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SOUTHERN AFRICA'S

DESER

MARK SISSONS/SPECIAL TO THE SUN
Okonjima’s Grand African Villa is an ultra-luxurious bush hideaway overlooking a watering hole deep within a reserve.

Namibia offers adventurous travellers a unique luxury safari experience
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packing them in with top-notch
entertainment and gourmet cuisine at
affordable prices.
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Pioneering conservation efforts save ancient ecosystem

“Namibia is unique due to the
fact that we have more preda-
tors and more prey outside our
national parks than any other
country,” says Afticat Founda-
tion director Donna Hanssen
as she feeds resident orphaned
cheetahs their morning pound
of bovine flesh.

One of Africa’s most progres-
sive large predator research
and rehabilitation centres,
Africat is located in Okonjima
Nature Reserve, three hours
drive north of Namibia’s com-
pact, laid-back capital of Wind-
hoek. Since opening in 1993,
the foundation has rescued
more than 1,000 cheetahs and
leopards on Namibian farm-
land, successfully reintroduc-
ing more than 85 per cent of
them back into the wild.

Tall, blond and packing a pis-
tol, Hanssen shows me around
22,000-hectare Okonjima,
carved from land her family
once farmed. On these open
plains, occasionally broken by
the remnants of ancient sand-
stone outcrops, rehabilitated
big cats hone their hunting
skills before they're reintro-
duced into the wild. Volunteers
from around the world help
the Hanssens restore habitats
and care for dozens of cheetahs
and other rescued wildlife. And
Okonjima guests can opt to stay
in spacious traditional thatched
chalets a short stroll from the
original Hanssen-family farm-
house. Or splurge on the Grand
African Villa, the ultra-luxuri-
ous bush hideaway overlook-
ing a watering hole deep within
the reserve where Brad Pitt
and Angelina Jolie stayed dur-
ing the birth of their daughter

Space (as in seen from space)
certamly applies to the mas-
sive burnt orange dunes near
Sossusvlei (pronounced SOSS-
oo-vlay), a day’s drive west of
Windhoek. Rising out of the
Namib Desert like silent, star-
shaped sentinels, they tower as
high as a 60-storey skyscraper
over Namib Naukluft Park, Afri-
ca’s largest conservation area.

I reach the summit of one
dune just in time to catch the
rising sun casting shadows on
rows of silicon pyramids that
mark the entrance to an ocean
of sand flowing all the way to
Namibia’s notorious Skeleton
Coast, graveyard of countless
ill-fated ships throughout the
centuries. Surreal as it is serene,
this vast alien landscape feels
like the enormous backdrop of
asci-fi movie, which it has por-
trayed in numerous Hollywood
and Bollywood blockbusters.

Later that day I feel like the
star of my own sci-fi epic,

Spanning more than 400,000 acre

cruising through vegetated
dune belts and endless stretches
of golden grassy savannah on
a_quad blie in NamibRand
Nature Reserve as ostrich and
gemsbok race alongside in the
distance. Probably the larg-
est private nature reserve in
Southern Africa at more than
170,000 hectares, NamibRand
was created to help protect
and conserve the unique ecol-
ogy and wildlife of the south-
west Namib Desert, one of the
world’s driest ecosystems.

Out here amid some of the
planet’s most beguilingly
unspoiled desert vistas, visitors
can enjoy utter tranquillity and
pampering at five-star retreats
like Sossusvlei Desert Lodge
and Wolwedans, a selection of
small and elegant safari camps,
proceeds from which go toward
maintaining the reserve. Retir-
ing after a gourmet “bush din-
ner” to the veranda of my spa-
cious wooden Wolwedans suite
elevated above the dunes, I
contemplate the darkest, most

Species adapt to the desert in Damaraland’s Etosha National Park.

starlit sky I've ever seen and
strain to hear the lonesome
call of a lone jackal serenading
me from across the otherwise
silent surface of this magical
moonscape.

If Sossusvlei and NamibRand
feel like restorative desert iso-
lation chambers, the UNESCO
World Heritage Site Twyfel-
fontein is ancient art therapy.

Located in the barren Kunene
Region of northwestern
Namibia, it contains possibly
Africa’s largest and finest col-
lection of petroglyphs, etched
in stone thousands of years ago
by resident Bushmen (San), the
original inhabitants of southern

Hidden amid craggy sand-
stone mountains, their

multicoloured rock strata and
minerals exposed to the ele-
ments in fantastical shapes and
colours, Twyfelfontem s 2,500
prehistoric engravings depict
handprints and abstract cireu-
lar motifs, along mth elephant,
giraffe, kudu, lion, rh

-

prehistoric animals immortal-
ized at Twyfelfontein remain
very much in the picture.
Their freedom still largely
unhindered, desert-adapted
black rhinos, lions, elephants
and cheetah contmue to roam
across the ly beau-

zebra and ostrich.

Admiring these alfresco gal-
leries painted in blood, clays,
ochre and plant extracts on
boulders and slabs of red sand-
stone scattered about the hill-
side, I picture the ancient
artists who created them —
perhaps during shamanistic
rituals while their wild mod-
els followed age-old migration
routes across the surrounding
countryside — a tableau that
has changed little in the thou-
sands of years since.

Today, thanks in large part to

Namibia’s pioneering program
of land conservancies that have
handed back control over wild-
life managemenl and lounsm

tiful open spaces of this African
anomaly — a desert rose by any
other name.

IF YOU GO

When to go:

Late winter until the begin-
ning of summer (June till
November) is the best time to
go to Namibia. Winter (May to
September) temperatures in
the interior range from 18 Cto
25 C during the day. Summer
(October to April) average inte-
rior temperatures range from 20
Cto 34 Cduring the day.

to the local i mmu-
nities, the descendants ofthose
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Getting there:

Air Namibia (www.airnamibia.
com.na) flies to Windhoek from
Frankfurt, as well as offering
frequent daily connections

for passengers arriving in
Johannesburg aboard daily
South African Airways (www.fly-
saa.com) flights from New York
and Washington. Air Namibia
also operates a limited internal
service.

Getting around:

Navigating Namibia is remark-
ably easy for all levels of travel-
lers. Roads are generally good
for self-driving and routes well
marked.

Safety:

Namibia is a reasonably safe,
peaceful country and is not
involved in any wars.

If you are alert and take some
common sense precautions, you
should have no problems.
Should you require medical
assistance, Namibia's hospitals
are modemn and capable of
attending to whatever needs
you may have.

Where to stay:

The Olive Guesthouse is an inti-
mate luxury boutique hotel in
atranquil corner of Windhoek.
It features seven deluxe suites,
each individually decorated

to reflect a different region of
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Okonjima’s Grand African Villa is an ultra-luxurious bush hideaway overlooking a watering hole
deep within the reserve where Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie stayed.

Namibia. (www.theolive-namib-
ia.com)
Home to the Africat Foundation
(wwwi.africat.org), Okonjima
(www.okonjima.com) offers
four different styles of luxury

ion ranging from

exquisite desert scenery in the

heart of the Nature

Recommended outfitters:

Reserve. (www.wolwedans.
com)

Also setin the heart of the
NamibRand Nature Reserve,

i Desert Lodge offers

a sumptuous private villaand
traditional thatched roof suites
to an exclusive self-catering
campsite.

spacious and serene five-star
suites complete with dramatic
skylights for late night stargaz-
ing, as well as a selection of

iences ranging from quad

The Collection
features a selection of small
and elegant safari camps,
each set against a backdrop of

biking to ballooning. (www.
andbeyondafrica.com)

Vanc based Heritage
Safari Company (www.heritag-
esafaris.com / 1-888-301-1713)
and Seattle based African Safari
Company (www.africansafa-
rico.com /1.800.414.3090) can
both arrange complete luxury
Namibia itineraries, including
the locations and accommoda-
tion featured in this story.

More info:

For more on Namibia, visit www.
namibiatourism.com.na.
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POSTCARDS

Have you been on a great
vacation or explored a lit-
tle-known destination?

Tell us about it.

Send a photo and a small
write up (no more than
600 words) to travel@
sunprovince.com and we'll
consider it for publication.




