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Caprivi
Calling

Words and pictures by Patrick
Cruywagen
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Of the hundreds of thousands of people that visit
Namibiaevery  year,  only  about  ten  percent  get  as  far  as
theCaprivi strip. Is this area Namibia's ugly duckling?
Busheditor Patrick Cruywagen investigates, and declares
theCaprivi a very worthwhile 4x4
destination.
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32.5CThat was
the outside
t e m p e r a
-

ture-reading on my VW Touareg V6
3.0 TDi's instrument panel. Just over
48 hours earlier, I'd seen newspaper
headlines screaming "southern Cape
flooding." I'd moved on 2 000 km north
and was a world away. To be more
precise, I was in NW Namibia's harsh
Bushmanland, an area where the San
once roamed, ruled, and lived off the
land. Unfortunately, today they roam
no more. Testimony to this region's
harshness is the fact that only 8 000
people currently live here, in an area
half the size of Holland.

I  headed  for  the  town  of  Tsumkwe,

the capital of Bushmanland; since the
demarcation of Namibia's 13 regions,
this area has become known as the
Tsumkwe district. It's a frontier town but
is in no way similar to Maun in Botswana.
To the people lounging listlessly in
sparse shade outside it must have
seemed unfair that I was cocooned in
the  Touareg's  air-conditioned  comfort.

There were petrol pumps but they were
empty and looked like they'd never
been used. All shopping and refuelling
has to be done back in Grootfontein.
Luckily the Touareg had a 100-litre fuel
tank; to me, it's ludicrous to market a
4x4 with a tank capacity of anything
less than 70 litres.

A  certain  Mr  J.L.  Gaeseb  ambled

slowly over towards my car. "Which
way to the Khaudum National Park?" I
enquired. "Jy moet noord gaan, boetie,"
he replied, pointing in that direction.
Gaeseb slowly took a drag on his
home-made cigarette as though it
were the last one left in the world.
You know, the long, slow, drawn-out
drag, followed by a long, slow, drawn-
out stare at what was left of it. While
he followed this ritual, smoke lapped
lazily out of his nostrils and mouth.
But he had dignity, and didn't ask me
for another. Ironically, he was a Herero,
while almost everyone else – including
his  wife  –  was  San.  The  shack  they
lived in was a pitiful sight but they were
lucky, at least they had a roof over their

heads. The less fortunate sleep outside
under old grey blankets, similar to the
ones we used to have in the old SADF.
As there'd been a SAN combat unit
in the area, it's possible that these
threadbare items may actually have
been the very same army blankets
some of us used many years ago.
While we took a stroll, Gaeseb told me
the town's latest gossip, and of how he
hoped things would be improving for
his people in the future. We exchanged
addresses and I left in a trail of dust,
looking for that northerly road.

Bushmanland  and  Khaudum  are

technically not part of the Caprivi,
but as half the fun is getting there,
I thought I'd include them; besides,
Namibia is such a vast country that
it'd be a shame to just pass by these
attractions if you'd travelled this far.

There  are  many  ways  of  getting  to

the Caprivi. Coming from Gauteng, I'd
go through Botswana and head along
the eastern side of the Okavango Delta
through to Caprivi, then you can exit
Namibia  at  Katima  Mulilo  and
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Being in the wild was ample reward
for having driven so far.
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come home via Victoria Falls. What a
great two-week route! This trip would
miss Bushmanland and Khaudum, but
the Delta, Tsodilo Hills and Victoria
Falls are special places, and there are
still the four game parks within the
Caprivi to make up for the areas you
didn't cover.

If  you  come  up  through  central

Namibia, like we did and most other
Western Cape 4x4ers will do, I'd
recommend getting off the tar as soon
as you can, especially if you're driving
a vehicle as capable and comfortable
on gravel as the Touareg is. In southern
Namibia, on gravel roads like the C10
and the C12, it almost feels as though
you're driving on tar. At cruising speed,
the Touareg's ride is as smooth a
watermelon's skin.

If I had to think of one word to evoke

Bushmanland, it would be baobab.
Man, that place has some magnificent
examples. Imagine what it must've
been like to be part of the Dorslandtrek,

which came through the area way
back in the late 19th century. The road
taken by Gert Alberts and his followers
was not very different from the one
pointed out to me by my friend Mr J.L.

Gaeseb. One of the baobabs, about
18 km from the southern entrance of
Khaudum, is named the Dorslandboom
after these famous trekkers. Sadly,
over  one  hundred  years  on,  the

If you look very closely, you'll even spot a fine Baobab in this photograph.

The San people of Tsumkwe sell a great variety of ornaments and trinkets.
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tree  is  not looking healthy  – it  has a
split down the middle, possibly caused
by lightening?

The most famous baobab lies south

of Tsumkwe and is known as the
Holboom (Hollow Tree in English). In his
book 4x4 Roetes in Namibië, the late Jan
Joubert teases that a possible reason
for the Dorslandtrek might have been
red ants as they're such a nuisance
in Namibia. I was put in mind of them
when, within seconds of our 13-car
convoy stopping at the Holboom, the
kids clambered up it just like red ants
over a scrap of food. Apparently, during
the trek, mail was left for following
trekkers at these monumental trees.

A  perfect  day  trip  from  Tsumkwe  is

a visit to these baobabs and to the
pan system to the south comprising
the Nyae Nyae pan, the Pannetjiesveld
and the southernmost pans of Khabi
and Xae-Sca. Surprisingly, Namibia has
some  important  wetlands,  and  NyaeGiving the big fella a little room. We were further away than it appears here.



23
Oct'06 S

A
4x

4

Nyae  –  the  largest  of  these  pans
– attracts up to 11 000 wetland birds.
Our convoy was lucky to enjoy a
sighting of thousands of flamingos.

The  Khaudum  Game  Park  has

received mixed reviews lately, largely
because there's been no upgrading
or maintenance of the facilities for
the last two years or so, but to me
this hasn't detracted much from its
charm. The facilities were still in an
acceptable state and there was water
available. You need to be totally self-
sufficient when visiting this park, but as
someone is looking after the wildlife's
welfare and removing the rubbish, I
think it's still worth a visit. We'd heard
it might be privatised soon but couldn't
confirm this.

There are two camps in the park and

we opted for the northern Khaudum
Camp. Park officials have let the nearby
water hole run dry as the camp lay
directly in its path and elephants used

to stroll through the camp to get to it
– a bit dangerous for visitors, although
it must have been exciting. People
have complained of a lack of animal
sightings, but they couldn't have spent
much time there. One needs a few days
to get a feel for animal movements and
to hear news of their whereabouts
from other travellers. For me, being in
the wild was ample reward for having
driven so far on a dirt road. It's inter-
esting to note the two very different
types of landscape in the park: the
south has open savannah, while the
north has a type of tall, dry woodland.

From  an  off-roading  perspective

the road north towards Katere is
challenging. It's very similar in terms
of difficulty to the sand-ridge road in
Botswana where the centre middel-
mannetjie has caught out many an
overlander. One can never build up
speed because of the short sections
of deep corrugations that need to

Everyone had to eat breakfast, or no
game drives!

Flowers still flourish in the harsh
Khaudum Game Park.

Father and son sunset fishing on the
Kwando.
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be negotiated slowly. If driven too fast,
expect a bumpy ride. This treacherous
stretch is roughly 60 km long, then the
sand and white dust trail spits you out
at Katere and the tarred B8, when it's
time to re-inflate the tyres. It was here
that I started to really appreciate the
Touareg's features. How many 4x4s do
you know that have a standard built-in
compressor? All you need do is attach
the valve to a fitting below the driver's
seat to inflate your tyres. Simple and
hassle free.

The  Caprivi  is  a  gateway  linking

Botswana, Zambia, Angola, Zimbabwe
and Namibia. My only previous visit to
this region had been a fleeting one
en route to western Zambia. Caprivi's
main attractions are its birds, parks
and rivers. The area hosts nearly 70
percent of Namibia's birdlife and many
of these species don't occur anywhere
else, so a good pair of binoculars is
essential. For this reason there are
really only two places worth staying
at in the Caprivi: next to the Kwando
River or next to the Kavango River.
Water is life.

If entering the Caprivi from the west,

the first point of interest is definitely the
Popa  Falls  –  now  don't  think  Victoria
Falls or you'll be sorely disappointed.
The Popa Falls are nothing more than
a series of rapids with a total drop-off

of about four metres. The best time to
see them is when the Kavango River
is at its lowest in late winter. I decided
that this was a good spot to wash off
some of Khaudum's dust, but one must
be wary as there are always crocodiles
lurking about and there was a big one
on the opposite bank. We were shown
the  skin  of  a  recently  shot  croc  –  a
four metre long specimen you wouldn't
wanted to have messed with.

The Caprivi Game Park, now known

as the Bwabwata National Park,
stretches from the Kavango River
to  the  Kwando  River,  a  distance  of

200  km,  but  it's  never  more  than

40 km wide. When travelling along
the B8 eastwards into the heart of
Bwabwata, be aware that elephants
do cross this road, especially during
the dry winter months. Our group was
based at the well-maintained Nambwa
Campsite  –  also  known  as  the  4x4
Getaway  –  situated  on  the  eastern
side of the Kwando River. A man was
raking  leaves  when  we  arrived,

Many roads in Khaudum are covered in fine dust so it's a good idea to maintain a healthy following distance.

there are always
crocodiles lurking

The Touareg's amazing Xenon headlights allow you to look into corners as
you begin to turn the steering wheel.



26
Oct'06S

A
4x

4

The VW Touareg V6 3.0 TDi

With the recent launch of the VW Touareg V6 3.0 TDi, the line up of the Touareg range looks much more complete and the gap
between the 2.5-litre TDi and V10 5.0-litre TDi has been narrowed. My only previous experience of the vehicle was when we used
the 2.5-litre TDi to tow two tons 3 000 km across the Australian Outback. Even then I was impressed with the torque. In the new
vehicle, power is boosted to 165 kW and torque peaks at a massive 500 N.m. delivered at only 1 750 rpm. VW says the Touareg
will reach 100 km/h in less than ten seconds and after driving it for two weeks, I reckon their figures are spot on.

"It makes my Land Cruiser feel as though it's broken," lamented Uri Adventures partner and guide Eben Delport after trying

the Touareg for a short spell in Khaudum National Park. Our convoy consisted of a wide array of 4x4s including Hardbodies,
Hiluxes and a Defender, and their owners were all complimentary about the Touareg's abilities. Whilst the route we followed is not
an extreme one in terms of 4x4 driving, the Touareg – lauded as a luxury passenger vehicle capable of autobahn speed – easily

managed the terrain we encountered. At 120 km/h we saw a fuel consumption of 11.3 l / 100 km, at 130 km/h this jumped up to
12 l / 100 km. Once in the thick sand on the way out of the Khaudum, this jumped to over 20 l / 100 km which is nevertheless quite
acceptable for this kind of work.

The two knobs that set the ride height, lock the diffs and select high- or low-range are located just behind the automatic gear lever

and fall easily to hand. I found that once I'd selected the off-road ride height (about 270 mm), the big VW was able to tackle most of
our route in high-range without any strain – the vehicle lock its diffs automatically when conditions change. This is 4x4ing on auto-
pilot. I only resorted to low-range when crossing rivers, which was when I selected the maximum ride height of 300 mm.

Most people won't carry huge loads in their Touaregs but we packed a fridge, ammo boxes and water cans into the rear load

space. A nice feature is that one can tie all this down using the pop-up eyelets. And if one removes the rearmost right-hand panel
to get to the CD shuttle, you'll find a comprehensive first aid kit. These features, combined with the vehicle's off-road systems,

good ground clearance and comfort, all make the 4x4 experience a pleasure.

1. The externally-mounted full size spare
option allows for more loading space.

2. This is the first vehicle we've driven that
has a built-in compressor.

3. The Touareg boasts a total of four
mounting points for the recovery eye.

1
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and a sprinkler was doing its best to
keep the small amount of grass green.
Horse Shoe Bend is very popular, and
one normally encounters big herds
of elephant here. Other animals in
the area include hippo, kudu, zebra,
impala, sable and eland. To date, 339
bird species have been recorded in the
Western Caprivi, and this figure jumps
by about 70 species as one heads
eastwa rd.

After  a  few  days  we  moved  to  the
Namushasha Country Lodge on the
eastern  side  of  the  Kwando.  I  was

excited when guides told us of a pink
albino hippo in the area; they even
produced a picture of it. During our first
game drive, guide Arno Grobler, true
to his word, found us a pod of grazing
hippos – including the pink albino. After
about ten minutes a noisy flock of birds
alarmed them and they charged for the
water. Luckily it was overcast but one
has to wonder how the poor whitie's
skin will cope during the hot summer.
Perhaps he'll only come out at night?

South of Namushasha Country Lodge

lie the Mudumu and Mamili National
Parks, which some guidebooks say
are the best places in Namibia to
see oribi; Mamili is known for buffalo
sightings. These must be the cheapest
parks in Africa at only R10 to enter and
R10  per  car.  Both  are  accessible

Note that the price still shows zero
after forty litres have been put in.
Take a calculator.

Happy campers. The 2006 Khaudum and Caprivi tour group.

You saw it first in SA4x4: an albino Hippo.

Young Kiaan Fourie caught the biggest fish of the trip much to the delight of
Dad Herman.
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only by 4x4s, and during our time at
Namushasha we met some Italians
who'd spent a night in Mudumu after
getting stuck because no-one had
shown them how to engage 4WD.
The average rainfall for this area is
around 700 mm and by late August
well over 1 000 mm had fallen, but
this doesn't have as big an impact
on water levels as one might expect
because the Kwando River's catchment
area is in Angola. It's a confusing river,
changing names a staggering six times
along its course. It enters this area
as the Kwando and leaves it as the
Linyanti. For a large part of the year
access to Mamili is difficult as the
park lies within the Linyanti Swamps,
but the rangers at the entrance will
be able to tell you which parts are
accessible. The annual floodwaters of
the Kwando-Linyanti reach the area
in August or September and flood the
reed-lined channels, turning the area
into a miniature Okavango Delta.

The  Caprivi  Strip's  popularity  is
growing,  and  near  the  rivers  or  parks

one frequently sees brown signboards
signalling the opening of yet another
lodge. It's an affordable getaway and has
enjoyed lots of positive press, leading to
many places being fully booked during
the late winter months. Destinations as
unspoilt as this are becoming increas-
ingly rare, and I hope that it retains its

wild status for many years to come. The
fact that large parts of it are only acces-
sible by 4x4 should help. This region
holds a great deal of memories for many
South Africans and I'd encourage those
of you who spent time here to go back
and rediscover the beauty of this region
all over again.

Woodlands dominate the northern part of the Khaudum Game Park.

This toothy specimen killed a fisherman just before Christmas '04 and had to
be shot. Crikey, hope they got the right one.
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Accommodation and travel information
Roy's Camp

This camp, situated 56 km north of Grootfontein, is known as
the gateway to Bushmanland and Khaudum. Grassed camp-
sites, hot water, washing-up facilities, a fridge, electricity and
flush toilets make it a comfortable stopover. If you don't feel like
pitching tents, there're a few bungalows available. And if you'd
like to stretch your legs before getting behind the steering

wheel again, two walking trails in the are will do the trick.
Camping costs R55 pppn, but for more than seven the price
drops. Contact them on 09264 67 240302

The Khaudum National Park

Facilities at this park are no longer maintained or upgraded
and look worse every year, although rangers still monitor

the water holes and animals. This means that when visiting
Khaudum you need be completely self-sufficient. Park fees
are R10 per person and R10 per car. South Africans pay

slightly more than Namibians for camping but this is still very
cheap at only R30 pppn.

Nambwa Community Camp

Located about 10 km from the B8 on the Western bank of the
Kwando River, this has to be one of the tidiest community

camps we've visited. Camp sites are right on the river's edge.
There are hot showers and flush toilets. Camping costs

R60 pppn and kids pay half price. For more details
09264 81 306 0400.

Tsumkwe Lodge

On the outskirts of Tsumkwe. Facilities include a restaurant and
bar, hot showers and flush toilets. Kids under six stay free and
over six pay half price. Camping is R55 pppn Chalets are R375
for a single and R620 for a double. For more details call

09264 67 244028 or go to www.tsumkwel.iway.na.
Namushasha Country Lodge

Situated in the eastern Caprivi about 25 km from Kongola,
this lodge has 27 bungalows overlooking the Kwando River.
Neat campsites with flush toilets, hot water, fire wood and
grass are also available. Camping costs R50 pppn. Groups
of more than six pay R40 pppn. Activities offered are a hiking
trail, boat trips, fishing trips and game drives in the nearby

Bwabwata National Park. For bookings 09264 61 374750 or
see www.namibialodges.com.

Ngepi Camp

Located on the Namibian side of the Okavango Delta about 15
km from Divundu. This is a place renowned for its funny signs,
lively bar, famous toilets and world-first crocodile and hippo

cage dives. If you don't want to camp on lush, green grass,
there're new deck tents, tree houses and bush huts.

Camping is R60 per person, the deck tents R100 pppn, the
tree houses R220 pppnen-suite and the bush huts R170 pppn
en-suite. For bookings call 09264 66 259903 or see

www.ngepicamp.com.

Mamili and Mudumu National Parks
Entrance is R10 per person and R10 per car, plus an additional
R20 per person per night. There are various campsites, but

don't expect more than a place to pitch your tent, sometimes
under a tree. Camping is wild – as well as being amongst wild
animals, you have to be entirely self-sufficient. Mamili is a

winter park but enquire about water levels as it lies in a swamp
influenced by the Angolan rains. At times the park is inacces-

sible. Mudumu is higher and consequently drier. Both parks are
only accessible by 4x4.

Border Crossings: We crossed at Vioolsdrif, simple if you have
your motor vehicle registration papers and passport. No visas
needed for South African citizens. On the Namibian side you

will have to pay R180 road tax. You can pay in rands which are
widely accepted throughout Namibia.

Fuel: If approaching Khaudum National Park from the south,
the last place you'll find fuel is Grootfontein. Tsumkwe has

new white pumps but no fuel. If visiting the pans to the south
of Tsumkwe and if you plan to drive around Khaudum before
heading north, you'll need more than a standard tank of fuel.
Once you rejoin the B8 and head eastwards, there's fuel at

Divundu, Kongola (both R6.74 per litre of diesel) and Katima
Mulilo. Remember the old African law of fuelling up whenever
possible when travelling in remote parts because Divundu and
Kongola have had problems with no fuel and broken pumps in
the past. You can pay with petrol cards, and Kongola has a very
moody mini-ATM.

Road Conditions: The tar roads in Namibia are generally very
good. When heading north out of Khaudum, expect thick sand
all the way to the B8. Try to leave early in the morning – the going
is easier. A 4x4 is essential for visiting the Bwabwata, Mamili and
Mudumu National Parks. Be especially cautious in the Mamili

National Park during the summer months when the whole area
could flood.

Thanks

Uri Adventures

SA4x4 have now done several trips where the logistical support
has been provided by Uri Adventures, and we've yet to be

disappointed. Although the most popular of their trips is the
one from Luderitz to Walvis Bay, they offer a Conception

Adventure and various trips into Angola. The Bushmanland/
Caprivi trip is the latest addition to their trip options.

For more details see www.uriadventures.com, email them
uri@uriadventures.com or call them on 09264 64 220571.
K7 Radio (Namibia)

Thanks to Neal van den Berg of K7 Radio who organised the trip
and ably led the convoy. They do several 4x4 trips a year, and

for more details of future events see www.k7.com.na. There's a
family Treasure Hunt 4x4 trip planned for Damaraland in Dec.
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