


The Central Kalahari, ‘land of thirst’, is a parched wilderness and primeval landscape of sand, stone, grasslands 
and thorn-scrub. Peppered with the ubiquitous oryx, and echoing nightly with the primordial roars of the black-
maned king of the African savannah, this iconic desert dreamscape is like no other place on earth. Similar 
in size to Denmark, the wide-open arid expanses of the Central Kalahari Game Reserve (CKGR) are epic in 
scale − and a favourite haunt of Stephen Cunliffe, who deems it ‘the ultimate playground of nature-loving and 
adventure-seeking 4x4 enthusiasts.’

Central Kalahari Game reserve, Botswana

KALAHARI
CURVEBALL

words and piCtures By StEpHEn CUnLIffE.
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ncompassing the 
lion’s share of central 
Botswana, the 52 800 
km2 Central Kalahari is 
one of Africa’s largest 
and most remote game 

reserves. Set beneath gigantic 
desert skies, this seemingly 
endless arid expanse is home to 
wildlife, wilderness, and the last 
few remaining clans of indigenous 
San on earth. Although the area 
was opened to tourism back in 
the 1990s, its off-the-beaten-track 
location, unforgiving environment 
and limited infrastructure have 
preserved a genuine wilderness 
feel. With the exception of a 
couple of tourist camps in and 
around Deception Valley, the park 
remains the undisputed realm of 
the adventurous overlander and 
can be explored only in fully kitted 
4x4s.

Having spent a week exploring 
little-known Khutse Game 
Reserve, (see our March ‘14 
issue), my brother-in-law and I turn 
our attention to the neighbouring 
Central Kalahari Game Reserve. 
Approaching the sprawling 
Kalahari wilderness from the 
south, along the Khankhe-Bape-
Xaka-Xade route, is an exciting 
(and at times, challenging) driving 
experience – not recommended 
for the inexperienced or the faint 
of heart!

The road stretches north 
before us as far as the eye can 
see: two parallel tracks in the 
soft sand which steadily narrow 
before disappearing into a 
shimmering haze on a distant 
horizon. The early stages of the 
drive prove uneventful; there is 
only the occasional hartebeest 
or oryx to break the monotony of 
bouncing along this dead straight 
cutline through a scrubby and 
increasingly lifeless landscape. 
Suddenly we spot a large herd on 
the road ahead and our excitement 

mounts − until we realise it’s a 
herd of goats and cattle: the first 
of a series of livestock herds 
that graze along a string of San 
villages in this southern sector of 
the CKGR.

In the wake of the landmark First 
People of the Kalahari court case 
in 2006, the high court ruled that 
the eviction of the San from their 
ancestral lands was both unlawful 
and unconstitutional. The court 
demanded that the Botswana 
government restore the San to 
their traditional lands within the 
game reserve. Recognising the 
potentially disastrous impact 
that this move could have on 
wildlife tourism, the government 
continues to drag its heels on 
implementing the court ruling: 
thus far, only a minority of the 
Bushmen have been repatriated 
to villages within the park.

After hours of roaring silence 
and raw wilderness, the noise 
of cowbells, braying donkeys, 
screaming kids and begging 
Bushmen comes as quite a 
shock. My initial impressions 
are that the inhabitants of these 
villages appear far from destitute, 
and this is confirmed when a 
young mother with a baby on her 
hip steps into the track and asks 
for food. We stop, and toss her 
and her baby each an apple: the 
last of our precious fresh produce 
deep in the desert. Our charity is 
greeted with disdain, as she drops 
the apple and inquires if we don’t 
have some sauces and perhaps a 
jar of mayonnaise for her, instead! 
Annoyed, I wind up my window 
and we drive on. 

An hour later, we pass the last 
of the San villages in this sector 
and the livestock gives way to a 
sparse sprinkling of wildlife once 
more. The GWM Steed trundles 
north in third gear, and the deep 
ruts allow me to take my hands off 
the steering wheel and let the 
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“...there is only 
the oCCasional 
harteBeest or 
oryx to BreaK 
the monotony 
of BounCinG 
alonG this dead 
straiGht Cutline 
throuGh a sCruBBy 
and inCreasinGly 
lifeless landsCape.”
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“nothinG Beats watChinG a pride of lions  
enjoyinG a morninG drinK from the Comfort of  

a Camp Chair… what a way to waKe up!”
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bakkie proceed on autopilot. The 
first milestone on our journey into 
CKGR is the super-basic campsite 
at Bape, which lies alongside a 
fossil riverbed of the same name. 
It’s been four hours and 82 km 
since we departed Marushele at 
dawn, and we stop to stretch our 
legs. Despite the cooler weather, 
we take a few minutes to clear 
out the grass seeds caught in the 
undercarriage and radiator, as 
they have the potential to become 
a fire hazard (especially during 
the scorching hot summer months 
ahead of the first rains).

We switch drivers and hit the 
road again; we’ve still got 126 
km to Xaka waterhole and our 
campsite for the night. A sharp 
left turn now has us heading 
west, and the soft sand conditions 
improve somewhat, enabling 
the Steed to gallop through the 
kilometres as the track doglegs 
to the north before veering west 
once more. We stop briefly to 
tidy up after some overlanders 
who have bush-camped next 
to the track and left their litter 
behind. It’s a sad reminder that 
not everyone who is fortunate 
enough to experience the wilds of 
the Central Kalahari deserves the 
privilege of exploring this special 
place.

Our campsite for the night is 
11 km off the main Xade route, 
and the road conditions prove 
challenging in places; there are 
sections of deep, powdery sand 
that make progress slow. But, 
after nine hours of toil, we finally 
arrive at the picturesque Xaka 
wilderness campsite. It’s an idyllic 
spot; after a long and dusty day 
things are suddenly looking up. 
The ultra-rustic campsite has an 
enviable location − in a shady 
copse of trees on the edge of 
the dry Okwa fossil river valley, 
and overlooking a permanent 
waterhole, the prime site more 
than makes up for the lack of 

facilities. We set up our own 
shower and heat some water. An 
hour later, the tents are pitched, 
the dust has been rinsed away 
and we’re contently sipping ice-
cold St Louis beers in the shade 
of a giant camelthorn tree. Life is 
good.

As the sun slips below the 
horizon, the desert instantly 
comes to life; and it doesn’t take 
long for us to discover just how 
awesome a camping spot this 
is. The continuous calling of a 
pearl-spotted owlet is suddenly 
drowned out by the rasping cough 
of a male leopard as he makes 
his way around the camp. Later, a 
brown hyaena skulks past on the 
very edge of the firelight. There 
is action all around, but I don’t 
let it distract me from the serious 
business of keeping the steaks 
medium-rare! After a good feed, 
we collapse into bed, exhausted, 
and drift off to the sound of the 
serenading leopard.

I awake at sunrise and am 
instantly wide-awake. I’m not 
sure why, but I sense something 
has woken me. I lie dead still 
and listen. I can hear a strange 
sound and try to place it. Sitting 
up slowly, I peer out of the gauze 
window of the tent and see four 
lions lapping water at the far side 
of the waterhole. I wake Jean-
Marc and we quietly slip out of the 
tent and sink into our camp chairs 
for a better view, and to shoot 
some photos. The inquisitive 
felines keep a careful eye on us, 
but continue drinking. Fifteen 
minutes later, as they get up and 
slowly move off, Jean-Marc leans 
over and whispers, “Nothing beats 
watching a pride of lions enjoying 
a morning drink from the comfort 
of a camp chair… What a way to 
wake up!”

After breakfast, we reluctantly 
leave Xaka and retrace our route 
to the main Xade track, where, 
unbeknown to us, 73 km of pure 

hell awaits. The road through the 
thorn-scrub rapidly deteriorates 
and soon we are alternating 
between low-range second 
and third as we bulldoze our 
way forward through the heavy, 
powdery sand. It is painfully slow 
going for a vehicle with limited 
clearance, and our fuel economy 
flies out the window as the Steed 
gulps down diesel like a thirsty 
beast. On the open road, we were 
getting 8 l/100 km, but now, in 
the thick sand, we’re struggling 
to get 16 l/100 km. This is by far 
the hardest stretch of 4x4 driving 
of the entire trip, and, although 
the sand conditions do improve 
somewhat after Quee Pan, the 
relentless deep sand of the 
churned up two-track offers little 
respite en route to Xade.

We cheer and encourage 
our Steed – now affectionately 
known as ‘China’ – onwards. The 
vehicle is exceeding everyone’s 
expectations. Back in South 
Africa, the naysayers had opined, 
“Personally, I wouldn’t try to take 
a double-cab along that hectic 
route, and certainly not a Chinese 
one, at that!” But the Steed 
did better than any of us could 
have expected and acquitted 
itself admirably, overcoming a 
demanding route without getting 
stuck even once. No mean 
achievement, on a tough track 
that has waylaid more than its fair 
share of Land Rovers and Land 
Cruisers over the years!

Rounding a sandy bend, we 
pass by the rusting hulk of a burnt-
out double-cab next to the track. 
It’s a stark reminder that we need 
to keep our wits about us as we 
push our vehicle to its limits during 
this hard slog through a genuine 
sandpit. But, I’m sure, every self-
respecting 4x4 enthusiast would 
agree that there is no better place 
to be than in the heart of the dusty 
action. With 25 km to go, the road 
deteriorates badly again and 
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it doesn’t let up until we finally 
emerge from the sand fest at 
the Xade ranger post. Sparkling 
ablution blocks with flush toilets 
and our first proper hot shower in 
over a week await us.

Xade has a couple of campsites, 
but – after settling our park fees 
with Gaolefufa Moatlatsi at the 
DWNP office – we opt to push 
on to the wilds of Piper Pan. 
The road north is in superb 
condition and we make good 
time. Thunder echoes across a 
stormy sky as we travel through 
a desolate landscape punctuated 
by the diminutive steenbokkie, an 
occasional herd of wildebeest, 
and episodic splashes of colour 
from blooming wild flowers. We 
pull up next to another old burnt-
out car-wreck as lightning dances 
across the eastern horizon; but, 
as we want to reach Piper before 
dark, we don’t linger. A large 
Cape cobra, crossing the road, 
briefly slows our progress, as do 
the many families of bat-eared 
fox that have emerged en masse 
to take advantage of the insects 
after the rains. We arrive at Piper 
as the sun is setting.

“it’s a starK reminder that we 
need to Keep our wits aBout us as 

we push our vehiCle to its limits 
durinG this hard sloG throuGh a 

Genuine sandpit.”

The wild Piper Pans lie 26 km 
southwest of the main Letiahau 
track, giving Piper campsite 
number one (with its enviable 
location on the periphery of the 
pans) a wonderfully remote feel 
in the very heart of the reserve. 
Wildlife-watching tends to be 
good thanks to a nearby borehole-
pumped sulphurous waterhole, 
and the lions were certainly out 
in full force during our memorable 
five-night stay here. 

One cool morning we spent 
three hours shadowing a small 
pride of two males and three 
lionesses as they marked territory 
and hunted along the edge of 
the pans. Several other males 
made regular appearances at the 
waterhole and on the outskirts of 
our camp. The awesome sound 
of lions roaring reverberates 
through our tents every night, as 
the tawny cats sing us to sleep in 
grand style.

Waking early the following 
morning, I find I am desperate for 
the toilet. The lions are roaring 
close by, but I summon up my 
courage to unzip the tent and head 
out. I shine my torch left and right, 
and when no eyes blink back at 
me, I set off for the long-drop 50 
metres away. As I am preparing 
to do what I need to, some sixth 
sense tells me that things are 
not as they seem. I stand up and 
shine my torch into the latrine and 
get the fright of my life: there – 
perched atop a pyramid of nasty-
looking excrement and toilet 
paper – is a five-foot Cape cobra, 
with hood spread. He appears to 
be eyeing my juicy buttocks. 
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Deafening roars outside tell me 
that the lions are close at hand. I 
am caught between the proverbial 
rock and a hard place, and take 
five seconds to weigh up the 
unappealing options.

I choose the lions, and dash 
outside. Grabbing a spade, I dig 
my hole like a man possessed, do 
what I have to in record time, burn 
the evidence, bury it all and dive 
back into my tent − in one minute 
flat. The lions roar (with laughter) 
and a black-backed jackal howls 
(with delight) as I slink into my 
sleeping bag with a pounding 
heart. Lying in bed and listening 
to all the action outside, I muse 
that Piper Pan really is a very 
special place to camp.

On the third morning, as we 
break camp and pack the Steed 
in anticipation of our imminent 
departure for Sunday’s Pan, I find 
myself wishing that we didn’t have 
to leave. Piper is such a fabulous 
place and neither of us feels quite 
ready to say goodbye just yet. 
But, as we’re putting some air into 
the front tyres, the idling vehicle 
suddenly and inexplicably cuts 
out − and I’m reminded of the old 
adage: ‘ be careful what you wish 
for.’

The vehicle won’t restart. We 
check all the fuses in the three fuse 
boxes, test the battery charge, 
clean the air filter, drain the water 
trap on the fuel filter... all without 
success. As we sit contemplating 
our rather serious predicament 
and the merits of convoy travel 
in the desert, a vehicle shows 
up. This is incredibly fortuitous 
timing considering that it’s only 
the third vehicle we’ve seen in 
10 days. Uwe Scharf, a friendly 
German guide-book writer, pulls 
his Land Rover TDI into our 
campsite and listens to our story, 
before remarking, “Oo-ja; well, it’s 
Chinese, you don’t need to tell me 
any more; I will give you a tow to 
get it started again.”

Despite his best efforts, the 
Steed is not interested in coming 
back to life and, after a number of 
futile attempts, we admit defeat. 
We share lunch and a cold beer 
with Uwe before he continues 
his journey south, and we fire 
up the satellite phone. Roman 
Knap, GWM’s technical guru in 
Joburg, gives us advice on things 
to check and try; but, despite his 
best efforts, the Steed refuses 
to restart. Contaminated fuel 
from a dirty jerry can is identified 
as the probable cause of our 
untimely breakdown. After a full 
day of trying to get the vehicle 
going, we finally throw in the 
towel and acknowledge that we 
are stranded and need help. We 
send the request for a recovery 
team to get us to Maun, where 
professionals armed with more 
than a Leatherman can try to 
revive our ailing Steed.

GWM contact a private 
recovery company in Maun, 
who dispatch a team; we are 
told they should be with us the 
next day. Although caught in a 
rather unfortunate predicament, 
we gratefully acknowledge that 
there are far worse places to be 
stuck! Thankfully we have plenty 
of food and 100-litres of water – 
enough to last for weeks – as well 
as the sat phone and GPS, which 
enable us to coordinate with the 
recovery team. Unfortunately, 
recovering vehicles from deep 
within the desert proves far from 
straightforward, and a major 
ordeal ensues. The Toyota Land 
Cruiser recovery team get lost 
and then – to make matters worse 
– also break down.

With the recovery becoming 
increasingly more complicated, 
the delays continue to mount. 
Hours roll into days as we wait 
patiently in our camp on the 
edge of the pans. We read 
books, identify the birds that 
regularly hop around our tents, 

get to know the local family of 
bat-eared foxes, and never tire 
of the bellowing lions next door. 
Rest and recuperation in the raw 
wilderness of the deep Kalahari 
is just what the doctor ordered, 
and we revel in the solitude of our 
enforced sabbatical.

Three days into the recovery 
process, Megan Gould and 
Donovan Jooste show up in their 
Mitsubishi Colt 2.8 TDI. These 
friendly folk are undertaking 
a 25-day overland adventure 
through Bots and the Caprivi, and 
generously share their braai meat 
and beers with us. They even 
invite us on an evening game 
drive to get out of the campsite 
for a bit. Our new Kempton Park 
neighbours embody everything 
that is good about South African 
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overlanders and we gratefully 
accept their hospitality.

Finally, at 18h00, four days after 
the initial breakdown, the recovery 
team (including a mechanic) 
arrives in the second Land Cruiser 
− but our ordeal is far from over. 
The ill-equipped ‘back-up’ rescue 
team fashions a makeshift tow 
rope and we immediately set off 
for Matswere Gate. With the sun 
setting, and the gate at least eight 
hours away, I’m under no illusions 
about the arduous trip that awaits.

The journey turns out to 
be a hellish ordeal beset by 
incompetence, accidents and 
delays. Except for a couple of 
hours of sleep on Deception 
airstrip in the early hours of the 
morning, we travel through the 
night and the whole of the 
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RAd RIg of tHE KALAHARI 
Hailing from Amersfoort in the Netherlands, Luke and Merel 
Hunink have been exploring Africa for the past year. Luke 
spent two years carefully rebuilding and kitting out a 1982 HJ60 
Toyota Landcruiser ahead of their big African adventure. Raised 
suspension and BF Goodrich AT tyres complete a formidable off-
road package on a vehicle that is more than capable of handling 
the rigours of travel in the deep Kalahari.  

As we bid farewell to the friendly Dutch couple at Xade Gate, 
I ask Merel what has been the ultimate highlight of their five-day 
Kalahari adventure. Expecting ‘lions’ to be the answer, she takes 
me somewhat by surprise when she says, “The giant, meditative 
landscapes and incredible desert scenery.” The Central Kalahari 
is a very special wilderness and I am heartened by the fact 
that these modern-day Dutch explorers – the first people we 
encountered in over a week – have been so quickly seduced and 
won over by the beguiling Kalahari.

next day. When we eventually roll 
into Maun, 27-hours later, Jean-
marc and I feel as exhausted 
and broken as our sickly Steed. 
But, somewhat surprisingly, 
the trials and tribulations of the 
preceding five days have done 
little to dampen our spirits; and, 
in fact, have only heightened our 
enthusiasm for adventuring in the 
Kalahari. After all, as Jean-marc 
observes, “Real 4x4 enthusiasts 
would salivate at the mere 

thought of these challenges and 
adventures in the desert.”

If remoteness, self-imposed 
isolation, and the sound of lions 
roaring in the night are your kind 
of thing, then the sprawling desert 
wilderness of the enormous and 
untamed Central Kalahari Game 
Reserve will quite likely become 
your favourite 4x4 playground 
and ultimate get-away-from-it-all 
destination in all of Africa.

 
Inaugurated in 1982 by the then 
president of the Republic of 
Botswana, Sir Ketumile Masire, 
the Kalahari Conservation Society 
(KCS) is the oldest environmental 
NGO operating in Botswana 
and was formed in recognition 
of the mounting pressure on 
Botswana’s environment and 
wildlife. The society has been 
working tirelessly ever since to 
ensure the on-going protection 
and conservation management of 
the country’s tremendous natural 
assets and wildlife heritage. By 
advocating the incorporation 
of conservation thinking into 
the on-going development of 
Botswana’s natural resources, 
the society strives to promote and 
support appropriate conservation 
policies throughout Botswana.  
  While a major focus for KCS is 
to encourage and mobilise local 
communities and industries to 
participate in the management of 
natural resources responsibly, other 
activities and services provided by 
the society include the coordination 
of research projects, community 
liaison programmes, environmental 
education in local schools, lobbying 
activities, and assisting government 
in drafting new conservation policy. 
As a result, the society’s projects 
have changed over the years − from 
being exclusively wildlife-oriented 
to a more holistic and integrated 
biodiversity conservation approach. 
  The aims and objectives of the 
Kalahari Conservation Society 
are to promote the knowledge of 
Botswana’s environment and rich 
wildlife resources through education 
and publicity; to encourage research 
into issues affecting the conservation 
of these natural resources; and 
to promote and support effective 
wildlife conservation policies. You 
can learn more about the Kalahari 
Conservation Society and its 
various projects at: www.kcs.org.bw

KALAHARI 
ConSERVAtIon SoCIEty
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WHERE to StAy
Central Kalahari accommodation 
is restricted to three swanky 
lodges − Deception Valley Lodge, 
Kalahari Plains Camp and Tau 
Pan Camp − and a number of 
stunning, ultra-rustic campsites. 
Choosing where to camp in 
Central can be challenging to 
the uninitiated. Apart from the 
two larger camping grounds 
at Deception Valley and Kori, 
camping is restricted to a handful 
of gloriously wild campsites 
scattered across the sprawling 
reserve. Facilities are limited to a 
braai pit, a bucket shower and a 
long-drop latrine.

Situated to the south of the main 
tourist area, gloriously wild Piper 
Pan (CKPIP01 and CKPIP02) is 

one of the finest campsites in all 
of CKGR. Two short game-drive 
loops around the pans, and a 
permanent waterhole, ensure that 
you’re never far from the wildlife 
action while camping here.

Overlooking an action-packed 
waterhole, Xaka Campsite 
(CKWIL04) is one of the park’s 
most isolated and off-the-beaten-
track camping spots. It is ultra-
basic, with no facilities except 
a braai pit, so bring your shovel 
and matches! It is, however, the 
perfect place to break the sand 
fest that characterises the long, 
hard journey when travelling 
between Khutse and Xade.

Bigfoot Tours – www.
bigfoottours.co.bw – operates 
the vast majority of the CKGR 
campsites; stands must be 
booked and paid for in advance, 
as you will not be allowed to 
enter the park without a valid 
campsite reservation voucher. 
Call Bigfoot on +267 395 3360 or 
email reservations@bigfoottours.
co.bw to make the necessary 
arrangements. We dealt with Kay 
Mokwaleng – kay@bigfoottours.
co.bw – and found her to be 
extremely helpful and ultra-

RoUtE gUIdE

efficient. Xaka Campsite still 
belongs to the DWNP and must 
be booked through them: contact 
dwnp@gov.bw 

Located on the northeast 
boundary of CKGR, Deception 
Valley Lodge is an exclusive 
bush retreat for those with a 
healthier budget than ours. The 
fully-catered lodge provides a 
rare opportunity to meet and 
explore this remarkable Kalahari 
environment with local bushman 
trackers and guides. Check out 
www.deceptionvalley.co.za for 
more on this.

A member of the renowned 
Wilderness Safaris stable, the 
luxurious Kalahari Plains Camp 
boasts impeccable service and 
10 eco-friendly, en-suite canvas 
guest abodes with raised sleep-
out deck from which to appreciate 
the star-studded desert night sky. 
Full details at www.wilderness-
safaris.com  

Highly regarded Tau Pan Camp 
is the original Kalahari getaway. 
This 18-bed, solar-powered luxury 
lodge overlooks the magnificent 
Tau Pan from its elevated vantage 
point on a rugged sand ridge deep 
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inside the game reserve. Find out 
more at www.kwando.co.bw  

Located on the outskirts 
of Maun, the cheerful Old 
Bridge Backpackers is a 
perennial favourite, boasting 
unquestionably the best budget-
friendly accommodation in 
Maun. You can pitch your own 
tent, or crash in one of their fully 
furnished en-suite riverside tents. 
A good restaurant, lively bar 
and refreshing swimming pool 
complete the package. Have a 
look at www.maun-backpackers.
com for further details or ring 
them on +267 686 2406.

When passing through Gaborone, 
we stayed 10 km south of 
the capital at the excellent 
Mokolodi Backpackers – www.
backpackers.co.bw – alongside 
the Mokolodi Nature Reserve. 
You can either camp next to the 
swimming pool or stay in one of 
the comfortable en-suite chalets 
with fully equipped kitchenette. 
Drop Sonne Gerber a mail at 
admin@backpackers.co.bw or 
call +27 72 043 6255 (in South 
Africa) and +267 7411 1165 (in 
Botswana) to make a reservation.

dWnp pARK And VEHICLE 
fEES
Rates are subject to change; 
but, as SADC residents, we were 
charged a daily park fee of BWP 
120 (ZAR 145) per person and 
BWP 50 (ZAR 60) per vehicle per 
day. Xaka Campsite was BWP 60 
(ZAR 72) per night. These fees 
can be paid in advance to the 
DWNP in Gaborone, or settled in 
cash upon arrival at the entrance 
gate.

pARK RULES
The speed limit is 40 km/h and no 
off-the-road driving is permitted. 
Please stick to the designated 

– are recommended. Firewood 
can usually be purchased 
alongside the road as you 
approach the reserve; remember 
that collecting wood inside the 
reserve is not allowed.

ESSEntIAL gEAR
The road conditions in Central 
Kalahari vary from mild to 
seriously challenging. Certainly, 
anyone attempting the challenging 
Khankhe-Bape-Xaka-Xade route 
from the south should expect 
long, fuel-guzzling sections of 
deep, powdery sand. CKGR 
visitors attempting this route are 
encouraged to travel in convoy, 
but, at the very least, should have 
the full suite of emergency and 
recovery gear, including a tyre-
repair kit, air compressor and 
pressure gauge, spade, sand 
tracks, high-lift jack and extra fuel. 
Also carry plenty of drinking water 
and watch your fuel consumption 
carefully, because, if you get into 
trouble, it might be days before 
someone comes to your aid in this 
forgotten corner of the Kalahari.

ConVoy oR SoLo
Convoy would be the safer option 
as other vehicles can be few and 
far between, especially outside of 
the more popular Deception Valley 
area. Experienced overlanders 
opting for a solo sojourn should 
carry all the necessary recovery 
gear and emergency equipment, 
including a GPS and satellite 
phone.

MApS & dIRECtIonS
With the latest version of 
Tracks4Africa loaded on the GPS, 
you really can’t go wrong, although 
we found their Botswana paper 
map (with distances and travelling 
times) to be very useful as well. 
The DWNP staff also supplied us 
with a useful photocopied A4 map 
of CKGR free of charge at the 

tracks and drive only during 
daylight hours. Removal of any 
fauna or flora, along with firewood 
collection, is strictly prohibited.

fUEL
Fuel is not available inside the 
national park and the nearest 
places to fill up are in Rakops (to 
the north) or Ghanzi (to the west). 
Because these smaller centres 
occasionally run dry, it’s worth 
carrying substantial fuel reserves 
and filling up whenever possible. 
It is also worth mentioning that 
both petrol and diesel are cheaper 
across the border in Botswana.

WHERE to BUy pRoVISIonS
We made use of the excellent 
Riverside Mall in Gaborone 
to stock up on braai meat and 
fresh produce, along with other 
supplies, ahead of our Kalahari 
sojourn. If approaching CKGR 
from the north, then the well-
stocked Spar supermarket and 
nearby bottle store – located 
across the road next to the airport 



Xade park gate.
Central Kalahari Game Reserve 
can be accessed via four entry 
points. Most visitors make use 
of the main Matswere Gate in 
the north, but Tsau Gate in the 
northwest, Xade Gate in the west 
and Southern Gate for access to / 
from Khutse are other entry / exit 
alternatives.

RoAd CondItIonS
Coming from the south, we 
encountered long stretches of 
thick, deep sand and the driving 
conditions were extremely 
challenging at times. For the 
most part, however, the roads in 
the central and northern reaches 
of the reserve tended to be 
reasonably innocuous and easy-
to-negotiate two-tracks. The 
arrival of the rains compacted the 
loose sand and actually improved 
driving conditions.

VEHICLE REQUIREd
We travelled in a GWM Steed 5 
4WD 2.0 VGT. The 6-speed 4x4 
double cab bakkie overcame 
the worst of the CKGR’s roads, 
although ground clearance was 
an issue in the deep sand where 
we were, quite literally, forced to 

bulldoze our way forward at times. 
A hardcore off-road vehicle with 
decent clearance would be best 
if you want to explore the deep 
south of the CKGR; otherwise, any 
4x4 with reasonable clearance – 
soft-roaders included – should be 
OK around Deception during the 
dry winter months.

RISK
Central Botswana is considered a 
malaria area, so take necessary 
precautions; prophylactics are 
advised. Watch out for the potent 
desert sun and keep well-hydrated 
at all times. The hot, wet summer 
months coincide with increased 
scorpion- and snake activity so 

wear shoes at night and remain 
vigilant.

BoRdER CRoSSIng
Overlanders approaching 
Botswana from Kimberley via 
Mafikeng will make use of the 
Ramatlabama border post (06:00-
22:00), while those travelling from 
Gauteng have a choice between 
three convenient crossings: the 
tried-and-tested Skilpadshek / 
Pioneer Gate (06h00 to 24h00), 
the trucker’s choice Kopfontein / 
Tlokweng Gate (06h00 to 24h00) 
or the comparatively serene 
Swartkopfontein / Ramotswa Gate 
(07h00 to 19h00).
We found both sides of the 
border to be friendly and efficient. 
Remember that all foreign-
registered vehicles entering 
Botswana will be charged 
Botswana Road Tax of BWP 140 
(ZAR 168) at the border, and this 
fee cannot be paid in Rand. Credit 
cards are sometimes accepted, 
(if their card machines are online) 
but it pays to have some Pula 
cash on you to avoid unnecessary 
delays. 

fURtHER InfoRMAtIon
Check out www.botswanatourism.
co.bw or get hold of Lonely 
Planet’s recently updated 
Botswana & Namibia travel guide 
(3rd edition). 




