion when it is needed’. Tammy believes that lions will become endangered in Africa, and hence they need a charity to protect them. As a first step, the Foundation is accepting donations, however small. As a second, they found space for some lions that had been kept at Rundu zoo (which closed in 1997), and have constructing enclosures for them. Their third step, of finding places to release the lions rescued, may be more challenging.

Rates: N$395 single, N$335 sharing, including all meals and activities.

Rustig Guest Farm (5 rooms) PO Box 25

Run by the delightful Heidi and Jürgen Göthje, Rustig is signposted along the D2763 and D2695, about 19km from the C35 north of Kamanjab. This is an excellent traditional guest farm. It isn’t for those in search of the glittery or fake: you’ll find no recently arranged attractions to tempt you. However, if you want a well-run, traditional guest farm, where the hospitality is warm and spontaneous, then Rustig is a good choice.

Rustig’s five rooms are large, and each is carpeted and furnished with nice fabrics, twin beds, and a table and chairs. Outside each is a big veranda, and there is a small plunge-pool with a good view. Drives around the farm (N$30) and around nearby game areas (N$30) are part of the normal activities here, while expeditions further afield to Bushman paintings around Kamanjab would be N$500 per vehicle. With a little advance warning, Rustig can also run day-trips into western Etosha (N$1,000 for the trip) or even Opuwo (N$2,000 per trip).

Rates: N$300 single, N$300 sharing, including all meals.

Rustig Camping PO Box 25, Kamanjab

For the busy periods, when the accommodation space in Etosha is often full to overflowing (like July and August), Rustig has a few good, if distant, campsites. You can then stay here and drive (about two and a half hours) across the back-roads to the gate south of Okaukuejo. If you ask when you book the site, you can usually arrange to eat in the farmhouse whilst camping.

Rates: N$25 per person for the site.

Cheetah Guest Farm (5 rooms) PO Box 60, Kamanjab

Clearly named for its main attraction, Cheetah Guest Farm is found 8km along the P2683 (a private road). This turns northeast off the main C40, about 24km southeast of Kamanjab. Here the farm has built a separate lodge, with elaborate chalets faced in local stone, and a nearby camping area. There is a bar/dining area for the lodge guests, and a separate bar for the campers. In the evening, atmospheric paraffin lanterns are used throughout, adding to the strange impression that this is neither a lodge nor a guest farm, but something between.

To attract visitors, the farm has three semi-tame cheetahs, as well as five wild ones contained in a small half-hectare enclosure. Game drives or walks are possible in a small plot containing both cattle and game, including giraffe, oryx, kudu, mountain zebra and some smaller buck.

Rates: N$270 sharing, for full board and activities. Camping N$25 per person. It is sometimes possible to arrange meals.

Ombundja Game Ranch PO Box 318, Outjo

Just 250m off the south side of the C40, about 97km from Kamanjab and 50km from Outjo, Ombundja opened to visitors in early 1997. It is intended as an almost self-sufficient farming operation, covering about 45km², and also accommodates small numbers of guests. However, although its gardens looked well manicured, it was closed when the author last visited. At time of press, the only rates available were in Deutschmarks – which says something about its intended clientele.

Rates: DM190 for a four-bed chalet, DM120 for two people sharing, including all meals and activities.

	Chapter Twenty
The Triangle and Bushmanland
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The triangle of Otavi, Tsumeb and Grootfontein is one of the most prosperous areas of Namibia, rich both minerally and agriculturally. Geologists will find it particularly fascinating, with its interesting underground caverns and the famous Tsumeb mine.

To the west, Hereroland and Bushmanland extend from the agricultural plains of the central plateau into the Kalahari desert, adjacent to Botswana. Distinctly different in landscape and people from the Namib, these arid areas are sparsely populated and difficult to reach. They offer a fascinating wilderness experience for those who are well prepared.

	OTAVI
	



Situated in a fertile farming area, near one of the country's biggest irrigation schemes, this small town has a 24-hour Total service station on the main road that skirts around it. As you turn into the town, Otavi seems small and quiet. Some of the streets are tar, others are gravel. There's a reasonable Sentra store and, next to the BP station, a very good Spar supermarket (open Mon-Fri 08.00–18.00 and Saturday 08.00–13.00). 

Turn right after the Otavi Fruit Store to reach the restcamp and, after that, the municipal offices. You find fish and chips at the Fruit Store, and drinks at Ot-Quell Bottle Stall or the Mr Liquor World. There’s a small post office, and Standard and First National banks.

Near Otavi are several interesting cave systems, though visits to these need to be carefully organised in advance.

Getting there
By bus
The NamVic shuttle stops at the Fourways Total service station, on the main highway, on Thursdays at 09.00 on its way to Victoria Falls, and at 16.00 on Mondays on its way back to Windhoek. It costs N$570 to get to Victoria Falls, and N$198 to Windhoek.

Intercape Mainliner’s services from Windhoek to Victoria Falls also stop at the Total service station: at 22.00 on Monday and Friday, and in the opposite direction at 02.00 on Monday and Thursday. Trips cost N$90 to Windhoek, and N$200 to Victoria Falls. Their services between Windhoek and Oshikango also stop northbound on Friday at 22.00, and on Tuesday at 13.00. Southbound they call at 13.15 on Wednesday, and 22.15 on Sunday evening. See Chapter 9 for more details of all of these.

By train
Trains depart from Otavi for Windhoek and Walvis Bay at 12.45 on Mon, Wed and Fri. They travel in the opposite direction, departing at 08.00, on Sun, Tues and Thurs. See page 100 for more details.

Hitching
The main Fourways Total service station is probably the best place to hitch here, and it sells drinks and snacks whilst you are waiting. The small local minibuses (normally VW combis) which link Otavi with Tsumeb and Grootfontein will also usually stop here.

Where to stay
Otavi Garden Hotel (10 rooms) PO Box 11, Otavi

This basic hotel has seven rooms with en-suite facilities and a few others where they are shared. The busy bar seems also to act as reception as well as a restaurant and focal point for some of the town in the evening.

When last visited, the hotel was occupied by a contingent of the US military, who were over to train the Namibian army nearby. Everything was fairly run-down, though if the hotel was acting as a long-term hostel, perhaps this wasn’t surprising. 

Rates: around N$130 single, N$160 double, including breakfast.

Municipality Restcamp 

This used to be called the Lion's Restcamp, but is now run by the municipality. It has half a dozen well-equipped, but not at all plush, bungalows.

Rates: For one person these cost N$98, including bedding, but for four people only N$200. Alternatively, you can camp here for N$21.09 per person!

What to see and do
Otavi doesn’t have a wealth of big attractions, unless your passion is caves. In that case, plan to spend quite a lot of time around here, as the area has many systems to explore.

Khorab memorial
This marks the spot where the German colonial troops surrendered to the South African forces on July 9 1915. It is only 3km out of town but exceedingly well signposted.

Gaub caves
On the Gaub Farm, 35km northeast of Otavi, there are some caves famous for their stalactites and Bushman paintings. Despite being on private property, these are a National Monument so a permit to visit must be obtained from the Windhoek MET before you arrive.

They’re signposted close to the junction of the D2863 and the D3022, but facilities are minimal and you’ll need to inform the landowner that you’re going down. After a short walk through the bush, there’s a small hole in the ground into which you must squeeze. A lot of powdery sand is around, making this quite difficult, and initially it’s a very steep incline to get into the caves. They aren’t suitable for a casual visit, but if you do come then bring heavy-duty torches.

Aigamas caves
33km northwest of Otavi, on a tectonic fault line, this cave system is about 5km long. It has aroused particular interest recently as the home of Clarius cavernieola, a species of fish which appears to be endemic to this cave system. These fish, members of the catfish family, are a translucent light pink in colour and totally blind, having evolved for life in the perpetual darkness of these caves. Interestingly, their breeding habits are still unknown and no young fish have ever been found.

To visit the cave, make arrangements at the municipal offices, just to the right of the rest camp. This may take several days.

Uiseb caves
More extensive than Gaub, these caves have several different chambers and passages containing some impressive stalactites and stalagmites. With no facilities at all, they are described as ‘unspoilt’ and arrangements to see them must be made at the municipal offices.

Nearby guest farms
Kupferberg Guest Farm (5 double rooms) PO Box 255, Otavi

Situated just north of the main road between Otavi and Grootfontein, next to the Gross Otavi station on the railway line, Kupferberg is a stylish and relatively expensive guest farm. If you imagine spending the weekend with friends in a large mansion in the Home Counties – that’s close to the feeling you’ll get here.

Run by Charlotte and Gunther Hellinghausen, Kupferberg is a prosperous farm in its own right. So it accepts guests more as an addition to the farm's activities than as an end in itself. Expect gracious hosts, great food, generous hospitality and the chance to take a look at some of the farming, as well as time to yourself.

It is built under the shade of a large rubber tree, with plenty of tall mature pines around. There’s a large dining room and a spacious veranda with easy chairs. Three of the rooms are laid out off a sunny corridor, and all are large, beautifully furnished, and have en-suite bathrooms.

Rates: N$350 per person, including dinner and breakfast.

Khorab Safari Lodge (10 chalets) PO Box 186, Otavi

About 3km south of Otavi, Khorab is set back just off on the main B1 road to Otjiwarongo. It was built in 1996 and is a beautiful place to stop. Khorab’s main building has a large, plush bar area, relaxing couches, a small curio shop and a breakfast room, all under high thatched ceilings. At the back of this, set around green lawns, herbaceous borders and even small artificial stream, are ten chalets, six of which can be linked (if necessary) to make larger family rooms. 

Each chalet has tiled floors dotted with rugs, twin beds (which can be pushed together for a double), and airy thatched ceilings. They are large and well built, using colourful fabrics, with en-suite showers and toilets, and much space and style – though they do not have telephones, fans or air-conditioning. This is a stylish place to stop for a night, but lacks intrinsic reasons to encourage you to stay longer.

Rates: N$165 single, N$210 per person sharing, including breakfast. Children under 12 sharing are free. Dinner is N$55, lunch N$35.

Zum Potjie Restcamp (5 twin bungalows) PO Box 202 Otavi

Signposted 6km north of Otavi, Zum Potjie is 2.5km off the main road to Tsumeb. As you approach, the owners, Friedrich and Erika Diemer, have a house on the left, and the bungalows are on the right. There are just five of these, each clean and simple with a basic, prefabricated design and en-suite shower and toilet. There’s a small swimming pool, food is available, laundry can be arranged, and there’s a camping site. If you plan to stay, then short guided trips are possible.

Rates: N$140 single, N$120 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Kombat
Kombat is memorable largely for its name. It is just off the main road, about halfway between Otavi and Grootfontein, and known in Namibia for its mine. This accounts for a thriving little centre, where you’ll find Bob’s Self-help Bakery and a small post office. Turn off here for the Leopard Valley Pass and Gauss Guest Farm.

Gauss Guest Farm (5 twin rooms) PO Box 6, Kombat

To reach Gauss, turn into Kombat from the main Otavi–Grootfontein road, then turn right, left, right, and left at successive junctions, heading in the same direction as the sports fields.

The farm itself is in a beautiful open area of fields, surrounded by mountains. Accommodation is in a large bungalow a distance from the main house. Within this is a bar and lounge, as well as five twin rooms, all carpeted, with en-suite showers and toilets. Outside is a large swimming pool.

Active visitors will go walking in the hills, and your hosts can arrange food-drops in caves if you want to stay out for a while. Then there are mountain bikes available to borrow if you wish, and the farm’s owner has a landing strip and a microlight. Note that like most guest farms, you must pre-arrange your stay here.

Rates: around N$350 single, N$250 per person sharing, full board.

	TSUMEB
	



The attractive town stands in the north of the central plateau, an area of rich farmland and great mineral wealth. Tsumeb's wide streets are lined with bougainvillaea and jacaranda trees. In the centre of town is a large, green park, a favourite for the townspeople during their lunch.

Economically dominating the town is the Tsumeb Corporation, which mines a rich ore pipe for copper, zinc, lead, silver, germanium, cadmium and the variety of unusual crystals for which Tsumeb is world famous. So far, Tsumeb's one pipe has produced about 217 different minerals and gemstones, 40 of which have been found nowhere else on earth.

Getting there
Tsumeb is the largest of the triangle’s towns, and generally has the best connections.

By air
Tsumeb has occasional flights to Mokuti Lodge (N$86), Ondangwa (N$242) and Windhoek (N$470) – though none operates more than a few times per week.

By bus
The NamVic shuttle detours out of its way to stop at the Tourist Centre here, on Thursday at 09.30 on its way to Victoria Falls, and at 15.45 on Monday on its way back to Windhoek. It costs N$516 to get to Victoria Falls, and N$240 to Windhoek. See page 107 for details.

TransNamib’s Starline service, which leaves from the railway station, also connects Tsumeb to Rundu, leaving at 12.25 on Tues and Wed, and to Oshakati leaving at 11.15 on Mon, Tues, Thurs, Fri and Sat. See page 106 for details.

Intercape Mainliner’s services from Windhoek to Oshikango stop here at the Auto Clinic on Hagegeingob Drive, northbound on Fri at 22.45 and Tues at 13.45. Southbound they call at 12.30 on Wed and 21.30 on Sun. See Chapter 9 for details.

By train
Trains depart from Tsumeb for Windhoek and Walvis Bay at 11.00 on Mon, Wed and Fri. See page 100 for more details.

Hitching
Hitching from central Tsumeb is difficult, and you must first get yourself to the main junction of the B1 and the C42. Keep a look out for the small minibuses (normally VW combis) which link the triangle towns. They depart north from the Trek and Auto Clinic, on Bahnhof Street. If you’re going south, then hitch on Omeg Allee, about 500m after the VW garage, and before the caravan park. Southbound local combi buses also stop there.

Getting organised
If you are just passing through, there are several fuel stations around town (including several open 24 hours), and Main Street has branches of Standard, First National and the Bank of Windhoek. For those staying longer, the mine has made Tsumeb relatively rich, and its main shopping street is often bustling, with a branch of Edgar's department store, various clothes shops, take-aways and several curio shops.

For food shopping, you’ll find the Model supermarket at one end of Post Street (opposite the Post Office), also the Sentra Superama in 9th Street, which are probably the best places in the centre. However, just off the main road from Grootfontein or Otavi, a little closer than the Punyu Restcamp, there’s a new Alfa Co-op hypermarket.

In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 067 10111, the ambulance service on 067 221911, 221912 or 221998. The hospital is on 067 221082 and the fire service on 067 221056 or 221042 (a/h) or 221004 (pager). There is also a private hospital serving the mine, tel: 067 221001, who may be able to help in an emergency.

Certainly worth stopping for is the Etosha Café and Beer Garden, on the Main Street opposite the mine. There’s a very relaxing garden café at the back, and next door is the TACC, mentioned below. Tsumeb’s most useful and interesting places include:

Travel North Namibia – Tourism Centre Omeg Allee between 4th and 5th Streets, PO Box 779, Tsumeb

Tsumeb’s super tourist information centre has moved from opposite the Makalani Hotel to Omeg Allee, about 300m from the main traffic lights. Leon and Anita Pearson still run it privately, and have expanded to offer backpackers’ accommodation. Leon has lived in Tsumeb since 1963, and knows the place very well. Here you’ll find an extensive resource centre of leaflets and information from around the country, and very helpful staff.

They also act as an efficient local travel agent, so can sort out any travel problems you have, or arrange bookings for anywhere in Namibia. As official agents for Imperial Car Hire in the north, they organise car hire and transfers in the area. As representatives for Air Namibia, and a local light aircraft charter company, they can also arrange transfers by small charter flights. 

At the back of the tourism centre local curios are for sale, and there is a PC where you can send emails (N$10 for first message, $5 each for subsequent messages), and a fax machine for visitors to use (N$4 per page received or 50c per metered telephone unit to send).

Tsumeb Aviation Services Safari Centre, Jordan St, PO Box 284, TsumebThis is on Omeg Allee, off Main Street, by the car park, and will also organise bookings and car hire arrangements; they are Tsumeb’s appointed Avis representative. It has been recommended for confirming return flights if you’re soon to depart. They usually charge N$10 for the service.

Tsumeb Arts and Crafts Centre (TACC) 18 Main St, PO Box 1812, Tsumeb 

Next to the Etosha Café, on Main Street, the TACC is a charitable trust set up to help develop the skills of Namibian artists and craftspeople. It provides them with a base, skills training, and some help in marketing their produce – including this shop selling their work. It’s well worth a visit.

Open: Mon–Fri 08.30–13.00 and 14.30–17.00, Sat 08.30–13.00. After-hours visits can sometimes be arranged by phone.

Where to stay
Tsumeb has several old hotels, a pension, a restcamp, and a place for backpackers – something for everyone!

Makalani Hotel (18 rooms) PO Box 27, Tsumeb

On 3rd Street and 3rd Road, this hotel is simple but clean, comfortable, and well run. Its rooms have comfortable (hard!) twin beds, direct-dial phones, air-conditioning, and a TV with some international channels. Outside, by the beer garden, is a lockable courtyard that is useful as safe off-street parking. The Makalani’s restaurant is small and friendly, with a reasonable, if not adventurous, menu. For the more intrepid, the nearby Golden Nugget Bar promised to be an ‘action saloon bar’ – though I never learned exactly what that meant in such a respectable hotel. Answers on a postcard please...

Rates: N$230 single, N$160 per person sharing, including breakfast

Minen Hotel (42 rooms) PO Box 244, Tsumeb

On Hospital Street, the Minen has been going for years in a beautiful spot opposite the park. At its side is a very relaxing outdoor area with umbrella-shaded tables and chairs amidst impressively tropical gardens, served by the bar and kitchen. Inside the restaurant opens during the week from 20.00 to 21.30.

Its better rooms are at the back, around an enclosed green courtyard protecting some tall rubber plants (now trees). Each has twin beds and flowery fabrics, a television, en-suite toilet and bath (with shower attachment) and a fan. Each also has a vintage air-conditioner, but it seems unlikely that many of these still work.

Rooms are basic but clean, and almost out of earshot of the busy bar at the front, which can become quite lively at the weekends, especially at the end of the month when people are paid.

Rates: N$195 single, N$145 per person sharing, including breakfast

Kreuz Des Südens (3 rooms) 501–502 3rd Street, PO Box 130, Tsumeb

This small German-run guesthouse has just three double rooms, equipped with en-suite facilities and a swimming pool out in the garden. It is reported to be neat and very pleasant.

Rates: N$150 single, N$120 per person sharing.

Travel North Namibia – Backpackers Omeg Allee between 4th and 5th Streets, PO Box 779, Tsumeb

Leon and Anita Pearson have branched out to offer a couple of en-suite twin rooms, and a few 4-bed dorms for backpackers, sharing showers, toilets and a kitchen. These are on the site of the office, and there’s always someone there to let you in.

Rates: N$100 single, N$80 per person sharing. Dorm beds N$40 per person, including bedding.

Hiker’s Haven PO Box 27, Tsumeb

On the same block as the Makalani Hotel, on the corner of 3rd Street and 5th Road, this low-budget crash-pad has spartan (to the point of being empty) rooms. That said, all is clean and well maintained, including the communal showers and toilets. There are currently three rooms: one for two beds, one for three, and one very large that could certainly take over a dozen people. The prices here are per person, irrespective of which room is used.

Rates: N$40 per person if you use your own bedding, N$50 per person if you require sheets and blankets.

Punyu Tourist Park 

The old municipal campsite, found about halfway between the town and the main road intersection, about 1km from each, has been re-branded but little has changed. It is still a long way from the centre of town, but is a clean and quite pleasant place to stay.

Rates: N$5 entry, children N$3. Tent N$20 per day, caravan N$30 per day.

What to see and do
Museum
Facing the park, on Main Street, next to a beautiful Lutheran church, is one of Namibia’s best little museums. It has an excellent section on the region's geology and exhibits many of the rare minerals collected from the mine. It also has displays on the German colonial forces, and a small section on the lifestyle of the Bushmen and the Himba people.

The ‘Khorab’ room contains old German weaponry, recovered from Lake Otjikoto, which was dumped there by the retreating German forces in 1915 to prevent the rapidly advancing Union troops from capturing it. Since that time, pieces have been recovered periodically, the most recent being the Sandfontein cannon on display here.

The uniform of the German Schutztruppe (stormtroopers) has recently been acquired, along with the photo album of one of them, General von Trotha, which makes fascinating reading if your German is good. Appropriately, the museum itself is located in a historic German school dating from 1915.

Open: Mon-Fri 09.00–12.00 and 15.00–18.00 in summer, 09.00–12.00 and 14.00–17.00 during winter. On Saturdays it opens 09.00–12.00.

Costs: N$5 per person.

Cultural Museum
Between the Tourist Park and the centre of town is a new and expensive-looking building. This has been funded by Norwegian donations and is planned to be a cultural museum, with open-air displays on all of the country’s main ethnic groupings and their traditional housing. It is due to open in late ’98.

Nearby guest farms
Tamboti Nature Park (16 rooms and campsite) PO Box 163, Tsumeb

Travelling north along the main B1 road from Tsumeb towards Etosha or Ondangwa, turn right after about 11km, and continue for a further 11km to Tamboti. It is clearly signposted.

Tamboti is really a private restcamp, with rooms made from converted railway carriages, with one, two or four bed compartments, as well as a few newer, more luxurious bungalows beside a water-hole. The railway-carriage rooms share facilities, whilst the bungalows have en-suite toilets, showers, air-conditioning and TVs. Outside is a swimming pool, and nearby a bar and restaurant. Tamboti is a reasonable overnight stop, though most people heading for Etosha prefer to continue to Mokuti or Etosha Aoba. 

Stop press: as this guide goes to press, reports suggest that Tamboti may have closed temporarily. Watch this space.

Sachsenheim Game Ranch (7 rooms and campsite) PO Box 1713, Tsumeb

Just north of where the C38 turns west of the B1 to go towards Namutoni, Sachsenheim is an old-style game farm (accepting hunting and photographic clients) turned restcamp, at its busiest when Namutoni, Mokuti and Etosha Aoba are all full. Reports are positive but sketchy, and the author has not visited it.

Rates: N$130 single, N$130 per person sharing, including breakfast. A few luxury rooms are available for N$30 per person more.

Excursions around Tsumeb
Lake Otjikoto
About 20km from Tsumeb, signposted next to the B1, this lake (once thought to be bottomless) was formed when the roof of a huge subterranean cave collapsed, leaving an enormous sinkhole with steep sides. Together with Lake Guinas, the lake is home to a highly coloured population of fish: the southern mouthbrooder, Pseudocrenilabrus philander. These have attracted much scientific interest for changes in their colour and behaviour as a result of this restricted environment. Now the lake is also home to some Tilapia guinasana, which are endemic to Lake Guinas but have been introduced here to aid their conservation. 

Sub-aqua enthusiasts regularly dive here and have recovered much weaponry that was dumped in 1915 by the retreating German forces. Much is now on display in Tsumeb museum, though some is still at the bottom of the lake.

Andersson and Galton passed this way in May 1851, and commented:

‘After a day and a half travel, we suddenly found ourselves on the brink of Otjikoto, the most extraordinary chasm it was ever my fortune to see. It is scooped, so to say, out of the solid limestone rock... The form of Otjikoto is cylindrical; its diameter upwards of four hundred feet, and its depths, as we ascertained by the lead-line, two hundred and fifteen... To about thirty feet of the brink, it is filled with water.’

After commenting that the local residents could remember no variation in its height, and musing on where its supply of water came from, Andersson described how he and Galton:

‘...standing in need of a bath, plunged head-foremost into the profound abyss. The natives were utterly astounded. Before reaching Otjikoto, they had told us, that if a man or beast was so unfortunate as to fall into the pool, he would inevitably perish.

We attributed this to superstitious notions; but the mystery was now explained. The art of swimming was totally unknown in these regions. The water was very cold, and, from its great depth, the temperature is likely to be the same throughout the year.

We swam into the cavern to which the allusion has just been made. The transparency of the water, which was of the deepest sea-green, was remarkable; and the effect produced in the watery mirror by the reflection of the crystallized walls and roof of the cavern, appeared very striking and beautiful...

Otjikoto contained an abundance of fish, somewhat resembling perch; but those that we caught were not much larger than one’s finger. We had several scores of these little creatures for dinner, and very palatable they proved.’

The lake has changed little since then, except perhaps for its water level, which has lowered as a reflection of the area’s water-table. The gradual diminution of the groundwater around here is a threat to the lake’s future.

Now there is a kiosk by the lake which sells drinks, curios and wood carvings from dawn until dusk, and charges a few dollars admission to see the lake.

Lake Guinas
This is reached 32km after Tsumeb by turning left off the B1 to Ondangwa, on to the D3043, and then left again after 19km on to the D3031. The lake is about 5km along, near the road. It is deeper and more attractive than Otjikoto, though there are no facilities at all here. It is home to a colourful species of cichlid fish, Tilapia guinasana, which are endemic here. In recent years they have been introduced into Otjikoto and several reservoirs to safeguard their future.

	GROOTFONTEIN
	



This small, pleasant town is found at the northern end of the central plateau, amidst rich farmland. For the visitor, Grootfontein has few intrinsic attractions but is the gateway to both Bushmanland and the Caprivi Strip. If you are heading to either, then resting here for a night will allow you to tackle the long drive ahead in the cool of the morning.

Getting there
By bus
The NamVic shuttle stops at Maroela Motors here, on Thursday at 10.15 on its way to Victoria Falls, and at 15.00 on Monday on its way back to Windhoek. It costs N$516 to get to Victoria Falls, and N$240 to Windhoek.

Intercape Mainliner’s services between Windhoek and Victoria Falls also stop at Maroela Motors. En route to Victoria Falls, these stop on Friday and Monday at 23.00. Southbound they return on Monday and Thursday at 01.00. See Chapter 9, page 103, for details.

TransNamib’s Starline service, which leaves from the railway station, connects Grootfontein with Rundu, leaving at 13.00 on Tuesday and Wednesday. It also departs for Oshakati at 10.15 on Thursday.

Hitching
Hitching from Grootfontein is relatively easy, as most traffic passes through town. However, you will need a clear sign to hitch with. Alternatively, talk to drivers at the fuel stations or walk out of town to get a good lift. 

Where to stay
Grootfontein does not have any really impressive hotels, but several are adequate for brief stops.

Meteor Hotel (24 twin rooms) PO Box 346, Grootfontein

Situated on the corner of Okavango Road and Kaiser Wilhelm Street, the Meteor’s rooms are laid out around a courtyard at the back. Each has a direct-dial telephone, wall-mounted fan, and twin beds. It isn’t luxurious, but neither it at all dingy, as small town hotels often are. There is another open courtyard where, beneath banana trees, lunch, dinner and drinks are served. On Friday evenings pizzas are the speciality, from purpose-built brick ovens.

Rates: N$140 single, N$120 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Nord Hotel and Müller’s Bottle Stall (11 rooms) PO Box 168, Grootfontein

On Bismarck Street, also between Kaiser Wilhelm and Bernhard Street, the Nord is smaller than the Meteor and not very pleasant. At the front of the hotel, on Bismarck Street, are two bars – which seem to be the Nord’s focal point. There was a marked difference between the clientele in the two of these, which takes you back a decade as you step through the door. The old-fashioned rooms are off a corridor, behind these bars. Some share toilets and showers, others have a plastic, stand-alone shower in one corner of the room. There is little to recommend this.

Rates: N$70 per person, sharing or single. Breakfast is N$15 extra.

Le Club (6 rooms) PO Box 1184, Grootfontein

On Bernhard Street, half a block from the main Okavango Road, Le Club is the town’s best restaurant, and has a few rooms at the back to let out. There is a ‘flat’ with two rooms with high ceilings, TV, fridge-freezer, air-conditioning, a shared lounge with a memorable green sofa, and a shared bathroom.

There are also a few separate, independent rooms, with air-con and en-suite bath or shower and toilet. All open on to a large courtyard at the back of Le Club’s kitchens. If you’re staying for a few days, then having so much space might be a great bonus – but the rooms are really a side-line for this place, so you may have to track down someone who can let you rent one.

Rates: N$145 single, N$220 double, N$350 triple, including breakfast.

OLEA restcamp and caravan park PO Box 23, Grootfontein

This small, spruce camp is close to the centre of town, near the swimming pool and the museum. It has nine campsites and four bungalows: one luxury and three standard. Entry to the site is N$7.50 per vehicle plus N$5 per person. Camping costs N$21 for the pitch. The luxury bungalow costs from N$250 per night, depending upon the number of occupants, while the standard ones are N$120 per night. Bedding is an extra N$15 per person. The ablutions at this site are excellent, but the mosquitoes are bad in the rainy season and, being so close to town, you must always take precautions to avoid theft.

Die Krall Restcamp and Steakhouse

A few kilometres outside Grootfontein, towards Rundu, Die Krall Restcamp and Steakhouse is just off the main road.

Where to eat
For a good meal in the evenings, choose between the Meteor and Le Club; both are quite good. For a lighter snack, or a picnic to take on the road, try one of the small bakeries (Jacob’s, below, is a favourite) or the take-aways at the garages. 

Le Club PO Box 1184, Grootfontein

On Bernhard Street, half a block from the main Okavango Road, Le Club has a few rooms to rent but is better remembered as the town’s best restaurant. It serves breakfast à la carte for N$9–17, lunch-time bites for around N$10–15, and at dinner starters are N$10–15, main courses N$30–40 and sweets N$10. Children’s portions are available. There’s a bar here with a fine collection of caps, and the restaurant has some excellent murals over its walls – worth stopping for a burger here just to see those! 

Bäckerei & Café F Jacob PO Box 345, Grootfontein

On the corner of the Okavango Road, almost opposite the Municipal Offices, Jacob’s is a bakery incorporating a café. It serves a range of tasty snacks and drinks, from pies around N$3–4, sandwiches N$3–6, and even steaks for N$20. Jacob's milk shakes, toasted sandwiches and hot dogs are especially commended. 

It also sells a range of cakes and pastries – which are baked on the premises – and cold drinks. It is on the main road, so ideal for buying a picnic with which to travel. Don't miss the marvellous mobile on the café’s ceiling.

Opens: Mon–Fri: 06.00–16.30, Sat: 06.00–12.30.

WARNING Beware of leaving your car unattended for even a few minutes if you’re passing through Grootfontein. Tourist vehicles from Etosha, often stopping at a bakery, are regularly broken into and luggage is frequently the target. Even one person left in the car may fall victim. Typically a gang will approach a vehicle with open windows, and some will distract the driver, whilst others steal from the other side of the vehicle. (As far as I know, there has never been any violence reported.) This happens in broad daylight, despite the best efforts of many of Grootfontein’s citizens – so take care when stopping here with a full vehicle. 

Getting organised
Grootfontein is a good stop for supplies. There’s a Standard, a First National and a Bank of Windhoek, several garages, a tyre centre, and a well-stocked Sentra supermarket all in the centre of town. 

The post office is just behind the municipal centre, between the main Okavango Road and Rathbone Street. One block away, next to Le Club on Bernhard Street, Heinke Relling has limited selection of cameras and film.

In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 067 10111, the ambulance on 067 242141, the hospital on 067 242041/ 242141, and the fire service on 067 243101 or 242321.

Changes of road names 
In the last year the local council have started to change many of Grootfontein’s street names, though many of the old names are still found on maps. The main changes are:

Kaiser Wilhelm St has become Hage Geingob St

Goethe St has become Sam Nujoma Drive

Schiller St has become Dr Ngarikutuke Tjiriange St

Bernhardt St has become Hidipo Hamutenya St

Upingtonia St has become Dr Nickey Iyamba St

Bismarck St has become Dr Toivi Ya Toivo St

Tourist information office
If you have the time, then the small but helpful tourist information centre inside the municipal offices is a good place to visit. It is just off the main Okavango road, two blocks east of Hage Geingob Street (Kaiser Wilhelm Street).

What to see and do
There’s not much to do here. The museum is the only real attraction during the day, and in the evenings things are even more limited. The bars at the Nord and Meteor hotels open all week, except Sunday, but are not inspiring.

Swimming pool
During the summer (October to May) the outdoor pool by the restcamp is open every day until 18.00.

Old Fort Museum
Also near the restcamp is Old Fort Museum (signposted as Das Alte Feste). This small, privately run museum is a few kilometres from the centre of town, past the Total service station and opposite the rugby stadium, on your left en route to Rundu. It centres on the original forge of a local blacksmith, and opens Tuesday and Friday 16.00–18.00, and Wednesday 09.00–11.00. At other times, phone 067 2457 to see it. Admission is free.

Excursions from Grootfontein
If you have a car, then there are several attractions in the area:

Hoba Meteorite
This famous lump of rock is signposted about 20km west of Grootfontein. Here, in 1920, the farm’s owner discovered the world's heaviest metallic meteorite. It weighs about 50 tonnes, and analysis suggests it is mostly iron (about 80%) and nickel.

It was declared a national monument in 1955 and recently received the protection of a permanent tourist officer because it was suffering badly at the hands of souvenir hunters. The locals became particularly irate when even the UN’s Transition Assistance Group (UNTAG) personnel were found to be chipping bits off for souvenirs as they supervised the country’s transition to democracy. Now it is open full time, and there is a guard on duty. There is a picnic site and a small kiosk selling souvenirs, sweets and soft drinks.

Dragon's Breath cave and lake
This cave is claimed to contain the world's largest known underground lake. It is 46km from Grootfontein, just off the C42 to Tsumeb, on the farm Hariseb, owned by Mr Pretorius (identified by a roadside board with the head of a cow on it).

The lake has crystal clear, drinkable water with a surface area of almost two hectares, and lies beneath a dome-shaped roof of solid rock. The water is about 60m below ground level and to get to it currently requires the use of ropes and caving equipment, with a final vertical abseil descent of 25m from the roof down to the surface of the water. This perhaps explains why it is not open to visitors yet. It seems likely that it will be developed in the future, when an easier approach can be made.

Straussenfarm Ostrich Farm
Between the Hoba Meteroite and Grootfontein, on the D2859, the Straussenfarm Farm (PO Box 652, Grootfontein) is about 10km west of town. It is run by Thekla and Udo Unkel and is an entertaining introduction to the recent boom in ostrich farming. They also serve a good lunch (normally smoked ostrich), and there’s a curio shop with jewellery made from ostrich eggshells, ostrich leather, etc.

Nearby guest farms
Roy's Camp (5 rustic chalets) PO Box 755, Grootfontein

Situated on the main B8 to Rundu, only 100m north of the C44 turn-off to Tsumkwe, Roy’s is a super little lodge built in an artistic and very rustic style.

It was opened in ’96 by Wimple and Marietjie Otto, whose ancestors were some of the first European settlers in Namibia. Wimple’s father’s name was Royal, and so they planned to call this ‘Royal Restcamp’. However, that title wasn’t approved of by the authorities and so they cut the name down to simply Roy’s Camp.

The chalets are all different. One has a double bed and two bunks, all on one level with an en-suite shower and toilet. Another has two twin beds upstairs and two downstairs, with an attached shower and toilet. A third has three beds upstairs and two underneath. All have a toilet and shower, though some of these are accessed from outside the bungalows. The camp has no electricity, just a wonderful array of atmospheric paraffin lamps, and solar-powered battery lights for night use. Lunch and dinner (best arranged in advance) are served in the bar/dining area next to the swimming pool.

There are also eight green, well-watered lawns which function as camp sites, complete with braai sites, little thatched roofs for shade, and ablutions with hot and cold water. All of this is set in 28km² of natural bush, which has been stocked with blue wildebeest, eland, kudu, zebra, duiker, steenbok and warthog. One walking trail (about two hours’ leisurely stroll) has been made through this, on which many of the trees have been labelled.

Rates: N$130 single; double N$200; 3–5 beds N$250. N$20 per person camping.

	BUSHMANLAND
	



To the east of Grootfontein lies the area known as Bushmanland. (This is an old name, but I’ll use it here for clarity; it is what most people call the area.) This almost rectangular region borders on Botswana and stretches 90km from north to south and about 200km from east to west. The land is flat and dry, with trees, bushes and drought-resistant grasses growing on the Kalahari's sandy soil. It is very poor agricultural land, but home to a large number of scattered Bushman villages.

To the east of the region, especially south of Tsumkwe, there is a sprinkling of seasonal pans, whilst straddling the border itself are the Aha Hills, which rise abruptly from the gently rolling desert like their counterparts in Botswana – the Tsodilo Hills.

The wildlife is a major attraction. During the late dry season, around September and October, game gathers in small herds around the pans. During and after the rains, from January to March, the place comes alive with greenery and water. Birds and noisy bullfrogs abound, and travel becomes even more difficult than usual, as whole areas turn into impassable floodplains. From April the land begins to dry, and during July and August the daytime temperatures are at their most moderate and the nights cold. But whenever you come, don't expect to see vast herds like those in Etosha or you will be disappointed.

The other reason for visiting is to see the Bushman people. The conventional view is that less than a century ago these people’s ancestors were a traditional hunter/gatherer society using stone-age technology. Yet they possessed a knowledge of their environment that we are only just beginning to understand. Tourism is increasingly seen as a vital source of revenue for these people. In placing a high value on traditional skills and knowledge, it is hoped that it will help to stem the erosion of their cultural heritage.

Getting there
The C44 road through to Tsumkwe is the main access route into the area. This is long. Tsumkwe feels remote, but it is easily reached by ordinary vehicle. Virtually all the other roads in the region require a 4WD and a good guide, or a GPS, or preferably both.

After travelling east from the B8 for about 31km there is a police station on the south side of the road, then 44km later there’s a sign to turn right to a farm petrol station. This side-road leads about 10km before there’s a turn 2km to the right, on to a farm. Here there’s a petrol pump, a workshop, and a small shop. I can vouch for their hospitality and kindness, having had a flat tyre mended here on one occasion.

Omatako Valley Restcamp is about 88km from the tar, and Tsumkwe about 226km. Around 89km before Tsumkwe, one of the turnings to the right is signposted ‘Mangati Duine’, marking the way to one of the best stands of mangati trees in the area – notable because mangati nuts are one of the staple foods of the Bushmen.

Otherwise along this road there are a few turnings to villages, but little else. The area is not densely populated, and travellers coming this way should travel with water and some food, as only a handful of vehicles will use the road on any particular day.

One good way to visit is by combining it with a trip through Kaudom National Park, thus making a roundabout journey from Grootfontein to the Caprivi Strip. Alternatively, approaching Bushmanland from the south, via Summerdown, Otjinene, and the old Hereroland, would be an interesting and unusual route. Expect the going to get tough.

Tsumkwe 
Though it is the area’s administrative centre, Tsumkwe is little more than a crossroads around which a few houses, shops and businesses have grown up. Apart from the South African army, it’s never had the kind of colonial population, or even sheer number of people, that led to the building of (for example) Tsumeb’s carefully planned tree-lined avenues.

It is an essential stop for most travellers in the area though, even if only to get a few cans of cool drinks. It is also the location of Tsumkwe Lodge, the region’s only lodge for visitors who want expert guides.

Getting organised
To visit this area independently you must, as with Kaokoland, be totally self-sufficient and part of a two-vehicle party. The region's centre, Tsumkwe, has basic supplies but NOT fuel. The station referred to in older guidebooks is closed, so the nearest fuel stop is Grootfontein or at Divundu, as you leave the Caprivi Game Park. It is essential to set off for this area with supplies and fuel for your complete trip; only water can be relied upon locally.

Before embarking on such a trip, obtain maps from Windhoek and resolve to navigate carefully. Travel in this sandy terrain is very slow. You will stay in second gear for miles, which this will double your fuel consumption. Directions can be difficult; if you get them wrong then retracing your steps will take a lot of fuel.

You’ll need a minimum of about 150 litres of petrol to get from Tsumkwe to Rundu or Divundu. Because there’s none in Tsumkwe, that means at least 200 litres to travel from Grootfontein via Bushmanland and Kaudom to Rundu or Divundu, or vice versa. So do plan ahead – arriving in Tsumkwe without enough fuel to get out again is very stupid.

If you are passing through Tsumkwe then one fascinating stop is:

Tsumkwe Gemeente PO Box 1073, Grootfontein

Run from the garage of the Reverend Peet Poggenpoel, the minister of the local Dutch Reform Church Congregation, this is a large reservoir for the distribution of local Bushman crafts. Find it by turning right at the Tsumkwe crossroads (approaching from Grootfontein), then left at the Nature Conservation Office. Peet’s house is on the left.

These curios are not only some of the most finely produced crafts you will ever see, but you can buy stuff here knowing that the money will go back partially to the producers, and the rest into hardship relief programmes for the local people.

Peet has gradually built this trade up over seven years, and three villages are now involved in regularly supplying crafts for the centre. It brings them some much-needed income. He has a good selection of bushman workmanship including hammers, various children’s games, bags made from birds’ nests woven with wild cotton, hunting bags (containing a dry powder from fungus as kindling), dry grass, flint, wooden sticks, acacia gum, poisons, a ‘string bag’ made from giraffe tendons (for carrying things home), love bows, witchcraft bows, hunting bows and arrows, necklaces, bracelets, and containers for poison pupae. It’s fascinating.

As this goes to press, it seems that Reverend Peet may have left, though the new Nyae Nyae Conservancy shop plans to continue selling his crafts.

Where to stay
On the way east to Tsumkwe there’s a community restcamp beside the road. Without a self-contained expedition, Tsumkwe Lodge is the only option in Tsumkwe itself. Fortunately, it’s a very good option.

Omatako Valley Restcamp (Omatako San Community Project)

On the way to Tsumkwe, about 88km east of the B8, is a restcamp run by one of the local Bushman communities. Driving into Bushmanland, it is hard to miss, in a dip immediately on the right of the road 13km past the veterinary control.

If you are heading for Tsumkwe then stop here for cool drinks. A small craft shop sells locally made crafts with a good selection including beads, necklaces (around N$15), spears, various tools and baskets (around N$20–30).

If you stay, then the community have built a few basic mud and thatch rondavels for sleeping in (with your own bedding), and a camp site with a good shower and one toilet. There’s firewood for sale, lamps for hire at N$5 per evening, and a whole variety of things to do, all arranged and guided by the local people. These include guided village tours (half-day for N$60), horse riding (N$30 per person per hour) and bush walks (half-day for N$70) for game viewing or bird-watching. The more adventurous can also have bush food cooked and prepared for N$10, or attend a ‘traditional magic dance evening’ costing N$150 for a small group.

Rates: N$10 per person camping.

Tsumkwe Lodge (4 bungalows) PO Box 1899, Tsumeb

Run by Arno and Estelle Oosthuysen, this is the area’s only lodge. It is well signposted a kilometre or so from the centre of Tsumkwe: just turn right at the crossroads, then right again opposite Nature Conservation. It is the best place to base yourself for visits to surrounding Bushman villages. At the lodge you’ll find large wooden guest bungalows with solid stone floors. There are rugs on these, and chairs, table and wardrobe, with sliding glass or netting (for ventilation) windows, and twin beds surrounded by large mosquito nets. Each has an en-suite bathroom with a powerful shower, a toilet and a washbasin; they are simple but comfortable and very spacious.

The main building has a relaxed dining room/bar area, and Estelle cooks some wonderful food. However, the lodge’s attraction lies in its activities, as Arno has been running trips into this region for years. He speaks some of the local !Kung dialect, knows the local people well and has a very sensitive attitude to working with them and introducing tourists.

The lodge is also surprisingly good at taking children, as Arno and Estelle have two of their own. It’s also fascinating that when visitors go to villages together with their own children, the local youngsters will relax and start playing with the young visitors very quickly – integrating far more easily than the adults. So if your children are active and not shy, expect to have difficulty dragging them away from Tsumkwe when it’s time to leave.

The lodge can sometimes arrange fuel supplies for guests, if advised in advance, but holds no surplus supplies for casual visitors and does not run a fuel station. If you do stay here before venturing into the bush, then it is often a good idea to tell Arno and Estelle where you are planning to visit, and when you’ll be back. Then at least someone will know if you go missing.

Rates: N$265 single, N$235 per person sharing, full board. Hire of a local guide/interpreter – N$50 per hour. Land Rover plus driver/guide N$690 per day. Note: the lodge does not accept credit cards, and can change travellers’ cheques only with difficulty. Bring cash.

Bushmanland Conservancy
Stretching east, north and south from Tsumkwe is the new Bushmanland concession area. This is still in its infancy, and under development, but it is important to realise that now when you visit Bushmanland, you are within a conservancy where the local people set the rules. Here the communities have won the right to manage their wildlife and tourism as they wish. One possible way forward is that they will be allowed to hunt the wildlife here, but only by using traditional methods.

Having achieved the funding of a conservancy for the area, the Nyae Nyae Foundation is concentrating on helping to promote the region. As part of this, it plans to set up a tourism office in Tsumkwe.

When open, this should be your first stop in the region. Here you can pay the entrance fee and camping fees for your time in the conservancy. The office will monitor and charge visitors, as well as giving them up-to-date information about the area and organising traditional activities.

The foundation plans to gradually develop packages for day visitors and tour operators, so that visitors can go out with local people on traditional hunting trips, collecting bush-foods, making crafts, and dancing.

Where to stay
For years camping has been possible anywhere in Bushmanland, with no permits necessary, provided you had a party with several 4WDs. However, as the area has just become a conservancy and tourism is seen as an important earner for the local people – so this is about to change.

In the past campers have set up their sites randomly, left litter behind them and caused many problems for the local people and the wildlife. They often used to camp close to water, frightening the area’s already skittish animals, and even go swimming in reservoirs meant for drinking. This ‘free camping’ disturbs the wildlife, and many visitors were unaware that they were staying in an area used for hunting or gathering 

Because of these problems, campsites are being set up in specific spots by (and for) the local people. These deserve your support, and should eventually include:

Djoxkhoe Close to what’s known as the hollow tree, this is also near to a local village and has a shower, a long-drop toilet and borehole. Within a few minutes drive of Gura pan, which can be good for game viewing.

Makuri Close to a local village, this site has a shower, long-drop toilet and borehole.

Nyae Nyae Again, there are no facilities here: no shower, toilet, or water. Nyae Nyae is perhaps the best spot for birdwatching or game though, as the pan attracts the best wildlife in the region. 

Guidelines for visiting villages
Wherever you camp, you must take great care not to offend local people by your behaviour. It is customary to go first to the village and ask for permission to stay from the traditional leader (n!ore kxao). This is usually one of the older men of the village, who will normally make himself known. Never enter someone’s shelter, as this is very rude.

Often the headman will be assisted by someone who speaks Afrikaans or even English, and if he’s not around then somebody else will normally come forward to help you. If your Afrikaans is poor, then you may have to rely upon sign language. If you wish to take photographs of the people or place, this is normally fine – provided you ask in advance, and pay for the privilege.

Remember that you are in a wilderness area, where hyena, lion and leopard are not uncommon, so always sleep within a tent. Try not to scare the wildlife, or damage the place in any way. Keep fires to a minimum, and when collecting fuel use only dead wood that is far from any village.

If you wish to buy crafts from the village, then do not try to swap these unless specifically asked for things; most people will expect to be paid with money. Similarly, if one of the villagers has been your guide, pay for this with money. Remember that alcohol has been a problem in the past, and do not give any away.

Some local people have been designated as community rangers, with a brief to check on poaching and look out for the wildlife. They may ask what you are doing, and check that you have paid your conservancy fees.

Water is essential for everybody, and in limited supply for most of the year, so be very careful when using the local water-holes or water pumps. Often there will be someone around who can help you. Never go swimming in a water-hole or reservoir.

Cultural sensitivity and language
Cultural sensitivity isn’t something that a guidebook can teach you, though reading the section on cultural guidelines, in Chapter 3, may help. Being sensitive to the results of your actions and attitudes on others is especially important in this area. 

The Bushmen are often a humble people, who regard arrogance as a vice. It is normal for them to be self-deprecating amongst themselves, to make sure that everyone is valued and nobody becomes too proud. So the less you are perceived as a loud, arrogant foreigner, the better.

Very few foreigners can pick up much of the local Ju/’honasi language without living here for a long time. (Readers note that spellings of the same word can vary from text to text, especially on maps.) However, if you want to try to pronounce the words then there are four main clicks to master:

/ is a sucking sound behind the teeth

// is a sucking sound at the side of the mouth, used to urge a horse

! a popping sound, like a cork coming out of a bottle

g a sharper popping sound (this is the hardest).

What to do and what to see
Aside from coming here out of a general curiosity about the area’s wildlife and culture, one area stands out: the Nyae Nyae Pan. This is a large complex of beautiful salt pans, about 18km south of Tsumkwe. During good rains it fills with water and attracts flamingos to breed, as well as dozens of other waterbirds including avocets, pygmy geese, grebes, various pipers and numerous plovers. Forty-six different species of waterbirds have been recorded here when the pan was full.

Towards the end of the dry season you can normally expect game drinking here, and the regulars include kudu, gemsbok, steenbok, duiker and elephant. Meanwhile black-backed jackals patrol, and the grass grows to 60cm tall around the pan, with a belt of tall trees beyond that.

Cultural activities
It’s worth being realistic from the outset of your visit here: if you’re looking for ‘wild Bushmen’ clad in loin-cloths and spending all day making poison arrows or pursuing antelope, you will be disappointed.

The people in this area have been exposed to the modern world, and often mistreated by it, for decades. None now live a traditional hunter-gatherer lifestyle. Walk into any village and its inhabitants are more likely to be dressed in jeans and T-shirts than loin-cloths, and their water is more likely to be from a solar-powered borehole pump than a sip-well. 

However, many of the older people have maintained their traditional skills and crafts, and often their knowledge of the bush and wildlife is simply breathtaking.

Those that I met appeared friendly and interested to show visitors how

they live, including how they hunt and gather food in the bush – provided that visitors are polite, and ask permission for what they want to do, and pay the right price.

This kind of experience is difficult to arrange without a local guide who is involved in tourism and speaks both your language and theirs. Without such a guide, you won’t get very much out of a visit to a local village. So even if you have your own 4WD transport, start by dropping into Tsumkwe Lodge or, if it is open, the new conservancy office in Tsumkwe. Ask for a local guide to help you, who can travel around with you. You can pay them directly, around N$50 per morning or afternoon, and this will open up many possibilities at the villages.

None of the village activities is artificially staged. They are just normal activities that would probably take place anyhow, though their timings are arranged to fit in with your available time. However, because they are not staged, they will take little account of you. As a visitor you will just tag along, watching as the villagers go about their normal activities. All are relaxed. You can stop and ask questions of the guide and of the villagers when you wish. Most of the local villagers are completely used to photographers and unperturbed by being filmed

Ideally, for a detailed insight, spend a few days with a guide and one village. If they are happy about it, see the same people for an evening or two as well as during the days. This is what Tsumkwe Lodge normally arranges for its guests, as it means that you get to know them as individuals, not simply members of an ethnic group. Both you and they will learn more from such an encounter. Typical activities will include:

Food collecting / hunting trips
Normally lasting about 3–4 hours in the bush, you’ll go out with a guide and some villagers and gather, or hunt, whatever they come across. The Bushmen know their landscape, and its flora and fauna, so well that they’ll often stop to show you how this plant can be eaten, or that one produces water, or how another fruits in season.

Even Arno comments that after years of going out with them, they will still often find something new that he’s never seen before. It’s an ethno-botanist’s dream.

The hunting tends to be for the smaller animals, and in season the Bushmen set up trap-lines of snares to catch the smaller bucks, which need checking regularly and setting or clearing. Spring-hares are also a favourite quarry, hunted from their burrows using long (typically 5m), flexible poles with a hook on the end.

Don’t expect to go tracking eland with bows and arrows in half a day, though do expect to track anything interesting that crosses your path. These trips aren’t intended as forced marches, and the pace is generally fairly slow. However, if there’s some good food to be had, or promising game to be tracked, then these walks through the bush can go for hours. Bring some water and don’t forget your hat. Expect to pay around N$50 per person directly to your Bushmen hosts for about a 3–4-hour trip.

Traditional craft demonstrations
As part of a half-day trip into the bush, you’ll often stop for a while at the village, and there the people can show you how they make their traditional crafts. The Bushmen have a particularly rich tradition of story-telling, and it shows clearly here if they also demonstrate how snares are made and set, and give animated re-enactments of how animals are caught. This would normally be included in a half-day bush trip, above.

Evening singing and dancing
In the evenings, you can arrange (in advance) to visit a local village, and join an evening of traditional dancing. This probably means driving to just outside a village, where those who want to take part will meet you. They will build a fire, around which the women and children will gradually gather. Eventually those sitting will start the singing and clapping, and men will start dancing around the circle sitting in the firelight. They will often have percussion instruments, like shakers, strapped to their ankles. 

The singing is beautiful, essentially African, and it comes as no surprise that everybody becomes engrossed in the rhythm and the dancing. On rare occasions, such concentration amongst the dancers can induce states of trance – the famous ‘trance dances’.

As an observer, expect to sit on the ground on the edge of the firelight, outside of the dancers’ circle. You will mostly be ignored whilst the villagers have a good time. They will have been asked to dance for your benefit, for which they will be paid, but everything else about the evening is in their control. This is the kind of dancing that they do for themselves, with nothing added and nothing taken away. Expect to pay about N$200 to the village for such an evening, which is very cheap for the experience.

Cultural questions
When you see the Bushmen in the Tsumkwe, it’s tempting to lament their passing from noble savage to poor, rural underclass: witness the lack of dignified ‘traditional’ skins and the prevalence of ragged Western clothes, or see the PVC quivers that the occasional hunter now uses for his arrows.

While they clearly need help in the present, part of the problem has been our blinkered view of their past. This view has been propagated by the romantic writings of people like Laurens van der Post and a host of TV documentaries. However, modern ethnographers now challenge many long-cherished beliefs about these ‘noble savages’.

Essential reading in this respect is ‘The Bushman Myth: The Making of a Namibian Underclass’, by Robert J Gordon (see Further Reading). It stands out as an excellent, scholarly attempt to place the Bushmen in an accurate historical context, and to explain and deconstruct many of the myths that we hold about them. In partial summary of some of his themes, he comments about the book:

‘The old notion of these people as passive victims of European invasion and Bantu expansion is challenged. Bushmen emerge as one of the many indigenous people operating in a mobile landscape, forming and shifting their political and economic alliances to take advantage of circumstances as they perceived them. Instead of toppling helplessly from foraging to begging, they emerge as hotshot traders in the mercantile world market for ivory and skins. They were brokers between competing forces and hired guns in the game business. Rather than being victims of pastoralists and traders who depleted the game, they appear as one of many willing agents of this commercial depletion. Instead of being ignorant of metals, true men of the Stone Age, who knew nothing of iron, they were fierce defenders of rich copper mines that they worked for export and profit. If this selection has a central theme, it is to show how ignorance of archival sources helped to create the Bushmen image that we, as anthropologists, wanted to have and how knowledge of these sources makes sense of the Bushmen we observe today.’

Gordon’s book isn’t a light or swift read, but it will make you think.

Further information
For more information about the area and its people, contact either Arno at Tsumkwe Lodge or the Nyae Nyae Development Foundation, based east of Tsumkwe; both are closely involved with the welfare of the Bushmen.

	KAUDOM NATIONAL PARK
	


Minimum of two 4WD vehicles per party. Entrance fees: N$10 per person per day and N$10 entry for the vehicle

Situated next to Botswana and immediately north of Bushmanland, Kaudom is a wild, seldom-visited area of dry woodland savannah growing on old stabilised Kalahari sand-dunes. These are interspersed with flat, clay pans and the whole area is laced with a life-giving network of omurambas.

Omuramba is a Herero word meaning ‘vague river bed’, which is used to describe a drainage line that rarely, if ever, actually flows above ground but often gives rise to a number of water-holes along its course. In Kaudom, the omurambas generally lie along east-west lines and ultimately link into the Okavango’s river system, flowing underground into the Delta when the rains come. However, during the dry season the flood in the Okavango Delta helps to raise the level of the water-table in these omurambas – ensuring that the water-holes don't dry up, and do attract game into Kaudom. The vegetation here can be thick in comparison with Namibia's drier parks to the west. Rhodesian teak and false mopane dominate the dunes, while acacias and leadwoods are found in the clay pans.

Flora and fauna
The bush in and around Kaudom is quite complex. Different areas have totally different types of vegetation; biologists say that there are nine different ‘biotypes’ in Bushmanland.

Towards the southern end of the park, and between Tsumkwe and Sikereti, the bush is thick. Umbrella-thorn, leadwood, and cluster-leafed terminalia (also known as silver-leaf terminalia) are the dominant vegetation. The dune-crests often have stands of mangetti and marula trees and, although spectacular baobab trees are dotted around the whole region, there is a particularly high density of them in the Chokwe area.

On the north and west sides, inside the national park, Kaudom has spectacular forests of teak and false mopane trees, which form a shady canopy above low-growing herbs and grasses. All over the park, where the dunes are wooded you’ll often find open expanses of grassland growing between them.

Many omurambas, especially towards the south of the park, have black-cotton soil – which makes them impossible to drive along during the rains, but good and hard during the dry season.

Game viewing is better here during the dry season, as most of the larger game seems to migrate into Botswana when it rains. After exceptionally good rains, it stays there for months. Though seldom occurring in numbers to rival Etosha's vast herds, there is some good wildlife here and Kaudom has a much wilder feel than any of Namibia’s other parks. 

Notable game populations include the uncommon tsessebe and roan antelope, noted for their penchant for lots of space and areas with low densities of other antelope. Most of the usual big game (excluding rhino) is also around – buffalo, blue wildebeest, red hartebeest, kudu, oryx, giraffe, steenbok, duiker – as well as smaller animals typical of the Kalahari.

Leopard, lion, cheetah, and spotted hyena are the main predators and, though there are good populations of these, they are seldom seen through the dense bush. Kaudom is Namibia’s best park for wild dog, which range over vast areas and probably criss-cross the Botswana border.

Getting organised
Within the reserve, tracks either follow omurambas, or link the dozen or so water-holes together. Even the distinct tracks are slow going, so a good detailed map of the area is invaluable. Try the Surveyor General’s office in Windhoek (see page 120) before you arrive. Map number 1820 MUKWE is only a 1:250,000 scale, but it is the best available and worth having – especially when used in conjunction with the one here.

Water is available but nothing else, so come self-contained with fuel and supplies. Because of the reserve’s remote nature, entry is limited to parties with two or more 4WD vehicles and each needs about 120 litres of fuel simply to get through the park from Tsumkwe to the fuel station at Mukwe, on the Rundu–Bagani road. This doesn't include any diversions while there. You'll need to use 4WD almost constantly, even in the dry season, making travel slow and heavy on fuel. In the wet, wheel chains might be useful, though black-cotton soil can be totally impassable.

Getting there
From the north
Turn off the main road 115km east of Rundu at Katere, where the park is signposted. Then Kaudom camp is about 75km of slow, soft sand away.

From the south
Kaudom is easily reached via Tsumkwe and Klein Dobe. Entering Tsumkwe, turn left at the crossroads just beyond the schoolhouse. This rapidly becomes a small track, and splits after about 400m. Take the right fork to Sikereti, which is about 60km from Tsumkwe and 77km south of the camp at Kaudom.

If you have a GPS with you, then Sikereti has co-ordinates 19° 6.318’ S, 20° 42.325’ E, whilst the crossroads at Tsumkwe is found at 19° 35.514’ S, 20° 30.199’ E.

Where to stay
Kaudom National Park has two camps: Sikereti camp in the south, and Kaudom in the north. Each has basic wooden huts with outside facilities, and campsites. The four-bed huts cost N$60 per hut. The campsites are N$30 per day for two people, plus an extra N$5 per extra person. Advanced reservations, from Windhoek MET, are essential here in order to be admitted – and you must arrive with an absolute minimum of three days’ food and water.

Remember that neither camp is fenced, so leave nothing outside that can be picked up or eaten, and beware of things that go bump in the night. In an emergency, the park staff at Sikereti and Kaudom have radios. If you can find them, they can usually help you.

Sikereti Restcamp Sikereti stands in a grove of purple-pod terminalia trees, one of several such dense stands in the park. There are three basic bungalows, with mattresses and communal showers and ablutions. Cold water, no lights or electricity. If you visit in winter, then there is a ‘donkey’ for heating water for the showers, but you’ll have to stoke and light it for yourself.

Kaudom Restcamp Kaudom stands in a lovely spot on top of a dune, looking out over an omuramba. It is a great spot for sunsets, and there’s a water-hole below the camp in the omuramba. Its facilities are rather battered, but there are two bungalows and four campsites here.

	Chapter Twenty-one
Owamboland
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This verdant strip of land between Etosha and the Kunene and Okavango Rivers is largely blank on Namibia’s normal tourist map. However, it is highly populated and home to the Owambo people, who formed the backbone of SWAPO’s support during the struggle for independence. The region was something of a battleground before 1990, and now the map’s blank spaces hide a high concentration of rural people practising subsistence farming of maize, sorghum and millet.

Before independence this area was known as Ovamboland, and recently it has been split into four regions: Omusati, Oshana, Ohangwena and Oshikoto. Here, for simplicity, I will refer to the whole area as Owamboland. During the summer Owamboland appears quite unlike the rest of Namibia. It receives over 500mm of rain and supports a thick cover of vegetation and extensive arable farming.

The Owambo people are Namibia’s most numerous ethnic group, and so since independence and free elections their party, SWAPO, has dominated the government. Much effort is now going into the provision of services here. There are two of these main arteries through Owamboland: the B1/C46, and the smaller C45. The small towns that line these roads, like trading posts along a Wild West railroad, are growing rapidly.

Alongside the main B1 there is a canal – a vital water supply during the heat of the dry season. Driving by, you pass women carrying water back to their houses, while others wash and children splash around to cool off. Occasionally there are groups meeting in the shade of the trees on the banks, and men fishing in the murky water. Some have just a string tied to the end of a long stick, but others use tall conical traps, perhaps a metre high, made of sticks. The successful will spend their afternoon by the roadside, selling fresh fish from the shade of small stalls.

Always you see people hitching between the rural towns, and the small, tightly packed combi vans, which stop for them: the local bus service. If you are driving and have space, then do offer lifts to people; they will appreciate it. It’s one of the best opportunities you will get to talk to the locals about their home area.

Owamboland has three major towns – Oshakati, Ondangwa and Ruacana – and many smaller ones. With the exception of Ruacana, which was built solely to service the big hydro-electric power station there, the others vary surprisingly little and have a very similar atmosphere.

There is usually a petrol station, a take-away or two, a few basic food shops, a couple of bottle stalls (alias bars) and maybe a beer hall. The fuel is cheaper at the larger 24-hour stations, in the bigger towns, and you can stock up on cold drinks there also. The take-aways and bars trade under some marvellous names: Freedom Square Snack Bar, Music Lovers Bar and the Come Together Bar, to name but a few. These can be lively, friendly places to share a beer, but a word of warning: they are not recommended for lone women visitors.

Away from the towns, the land seems to go on forever. There are no mountains or hills or even kopjies – only feathery clumps of palm trees and the odd baobab tree break the even horizon. After a year of good rains, the wide flat fields are full of water, like Far Eastern rice paddies, complete with cattle wading like water buffalo.

Travelling eastwards and slightly south, towards Tsumeb, notice how, as the land becomes drier, the population density decreases, and maize becomes the more dominant crop. Where the land is not cultivated, acacia scrub starts gradually to replace the greener mopane bushes by the roadside. Keep your eyes open for raptors – especially the distinctive Bateleur eagles that are common here.

Towards the edge of Owamboland, at Oshivelo (about 150km from Ondangwa and 91km from Tsumeb), you must stop to pass through a veterinary cordon fence. This is just a kilometre north of the bed of the Omuramba Owambo, which feeds into the Etosha pan.

	OSHAKATI
	


By Namibian standards, this is a large sprawling town and is typical of the region. There are no tourist attractions here, but the town acts as the centre for several government departments

Getting organised
Oshakati has all the major services that you might need. For car spares there is the large California Auto-spares dealer (tel: 06751 21240), a branch of Cymot (tel: 06751 20916), and many small garages. Towards the east of town, Phoenix Motors is the Nissan depot. There are lots of fuel stations, including Mobil and BP 24-hour stations.

For food shopping, the market, on Main Street, has a fairly extensive range of supplies, and there’s also a branch of Checkers, which is more basic than most, a Europa Wholesale (behind the First National Bank), and the Continental just east of town.

For money, there are major branches of Standard, First National and Commercial banks, both with hole-in-the-wall automatic cash dispensers. Don’t expect credit cards from overseas to work.

If you need medicine there are several pharmacies including Oshakati Apteek (tel: 06751 20964) on the main road which have good basic supplies.

In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 06751 10111, the ambulance on 06751 20211, and the fire service on 06751 21258 – or 550126 after hours. The hospital is on 06751 20211.

Where to stay
The hotels in the area aim at business people, mostly aid-workers and visiting government employees. They are generally efficient, but don’t expect to meet many other tourists here.

International Guest House PO Box 542, Oshakati

To reach this turn left at the Engen garage, and continue past the Yetu shopping centre until you reach the big white water-tower on your left. Turn left there. After a further 150m of tar, turn right on to a gravel road. After a further 250m take a left, and the guesthouse is right there. The last few turnings should be signposted with ‘Coke’ signboards for the guesthouse. Its rooms have en-suite bathroom, air-conditioning, TV and telephone, and there’s a swimming pool and tennis court outside. It has improved since independence, and is as good a place to stay as anywhere in the region. 

Rates: N$270 single, N$320 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Santorini Inn P Bag 5569, Oshakati

Right on Main Road, on the right if arriving from Tsumeb, Santorini Inn has a pool, an à la carte restaurant, a squash court, a bar, and several different types of rooms. All have air-conditioning and a telephone. Despite its location, it feels very detached from the town.

Rates: N$220–280 single, N$150–195 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Oshandira Lodge PO Box 958, Oshakati

To reach this, follow the directions to the International Guest House, above. Then ask for Oshandira and someone will guide you to it. This has air-conditioned rooms with en-suite bathroom, a TV and a telephone. Elsewhere there’s a sportsmen’s bar with large-screen TV. Outside is a pool and a popular restaurant which is probably the best place to eat in town, so often gets busy. Oshandira Lodge has secure parking within a short walk of the airstrip.

Rates: N$240 single, N$145 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Okave Club PO Box 1483, Oshakati

In the same part of town as the Santorini Inn, this is reached by turning left after the Engen station, but then go immediately left after the radio mast, and next right. The Okave Club has six bungalows with air-conditioning, TV and telephone, as well as a pool, restaurant and bar.

Rates: N$200 single, N$150 per person sharing. Breakfast about N$30 per person.

Continental Hotel and Restaurant (19 rooms) PO Box 6, Oshakati

Slightly west, out of town, the ‘Continental number one’ (as it’s known) is run by Frans Indongo and has the widest range of rooms around. All are still clean, with en-suite bathrooms, and some are air-conditioned.

They are numbered 1–19, and generally the higher the number, the better the room. They are graded into three price brackets; rooms 1–5 are the smallest and most basic. These stand near the small casino, sharing toilets and showers. Rooms 8–13, 15 and 17 all have their own toilets and showers, as well as a TV and a telephone. The most expensive, 14, 16 and 19 (by far the largest) have all this plus air-conditioning.

There’s a busy beer garden in the centre of the hotel, and a simple restaurant for breakfast. It’s not the plushest place in town, but it’s fine for a night.

Rates: N$100/144/212 single, N$68/85/134 per person sharing, excluding breakfast.

Oshakati Country Lodge 

New for 1999, the owners of De Duine in Henties Bay (and also Auob Lodge, near Gochas) plan to open this new lodge in Oshakati. All the rooms will have air-conditioning, TVs, telephones and a mini-bar/fridge. There is a large public bar with electronic gaming machines planned, as well as a small conference centre. Rates: about N$260 single, N$175 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Where to eat and drink
There is no shortage of places to eat which serve simple fare. There’s a popular Kentucky Fried Chicken in the Yetu shopping centre, and Jotty’s Fish & Chips take-away on the main road is a favourite. Club Oshandira (see above) probably has the best food in town, or at least the most pleasant surroundings in which to eat it.

For an evening out, Oshakati can be excellent – provided that you enjoy joining in with the locals and don’t demand anything too posh. Club Fantasy (billed as ‘Your Party Place’) is perhaps the best place in town and has been going for years. Other contenders include Club Yellow Star and Moby Jack’s, the Let’s Push Bar, the Moonlight Bar, and the small Country Club – but don’t take these names too literally.

	ONDANGWA
	


This is the other main town of Owamboland, and in character it is very similar to Oshakati. There are Shell and Mobil fuel stations (24-hour), a couple of big supermarkets and even an outdoor market. Try the latter for fresh vegetables, and perhaps a cob of maize to snack on. As a last resort, there is always the aptly named Sorry Supermarket.

Getting there
By air
Ondangwa is serviced by a weekly flight that links it to Mokuti (N$156), Tsumeb (N$242), Windhoek (N$415) and connects to Oranjemund (N$675).

By road
Ondangwa is spread out along the main B1, and you’ll find local combi vans stopping to pick up and drop passengers all along here. 

Intercape Mainliner’s new services from Windhoek to Oshikango stop here at the Omwandi Centre, northbound on Saturday at 01.30 and Tuesday at 16.30. Southbound they call at 09.45 on Wednesday, and 18.45 on Sunday. See Chapter 9 for details.

Getting organised
If you need medicine there are several pharmacies including the Ondangwa Pharmacy, tel: 06756 40361/40784. In an emergency, the police are reached on tel: 06756 10111, the ambulance on 06756 40111, and the clinic on 06756 40305.

Where to stay
As with Oshakati’s hotels, Ondangwa’s cater mainly for business people. Most visitors will certainly wish to avoid the dubious ‘private Bar with sleeping rooms’ next to the Caltex garage, leaving the choice of:

Punyu International Hotel (30 rooms) PO Box 247, Ondangwa

One of the oldest in the area, the Punyu is signposted off the main road near Ondangwa, north towards Eenhana. It has a central restaurant and bar, and each of its rooms has a TV, telephone and air-conditioning.

Rates: N$150 single, N$100 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Nakambale Museum Restcamp c/o ELCIN, P Bag 2018, Ondangwa

At Olukonda, on the D3606, about 13km southeast of Ondangwa, are some of the oldest buildings in northern Namibia – a Finnish Mission built here in the late 1870s. (As an aside, Finland seems to have maintained its links with Namibia, forming a significant contingent of the United Nations’ UNTAG force, which supervised the country’s transition to democracy in 1990.)

Here you’ll also find a new museum restcamp. This has three traditional Owambo huts and a missionary’s cottage. These are very basic, but prove a point about life here a century ago. They come with bedding for N$45 per person. There are normal campsites for N$25. A simple buffet breakfast is available for N$15 per person, and local guides are on hand to explain various traditional skills and practices. This whole project has been built up recently and is still finding its feet, but it is well worth a journey to visit.

	RUACANA
	


This small town in the north of the country perches on the border with Angola, about 291km (mostly gravel) from Kamanjab and about 200km west of Oshakati. It owes its existence to the big hydro-electric dam that is built at a narrow gorge in the river and supplies over half of the country’s electric power. This is of major economic and strategic importance, so the road from Tsumeb/Ondangwa is good tar all the way.

At Ruacana there’s a BP petrol station, with the only fuel for miles, a general store and a large school. The town’s nucleus feels quite modern, but there are no other facilities, and few visitors pass through.

The Ruacana Falls used to be an attraction for visitors, but now the water only flows over them when the dam upstream in Angola allows it to, and even then much is diverted through a series of sluices to the hydro-electric station on the border. 

The falls are well signposted in no-man’s-land, so technically you have to exit the country to see them. However, at the large and under-used border post (opens 06.00–18.00) you can do so temporarily, signing a book rather than going through the full emigration procedures. Be careful when taking photographs: ask permission and don’t take pictures of anything apart from the falls. This border area is still very sensitive.

West of Ruacana
West of Ruacana is the Kaokoveld, covered in Chapter 17. There is a road directly from Ruacana along the Kunene, for about 125km as far as Epupa Falls. However, its latter stages are very, very rough – taking me three days of painstaking driving on one occasion. Nothing west of Ruacana should be attempted without a self-sufficient two-vehicle party of rugged 4WD vehicles. 

	Chapter Twenty-two
The Kavango and Caprivi Strip
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The north of Namibia is generally very lush, watered by a generous annual rainfall. East of Owamboland – which means northeast of Grootfontein for most visitors – lie the regions of Kavango and Caprivi.

These support a large population, and a surprising amount of wildlife. The wildlife has visibly increased in the national parks here in the last few years, helped enormously by various successful community-based game-guard and conservation/development programmes (see Chapter 4).

The main B8 road across the strip, or Golden Highway as it is sometimes called, is now completely tarred. It is destined to become an increasingly important artery for trade with Zimbabwe and Zambia, and hence a busier road. It has come a long way since the dusty gravel road that I first crossed in 1989, when many viewed it as terra incognita.

Unlike much of the rest of Namibia, the Kavango and Caprivi regions feel like most Westerners’ image of Africa. You’ll see lots of circular huts, small kraals, animals and people carrying water on their heads. These areas are probably what you imagined Africa to be like before you first arrived.

By the roadside you’ll find stalls selling vegetables, fruit, or woodcarvings, and in the parks you’ll find buffalo hiding in the thick vegetation. In short, this area is much more like Botswana, Zimbabwe, or Zambia than it is like the rest of Namibia. This is only what you’d expect if you look at a map of the subcontinent, or read the history of the area: it really is very different from the rest of Namibia.

	KAVANGO REGION
	


East of Owamboland, and west of Caprivi, lies the region of Kavango – which broadly corresponds to the old region of Kavangoland. Within this, Rundu is the main town. It is a useful stopover for most visitors, but an end in itself for few.

Further east is Popa Falls, a set of rapids on the Okavango River. These mark an important geological fault, where the Okavango starts to spread out across the Kalahari’s sands, to form its remarkable delta in Botswana. Popa Falls has only a small waterfall, but a lovely little restcamp.

Just downstream from Popa, on the border with Botswana, Mahango National Park is tucked into a corner of the country. Bounded on one side by the broadening Okavango, it encompasses a very wide range of environments in its small area, and its game has improved vastly over the last decade. It now boasts Namibia’s highest count of bird species in one park, and some prolific big game. With its expansive reedbeds, tall trees, and lush vegetation, Mahango is typical of the game parks further east.

Driving from Grootfontein to Rundu
Grootfontein to Rundu is about 250km of good tar road. Initially the only variation in the tree and bush thorn-scrub is an occasional picnic site by the roadside, or band of feathery makalani palms towering above the bush. About halfway to Rundu, you stop at a veterinary control post; a gap in the veterinary fence. This is the line where land-use changes drastically: from large, commercial ranches to small, subsistence farms. The fence is put there to stop the movement of cattle, and the transmission of foot-and-mouth and rinderpest disease. The difference is striking; the landscape changes drastically, becoming more like the stereotypical Western view of poor, rural Africa. Drivers should take care, as with more settlements there are now many more animals and people wandering across the road.

Gradually shops and bottle-stalls appear, and eventually stalls selling wood-carvings. Closer to Rundu, especially during the wet season, kiosks appear piled high with pyramids of tomatoes and exotic fruits – evidence of the agricultural potential in the rich alluvial soils and heavy rainfall.

Rundu
Northeast of Grootfontein and about 520km west of Katima Mulilo, Rundu sits just above the beautiful Okavango flood plain and comes as a pleasant relief after the long, hot journey to reach it. Perhaps because of this distance, it feels like an outpost. It certainly has few specific attractions. But these distances also make it a prudent stopover, and most of the lodges expect visitors to spend just one night with them. Perhaps because it is across the river from Angola, Rundu has a relaxed, slightly Portuguese atmosphere.

Orientation
The B8 is the main artery on which people arrive and depart, though it actually skirts the town. You must turn off at the buzzing Shell petrol station to get into Rundu itself.

Taking this turning brings you past the sports stadium on your right and to a four-way stop junction. Continue straight on, and you eventually meet the old river road at right angles, opposite the police station and Omashare River Lodge. Turn left here for the Kavango River Lodge, and right for all the others (except Hakusembe). This old road used to be the main gravel road to Katima, and it runs northeast, between the river and the new tar B8, for many miles. Occasionally it connects with the new tar B8 by access roads numbered DR3402, DR3421, etc.

Getting there
The main Shell fuel station is located on the corner where you turn off the B8 and into Rundu. Most people passing this will stop to fill up, or get a drink or food. Thus this is the best place for lifts if you are hitch-hiking, although watch for thieves in the crowds here, as several problems have been reported recently.

The Intercape Mainliner coach service linking Windhoek with Victoria Falls drops into the Shell garage, heading to Victoria Falls, on Saturday and Tuesday at 01.45, and returning to Windhoek on Monday and Thursday at 22.15. See page 103 for details.

Similarly, the NamVic Shuttle coach stops, but at the Engen Driveway, (at the four-way stop between the Shell garage and town). Check the latest timetable with them in Windhoek, tel: 061 241815. Rundu also has a weekly scheduled flight with Air Namibia to and from Windhoek, via Tsumeb. The airport is signposted off the main road to Grootfontein.

Where to stay
Rundu has boomed in the last few years. The Caprivi has opened up more to tourism, and visitors need to stop over on their way there and back. Now there is a wide choice of places to stay, dotted along 30km of riverfront. Most are clearly signposted off the road, towards the river.

Many offer activities like boating on the Okavango, though note that the river here is often so low from September to December that anything except, possibly, a shallow canoe will constantly ground on the sandbanks. In short, Rundu is a super place to stop over on the way to destinations where you will want to spend more time.

Hakusembe Lodge (10 chalets) PO Box 1327, Rundu

On the opposite side of town to virtually all the other lodges, Hakusembe is about 14km west of Rundu – off the main road to Nkurenkuru. To reach it, take a turning northwest off the main Rundu–Grootfontein road about 4km southwest of Rundu. Follow this towards Nkurenkuru for about 10km (8km of tar and 2km of gravel), until the lodge is signposted towards the river.

Hakusembe was opened in March ’97, and is still run by its owners Cobus and Riana Smit as a restcamp, which also has activities available. All the chalets have 24-hour electricity, and are simple and functional with en-suite shower and toilet. These are set amidst green lawns leading on to the river, and nearby, under thatch, is the bar (popular with residents) and dining area.

More chalets and small conference facilities are planned. Watersports are available (when there’s water!) costing around N$60 for half an hour – including water-skiing, parasailing, kneeboarding, and sightseeing trips by boat. Longer fishing trips, for two people, last two to three hours and cost N$300.

Rates: N$200 per twin bungalow, N$300 for a bungalow with 4 beds, room only. Camping is N$25 per vehicle, plus N$5 per person.

Kavango River Lodge (14 chalets) PO Box 634, Rundu

Situated in a superb (and very secure) spot on the western edge of Rundu, overlooking the river, Kavango River Lodge has been here for years, always run by its welcoming owner, Hallie van Niekerk. Most of the camp’s fully equipped bungalows are designed for two people – though a few are for families. These have air-con and a ceiling fan, direct-dial telephones and a television. All have en-suite facilities, and a small kitchen. Linen and cutlery are provided.

Hallie does not provide cooked breakfasts, but she does automatically supply each chalet with bacon, eggs, cereals, fruit juice, milk, coffee, etc, so that you can make your own. Self-catering is easy here, and you can't beat your own braai overlooking the river for dinner. Simply pick up a few steaks and vegetables during the day, and get the fire going at sunset. The lodge is classed as a restcamp – and earned an award as Namibia’s best restcamp in ’97.

There’s a small conference room below the chalets, and the tennis courts next door can usually be used by arrangement. Sundown cruises and canoeing can be organised, when there’s enough water in the river.

Rates: N$210 single, N$290 double, N$330 triple, N$360 4-bed. Canoeing N$35per person/hour, sundown cruises N$80 per person/hour, when the water is high.

Omashare River Lodge (20 twin rooms) PO Box 294, Rundu

Owned by a Namibian company, De Beers, Omashare is in the very centre of town, around where the old Kavango Motel used to be. Its rooms are laid out in a semi-circle, overlooking the Okavango and Angola beyond.

Inside the main building is a large ‘ladies’ bar, carpeted lounges, soft chairs, and a conference room; everything that you’d expect from a hotel catering to business people. Outside there’s a large pool with little shade. A few big trees would make a great difference.

The rooms are small but comfortable, and all have direct-dial phones, tea/coffee makers, flasks with water, en-suite shower and toilets, and Mnet TV. Some have air-con, others fans.

Rates: Standard N$250, air-conditioned N$270 for the room, maximum two people. Includes breakfast.

Sarasunga River Lodge (9 bungalows) PO Box 414, Rundu

Just outside town, Sarasunga is well signposted by the river. It is one of the oldest and best lodges around Rundu, and is still run by Eduardo and Ines. They are welcoming hosts who, between them, speak fluent English, German, Portuguese and French – and make a good effort at a few other languages too! The turn-off from the main road by the river leads down a hill, passing Ngandu on your left, before reaching the lodge a kilometre or so later.

Sarasunga’s nine bungalows are all spread out on green lawns. Each is individual and slightly different, named after a different animal. All are large reed and thatch structures with en-suite shower and toilet, usually a small sitting area with chairs and coffee table, and double or twin beds (beneath mosquito nets when needed). These are rustic but very comfortable, and beautifully furnished with local fabrics and African artefacts.

Sarasunga’s restaurant and bar are the focal area for the lodge, and its pizzas and pastas are certainly the best for hundreds of kilometres. This is the most atmospheric place in Rundu for a good meal and a quiet drink; Eduardo and Ines are on hand and it is always friendly. There will be a small new curio shop for ’98. Canoes can be hired for N$35 per person per hour, and boat trips arranged for around N$70 per person.

Rates: N$280 single, N$180 per person sharing, N$465 for three beds in a bungalow, including full breakfast. Camping is N$27.50 per person.

Ngandu Safari Lodge (16 rooms) PO 519, Rundu

Just off the main road by the river, beside the turn-off to Sarasungu, Ngandu is a large new restcamp scheduled to open in ’98. It promises large whitewashed A-frame chalets with thatched roofs, reminiscent of Cape Dutch style. As it was being built in late ’97, it was hard to miss. It is hoped that it might blend in a little better with its surroundings when the JCBs have disappeared.

Its owners say that it is intended as an affordable alternative for visitors on holiday, especially South Africans. The 10 luxury rooms are promised to have air-con, TV with Mnet and overseas channels, direct-dial telephones, stove, fridge, kettle and a hair drier. A breakfast-pack, to cook yourself, is also promised.

Ngandu’s six standard rooms will probably be much more basic, with just ceiling fans and a fridge. There is a separate restaurant planned, and also a laundry, swimming pool, conference room, and camping facilities – but the existence of all these should be checked before you arrive. Certainly several of the big bus-tour operators have already booked rooms here, even before the lodge is built! Because it is Rundu’s biggest lodge, it is perhaps the only one that can take large groups. 

Rates: for the luxury rooms, expect around N$150 single, N$230 per person sharing. For the standard ones N$70 single, N$120 sharing. Incl. breakfast pack. 

Kaisosi River Lodge (16 twin rooms) PO Box 599

Owned by Global Food Services, Kaisosi River Lodge has long been on the east of Rundu, but has changed style over the years. It now competes with Omashare as a business person’s stopover in Rundu. All the rooms are carpeted and well-made, with high-quality fittings and direct-dial phones. The rooms are arranged in small, double-storey brick chalets and each has patio doors and a sitting area outside, overlooking the river. The standard rooms have a fan, toilet and shower, whilst the luxury rooms are larger, with air-con and a combined bath and shower.

The main building includes the reception, bar and dining area – all under a grand thatched roof. Just outside are a couple of pools overlooking the river, and a large area of wooden decking for just relaxing. Perhaps as a remnant of its past, there’s still a campsite here. Whilst Kaisosi is efficient and ideal as a business hotel, it lacks the atmosphere that most visitors want for a holiday stopover.

Rates: Singles are N$320/N$360. Standard double/twin rooms are N$265, luxury ones N$295, per person sharing. Three-bed rooms N$640/N$710. Rates include breakfast. Camping is also available for N$40 per person.

Mayana Happy Lodge (8 basic thatched shelters)

Just a few hundred metres west of Kayangona, and almost 20km northeast of Rundu (follow the directions to n’Kwazi), this was not at all happy when last visited. Its eight simple chalets were just reed-and-thatch shells, with shared ablutions. Nobody there could advise if there was space available, or how much it would be. However, the grass was well-watered and Mayana Happy Lodge would be a very cheerful place to drop into if you were on an overland truck which takes over the whole place for an evening or two.

N’Kwazi Lodge (18 chalets) PO Box 1623, Rundu

About 20km east of Rundu, n’Kwazi is well signposted (with fish eagle logos) just beyond both Mayana Happy Lodge and Kayangona. Leaving Rundu for Katima, take the tar for 10km before turning left. Then 3km later, turn right on to the old gravel Rundu–Katima road, then left after a further 3km. The lodge is about 4km along this dirt road, after Mayana Happy Lodge and Kayangona.

N’Kwazi was built in ’95, by Wynand and Valerie Peypers, and is still run by them and their family. Its design is impressive, with a couple of large thatched areas by the river – one a bar, with ample comfortable seating, and a central fire; the other the main dining room overlooking a pool and the river beyond. 

The bungalows are large, comfortable wooden structures, with high thatched ceilings, large meshed windows and warm fabrics. They are lit by gas and paraffin lamps, making n’Kwazi the plushest lodge near Rundu.

Note that the Peypers also own Vistas for Africa tour operation, which concentrates on up-market overlanding operations, and various activities are available from the lodge – boat and mokoro fishing trips, and even water-skiing if you’re willing to dodge the hippos and crocodiles. N’Kwazi has a small campsite adjacent, which may transfer to Kayangona in the future.

Rates: N$285 single, N$230 per person sharing, including breakfast. Camping is N$25 per person per night. Lunch N$25–40; buffet dinner N$50.

Kayangona Lodge (8 chalets) PO Box 1623, Rundu

Kayangona is n’Kwazi’s lower-budget neighbour, and is owned by the same family. Kayangona’s simple en-suite chalets have reed walls and ceilings, twin beds, a basic toilet and a shower. They are clean and functional, with mesh windows (reed blinds) and a personal padlock on the doors.

A few others are similarly clean and functional, but share toilets and showers. None has electricity. The lawns around them are well kept, and there are braai sites dotted around for you to cook with. If you don’t want to cook for yourself, then meals are not available here, but can usually be arranged next door, at n’Kwazi.

Rates: about N$140 single, N$85 per person sharing, for the rooms with en suite. Other rooms are N$65 per person, and camping is N$15 per person.

Mayana Lodge (10 rooms plus a dormitory) PO 519, Rundu

The turn-off to Mayana, not to be confused with Mayana Happy Lodge, is just 1km further northeast along the old gravel road than the turn signposted to n’Kwazi. It is about 4km off the gravel road, overlooking the river.

Mayana has five simple chalets, which share their showers and toilets, as well as a dormitory sleeping twelve, and a family room for four. All are basic thatch-on-brick structures with few frills. If arranged in advance, the lodge can do spit roasts (20 people or more), boat cruises, village hikes and fishing, and arrange ‘tribal dancing’ evenings – and hence is an ideal stop for large overland trucks, whose occupants find the small plunge pool irresistible. 

Rates: N$120 single, N$80 per person sharing, for the en-suite rooms. Others are N$60 per person, and camping is N$15 per person.

Where to eat
Rundu has a few choices for eating out, but because the lodges are so spread out, most people tend to eat there rather than go to restaurants. Of these lodges, Sarasungu is central and worth the journey for its food, and n’Kwazi and Kaisosi also have good tables if you are there.

In town itself, on the old gravel road just east of the centre, Casa Mourisca (PO Box 617, Rundu) is the only proper restaurant. It offers a mix of international cuisine and a promising chalk-board of daily specials. Expect starters for around N$20, specials N$30–40, steaks N$45, and seafood N$40–50.

For lower-budget bites, try the Portuguese Restaurant & Take-away (tel: 067 255240/255792) – almost opposite the Total service station in the centre of town, near the Woodcarving Coop. Alternatively, the Hunter’s Tavern take-away at the Shell petrol station, on the main road, is the perfect choice for those just grabbing a bite on the run.

For buying supplies, the best supermarket in town is probably the Kavango Supermarket, which is large and has a good selection. It is opposite the Total garage in town.

Getting organised 
There are several 24-hour fuel stations in town, including the main Shell station, and several garages including: Gabus Garage (tel: 067 255641 /255541) for Mercedes; the Nova Tyre centre, in the industrial area, for tyres and re-treads (tel: 255029, or 255503 after hours for emergencies); and Kavango Toyota for Toyotas (tel: 255071).

The Tourism Centre is a useful small curio shop and privately run booking agency, almost behind the Portuguese Restaurant & Take-away. It is also the base for the owners of Ngandu Safari Lodge. 

Go slightly east along the river road from the main T-junction and there is a First National Bank (tel: 067 255057) on your left, amidst various government offices. This is open 09.00–15.30 weekdays, and 08.30–11.00 on Saturdays, but it’s better to use the ones in Grootfontein if you can.

The Mbangura Woodcarvers’ Coop (PO Box 86, Rundu; tel: 067 256170; fax: 067 256608) have their local outlet next to the Kavango Supermarket, in the centre of town. (The one at the four-way stop is not a retail outlet.) This is worth dropping into, but most of the carvings on display are larger items like tables and chairs. This large, thriving cooperative supplies many of the curio markets further south, including Okahandja’s two large roadside markets.

Out of town, heading east on the old gravel road, 2km past the turning to Kaisosi River Lodge, is the Vungu Vungu Dairy. For those with a sophisticated line in camp cooking, this is a useful source of juices and fresh dairy produce like milk, butter and cream.

In an emergency, the hospital and ambulance service is on 067 405731 and the police on 067 10111.

Popa Falls
2WD. Entrance fees: N$10 per person plus N$10 per vehicle. 

Popa Falls is a simple government restcamp next to some rapids in the Okavango River, which are pretty rather than spectacular. They mark where the river drops 2.5m over a rocky section, caused by a geological fault. After passing over this, the Okavango begins gradually to spread out across the Kalahari’s sands until eventually, in Botswana, it forms its remarkable inland delta.

Getting there
The falls and the restcamp are right on the Okavango's western bank, south of the Divundu Bridge, near Bagani. Simply take the road signposted to Botswana which leaves the main B8 just west of the Caprivi Game Park, and the restcamp is on the left after about 3.5km. It is immediately beside the road. The only petrol in the area is found near here, on the left just after the turn-off from the B8 to Popa. 

What to see and do
The camp’s area by the riverside is thickly vegetated with tall riverine trees and lush green shrubs, which encourage waterbirds and a variety of small reptiles. Footbridges have been built between some of the islands, and it's worth spending a morning island hopping among the rushing channels, or walking upstream a little where there's a good view of the river before it plunges over the rapids. In a few hours you can see all of this tiny reserve, and have a good chance of spotting a leguvaan (water monitor), a snake or two, and many different frogs. The various birds include cormorants with a captivating technique of underwater fishing.

Note that Popa's gates usually open at sunrise and close at sunset, so don’t get here after dark or you’ll have to sleep somewhere else.

Where to stay
There are now several campsites in this area if you’re camping, but if you want a good lodge you’ve less to choose from.

Popa Falls Restcamp 

This is a neat, organised restcamp with a well-tended office, good sites, and six excellent four-bed bungalows. The camp's office includes a small shop with a surprisingly wide range of foodstuffs, cool drinks (including some beer and wine) and postcards.

Popa’s bungalows are well built of local wild teak and come with their own bedding and gas lamps, but use communal kitchens and ablutions. If you are camping then walk around before you pitch camp: there are secluded sites as well as the more obvious ones. Try taking the main track down to the river, and turning right along the bank. Beware of the mosquitoes, which are numerous.

Rates: Entry is N$10 per person, plus N$10 for the vehicle. Camping sites cost N$80, while the four-bed huts are N$180 in total.

Suclabo Lodge (14 bungalows) PO Box 894, Rundu

Suclabo has stood for many years in a stunning position overlooking some rapids on a beautiful bend in the river, downstream of the main Popa Falls. It is well signposted a few kilometres off the main road, just south of Popa, along with a proud sign boasting ‘German hospitality’. It is unclear if this is intended as an enticement or a warning, but the author generally prefers Namibian hospitality.

Suclabo has a swimming pool, restaurant, bar, and a variety of bungalows – which seem to be in a perpetual state of building. The newest of these boast air-conditioning and a view. River trips and fishing excursions by motor boat can be organised by the lodge, as can drives into Mahango National Park. The paddle-yourself canoe trips sound like a treat, as the manager will tell you where the hippos are, presumably so you can avoid them. A boat is being converted into a floating bar, and perhaps in a few years, when all the building work has finished, Suclabo will be a super camp.

Rates: bungalows around N$240 single, N$180 per person sharing. Breakfast costs N$25, lunch N$15, dinner N$40–60 plus dessert for N$10. Boat trips N$30 per person per hour. Camping is also available for N$25 per person.

Ngepi Camp & Canoe Signposted from the road between Suclabo and Ndhovu, by two large red bananas on a signpost (perhaps canoes at one stage), this is 4km off the road, along a track that really needs negotiating with a high-clearance vehicle to avoid the sand traps.

Ngepi is a beautiful, green, grassy campsite by the river under some shady trees. Aside from the lawns, and shared ablutions, you can buy a cold drink at the bar, and hire a canoe.

Rates: N$2 for the camp site plus N$5 per person, plus N$5 for a vehicle. Firewood is N$5 and to hire a canoe is N$10 per person.

Ndhovu Lodge (8 twin tents/chalets) 

The lodge is now ably run by Lee Dekker and Lance Wilson, after the owners, Roy and Lyn Vincent, moved to Swakopmund to run the office from there.

There are six Meru-style walk-in tents on one side of the lodge, and a further two small wooden chalets on the other. All are well kept with good fabrics and have en-suite facilities set back behind the bedroom. One of the chalets is a ‘honeymoon’ suite, and hence has a double bed and a bath (with a story belonging to it, if you ask Lance) rather than a shower.

All have solar electricity from battery-powered storm lanterns. Some of the tents are a little closer together than ideal. All have roofs that are shielded from the sun to keep cool in the summer. The wooden chalets come into their own during the winter though, when they are much warmer than the tents. 

Activities available include boat trips down the river, and 4WD excursions into the nearby Mahango National Park. Sadly the main building at Ndhovu was gutted by fire in late ’97, though it re-opened a few months later.

Rates: N$365 single, N$250 per person sharing, including breakfast. Activities are extra, expect about N$75 for a game drive or a boat trip.

Caprivi Community Campsites With the backing of the government, and the help of Namibia’s pioneer of community development/conservation schemes, the IRDNC (see page 40), several communities along the Caprivi Strip are starting to open small, remote campsites near their settlements. These are broadly based on the modus operandi of the camps that have helped to rejuvenate both the game and many local communities within the Kaokoveld. Supporting these, by staying there and paying for their crafts, and their skills as guides to the local area, is a very practical way that the visitor can help channel some money directly back into the poorest of rural communities. Most of the sites will only have rudimentary camping sites and simple ablutions – suiting self-contained 4WD camping trips which have their own food and supplies.

One of the first, at N//goabaca, opened in May ’97 on the eastern bank of Okavango River, south of the Divundu bridge. The turn-off for this is about 5km from the bridge, and the camp is about 3km from road. N//goabaca (see page 399 for an explanation of the obliques in N//goabaca) is a particularly interesting camp, as it is run by Kxoe Bushmen, many of whom were employed by the South African Army as trackers and scouts during the war. They have subsequently found themselves economically and politically marginalized. Thus they need all the help that visitors can give them to encourage them to put a higher value on their traditional skills and crafts.

Several other camps are due to open over the next few years, so watch for the signposts as you cross the Caprivi Strip.

Excursions into Botswana
At the southern end of Mahango lies Namibia’s Mohembo border post, followed by a new Botswana customs and immigration post, just north of Shakawe. These are generally quiet posts; both sides seem pleasant and efficient, and open 06.00–18.00. Botswana’s programme of tarring roads has been fast, and you can drive all the way to Maun on tar.

If you’ve thought of visiting Botswana’s Okavango Delta, then when you drive across the Caprivi Strip it can feel so near, and yet so far. However, just south of Mahango, within Botswana, are a couple of small camps which are close enough to reach whilst crossing the Caprivi Strip. They offer a taste of the Okavango Delta, within easy reach of Namibia.

Drotsky’s Cabins (8 chalets) PO Box 115, Shakawe, Botswana

About 23km south of the border, and just 2km off the road, Drotsky’s can be reached with a 2WD, though the last 2km needs driving carefully. It has been run for years by the delightful Jan and Eileen Drotsky, and their family, who have seen the Shakawe area change from a remote outpost to a thriving little town.

Drotsky’s Cabins stands on a high bank, overlooking the river, which is already several kilometres wide. Below is a network of deepwater channels and large beds of papyrus. It’s excellent for birdwatching or fishing, though there’s little game around except for hippos and crocodiles. Come here to see a classic panhandle environment, and to stay at one of Botswana’s most genuine lodges.

Rates: BP590 per person sharing including meals and activities, but no transfers.

Nxamaseri Lodge (6 chalets) PO Box 23, Maun, Botswana

Nxamaseri is about 55km south of the border and 7km from the main road, but there are no signposts or indications of its existence. It is a true shallow-water delta lodge, built on seasonal floodplains at the edge of the Okavango Delta and overlooking permanent side-channels. At the camp expect solid bungalows with thatched roofs, tiled floors, and great fabrics. They are open at the front, though the beds are well shielded by large mosquito nets, and are linked by a series of raised wooden walkways to an open-sided thatched bar and dining area.

Nxamaseri opened in 1981, and is one of the oldest and prettiest camps in the Delta. You must always arrange your stay here in advance, and most people reach the lodge by flying into its private airstrip. However, you can arrange beforehand for the camp to collect you from the main road, and transfer you to the lodge by 4WD vehicle and boat.

Rates: US$250 per person sharing including meals and activities, but no transfers.

Mahango National Park
2WD/4WD. Entrance fees: N$10 per person and N$10 per vehicle. If you're going straight through on the main road, there is no charge.

This small reserve is tucked away in a corner of the Caprivi Strip, bounded by the Botswana border. It is bisected by one of the main roads between Namibia and Botswana, a wide gravel artery from which two game drives explore the area.

Though forming its eastern boundary, the Okavango River is also the focus of this reserve. The eastern loop road passes beside the river and is normally the better one for game. Here the river forms channels between huge, permanent papyrus reedbeds. Adjacent are extensive floodplain areas, where you’re quite likely to spot red lechwe or sable, relatively scarce but beautiful antelope which seem to thrive here.

Beside these, on the higher and drier land of the bank, are wide belts of wild date palm-forest, as well as the lush riverine vegetation that you’d expect. Further from the river are dry woodlands and acacia thickets, dotted with a few large baobabs. This rich variety of greenery attracts an impressive range of animals including the water-loving buffalo, elephant, sable, reedbuck, bushbuck, waterbuck and the more specialist red lechwe and sitatunga. Good numbers of hippo and crocodile are also present.

Mahango is a great favourite with birdwatchers; more species can be found here than in any other park in Namibia. This variation should come as no surprise, as the reserve has one of Namibia’s few wetland habitats, adjacent to large stretches of pristine Kalahari sandveld. Thus many water-loving ducks, geese, herons, plovers, egrets, kingfishers, and various waders occur here, along with the dry-country birds that you’ll find in the rest of Namibia. Okavango specialities like the slaty egret can sometimes be spotted, and for many birds – including the lesser jacana, coppery-tailed coucal, and racket-tailed roller – Mahango marks the western limit of their distributions.

Amongst the larger species, the uncommon western-banded snake eagles occur, though black-breasted and brown snake eagles are more frequently seen. Similarly, the park’s Pel’s fishing owls are rare compared with its marsh, giant eagle, and spotted owls. 

When to visit
As with most parks, the game varies with the season. The dry season, July to October, tends to be better as the riverfront is at its busiest with animals drinking. Sometimes the park is inundated with elephants and buffalo. During the summer rains (from November to April) the big game here can be disappointing. Visiting in early March in 1990, the highlight of my day's game viewing was a distant kudu, and a snatched glimpse of fleeing sable. Whilst game densities have improved since then, the vegetation is still thick and the animals elusive. However, summer migrants like the exquisite carmine bee-eaters are then in residence, making this the perfect time for birdwatching here.

Where to stay
There are no facilities in Mahango, so most people stay in one of the lodges or restcamps between the park and Popa.

What to see and do
Game drives
There are two game drives to explore, both branching from the main road about 800m south of the northern entrance to the park. The better, eastern road, which is good gravel, soon overlooks the floodplain, passing a picnic spot before returning to the main road farther south. The western course, suitable for high-clearance 4WDs only, follows a sandy omuramba away from the river, before splitting after about 10.7km. The right fork continues along the omuramba, terminating at a water-hole, while the left rejoins the main road again 19km later.

Bush walking
One real bonus is that walking in the park is officially encouraged. However beware – the summer's lush growth is far too thick to walk safely in, so better to visit when the plants and shrubs have died down during the winter and you are able to see for a good distance around you. Then you can get out of the car and go for it, but watch for the elephants, buffalo and occasional lion. (For comments on walking safely in the bush, see Driving and camping in the bush, page 90.)

	THE CAPRIVI STRIP
	


The Caprivi Strip’s nerve-centre, Katima Mulilo, is closer to Lusaka, Harare or Gaborone than it is to Windhoek, and in many ways this region is more like the countries which surround it than like the rest of Namibia. For example, note the different designs of the rondavels and villages as you travel through. Some are identical to those in eastern Zimbabwe, while others resemble the fenced-in kraals in Botswana. Even the local language used in the schools, the Caprivi's lingua franca, is the Lozi language – as spoken by the Lozi people of Zambia.

Situated on the banks of the Zambezi, Katima Mulilo is a very lively, pleasant town with a bustling market and most of the facilities that you are likely to need. Away from the main town, the region has two established national parks, Mamili and Muumuu. These are both lush, riverside reserves with increasing numbers of animals, and a very bright future. Sadly, the Caprivi Game Park has still to live up to its name, having been badly abused during the war of independence and largely ignored since then. Right on the area’s eastern tip, relying mainly on the riverside attractions of Botswana’s Chobe National Park, several new lodges are now springing up.

History of the strip
On the map, the Caprivi Strip appears to be a strange appendage of Namibia rather than a part of it. It forms a strategic corridor of land, linking Namibia to Zimbabwe and Zambia, but seems somehow detached from the rest of the country. The region's history explains why.

When Germany annexed South West Africa (Namibia) in 1884, it prompted British fears that they might try to link up with the Boers, in the Transvaal, and thus drive a wedge between these territories and cut the Cape off from Rhodesia. Out of fear, the British negotiated an alliance with Khama, a powerful Tswana king, and proclaimed the Protectorate of Bechuanaland – the forerunner of modern Botswana. At that time, this included the present-day Caprivi Strip. Geographically this made sense if the main reason for Britain's claim was to block Germany's expansion into central Africa.

Meanwhile, off Africa's east coast, Germany laid claim to Zanzibar. This was the end game of the colonial ‘scramble for Africa’, which set the stage for the Berlin Conference of July 1890. Then these two colonial powers sat down in Europe to reorganise their African possessions with strokes of a pen.

Britain agreed to sever the Caprivi from Bechuanaland and give control of it to Germany, to add to their province of South West Africa (now Namibia). Germany hoped to use it to access the Zambezi's trade routes to the east, and named it after the German Chancellor of the time, Count George Leo von Caprivi. In return for this (and also the territory of Heligoland), Germany ceded control of Zanzibar to Britain, and agreed to redefine South West Africa's eastern border with Britain’s Bechuanaland.

At the end of World War II the land was again incorporated into Bechuanaland, but in 1929 it was again returned to South West Africa, then under South African rule. Hence it became part of Namibia.

Driving across the strip
The main B8 road from Rundu to Katima, known as the Golden Highway, has always been gravel – which was fine for 2WD cars, though its bad potholes and fine dust cause many accidents. In the last year this has been tarred, and it is now possible to drive from Katima Mulilo to Rundu entirely on tar.

A word of warning though. Do not underestimate the distances on the Caprivi: they are deceptively long. Driving in one day from Victoria Falls or Kasane to Mudumu, or from Katima Mulilo to Popa Falls, or from Mudumu to Rundu, are the maximum distances that you should attempt as part of a normal holiday trip.

Rundu to Divundu: 204km
This section of the road makes a pleasant drive, as it is often surrounded by green, irrigated fields with the Okavango River as a backdrop. The entry point to the Caprivi Game Park is a bridge over the Okavango.

A few hundred yards before the river the road forks. The right goes to Botswana, via Popa Falls and Mahango. Just after the fork, on the left of the Popa road, is a useful service station which usually has petrol and diesel. This may not seem like a very important place, but it is the only reliable source of fuel for hundreds of kilometres.

Fork left on to the bridge (which always used to be referred to as the Bagani Bridge) and there’s usually a small checkpoint. This puzzles many: why maintain it? It is just a hut by the bridge. But consider the importance of that one bridge over the Okavango, and you will realise why the checkpoint remains.

Okavango River View Restcamp Out on a limb, there’s a restcamp about 5km north of the main B8. It is reached just opposite the turning south into Kaudom, signposted Kaudom and Sigaretti, about 111km from Rundu. The author would welcome any news on this new camp. It seems ideally situated for those (many) who misjudge just how bad the road going north, out of Kaudom, is going to be.

Divundu to Kongola: 191km
The map shows that a large chunk of the Caprivi Strip is taken up by the Caprivi Strip Game Reserve. The Golden Highway bisects this undeveloped park which, while it is home to much wildlife, has no facilities and no marked game-viewing side roads. Most visitors just pass through, saving their time for other parks, as the game seems to avoid the main road. The most that you can usually see is a few raptors aloft and the occasional elephant dropping on the road – but drive carefully in case something does appear on the road.

Because it borders on Angola, this area was very sensitive and controlled by the military for many years. Now only two control posts remain to remind you of Caprivi's past troubles: one at Bagani and another at Kongola. You do not need any permits to cross the strip and the people manning the control posts will usually just ask where you are going and wave you on with a smile.

There are only two larger settlements within this park: the Omega Shopping Centre, 70km from Bagani, and Babatwa (with a Baptist Mission Church), 23km further on. Neither township is large, and few visitors stop at either but they might be helpful in an emergency. Aside from these, this game reserve is very sparsely populated. One interesting stop should be:

Kxoe Cultural Village
This community development project, being built at Omega III (about 60km west of the Kwando), is due to open around the end of 1998. It is promised as a showcase for some aspects of the Kxoe people’s traditional culture, probably including information and demonstrations of their food, medicines, dancing and traditional healing ceremonies. Like Lizauli, this is run by the people for the people’s benefit, and so is well worth supporting.

Kongola to Katima Mulilo: 110km
Kongola used to be like Bagani, just a small hut by the bridge over the river Kwando. Now the bridge has become a large tar-and-concrete structure, so perhaps we should expect Kongola to expand similarly. About 5.5km east of the bridge is small group of buildings, including a convenient bottle stall, and 1.5km later is the Engen fuel station and a turn-off to the south, signposted Sangwali and Lianshulu. The sign also notes that the next fuel stop along this road is at Linyanti, 122km away.

Continuing towards Katima the road becomes busier, with more people around. About 40km from Katima there is a collection of people selling wooden elephants, which are worth a stop if you have the time.

Kwando River area
The southern border of eastern Caprivi is defined rather indistinctly along the line of the Kwando, the Linyanti and the Chobe Rivers. These are actually the same river in different stages. The Kwando comes south from Angola, meets the Kalahari's sands, and forms a swampy region of reedbeds and waterways called the Linyanti swamps. (To confuse names further, locals refer to sections of the Kwando above Lianshulu as ‘the Mashi’.)

These swamps form the core of Mamili National Park. In good years a river emerges from here, called the Linyanti, and flows northeast into Lake Liambezi. It starts again from the eastern side of Lake Liambezi, renamed the Chobe. This beautiful river has a short course before it is swallowed into the mighty Zambezi, which continues over the Victoria Falls, through Lake Kariba, and eventually discharges into the Indian Ocean.

To explore any of these areas on your own, ensure that you have the relevant 1:250,000 maps from the Surveyor General (Nos.1723, 1724, 1823 and 1824), a compass and the normal tourist map of Namibia. Combine these with local guidance and you will find some interesting areas. The MET has staff in Katima, who may be able to help you with specific information: tel: 0677 3027. If you are really heading off into Mamili, then you should have some back-up help (eg: a second 4WD vehicle) and a GPS might be very useful.

Kongola
Though a large dot on most maps, this is a small settlement. About 7km east of the B8 bridge over the Kwando, there is a large Engen fuel station (incorporating a little post office and shop) at the main road’s junction with the D3511. Nearby is Mashi Crafts, a local community craft centre selling curios made by the local Kxoe community. It specialises in traditional baskets, beadwork, and East Caprivian reed mats and carvings. The centre is open Monday to Friday from May to July, and on Monday, Wednesday and Friday during the rest of the year. 

From here the D3511 heads south past a number of lodges that line the Kwando river, passing deep inside Mudumu National Park, and skirting Mamili, before turning back towards Katima. About 126km from the B8 turn-off is the village of Linyanti, where there’s often petrol available, and it is then a further 90km or so back to Katima.

A few kilometres west of the Engen station is a turn-off south to Mazambala Island Lodge, and beyond that is a large, new bridge over the Kwando – tangible proof, in tar and concrete, that the Caprivi is regarded as a major trade artery of the future.

Susuwe Triangle area
To the west of the Kwando River and the east of the Caprivi Game Park is a narrow triangle of land. It is wide in the north, but becomes narrower towards the Botswana border. It is known as ‘the triangle’, ‘the Susuwe Triangle’ or ‘the Golden Triangle’, and though outside any current park, it is rich in game.

To explore this you’ll need a 4WD, and some detailed maps. Before you start, turn north from the western end of the Kongola Bridge, following the sign to ‘Information at Susuwe’. About 3km along this road is the MET rangers’ station. You must check in here and obtain permission before entering the area, and it’s also wise to ask their advice on what you plan to do. There’s also a bush airstrip here.

One of the most popular spots is Nambwe Campsite, 14km south of the main road, on the western bank of the Kwando. (The turn-off is opposite the turning north to Susuwe.) Just follow the track from near the bridge that runs south, parallel to the river. It has no facilities, but plenty of game.

Well worth visiting is Horseshoe Lagoon, about 5km south of Nambwe, which is a stunning ox-bow lake with excellent game. Note that there is no camping allowed here.

Kubunyana Camp (6 twin tents) PO Box 67, Katima Mulilo

A few kilometres north of Nambwe, a signposted side-track leads to an island called Kubunyana, which has been developed by Andre Birkenstock – a local GP in Katima who has an excellent reputation in the area for his attitudes towards conservation.

Kubunyana consists of two different sites, each of which has three large twin-bed tents, which are simple but comfortable. There are communal showers and toilets, a braai, and a kitchen with cutlery. You’ll need a 4WD to reach the camp, but once here canoes, boat trips, game drives and walks can be organised.

Rates: N$400 for six people, less for smaller groups if willing to share a site. Canoes N$25 per hour, drives N$55 per person, guided walks N$25 per person.

Mudumu National Park
The more northerly of the region's two new reserves, Mudumu, covers 850km² of riverine forest south of Kongola, either side of the D3511. Bordered by the Kwando River on the west, the reserve has good populations of a large variety of animals. Together with Mamili and the Triangle, Mudumu is notable for its buffalo (otherwise uncommon in Namibia), roan and sable antelope (both generally uncommon species), the water-loving lechwe and sitatunga, and often large herds of elephant. 

Mudumu can be explored on foot or by 4WD, though don't expect much organisation or many clearly marked game drives. To stay here, the choice is either an unfenced campsite with river water and basic sanitation, Nakatwa Nature Conservation Camp, or one of the lodges by the river. If you opt to camp, then follow the signs to the camp and note that the reserve, which is not fenced or clearly demarcated, borders on to hunting areas. Ask the scouts exactly where the boundaries are.

Mamili Reserve
This unfenced swampland reserve of about 350km² was created shortly before independence and consists largely of marshland, veined by a network of reed-lined channels. It includes two large islands: Nkasa and Lupala. Together with Mudumu National Park, it has the vast majority of Namibia's population of sitatunga, red lechwe and puku.

Mamili is located in the southwest corner of the eastern Caprivi Strip, where the Kwando sharply changes direction to become the Linyanti. As yet there are no facilities for visitors and few passable roads, even with a 4WD. The MET issues camping permits, so check with them for the latest information and buy one before you leave Windhoek or Katima Mulilo.

Approaching along the D3511, the turn off to Mamili National Park is at Sangwali village. This community, together with the nearby villages of Samudono and Nongozi are in the process of setting up a conservancy in their area just outside the park, and plan to develop a simple campsite there. There is already a small graft stall, Sheshe Crafts, about 4km from the D3511 as you head into Mamili. This sells locally-produced baskets, carvings, reed mats and some very authentic fishing traps.

If you really want to see Mamili, and don’t have a small expedition, then the easiest way is probably to stay on the other side of the river, in one of several exclusive camps in Botswana. Selinda, Linyanti, DumaTau and King’s Pool are all in this area, overlooking the park from Botswana.

Where to stay
There are now several camps, all accessed from the D3511, including:

Mazambala Island Lodge (4 twin chalets) PO Box 1935, Ngweze–Katima Mulilo

The turn-off to Mazambala is a few kilometres east of the Kongola Bridge across the Kwando. It opened in June ’97 and is run by the capable Salome Visser. Mazambala is about 4km south of the B8, along a dirt road that may be difficult during the rains.

The lodge consists of bar and dining area, and four chalets. Each chalet is small and thatched, with netting windows, twin beds, nice fabrics, and an en-suite shower and toilet. Candles and a torch are provided, as there’s no electricity anywhere here. It’s all rustic and simple, yet quite stylish.

There are several campsites, all spread out. Most have vehicle access. One is small and private, while others are designed more for groups. Numbers are strictly limited. Meals are available on request, as are boat rides, mokoro (dug-out canoe) trips, and game drives, though these are generally a less organised affair than those at the lodges further south on the Kwando.

Rates: N$180 single, N$150 per person sharing, including breakfast. Camping is N$30 per person. Lunch costs $25, dinner $40.

Open Skies Campsite P Bag 1072, Ngweze–Katima Mulilo

Open Skies Campsite is clearly signposted 26km south of the Katima-Kongola road, along the D3511, and then 3km west from that. It has a few simple buildings under which you can eat and drink, standing by the Kwando amidst grass and shady trees.

The camp’s caretakers have been very helpful and pleasant whenever visited, but the owner, Chris Liebenberg, who also runs ‘extended safaris into Namibia, Zambia, Victoria Falls and Botswana’, has always remained elusive. 

There are two-person bungalows planned, as well as boat trips, game drives, guided walks and cooked meals. It should be possible to arrange these if you book in advance, but casual visitors should treat this as just a campsite: ideal if you have your own food and camping kit, but like having toilets and a bar nearby.

Rates: Camping N$35 per person.

Namushasha Lodge (10 chalets) PO Box 21182, Windhoek

Standing above the Kwando on a high bank, Namushasha overlooks the Caprivi Game Park. It is well signposted, 16km off the B8 along the D3511, and then 4km west off that, along its own drive. Note that the final kilometre of this is up and over a sandy ridge; fine for saloon cars if driven carefully.

Namushasha has 8 two-person chalets (some doubles, some twins) with en-suite facilities, and two family rooms that use separate showers and toilets. All have mosquito nets and rustic netted windows with roll blinds. These are fine, although sturdier beds and the removal of the unattractive carpet tiles would improve them.

There’s a comfortable bar/lounge area, partly under thatch, and a separate dining room, all overlooking the river and park beyond. Nearby is a large splash pool, with dugout canoes modified into poolside seats, and lots of well-watered green lawns all around the lodge.

Activities include boat trips down the Kwando River and game drives in the Caprivi Game Park opposite. More energetic visitors will also appreciate a self-guided walking trail which circles the riverbank near camp, extending about 2.5km. Namushasha is in most respects a first-class camp, although its rooms could easily be better. Note that it does allow day visitors to drop in for lunch, or the odd game drive or boat trip.

Rates: N$580 single, N$550 per person sharing, including all meals and two activities per day.

Lianshulu Lodge (10 chalets) PO Box 142, Katima Mulilo

Lianshulu was one of Namibia’s first private lodges to be built inside a national park. In the 1970s there was an old hunting lodge here but, when Mudumu Reserve was created in 1990, the lodge was taken over by Marie Holstenson and Grant Burton. They came from running Tsaro Lodge in the Okavango and their experience gradually made Lianshulu into one of the country’s best lodges.

The lodge stands on the banks of the Kwando River, about 5km down a good bush track off the D3511, 40km from the B8 turn-off. Accommodation is in one of ten thatched A-frame bungalows (the new honeymoon suites are the best), complete with en-suite facilities, a veranda overlooking the river, and lots of space. Meals are normally eaten together with the managers and guides in the dining-room/bar area, and the food is amongst the best in the region.

Excursions vary from game walks and drives through Mudumu, to exploring the river's channels afloat. A day's visit to Mamili can sometimes be organised as a special trip. Because the guides have a detailed local knowledge, there is no better way to explore these reserves. 

In the last few years the lodge has been very busy and often full. Sadly Grant and Marie left in 1997; they proved a hard act to follow. After changes of management and a period of upheaval, the lodge is now settling down. In the latter half of ’98, Lianshulu has opened a new bush camp, about 2km downstream from the main lodge. It is hoped that some of the old magic may return there. Lianshulu still has no reliable phone, so can be difficult to contact. Their booking sheets are held by Namibia Mirages, tel: 061 214744; fax: 061 214746.

Rates: US$221 single, US$135 sharing, including meals and activities, for the lodge or camp

Lizauli Traditional Village
This small village is well signposted on the D3511, just to the north of Lianshulu, and is an important attraction for visitors. N$20 is charged as an entrance fee, and visitors are guided around the village where traditional arts and crafts are being practised. Aside from the fascination of the actual attractions, an iron forge, a grain store, and various carvers and basket weavers, a visit here gives a good opportunity to sit down and talk to some local people about their way of life. This is just one of several important community projects in this area.

Conservation projects
The solution tried here is simple: to link the success of the lodge and the National Park with direct economic benefits for the local community, and thus to promote conservation of the local wildlife. 

The problem with many national parks in Africa has been that the surrounding local communities feel little benefit from the tourists. However, they are affected by the park's animals, which raid their crops and kill their livestock. Thus the game animals are regarded as pests, and killed for their meat and skins whenever possible.

In the Mudumu area the need to involve the communities in conservation is being directly addressed in at least four projects: the community game-guard scheme, the bed-night levy, the Lizauli Traditional Village, and the thatching grass project.

The first employs local game-guards, recruited from the local villages, to stem poaching and educate about conservation. They are paid by grants from the US, WWF and Namibia's own Endangered Wildlife Trust. 

Secondly, there is a nominal charge per bed-night on the reserve's visitors (already included in Lianshulu's prices) which goes directly to the communities most affected by the park. This aims to compensate for any loss of crops or stock caused by wild animals, and show that the wildlife can be of direct financial benefit to the local people.

Thirdly, Lizauli Traditional Village is an attraction by which the local people themselves can earn money directly from visitors. This inevitably depends upon the flow of visitors through the reserve. Thus more animals should mean more visitors and hence more income for the village – so the local people benefit financially if the area's wildlife is preserved.

Finally, in 1994 Grant from Lianshulu started a scheme to transport thatching grass from the area further south, where there is a strong demand for its use in thatching new safari lodges and chalets. Drive down the D3511 during the late dry season to see the success of this. Now people will come from all over Namibia to buy grass from the roadside here. The local communities all collect and bundle it, knowing that there’s plenty of demand and it will sell. It is, of course, a truly sustainable resource, which can only be produced if the local communities continue to conserve the environment.

Katima Mulilo
Established originally by the British in 1935, Katima is the regional capital of the eastern Caprivi. It replaced the old German centre of Schuckmannsburg, which now consists of just a police post, a clinic and a few huts. Collectors of trivia note that the taking of Schuckmannsburg, on September 22 1914, was the first allied occupation of German territory during World War I.

Katima is a large town with good facilities, beautifully placed on the banks of the Zambezi. There is an open central square, dotted with trees and lined with useful places like the Katima Supermarket, the Ngwezi bottle stall, and the Ngwezi post office.

Recently, as western Zambia has started to open up, Katima has taken on the role of frontier town: a base for supplies and communication for the new camps on the Upper Zambezi river in Zambia. It has just a little of the wild-west air that Maun used to have a decade ago, when it was remote and the hub of the Okavango’s safari industry.

Getting organised
The square also doubles as a stop for buses into Katima. For those needing car repairs, Katima Toyota is next to the Caltex Garage, just off the square. Just behind the square you will find the Air Namibia office, and the Butchy-Butchy Bakery which sells good fresh bread.

The Windhoek Bank here even has an auto teller, but don't expect foreign credit cards to work. Note that none of the banks in Katima are good at dealing with Zambian currency; they usually refuse to either buy or sell Kwacha. For this you will usually need to cross the border and exchange currency with local traders on the Zambian side.

Getting there
By air
About 18km west of town is the M’Pacha airport. This receives the odd private flight for Lianshulu or Namushasha, and several services a week from Air Namibia. These call at Windhoek, Mokuti Lodge, and Katima Mulilo, before continuing to Victoria Falls. Flights from Katima to Mokuti cost N$528, to Windhoek N$780 and to Victoria Falls a bargain N$364.

By road
Katima is about 69km from the Ngoma border post, and with only one road through the Caprivi Strip, hitching, at least as far as Grootfontein or Kasane in Botswana, is relatively easy. Lifts to Victoria Falls and Etosha have also been reported.

The NamVic shuttle bus stops at the truckstop at 09.30 on Friday on its way to the Falls, and at 15.30 on Sunday on its way back to Windhoek. Book in Windhoek: tel: 061 248185; fax: 061 248185; cell: 081 124 7297. Also see page 107 for more details.

To and from Zambia
To reach the Zambian border, continue west past the Zambezi Lodge until the tar turns left towards Rundu. Instead of following it, continue straight on to a gravel road for about 6km, passing the (unpleasant) rubbish dump. The border post here at Wenella opens 06.00–18.00 every day.

Sesheke, the small Zambian settlement near the border, is split in half by the Zambezi. Either side makes Katima look like a thriving metropolis in comparison. Namibian dollars can usually be changed into Zambian Kwacha here (try the green building with the Coca-Cola sign, opposite the Chuma Kweseka grocers), before continuing on the long gravel road north to Ngonye Falls and ultimately to Mongu.

Where to stay
Zambezi Lodge (27 twin/double rooms) PO Box 98

Zambezi Lodge is a few hundred metres off the main road as it enters Katima from Ngoma. It is the area's best hotel, boasting a swimming pool, restaurant and even a floating bar (which closes lamentably early).

Flame trees and bougainvillaea line the lodge’s drive, while to your right is the town's golf course. Inside, the hotel is bright, efficient and has expanded considerably since it began. It caters mainly for visitors who stop for a night, and though the service at its open-air restaurant is sharp and attentive, its chefs seem too used to mass catering to produce anything outstanding. But there’s always a swim in the floodlit pool, or even a sauna, to make you feel better.

The rooms are spread out east in a long row along the river. The nearer rooms have been refurbished in a modern, quite German, style. Tiled floors and walls throughout, en-suite toilet/shower, basic air-con, minimalist desk and chair, direct-dial phone and tea/coffee-making facilities. They are quite large and comfortable, with a wide double patio door overlooking the river. Family rooms are available, but of a much lower standard. We are assured that they are due to be refurbished soon.

The Zambezi Lodge is pleasant, efficient and ideal for a one-night stop. However, its activities are limited to short cruises on the river, and it lacks the character or activities to entice visitors to stay longer.

Rates: N$260 single, N$160 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Hippo Lodge (23 twin rooms) PO Box 1120

Situated east of town (and just beyond the turn to Caprivi Cabins), Hippo Lodge opened in 1989 and is 2km off the main road. It has some of the lushest gardens in Namibia and a gaggle of aggressive geese, which don't reflect the lodge's relaxed atmosphere at all. This is a very laid-back place.

Hippo's rooms are carpeted, with brick walls and thatched roof. All are built in a line overlooking the river, with a couple of chairs in front of each. The rooms have en-suite shower and toilet, mosquito nets and fans – perfectly adequate, but slightly dingy and in need of sprucing up.

Basic meals are available, and there is a pool to swim in, surrounded by green lawns and colourful herbaceous borders. Canoes are available for residents to explore the river, at their own risk.

Rates: N$180 single, N$130 per person sharing, N$ 340 for a family room taking four. Includes breakfast. Camping is also available for N$20 per person.

Guinea Fowl Inn 

This seedy hotel is easily found by following the ‘guinea fowl’ signs behind the back of the police station, just west of the Zambezi Lodge.

Guinea Fowl Inn has a lovely situation, with its back facing lawns which slope down to the Zambezi. Unfortunately, its small rooms have thin, prefabricated walls, and often separate showers or baths. Mosquito nets and fans are provided, but little else. There is a simple restaurant here serving breakfast, lunch and dinner, to the lower end of the local market, and the odd budget traveller who has no camping equipment.

Though this Inn has changed hands several times in the last few years, it has improved little. It still gives the impression that rooms may be hired by the hour.

Rates: N$110 single, N$70 per person sharing, including breakfast.

Caprivi Cabins (8 chalets) PO Box 2029, Ngwezi – Katima Mulilo

Run by Trix van der Spuy, and well-signposted about 800m off the main road just east of the Zambezi Lodge, Caprivi Cabins opened in September ’97. It should become a firm favourite if it continues as well as it has been built. Though dry and dusty when seen, the bare earth was being watered outside its thatched chalets – to encourage lawns to start growing. Inside the chalets are cool stone floors, twin beds with quilts, stocked mini-bar/fridges, clean tiled bathrooms, and even direct-dial telephones. The lodge seems to welcome children, offering to set up small igloo tents outside the chalets of parents.

Locals in Katima have discovered the cuisine on offer here, which is served in a large dining area with high thatched ceiling, TV, bar, and a captivating fish tank. (For evening meals starters are around N$15, main courses about N$40–50 for steaks with chips and vegetables.) So don’t expect the place all to yourself.

For most of the year there is also the option of an open thatched area with tables overlooking the Zambezi. The energetic can use the small gym and plunge pool, or allow Trix to arrange fishing trips on the river, using the small twin-engined boat that is moored at the cabins. Caprivi Cabins is a super place to stop, provided its standards remain as high.

Rates: N$200 single, N$250 double, breakfast N$20 extra per person.

Zambezi Lodge camping PO Box 98

At present, campers can stay on the west side of the lodge for N$25 per person. With the lodge expanding, it was anticipated that the camping area would soon move, perhaps to where the golf club is now. In any case, expect to find some camping facilities somewhere around the Zambezi Lodge ...

Kalizo Restcamp (6 chalets and camping) PO Box 1854, Ngweze – Katima Mulilo

Kalizo Restcamp is family-run and stands on the banks of the Zambezi, about 25km downstream from Katima. To reach it, drive 13km from Katima towards Ngoma (about 56km from Ngoma), until Kalizo is clearly signposted off left. Currently, this is where tar stops and the gravel road starts. Then follow the signs for an increasingly sandy 5km – inexperienced drivers may need a high-clearance vehicle.

Scattered around lovely green lawns, Kalizo’s six twin-bed thatched chalets are of an unusual octagonal design. They are well furnished and comfortable (one is a self-catering chalet, with cooking facilities), with reed mats, mosquito-netted windows and nice fabrics. They share separate, well-kept toilets and showers.

There’s always a bar open and meals are arranged on request. Much of the restcamp’s raison d’être seems to be tiger-fishing, and boats can be hired for N$70 per hour, or N$300 for a full day, including a guide and fuel. If you haven’t brought your own equipment, then add N$25 per person per day. Those who have will be pleased that there’s a good slipway. Kalizo makes a super sojourn if you have a 4WD and love fishing, but isn’t the easiest or most comfortable stop for a trip with a normal 2WD vehicle.

Rates: N$220 single, N$200 per person sharing, full board. N$390 per person including all meals and fishing activities. Camping is N$20 per person, 

Where to eat
If you are staying in Katima Mulilo, then you’ll probably eat at your lodge. Those who are just passing through might also consider:

The golf club

Close to the Zambezi Lodge, this serves breakfast, lunch, dinner and drinks. It is conveniently next to the place where the lodge’s new campsite is likely to be.

Zambezi take-away and mini-market

In the centre of town, near the stadium, this serves a wide range of snacks, pies and pre-prepared sandwiches.

Mad Dog McGee's (aka SOS club) PO Box 70, Katima Mulilo

Tucked away down a side street, between the Zambezi Lodge and the main town shopping centre, Mad Dog McGee's appears reactionary at first. However, it’s the busiest bar and restaurant in this frontier town, and attracts safari operators who come to Katima for supplies, as well as an assortment of interesting bush characters and travellers. 

Good lunches and dinners are served every day except Sunday, steaks and burgers being the house speciality, though vegetarian travellers might just use the swimming pool, pool tables and bar – and eat elsewhere. 

What to see and do
Katima has few intrinsic attractions, although the lodges along the Zambezi are very pleasant places to stay. If you do have time here, then use it for trips on the river, or as a base for longer expeditions into Mudumu, Mamili, the Upper Zambezi and Lake Liambezi.

Although closed when I last visited, the Caprivi Arts Centre (Olifant Street, Ngweze – Katima Mulilo, tel: 0677 3378) is a good outlet for the many local crafts and well worth visiting.

Excursions into Zambia
If you are planning your trip well in advance, or have your own 4WD, then several camps in western Zambia use Katima Mulilo as their base for operations. See the Guide to Zambia, in Further Reading.

Maziba Bay (6 chalets & camping) 

A few kilometres south of the Zambia’s spectacular Ngonye Falls (also called the Sioma Falls), Maziba Bay is on the western bank of the Zambezi River. It is about 110km north of Sesheke – about three hours’ driving along a graded gravel road – and is run by David and André Van de Merwe.

The main lodge is rustic and wooden, with a bar and deck area, overlooking a huge beach of fine white sand which stretches down to the Zambezi. It has six stunning thatched chalets, three on each of the promontories which surround its bay. These are large, rustic, and beautifully designed. There is a small swimming pool, a lounge/bar area, and an outdoor boma for braais.

Unlike many of the other river camps here, Maziba Bay isn’t just for fishing. It offers an impressive range of activities including white-water rafting, kayaking and canoe safaris on the river, as well as game drives into the wild Sioma Ngwezi National Park, and tiger-fishing trips.

Rates: US$225 single, US$175 per person sharing, including activities. Camping US$10.

Mutemwa Island Lodge (6 twin tents) 

About 50km north of Katima Mulilo, on Zambia’s Upper Zambezi, this is a small camp with a mainly South African clientele. Its tents are all built on individual teak decks, with en-suite shower and toilet at the back, and a small sitting area at the front overlooking the Zambezi. 

Mutemwa has a central bar, a thatched dining area and a swimming pool. Its activities include fishing, sundowner cruises, canoeing, and drives into Sioma Ngwezi National Park. Note that its prices depend on where you live.

Rates: US$105 per person sharing for Zimbabwe residents, R595 for other residents of the region, US$200 for international visitors, including activities and road transfers from Katima. Closed during heavy rains – January and February.

Lake Liambezi
This large, shallow lake is located between the Linyanti and Chobe rivers, about 60km south of Katima Mulilo. When full, it covers some 10,000ha, although it has been dry (something of a dustbowl) since 1985. People and cattle now populate its bed.

Lake Liambezi's main source of water used to be the river Linyanti, but after this has filtered through the swamps it seems unable to fill the lake, even in recent years of good rain. However, next time the Zambezi is in flood it may be able fill the lake either via the Bukalo Channel, which runs southwest from the river to the lake, or even via the Chobe river – which can actually reverse its flow.

There is one new community campsite planned in this area (page 446), in the new Salambala Conservancy.

Zambezi-Chobe confluence
Two rivers bound the eastern end of the Caprivi Strip: the Chobe to the south, and the Zambezi to the north. Their confluence is at the end of Impalila Island, at the eastern tip of Namibia. The Zambezi flows relentlessly to the sea but, depending on their relative heights, the Chobe either contributes to that, or may even reverse its flow and draw water from the Zambezi. Between the two rivers is a triangle of land, of about 700km², which is a mixture of floodplains, islands and channels which link the two rivers.

This swampy, riverine area is home to several thousand local people, mostly members of Zambia's Lozi tribe. (The main local languages here are Lozi and Sobia.) Most have a seasonal lifestyle, living next to the river channels, fishing and farming maize, sorghum, pumpkins and keeping cattle. They move with the water levels, transferring on to higher, drier ground as the waters rise.

Flora and fauna
The area's ecosystems are similar to those in the upper reaches of the Okavango Delta: deep-water channels lined by wide reedbeds and rafts of papyrus. Some of the larger islands are still forested with baobabs, water figs, knobthorne, umbrella thorn, mopane, pod mahogany, star chestnut and sickle-leafed albizia, while jackalberry and Chobe waterberry overhang the rivers, festooned with creepers and vines.

Because of hunting by the local population, large mammals are scarce. Most that do occur come over from Botswana’s Chobe National Park. Elephants and buffalo sometimes swim over, and even lion have been known to swim across into Namibia in search of the tasty-but-dim domestic cattle kept there.

Even when there are no large mammals here, the birdlife is spectacular. Large flocks of white-faced ducks congregate on islands in the rivers, African skimmers nest on exposed sandbanks, and both reed cormerants and darters are seen fishing or perching while they dry their feathers. Kingfishers are numerous, from the giant to the tiny pygmy, as are herons and egrets. However, the area’s most unusual bird is the unassuming rock pratincole with its black, white and grey body, which perches on the rocks of rapids, between hawking for insects in the spray.

Where to stay
The largest island in this area, Impalila Island, is at the very tip of Namibia. It gained notoriety during the ’80s as a military base for the SADF (South African Defence Forces), as it was strategically positioned within sight of Botswana, Zambia and Zimbabwe. It still boasts a 1,300m-long runway of smooth tar, but now its barracks are a secondary school, serving most of the older children in the area.

There is a customs and immigration post on Impalila, which opens from 07.00 to 17.00. The lodges here all use this, and are usually reached by a short boat transfer from Kasane in Botswana.

Impalila Island Lodge (8 double chalets) PO Box 70378, Bryanston 2021, South Africa

Situated on the northwest side of Impalila Island, overlooking the Zambezi’s Mowomba rapids, Impalila Lodge has in many ways brought the island to people’s attention.

Accommodation is in one of eight wooden chalets, each with twin beds or a king-size double. It is fairly luxurious, and was built by Karen and Dusty Rodgers and opened in December ’94. Much is made of polished local mukwa wood, with its natural variegated yellow and brown colours. The raised-up chalets have a square design, enclosing a bathroom in one corner, giving blissfully warm showers from instant water heaters. Below the high thatch ceilings are fans for warmer days, and mosquito nets for most nights. Large adjacent double doors open one corner of the room on to a wide wooden veranda, overlooking the rapids. These doors have an optional mosquito-net screen for when it’s hot, though are more usually glass. Being next to the river can be quite cold on winter mornings.

Activities at Impalila include guided motor boat trips on the Zambezi and Chobe: the Zambezi mainly for bird-watching and fishing, while the more distant Chobe also offers remarkable game-viewing on the edge of Botswana’s Chobe National Park. Mokoro trips explore the shallower channels, and even run the gentle rapids, whilst guided and independent walks are possible on the island. Superb fishing (especially for tiger-fish, best caught on a fly-rod) is all around, and the guides are relaxed enough to take beginners or experts out to try their luck.

The main part of the lodge is a large thatched bar/dining area built around a huge baobab, including a pool table and comfortable couches. This is open to the breeze, though can be sheltered when cold. The wooden pool deck has reclining loungers, umbrellas, and a great view of the river. Impalila’s food is excellent and candle-lit three- or four-course meals around the baobab make a memorable scene. It is a stylish, well-run lodge ideal for fishing, birding, or just relaxing, with the added bonus of game viewing from the river in Chobe.

Rates: N$1,090 single, N$845 per person sharing, including all meals and activities.

Open: All year except February.

Ichingo Chobe River Lodge (7 twin-bed tents) PO Box 55, Kasane, Botswana

First set up in ’93, Ichingo was the idea of Dawn and Ralph Oxenham. Ralph was originally working in Livingstone, when they both embarked upon their own canoe trip from Katima Mulilo to Livingstone for one holiday. Dawn overturned her canoe in the Muwomba rapids and, exhausted and frustrated, ended up staying on the island where she had scrambled ashore. That was Impalila Island, and the inspiration for starting a lodge here.

Initially managers ran Ichingo, but in ’96 Dawn and Ralph decided to refurbish and run it themselves. It stands on the south side of Impalila, just east of the Cresta Mowana and a few kilometres from Kasane. It overlooks quiet backwaters of some of the Chobe River’s rapids, and there is no noise from the mainland.

Ichingo’s accommodation is walk-in Meru tents, which are more rustic than Impalila’s chalets. The shower/basin/toilet are en suite, at the back under thatch, and there’s a balcony at the front, overlooking the river through thick vegetation.

Activities include game viewing, birdwatching and fishing from motor-boat trips, mokoro excursions, fly-fishing in rapids, and walks around the island and along nearby floodplains. Unusually for a bush lodge, the camp actively welcomes children, even when not accompanied by adults, as craft activities can usually be organised for them.

Ichingo’s large thatched bar and dining areas overlook rapids on Chobe River, and this relaxed, rustic camp makes a super base for river trips and game-viewing from boats along the Chobe River.

Rates: N$833 single, N$722 per person sharing (plus N$360 per extra child sharing), including all meals and activities. Open: All year.

King's Den (10 twin-bed chalets by water, 5 on land thatched) PO Box 98, Katima Mulilo

Owned by the owners of Zambezi Lodge in Katima, King’s Den overlooks the Chobe National Park. It is reached by taking a boat west from Kasane, and is nearer to this park than either of Impalila Island’s lodges. However, it is larger than them, as in addition to its 10 chalets, there is a 13-cabin riverboat, the Zambezi Queen, anchored (some say stuck) there. So while its site has potential, King’s Den fails to provide the intimate ‘small-lodge’ experience of Impalila or Ichingo.

Rates: N$1,000 single, N$800 per person sharing, including all meals and activities.

Ngoma border
The conversion of the gravel road from Katima to Ngoma into tar has been taking years. When you reach Ngoma, there’s little there apart from the border post, a smart office next to the bridge by the Chobe River. About 2km further on, over the river, Botswana's border post is a newer building perched high above the water. Both seem efficient, pleasant, and generally quiet. This crossing is fine for 2WD vehicles, and opens 06.00–18.00.

Beyond is a good gravel road to Kasane, which cuts through the Chobe National Park, or a choice of slower more scenic routes. One leads to Kasane, game-viewing along the Chobe riverfront; the other heads through forested and communal lands towards Savuti and Maun. Both the scenic options require park permits and a 4WD vehicle.

Salambala Community Campsite The turn-off for Salambala, off the main B8, is about 15km north of Ngoma or 46km south of Katima Mulilo. This is another of the Caprivi’s excellent community campsites. It has three separate pitches for tents and a fourth better suited to larger groups, each with a private flush toilet and a shower with hot water. All profits from this camp go back to the community.

Rates: N$25 per person.
[image: image21.png]Return to Index



