Destination kgalagadi

Enjoy

creature
comforts

in the

Kalahari
There is a way to explore the Kgalagadi in a 4x4 without having to rough it.
Stephen Cunliffe took his long-suffering wife Katherine and a Toyota Hilux
to a handful of secluded wilderness camps deep in the dunes.
photos Stephen Cunliffe & Villiers steyn

True wilderness. Situated in a game-rich
tract of Kalahari thornveld, Gharagab
Wilderness Camp is the exclusive
preserve of nature-loving 4x4 owners.
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Room for two. At Kieliekrankie, the bedroom with its
two single beds opens onto the deck. Children under
12 are not allowed at this camp.
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South Africa
Little house on the dune. There’s a braai on every
deck at Kieliekrankie; you just need to provide your
own firewood or charcoal.

Kieliekrankie
Wilderness
Camp

Twee Rivieren
Camp

Gharagab
Dune with a view. The self-catering cabins at Kieliekrankie Wilderness Camp enjoy an enviable dune-top location overlooking a waterhole amid a sea of rolling dunes.

T

he amalgamation of South
Africa’s Kalahari Gemsbok
National Park and Botswa
na’s Gemsbok National Park
on 12 May 2000 gave birth to the 3,6 mil
lion hectare Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park.
About the size of the Netherlands, this
jointly managed wilderness area is one of
the largest and most scenically spectacu
lar protected areas in all of Africa. But,
while there’s no disputing that the park
is a very special place, embarking on a
1 076 km road trip from Cape Town to the
Kalahari in the height of summer is not
everyone’s idea of a Christmas present.
Passing through Upington on our way
north, Katherine and I traded our Volks
wagen Polo for a Toyota Hilux double cab
from Kalahari 4x4 Rental to enable us to
bypass the traditional rest camps of Twee
Rivieren, Mata-Mata and Nossob in fa
vour of some of the park’s more intimate
and isolated wilderness camps.
38 drive out August 2013

Kieliekrankie

An auspicious start
After a long day in the car we pulled into
Kieliekrankie Wilderness Camp just as
the sun was setting. I was intrigued be
cause, despite having 10 Kalahari camp
ing trips under the belt, this would be
our first experience staying at one of the
wilderness camps. The amiable tourism
assistant Jacques Moss was on hand to
show us to our dune cabin and talk us
through how everything worked: “Your
unit has two single beds, a bathroom with
shower and toilet, gas-heated hot water, a
fully equipped kitchen with a gas fridge,
solar-powered lights and, most impor
tantly, a lekker braai on your own private
deck that overlooks the camp waterhole.”
Although Kieliekrankie is situated on
the Lower Dune Road and accessible to
visitors without a 4x4, we opted to begin
our Kgalagadi safari here for purely lo
gistical reasons. Situated a mere 50 km

(1½ hours’ drive) from Twee Rivieren,
Kieliekrankie was about as far as any
one could hope to reach in a long day’s
drive from Cape Town. But, with the fire
crackling away, an ice-cold Windhoek in
hand and an African wild cat sneaking a
drink from the waterhole below, I real
ised how fortunate we were to have found
this tranquil spot. Spending a couple of
nights perched atop a red dune with end
less views over the burnt Kalahari sands
certainly wasn’t going to be a hardship.
As the steaks sizzled above a bed of
glowing kameeldoring coals, we watched
distant thunderstorms roll across the
parched savannah. Jagged lightning bolts
cut the dark sky and thunder boomed
across an expectant landscape. Day or
night, the Kalahari’s mighty summer
storms are a sight to behold and one of
Mother Nature’s great spectacles.
I couldn’t help but feel it was an aus
picious start to our desert safari.

The Kalahari night life
After a couple of days getting into the
swing of things in the south of the park, it
was time for the real fun to begin. Setting
off at first light, a full day’s drive north
via the filling station at Nossob took us
to Union’s End and the start of the 61 km
Gharagab 4x4 Trail.
The restricted one-way route may only
be used by overnight visitors staying at the
remote wilderness camp, making the twin
track a real treat for 4x4 enthusiasts.
A grass fire had swept through the re
gion a couple of months earlier, leaving
in its wake a surreal Martian landscape
of undulating red sand as far as the eye
could see. I’ll freely admit that surveying
these otherworldly scenes through my
polarised sunglasses gave me an inkling
of what hallucinogenic drug-taking might
be like!
All five of the eight-bed wilderness
camps have been intelligently designed
along similar lines, featuring comfortable
self-catering accommodation where
www.driveout.co.za

Martian landscape. Surreal scenes of sunburnt sand greet visitors when they tackle the Gharagab 4x4 Trail.
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Prime spot. Gharagab Camp sits on a low ridge, facing east and overlooking a waterhole. Late afternoon is
a good time to sit on the deck with a pair of binoculars trained on the water.

Open plan. Each cabin has a basic kitchen and
dining area, two single beds, a toilet, a basin and
a shower. Solar panels and gas provide power.

High and dry. There are four canvas-and-log cabins
on stilts at Gharagab. The camp is in the far north of
the park, and is only accessible in a 4x4.

you can escape the 40 °C summer heat.
Gharagab was no exception.
Eric Bezuidenhout met us as we drove
in and took us to our log cabin. Although
the unfenced camp doesn’t enjoy the
same elevated outlook as Kieliekrankie,
it sits in a wildlife-rich tract of thornveld
savannah with a floodlit waterhole that
treated us to a procession of nocturnal
wildlife unlike any I’d seen before.
Every evening the water acted like a
magnet for three resident brown hyenas
and more marauding jackals than you
could shake a stick at. On one occasion I
counted 18 of them shortly before a herd
of gemsbok arrived and chased the canids
off so they could drink. I sat spellbound
below a star-strewn sky until 1 o’clock in
the morning when, with heavy eyelids,
I reluctantly tore myself away and col
lapsed into bed. It wasn’t long before the
staccato chirps of barking geckos and the
distant roar of a lion lulled me to sleep.
Leaving Gharagab and heading back
towards Nossob River bed, the twin track
passed by the waterless Dankbaar wind
mill before the sand got thicker and the
dunes more frequent. The drive was akin
to a low-key roller-coaster ride across an
arid landscape of extreme natural beauty.
Suddenly a herd of about 100 eland
thundered across the track ahead and in
stantly snapped me from my musings. A
few minutes later our noisy mechanical
beast sent a pair of bat-eared foxes and
their pups scampering for cover in an
underground den. Quality wildlife sight
ings abound in the Kgalagadi, with sur
prises lurking over almost every dune.

Elusive quarry. Leopards are few and far between in the Kalahari. Drive slowly and scan the branches of camel thorns for the best chance of snagging a sighting.
Driving out. A wild grassfire swept through the Kgalagadi in September 2012, burning huge tracts of grazing and leaving colourful red sand wastes in its wake.

Bitterpan

And the gods smiled

Remote paradise. Picturesque Bitterpan is the original Kgalagadi wilderness camp, built on the edge of an
attractive salt pan.
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We completed our Bitterpan check-in
formalities at Nossob reception, they
unlocked the access gate for us and we
set off on a stunning 3-hour drive on the
first half of the 120 km Bitterpan 4x4
Trail. Like Gharagab, this one-way route
is strictly reserved for overnight visitors
and, with a maximum of four vehicles
per day, it is unlikely you’ll see anyone
else during your multi-day dune-driving
extravaganza.
Bitterpan, an exclusive 4x4 wilderness
camp overlooking a picturesque salt pan,
is a magical place on its own private 4x4
dune route midway between Nossob and
the Kalahari Tented Camp.
The game viewing over the first five
days had been decent without being spec
tacular, but all that changed at Bitterpan
on the morning my wife discovered
www.driveout.co.za
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Kalahari comfort. The honeymoon suite at Kalahari Tented Camp with its king-sized double bed and crisp linen
is a great place to relax after a long game drive.

that she was pregnant. The game-viewing
gods smiled down on us and the blackmaned lions – for which the park is jus
tifiably famous – came out in full force.
In one fruitful morning we were treat
ed to brown hyena, spotted hyena, three
excellent lion sightings as well as a young
leopard snoozing in the shade of a camel
thorn! Back at camp the action contin
ued, with the prolific waterhole attract
ing thirsty antelope, black-backed jackal,
brown hyena and lionesses. We watched
them from the comfort of a deck chair on
our reed cabin’s veranda.

Kalahari Tented Camp

Kings of the Kalahari
Next stop was the honeymoon suite at
Kalahari Tented Camp. Situated high
above the Auob River bed, the perma
nent tented camp comprises 14 elegantly
decorated wood-and-canvas desert tents
and a delightfully refreshing little swim
ming pool that was just the tonic after a
long drive through sun-drenched dunes.
Ever since watching those distant thun
derstorms on our first night in the park, I
yearned to witness the power of Mother
Nature at close quarters. On our second
afternoon at Kalahari Tented Camp I got
my wish. Puffy white clouds appeared
on the horizon around lunchtime and
from this rather inauspicious beginning
they rapidly morphed into gigantic cauli
flower-shaped thunderheads.
Mushrooming heavenwards, the bil
lowing cumulonimbus clouds built at a
ferocious pace before unleashing their full
fury on the grateful desert below. While
I sat in gobsmacked awe of the pelting
rain and booming thunder, the spring
bok pronked their thanks in the puddlestrewn river bed below.
The Kgalagadi takes its name from the
42 drive out August 2013

Tswana word “kgala”, meaning “great
thirst”. As the life-giving rain bucketed
down, the parched desert appeared to
gulp the liquid down as if quenching its
raging thirst.
Dramatic as it was, the storm didn’t
last long. Barely an hour later the sun was
shining once more. Scattered pools of
water were quickly swallowed up and alltoo-soon our brief respite from the sear
ing sun was nothing more than a memory.
Unfortunately, it was around this time
that our car battery went on the blink.
Ever since it ran flat at an epic leopard
sighting a couple of days earlier, we had
been battling to start the vehicle; the bat
tery wasn’t holding charge overnight. The
cells were all full and there didn’t appear
to be any obvious reason for the prob
lems. But, after a couple of days of peri
odically asking my newly pregnant wife to
push-start the vehicle, she went on strike.
A lack of willing-and-able pushers
necessitated we resort to roll starts, so I
took to parking our Hilux at the top of the
camp’s steep entrance hill in the evening.
Each morning I walked to the vehicle,
reconnected the battery and thundered
down the hill in second gear. But on our
final morning even my flying-hill-start
tactic failed to fire the engine.
With early morning roll starts now out
of the mix, it was time to start making
friends with anyone who owned a set
of jumper cables. A friendly guy from
Hermanus gave me a jump-start and,
thankfully, we still managed to get going
bang on 5.30 am as the gates opened.
Our favourite place in all of the park
is the scenic Auob Valley section between
Dalkeith and Thirteenth Borehole, so –
sticking to the 50 km/h speed limit – we
drove straight there, hoping to have the

area all to ourselves as the sun rose.
En route to Dalkeith Waterhole I no
ticed fresh pugmarks and we followed
them southwards. Clear as day, two sets
of big cat tracks lead down the middle
of the road. I willed the cats to appear
around every bend.
The duo regularly detoured off the
road to mark territory, but the tracks al
ways returned. It was a race against time
as we attempted to reel in the tawny cats
before the rising sun sent them in search
of shade. But it was early, the tracks were
fresh and we were confident.
A kilometre farther the tracks left the
road and failed to return. Gazing wistful
ly off to the left, we finally spotted them:
a handsome black-maned Kalahari lion
accompanied by his blonde sidekick!
The regal beasts soon returned to the
road and for an unforgettable half-hour
we drove alongside them. It was just the
three of us: two kings of the Kalahari and
a very happy Hilux.
With a final bellowing duet, the lions
left the road and melted back into the
dunes. It was the quintessential Kalahari
experience, and we drove off with big
smiles and the sound of roaring still ring
ing in our ears.
The arid vistas are truly mesmeris
ing, but it was the epic wildlife encoun
ters that ultimately stole the show, with
the dry Auob River bed proving the focal
point for large herds of antelope and their
ever-attendant predators. We were 10
days into our most memorable Kalahari
adventure to date and the game viewing
continued to exceed all expectations as
we watched a coalition of male cheetah
hunting, two springbok rams fight (al
most to the death), and a heavily preg
nant ewe give birth right in front of us.

!Xaus Lodge

Morning walks & night drives
With our wildlife wish lists done and dust
ed, the cherry on the top was spending
our final three nights at !Xaus Lodge – a
24-bed lodge built on the ancestral lands
of the Mier and ‡Khomani San commu
nities in the west of the park. Offering
the only fully catered and professionally
guided safari experience available in the
Kgalagadi, the community-owned lodge
seemed like the perfect place to splash
out for our first Christmas in the desert.
Leaving the Auob Valley at Rooibrak
Waterhole, we detoured onto the private
!Xaus 4x4 Trail and enjoyed an entertain
ing 2-hour drive – crossing 91 dunes – on
the exclusive access route to the lodge.

Road hogs. A vehicle gives way to two kings of the Kalahari as they saunter down the road. It is essential that drivers avoid speeding and respect wildlife.

Travelling through a seemingly endless
dune field, stained a beautiful red by the
late-afternoon sun, I was again struck by
the notion that the terrain looked more
like Mars than Earth.
!Xaus Lodge accommodates up to 24
guests in dune-top chalets. They over
look a brackish waterhole situated on
the fringe of a large, sun-bleached salt
pan ringed by low dunes and – thanks
to the recent rains – surprisingly green
grasslands. The central viewing deck and
swimming pool enjoy a magical setting
perched above the pan, and the shaded
pool loungers soon became our preferred
place to while away the daylight hours.
Taking it easy in the relaxation capital
of the Kalahari, we became very lazy very
quickly. Initially, only the delicious Mier
cuisine could rouse us from our daybeds,
but the following morning we felt ready to
stretch our legs. Under the watchful eye of
Koos Visser and Andries “Grukie” Thys,
the informative morning walks became a
daily ritual for the duration of our stay.
Walking through the vast dune field
was a special experience, but the produc
tive night drives were where the action
was at. Our guides introduced us to all the
usual suspects – jackal, wild cat, spring
hare and steenbok – but the aardwolf and
striped polecat were two unexpected and
especially memorable nocturnal sightings.
An authentic Kgalagadi experience
involves much more than simply con
quering the dunes while enjoying great
game-viewing in mesmerising surround
ings… The vast expanses of undulating
red sands, arid grasslands, big skies with
puffy white clouds and boundless
www.driveout.co.za

Heaven on Earth. Few places in southern Africa can match the raw beauty and natural tranquility of secluded
Bitterpan Wilderness Camp.

Full moon rising. !Xaus Lodge comprises 12 comfortable chalets built on a dune ridge, with stunning views
overlooking a salt pan.
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The road less travelled. Snaking its way over 91 dunes, the private !Xaus 4x4 Trail runs out at the
transfrontier park’s only lodge.

horizons create a tranquil environment of
timeless solitude that promotes spiritual
growth, inner peace and a reconnection
with nature. The Kalahari is a place to re
lax and rejuvenate your soul.
It was time to go. Our bakkie’s battery
was in such a sorry state by now that it
had taken to spitting out sulphurous acid,
with noxious fumes leaking into the cab
via the air con and fan ducts.
They say necessity is the mother of in
vention so, while Katherine retreated to
the back to escape the fumes, I drove Ace
Ventura style with my head out the driv
er’s window… And I swear I saw more
than one gemsbok give me a quizzical
look as we trundled by!
With the novelty of begging a jumpstart from passing motorists having long
since worn off, we reluctantly bid farewell
to the Kgalagadi and its wild denizens and
headed for Upington to find a new battery.
The red desert is an addictive place,
and I know it won’t be too long before
the roaring silence of this arid wilderness
calls us back for visit number 12.

Know before you go
Best time to go: The cool, dry winter months
from May to September are undoubtedly the
most popular time to visit but, if you opt for
the cushy wilderness camps option, I would
recommend exploring the “green” Kalahari
during the quieter summer months from
November to April.
Getting there: There are five entry/exit points
to the Kgalagadi. In South Africa, travel 265 km
north from Upington along the R360 and
access the park through the main gate at Twee
Rivieren. Make use of the Mata-Mata tourist
access facility for travel to/from Namibia. On
the Botswanan side there are gates at Two
Rivers, Mabuasehube and Kaa.
Where to stay: The three traditional rest camps
of Twee Rivieren, Nossob and Mata-Mata
offer a wide range of accommodation options
and camping facilities. The attractive Kalahari
Tented Camp boasts 14 fully equipped desert
tents overlooking the Auob River bed.
Alternatively, there are five unfenced
and gloriously wild wilderness camps. Each
intimate camp consists of four fully furnished
self-catering units and is looked after by a
friendly tourism assistant. Choose between the
dune cabins of Kieliekrankie, riverside cabins
of Urikaruus, or desert cabins of Grootkolk.
The log cabins of Gharagab and reed cabins of
Bitterpan are only accessible to 4x4 owners.
SANParks accommodation reservations
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can be made online at www.sanparks.org or
by e-mail to reservations@sanparks.org or call
them on 012 428 9111.
!Xaus Lodge is a 24-bed concessionaire-run
lodge in the west of the park, offering the only
fully catered and guided safari experience
available in the park. To find out more, go to
www.xauslodge.co.za or send a mail to
info@xauslodge.co.za
Fuel and supplies: Dune driving can be heavy on
fuel, so fill up whenever you get the chance. Petrol
and diesel are only available at Twee Rivieren,
Nossob and Mata-Mata on the South African side
of the park. Supplies and limited fresh produce can
be found at the three main rest camps, although it
is advisable to stock up before leaving Upington.
Highlights: Driving through the undulating red
dunes, relaxing at the wonderfully secluded 4x4
Wilderness Camps, and top quality predator
viewing in surreal Martian landscapes.
Low points: Car battery problems that led to noxious fumes leaking into the vehicle and inconsiderate drivers that hog the road at wildlife sightings.
4x2 or 4x4? If you don’t anticipate leaving the
park’s main roads, a 4x2 is adequate; however,
to access the isolated 4x4 wilderness camps of
Gharagab and Bitterpan a 4x4 with high ground
clearance is necessary. We drove a 1998 Toyota
Hilux double cab (petrol model). In case you don’t
own a 4x4 or are in need of any off-road gear, we
found 4x4 Mega World in Upington and its affiliate

Kalahari 4x4 Rental offered good value for
money. Contact Piet Luttig on 054 332 1074
or mail him at walkers@midas.co.za for
more information.
General road conditions: In a word,
“corrugated”, although any 4x4 with
reasonable clearance should be more than
adequate for the teeth-chattering roads and
roller-coaster twin tracks through the red
dunes.
Recommended gear: Hi-lift jack, spade,
aluminium sand tracks, tow/snatch straps, GPS,
jumper cables, basic tool kit and jerry cans (or
long-range fuel tank).
Best map: SANParks produces a Kgalagadi
visitors’ brochure and park map that clearly
shows all the camps, picnic sites and water
holes, with driving distances between them.
Border post formalities: South African who
enter and exit the park at Twee Rivieren do
not need a passport. But, for onward travel
to Botswana or Namibia, a valid passport
and vehicle licence papers are required; all
immigration formalities for South Africa and
Botswana must be completed between 7.30 am
and 4 pm at Twee Rivieren/Two Rivers.
Worth remembering: Firewood collection
is not permitted in the park; don’t feed wild
animals; off-road driving is prohibited; adhere
to the speed limit of 50 km/h; recommended
tyre pressure for dune driving is 1,4  bar.

