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Namibia

From free-roaming desert lions to dramatic mountainous vistas, 
 Namibia’s natural diversity will be the highlight of your African adventure 

Words: Simon Harrington
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It is little more than a shadow in 
the corner of my eye — a fleeting 
movement that doesn’t quite fit 
the knuckled, arid landscape 

of the sprawling Tsaris Mountains. 
Silhouetted against a sky of deepening 
orange, the gentle scuff of a hoof and a 
sharp, horse-like snort reveals what  
we have been searching for all day. 
In the maturing dusk stand five wild 
zebras — two adults, three foals. 

Our mid-afternoon trek begins as an 
excursion to explore the thriving flora 
rooted in the harsh plains of southern 
Namibia, but quickly changes focus 
when the expert eyes of our guide, 
sharpened by years in the field, spots 
a small herd of zebras on the horizon. 
As the group scrambles for binoculars, 

squinting into the setting sun, we 
change route with renewed energy, 
spurred by grand ambitions of an 
up-close equine encounter. 

Descending the winding mountain 
path, we navigate coarse, thorned 
bushels, rock-strewn walkways and past 
exulting quiver trees plucked straight 
from a Dr. Seuss novel. Beyond our 
immediate trail, brown plains and 
ridged peaks stretch as far as the eye 
can see, scarred by clumsy, man-made 
dirt roads. If there is one thing that 
truly inspires when visiting Namibia,  
it is this diverse natural landscape.

Neighbours South Africa, Botswana 
and Zambia might attract the lion’s 
share of attention when it comes 
to safari holidays, but the Kunene 

region of northern Namibia is the 
only location in the world that is 
home to native desert lions — the 
barren Skeleton Coast is where these 
predators prowl, and marks the point 
where rolling plains become ocean-
meeting desert. In Namibia, an off-road 
adventure will see you travelling from 
sub-tropical woodland to mountainous 
escarpments and towering sand dunes 
in a matter of hours. 

As the sun ebbs, the zebras continue 
to distance themselves from us. We 
reluctantly heed the advice of our 
weathered guide and make our way 
back to the Zebra River Lodge. Sitting 
at the base of the valley, the lodge is 
quaint, intimate and dramatic. At 
full capacity it accommodates just 36 

Wild things
Quiver trees (top) dot 
a landscape inhabited 
by desert lions and 
other fauna (bottom)
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guests, all housed in traditional flat 
stone lodges. It is not often that a lack 
of TV and phone reception is welcome, 
but in this case, it is a blessing. In the 
fading light, nothing but the slow, 
rhythmic clink of the farm’s water 
pump can be heard.

Dinner is served on the veranda 
as our South African host and lodge-
owner, Louis Fourie, recounts tales of 
lost bearings and leopard encounters in 
a the calm tone of someone who is used 
to living in the wilderness. The worst 
incident, he says, was one in which a 
badly broken ankle required his trekking 
party to be airlifted from a steep 
mountainside. I suggest that maybe a 
change of career is in order. “This is 
Africa,” he replies. “Once you’re bitten 
by the bug, there’s no going back.”

As I ponder whether he means this 
literally, my eyes are drawn to the 
lodge’s nearby watering hole. No more 
than five metres away stand the elusive 
zebras. The adults cautiously survey 

the area and dip their heads to drink 
and the foals clumsily follow suit. The 
futile hours spent tracking these elegant 
creatures may have offered dramatic 
views, but nothing rivals seeing them 
eye to eye. As more animals emerge 
from the darkness to feed their thirst,  
a heaving oasis comes into focus. 

Early the next morning we leave the 
lodge for a bumpy two-hour journey to 
Solitaire, a small settlement on the edge 
of the Namib-Naukluft National Park. 
This former farm ranch has a post office, 
bakery and petrol pump, making it the 
only public service station between 
the dunes of Sossusvlei in the southern 
Namib desert and the coastal city 
of Walvis Bay in the north. Aside from 
the occasional isolated farm, this is the 
only link to civilisation on a six-hour, 
400-kilometre route.

The vast remoteness of Solitaire is 
palpable. Distant mountains shimmer 
in the heat and dry, yellowing plains 
stretch indefinitely. In many ways, this 

amplified nothingness is the country’s 
main attraction. For a landmass the 
size of France and Germany combined, 
Namibia boasts a minute population 
of just over 2.2 million. It’s capital, 
Windhoek, accounts for less than 15 
percent of this total. Leave the cities 
and you’re more likely to bump into 
a galloping springbok than another 
human being, and that’s exactly why 
people come here.

Luckily, we are not in Solitaire to see 
people. We are here to see cheetahs. 
Adjacent to the settlement’s bakery 
sits the high-end Solitaire Guest Farm 
Desert Ranch, home to the Namib 
Carnivore Conservation Centre and its 
six semi-wild, ambassador cheetahs. I 
take a seat in one of the ranch’s rugged 
open-top off-roaders and absorb our 
guide’s advice. “You are not looking for 
the predators themselves,” she says. 
“You are looking for tiny movements 
that don’t fit the landscape, that’s what 
gives them away.”

Life in technicolour
(above) At sunset, 
distant mountains 
are illuminated in a 
riot of red and orange

"Distant mountains shimmer in the heat  
and dry, yellowing plains stretch indefinitely. 
In many ways, this amplified nothingness is  
the country’s main attraction”
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Our full jeep shudders into the 
conservation area and its passengers 
erupt into muffled mutterings and 
excited gestures. Unsurprisingly, our 
novice observations fail to pinpoint 
a single animal. We turn, instead, to 
the much more reliable radio-collar 
tracking. Each of the six resident 
cheetahs in the Carnivore Conservation 
Centre has been fitted with a collar 
to help track their movements to 
educate rangers and visitors about 
cheetah behaviour. We soon find the 
animals sheltering from the relentless 
midday sun in the shade of a stubby 
bushel, lethargic and well-fed. In this 
condition, it is easy to forget the raw 
power and natural conditioning of 
these predators.

There are times, however, when 
feline reflexes twitch. In an instant, the 
cheetahs move from sedentary to alert, 
and with penetrating eyes fixed on the 
jeep, they carve a fluid path through the 
tall grass with slinking shoulder blades 

and bared teeth. In these moments, 
the true nature of African wilderness 
is revealed. We may be observing 
two males in a (semi-) controlled 
environment, but their instincts remain 
intact: kill or be killed. Namibia is 
home to the largest population of 
cheetahs in the world, with some  
5,000 in the wild, a number it is 
working hard to stabilise and increase. 
But Namibia’s relationship with 
conservation is complex.

Today, communal conservancies, 
national parks and tourism concessions 
combine to protect over 40 percent 
of the country’s landmass, allowing 
visitors to safely observe everything 
from rare black rhinos to leopards and 
elephants. But this has been notoriously 
difficult to achieve.

Namibia, formerly South West 
Africa, was a German colony until 1918, 
when South Africa was mandated by 
the League of Nations to administer 
the territory on its own terms. South 

Africa applied the apartheid principle 
to the country, stripping indigenous 
people of their land and redistributing 
it among settler farmers forcing native 
Namibians to lead their livestock to 
the barren Kunene region, where 
competition for grazing with domestic 
wildlife was fierce.

When drought hit southern Africa 
in the 1980s, animal numbers started 
dropping. Rural Namibians were 
hunting to survive, and the South 
African National Defence Force 
continued hunting for profit, creating 
a wildlife crisis. After Namibian 
independence in 1990, the LIFE (Living 
in a Finite Environment) programme 
was introduced, bringing donor support 
from USAID and WWF. This created 
a system of community-based natural 
resource management, stabilising and 
even increasing the population of wild 
animals in Namibia. 

This turbulent history generates 
mixed feelings as I arrive at my final 

Solitary refinement
(top) The terrace at 
Kalakwa Aru Game 
lodge is an ieal spot 
for sundowners

The eyes have it
(bottom) one of six 
resident cheetahs 
at the Carnivore 
Conservation Centre
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Sea of sand
(above) in northern 
Namibia, the endless 
desert rolls from the 
interior to the coast

destination: Kalakwa Aru Game Lodge. 
This trophy hunting property is in the 
Khomas region, just 90 minutes from 
Windhoek, and covers a combined area 
of over 56,000 hectares with its sister 
lodge, Veronica. I am greeted at the 
entrance by a glass of fresh fruit juice 
and a handshake from my host, Stephan 
Joubert. On the bumpy 10-kilometre 
drive from the gate to the farmhouse, 
he explains how hunting has become an 
integral part of wildlife maintenance in 
Namibia. Trophy hunting, he says, has 
boosted tourism while generating vital 
funds for conservation efforts.

I ponder the irony of Namibia’s 
situation as we pull into the lodge. 
A cluster of six detached, wood-clad 
chlaets are set among arching trees, 
shrubs and sculpted gardens, enveloped 
by the mountainscape. My large double 
cabin has the welcoming aroma of 
fresh-cut wood, with views over the 
pool and outdoor barbecue area. Small 
touches, such as the complimentary 
wine and fresh thyme on the pillow, 
complete the homely feel. Kalakwa and 

Veronica are only ever occupied by one 
group at a time, so bonds quickly form 
between guest and host. 

After an early evening game drive, 
I settle down to dinner with the lodge 
owners and a visiting German family. 
We enjoy tender Kudu steaks, freshly 
baked bread and aubergine tagine, 
prepared using vegetables grown in the 
property’s garden. I am not surprised 
to learn that the meat came fresh from 
the morning’s hunt; it is one of the best 
prime cuts I have ever tasted. 

But there is more to this lodge 
than just hunting. Kalakwa’s private 
spa offers weary travellers a variety 
of stress-relieving treatments using 
luxurious Kalahari products. Those 
with adventurous spirits can head into 
the wilderness on horseback or quad 
bike, taking trails to valley floors and 
mountain peaks with stellar views.

I leave for the airport at sunrise the 
next morning, a time when animals are 
at their most active. In the early light, 
the eyes of fearless baboons reflect 
headlights, brawny wildebeest prance 

“Leave the cities and you’re more likely to bump into  
a galloping springbok than another human being,  

and that’s exactly why people come here”

Zebra River Lodge
Tel: +264 63 693 265
www.zebra-river-lodge.com

Solitaire Guest Farm  
Desert Ranch
Tel: +264 61 305 173
www.solitaireguestfarm.com

Kalakwa Aru Game Lodge
Tel: +264 62 560 049
www.arugamelodge.com

Thegoldenbook

across the dirt road and a flamboyance 
of flamingos perch by a watering hole. 
On take-off, they all disappear into the 
arid landscape. As the aircraft gains 
height, I find myself wondering what 
else is out there, and how soon I can 
come back to see it.  n
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Wild dining
soak in the landscape with dinner 

under the stars at andbeyond 
sossusvlei desert lodge  
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Mowani Mountain Camp
Nestled between ancient granite 

boulders and the historical site of Twyfelfontein, 
an area decorated with the rare rock engravings 
of stone Age hunter-gatherers, sit the thatched 
roofs of the luxurious mowani mountain Camp. 
Top-of-the-range lodging here is the mountain 
suite, which comes with luxuries including a 
dedicated on-call butler, satellite television  
and private dining/bar facilities. For those  
who want to really embrace nature, the 
mountain suite has its own outdoor bush  
bath and shower.
Price: mountain suite starts from $412 per 
person per night (included dinner and breakfast 
and a guided nature walk).
Tel: +264 61 232 009
www.mowani.com

Serra Cafema
surrounded by rushing rapids and 

shaded by expansive albida trees, serra Cafema 
is a luxury desert retreat located in a remote 
corner of Namibia’s isolated Kunene region. 
on-site accommodation consists of 
eight elevated riverside villas, each with  
a private deck, ensuite bathroom and 
breathtaking views of the towering Cafema 
mountain range. With the region housing a  
large population of Nile crocodiles and 
hartmann’s mountain zebra, nature excursions 
are a must, as is the obligatory sundowner. 
Price: from Us $694 per person per night. 
Tel: +27 11 807 1800
www.wilderness-safaris.com

01

&Beyond Sossusvlei 
Desert Lodge

Cradled by ancient mountains within  
the 180,000-hectare Namibrand Nature 
reserve, there is no better place to enjoy the 
placid tranquillity of Africa’s wilderness than  
at &beyond's sossusvlei desert lodge. on 
arrival, you can choose from one of 10 air-
conditioned villas, each boasting a split-level 
bedroom and occupying its own space on the 
curve of a sweeping escarpment. As one of  
the only lodges with a fully equipped 
observatory, sossusvlei desert lodge will  
make it hard for stargazers to get an early  
night's sleep — well worth it, we say.  
Price: from $464 per person per night. 
Tel: +27 11 809 4300
www.andbeyond.com 

Little Kulala
if you fancy a night beneath the stars 

in the expansive Namib desert, little Kulala 
could be the retreat for you. situated at the 
heart of the 37,000-hectare Kulala Wilderness 
reserve, a stone’s throw from the towering 
dunes of sossusvlei, this lodge comprises  
11 climate-controlled, thatched ‘kulalas’,  
each with a private plunge pool and rooftop 
‘skybed’/dining area; perfect for a romantic 
sunset meal or a late night stargaze. 
Price: from $668 per person per night  
(includes all meals, local drinks and  
twice-daily camp activities). 
Tel: +27 11 807 1800 
www.wilderness-safaris.com

06Okahirongo  
Elephant Lodge

okahirongo elephant lodge sits in Namibia’s 
Purros Conservancy just 55 kilometres from 
the skeleton Coast, home of desert-dwelling 
lions, elephants and black rhino. Accessible 
only by 4x4 or light aircraft, this remote lodge 
offers the ultimate secluded getaway, complete 
with turquoise infinity pool, private gazebos 
and open-air library. With organised activities 
ranging from night safaris to local himba  
village visits, you won’t be short of things  
to do at this isolated gem.
Price: from $432 per person per night (all-
inclusive). The Presidential suite starts from 
$1,736 per night based on two people sharing. 
Tel: +264 6568 5018 
www.okahirongolodge.com

Wolwedans Dunes Lodge
The dramatic surroundings 

of Wolwedans dunes lodge makes it an 
unforgettable place to stay. The lodge's locale 
atop a dune plateau means panoramic vistas 
can be enjoyed from every direction. here, 
guests have a choice to stay in one of nine 
spacious chalets. For an unrivalled luxury safari 
experience, spend a couple of nights in the 
mountain View suite, a 200-square-metre 
space set a short distance away from the main 
lodge complete with private lounge and sundeck. 
Price: from $310 per night. mountain View 
suite from $1,052 per person for two nights.  
Tel: +264 61 230 616
www.wolwedans.com
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