SO U T H A F R I CA

BOOK OF
DREAMS

Feeling adventurous? Ready to experience once
again the excitement of visiting somewhere fresh
and unexpected, of heading off the usual
tourist path? In a country as large and diverse
as South Africa there’s no shortage of
stimulating, remote places to go and
things to do. But where to start? We
asked some of its most seasoned
travel writers to put some ideas
in our heads. Perhaps there’s
something here that’ll spark
your wanderlust?
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BLISS & STARS

STAR-BATHING IN THE CEDERBERG

WESTERN CAPE
Photographs don’t do justice to this 66,000ha
mountainous wilderness, north of Cape Town.
There are dramatic sandstone rock formations
burnt orange by iron oxide, caves with rock art
dating as far back as 8000 years, and springfed pools, clear as glass. The Cederberg is also
one of the best places to soak in and learn about
the southern night sky. For full immersion, try a
three-night star-bathing retreat at Bliss & Stars,
hosted by mindfulness teacher Daria and her
astrophotographer partner Heine.
PIPPA DE BRUYN

ALSO: Sutherland, in the Karoo, is the home of
the Southern African Large Telescope (SALT).
Book a private night tour, which is two-hours
long and fascinating.
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PAUSE IN
PILGRIM’S REST

SHARON
GILBERT-RIVETT

SETSONG TEA CRAFTERS

WESTERN CAPE
Yzerfontein is an
unlikely place to
find a centre of San
culture and learning,
but !Khwa ttu is a
glorious celebration,
documenting
their history, belief
systems, languages
and relationship with
nature, while at the
same time teaching
San students about
their own culture,
helping them to
preserve it for
generations to come.
Visit for the day or
stay overnight and
meet inspirational
people, eat incredible
food, discover
amazing things about
medicinal plants and
the healing power of
nature, hike or bike
the reserve, with its
variety of wildlife and
stunning views.

THE PONDO
TRAIL

TRANSKEI WILD COAST
This fully-catered and
supported four-night
walk is a luxurious
way to amble along
the Wild Coast’s epic
coastline. Behind
the scenes, the Wild
Child Africa crew
transport luggage to
each overnight beach
camp and ensure the
champagne is chilled
on arrival. That’s not
to say you don’t get
stuck in, though: there
is always the chance
to catch and cook your
own seafood along the
way. MELANIE VAN ZYL

SIP SEPEDI TEA

WESTERN CAPE
It’s surfboards at
the ready at Eland’s
Bay and Lambert’s
Bay, north of Cape
Town. However, the
major magnet here
is the Lambert’s Bay
bird colony, where
thousands of Cape
gannets, penguins,
cormorants and other
sea birds chatter
away and cover the
ground like a denselywoven carpet. The
gannets in particular
are so beautiful you’d
think their faces
were made up by a
master artist. One
flies away to catch a
fish, returning to find
its mate in the dense
cacophony with
pinpoint accuracy.
An excellent sighting
is afforded from a
glass-windowed
blind. JUDY BARNES

LIMPOPO
This is the most heartwarming and
immersive rural experience I’ve had. In
Ga-Phaahla and Ga-Matlala, villages in the
Sekhukhune district two hours north of
Johannesburg, Setšong Tea Crafters sits
well off the trodden tourist route. A dusty
road leads past donkeys, winding cattle
tracks and thatched rondavels, ending in
the shade of a towering terminalia tree.
Here, women have gathered to harvest wild bulbs and cultivate
trees to resuscitate natural Pedi teas. From shrub to cup, I was
taken on a tour of the indigenous brews and even blended my
own spiced recipe under expert guidance. Cultural tours like
this are vital in revealing the untold stories of South Africa’s
indigenous people. MELANIE VAN ZYL

THE UMKHUZE FIG FOREST

ISIMANGALISO WETLAND PARK, KWAZULU-NATAL
uMkhuze Game Reserve offers fabulous birding and game-viewing thanks to its
diverse environments, but its Sycamore Fig Forest – the only one of its kind in Africa
– is particularly special. To wander along the elevated boardwalk, taking in the smells
and sounds, is magical. The ancient trees, some estimated to be over 400 years old,
fruit year-round, so are alive with foraging wildlife including rare birds. Conveniently
placed benches mean you can sit quietly and soak it all in. SHAEN ADEY

GROBLER DU PREEZ / SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

WILD CHILD AFRICA

ABSORB
YOURSELF IN
SAN CULTURE

A BIRDFEST AT
LAMBERT’S BAY

THE VAST DESERT PROVINCE

NORTHERN CAPE
There is so much to experience in the Northern
Cape, from sandboarding on the Kalahari Red
Dune Route in Askham, to exploring salt mines,
immersing yourself in the colourful flowers of
Namaqualand, and the place of great noise: the
Augrabies waterfall in the Augrabies National
Park. In the small town of Kakamas you will find
the Kalahari Gateway Hotel, the only place in
South Africa that serves ‘desert sushi’ (made with
biltong). Enjoy it around the conveyor with a glass
of local wine. KATCHIE NZAMA

JACQUES MARAIS

!KHWA TTU

MPUMULANGA
Winding mountain
roads lead to the
historic 1870’s
gold-mining village
of Pilgrim’s Rest.
Gift shops nestle
below street level,
ancient petrol pumps
still work and the
Royal Hotel reeks
of yesteryear with
its brass beds and
ball-and-claw baths.
Have a pint in the
hotel’s gold-rush
bar – the pub was
originally a Catholic
chapel, transported
by ox-wagon from
Mozambique and
reconstructed like a
jigsaw puzzle. Don’t
miss Robber’s Grave.
Legend has it that
a thief stole a tent,
while others say it
was gold – either way
he was shot dead
for his trouble and
shunned by having
no name on his
headstone and his
grave facing in the
opposite direction.
Visitors may still pan
for gold today. This is
Jock of the Bushveld
country. JUDY BARNES

GRAFFITI RIDES

JOHANNESBURG
On a Gauteng Graffiti
ride with Eelco
Meyjes you take on
the Johannesburg
traffic at dawn to
explore the vibrant,
world-class graffiti
that can be found
throughout the city. It
is a spectacular urban
adventure: colourful
and cultural, with stopoffs at local coffee
shops and delis.

HANG OUT WITH
PENGUINS

JACQUES MARAIS

PICNIC IN POSTBERG

WESTERN CAPE
The West Coast National Park is a little-known gem an hour
north of Cape Town. It has dramatic granite boulders, game
viewing, birding, golden sands lapped by the waters of the
lagoon and the Atlantic, numerous hiking and biking trails,
picnic spots and a good restaurant. But the jewel is the
Postberg section, which is only open during the flower season
of August and September. It’s hard to know where to look: the
veld is a blaze of pinks, purples, oranges, yellows and blues,
and you may see eland, zebra, ostrich, bat-eared foxes or flocks
of flamingos in the lagoon. There’s day and overnight hiking
trails, otherwise head to Uitkyk picnic site with a bottle of your
favourite vino and sit out on one of the lichen-streaked boulders
overlooking the milky turquoise water. SHAEN ADEY

CAPE TOWN
If you enjoyed the Netflix
documentary Penguin
Town, you won’t want to
miss out on seeing its
avian stars in the flesh
at Boulders Beach on
the Cape Peninsula. Day
visits are the norm, but
if you want more quality
time with these engaging
creatures, or dusk and
dawn photographic
opportunities, think about
booking into Tintswalo
at Boulders, a relaxed
boutique hotel that offers
unobstructed views over
the busy breeding colony.
PHILIP BRIGGS

SHAEN ADEY
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Serval, photographed
from the overnight
hide at Zimanga

MELANIE VAN ZYL

MAGOEBASKLOOF
HIKING TRAIL

LIMPOPO
This quiet trail takes you through
gorgeous tracts of indigenous
woodland in the mountains between
Polokwane and Tzaneen. It is a place
I want to lose myself in, home to
fabulous birdlife (such as the Cape
parrot, bat hawk, Narina trogon, Green
twinspot), meandering gin-clear
streams and secret waterfalls. There
are several overnight huts available,
and you can hike for anything
from one to five days through the
Woodbush Forest by combining
various routes. MELANIE VAN ZYL

MELANIE VAN ZYL

KWAZULU-NATAL
In 2019, we spent more than three
months hopping between South
Africa’s best reserves in the course
of researching a new Rough Guide
to the Game Parks of South Africa.
There were highlights a-plenty, but
one of the most unexpected was
Pongola, a low-key, very scenic and
genuinely budget-friendly sanctuary
where you can track white rhinos on
foot and enjoy boat trips on a wildliferich stretch of the Pongola River.

CLIMB MAFADI

FERNKLOOF NATURE RESERVE

CAPE TOWN
Pop on a mask, zip
up the wetsuit, and
you get a front-row
seat to astonishing
underwater
acrobatics and antics,
with seals spinning
past you in a whoosh
of bubbles. They’re
unbelievably fast and
cheeky too.

PONGOLA GAME RESERVE

PHILIP BRIGGS

WESTERN CAPE
Whale watching, fine dining, scenic coastal paths,
glorious beaches: there are plenty of reasons to visit
Hermanus. But many visitors overlook the treasure
that is Fernkloof Nature Reserve on the slopes of the
Kleinrivier mountains that form the town’s backdrop.
Fernkloof boasts incredible flora, 60km of marked
trails and an overnight hut. Stunning coastal and
mountain views, secret swimming holes and the
chance to bag a couple of peaks make it a prime
hiking destination. FIONA MCINTOSH

SNORKEL WITH
SEALS IN HOUT
BAY

KWAZULU-NATAL
Summitting the highest peak in
South Africa is a grand adventure.
From Injisuthi camp it’s a pretty, if
strenuous, hike up Judge Pass to the
flat terrace where a cairn marks the
country’s highest point. Sleep out
on the escarpment or in a cave and
enjoy the views, sunset, star-studded
skies and sunrise from your lofty
perch before descending Leslie’s
Pass, stopping to swim in the glorious
Marble Baths. FIONA MCINTOSH

THE ORANGE
RIVER

NORTHERN CAPE
Imagine driving
through an arid
canyon, towering cliffs
on either side, the
heat and dust almost
suffocating you. Then,
around a bend you
come across a swathe
of lush undergrowth
and swaying reeds,
lapped by crystal
clear running water
with birdsong all
around. Welcome
to the Orange River,
where it slices through
the far, northwestern
corner of South
Africa, bringing life
to a parched desert.
Canoe it, raft it, tube
it, fish it or simply
soak in the beauty
of it.
SHARON GILBERTRIVETT

ANIMALOCEAN.CO.ZA

JACQUES MARAIS

WATERBERG,
LIMPOPO
The team at Marataba
Conservation Camps
aims to notch 30-40
white rhinos annually
for monitoring
purposes. Once an
animal has been
sedated, guests
help to gather DNA
samples. I assisted
by plucking hairs
from the tail. Seeing
a rhino crumple
to the ground is
very emotional and
highlights the reality
of what it takes to
protect wildlife.

MARATABA CONSERVATION CAMPS

NORTHERN CAPE
The Bikamino bikepacking route links
some quirky farmstays, private lodges
and National Parks’
accommodation.
Expect to cover about
950km over nine days,
but you can do it at
your own pace. The
idea is to experience
all the different biomes
of the Northern
Cape, including the
Namaqua National
Park’s sandveld,
strandveld and
bossieveld.

HANDS-ON
WILDLIFE

TOURISM MA
GOEBASKLOO
F

!XAUS LODGE / TRANSFRONTIER PARKS DESTINATIONS

JACQUES MARAIS

CYCLING THE
BIKAMINO
ROUTE

SANDI MOOR
E/

THE SOUND
OF SILENCE AT
!XAUS

KGALAGADI
TRANSFRONTIER PARK,
NORTHERN CAPE
I discovered the
Northern Cape late in
life and when I drove
for hours through
its jaw-dropping
landscapes into the
heart of the Kgalagadi
Transfrontier Park, I felt
I’d been transported
to another planet.
At !Kaus Lodge,
owned by the local
Khomani San and
Meer communities,
I experienced a
silence that only the
desert produces: an
all-encompassing
stillness that threatens
to consume you if you
dare to breathe.
SHARON
GILBERT-RIVETT

CLOSE ENCOUNTERS AT
ZIMANGA

KWAZULU-NATAL
It’s no exaggeration to say that
Zimanga Game Reserve is arguably
the best wildlife photography
destination anywhere in Africa.
Game viewing here is centered on
visits to a network of ingeniously
designed hides, each with its own
specialty. Our favourite is the private
overnight hide, which is perfectly
lit for photographing whatever
comes to drink over the course of
a nocturnal vigil – buffalo, rhino,
leopard, lion and serval are all
reasonably regular. PHILIP BRIGGS

FREEDOM PARK

PRETORIA, GAUTENG
The Freedom
Park Heritage Site
and Museum is,
in my opinion,
beyond compare in
South Africa, with
exceptional interactive
exhibits that take you
through the history of
the Rainbow Nation.
From prehistory to
colonisation, from
the darkness of
apartheid and into the
light of democracy,
the path it weaves is
intensely fascinating,
marvellously imagined
and immaculately
presented, culminating
in a walk through
quietly contemplative
gardens. Just go. You
won’t regret it.
SHARON
GILBERT-RIVETT

HOGSBACK GARDENS

EASTERN CAPE
High in the Amatole
Mountains, with its
swirling mists, tumbling
waterfalls, gigantic
trees, fabulous flowers
and fireflies, the quirky
village of Hogsback
has a mystical quality.
Its gardens, most
planted by early settlers
who took advantage of
the temperate climate
to recreate their English
gardens, are a delight. Visit
in spring, when they are open
to the public, and revel in the
colourful displays of rhododendrons,
azaleas, flowering cherries and other
exotic northern hemisphere species.
FIONA MCINTOSH
HOGSBACK COMMUNITY
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CALVIN KOTZE / ZIMANGA PRIVATE GAME RESERVE

SO U T H A F R I CA

DIVE INTO MAPUTALAND’S MARINE LIFE

THE RIBOLA ART
ROUTE

FIONA MCINTOSH

Artist Pilato Bulala
shows off one of his
sculptures on the
Ribola Art Route

LIMPOPO
Take a day and hit
the Ribola Art Route,
venturing into the
communities around Elim
to discover the wealth of
artistic talent that South
Africa has produced in
one of its most far-flung
corners. The experience
demonstrates how art
transcends humanity
and brings us all closer
together.

WALK AMONG THE FLOWERS

GOEGAP NATURE RESERVE, NORTHERN CAPE
Namaqualand’s famous spring flowers are showstoppers, but if you’re an active sort who would like
to admire them on foot, the Geogap Nature Reserve
offers hiking or mountain biking trails which reward
you with outstanding views. With nearly 600 flower
species and abundant birdlife, it’s a surprisingly
diverse reserve that’s worth visiting year-round. Its
plains, on which you might see gemsbok, springbok
and Hartmann’s mountain zebra, are resplendent in
spring, while the array of succulents includes bizarre
halfmens and all three species of quiver tree found
in South Africa. FIONA MCINTOSH
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CAPE TOWN
Silvermine Nature Reserve is part of Table Mountain National Park
and my go-to spot for a hike, swim or picnic at any time of the year.
The small entry fee is worth every cent for the sensational views
from any trail. End up at the dam for a cooling swim and picnic.
CARRIE HAMPTON

KRUGER NATIONAL
PARK, LIMPOPO
Kruger may be
great for ticking
off the Big 5, but if
you want to know
what untrammelled
wilderness does for
the spirit, travel to the
far north of the park,
where the Luvuvhu
and Limpopo rivers
have carved the
border with Zimbabwe
and Mozambique.
You’ll see loads of
wildlife, but with more
than 350 bird species
recorded here, this is
more about ticking off
birds than big cats,
marvelling at baobabs
and fever trees and
exploring the bush
on foot.
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JUDY BARNE

CULTURE CONTRAST IN KURUMAN

NORTHERN CAPE
There are two compelling reasons to visit this mining
town. One is a tourist’s historical delight: the Moffat
Mission, which became Dr David Livingstone’s first
home in Africa in 1841. Take a guided tour or wander
around the garden and buildings, with their excellent
displays. Sit in the unusual T-shaped church and
imagine what life would have been like at that time.
On the fingerpost indicating other mission stations,
you’ll see a sign for The Missionary Road. This is
where Livingstone set off on his famous journey to
open up Africa.
For something more unusual, look no further
than the Workshop Ko-Kasi in Mothibistad, an ecotourism hub that allows you to immerse yourself in
genuine African culture, not the touristy kind. Buy a
drink or a tasty lunch at the café, play a competitive
boardgame of Morabaraba, enjoy an African spa
and ask about the Hard-Body Chicken, the poetry
readings and concerts. You may find yourself
rubbing shoulders with jazz enthusiasts and even a
local king. Definitely worth more than one visit.
JUDY BARNES

THONGALANDTRAVEL.COM

THE EAST COAST
WETLANDS

KWAZULU-NATAL
A trip to iSimangaliso Wetland
Park will not disappoint water and
nature lovers. You could spend
weeks discovering new activities.
Enjoy a sunset cruise on St Lucia
Estuary, home to over 800 hippos,
and discover the joy of ending a
day of game-viewing on the beach
in Cape Vidal with a snorkel and
a bush braai. In Kosi Bay, local
fishermen will teach you how to
catch your own lunch using Tonga
fish traps and roast it in the bush
using methods passed down over
hundreds of years. Sodwana Bay is
a popular year-round scuba diving
destination; the reefs here are
home to more than 1200 species
of fish, including turtles, sharks,
rays and whales.
KATCHIE NZAMA

SHARON GILBERT-RIVETT

RIBOLA ART ROUTE / TRAVELLING CIRCUS

WANDER SILVERMINE

GO WILD IN
NORTHERN
KRUGER

PIPPA DE BRUYN

ARIADNE VAN ZANDBERGEN / AFRICA IMAGE LIBRARY

KWAZULU-NATAL
On a good day the St Lucia and Maputaland marine
reserves offer some of the best diving on the planet,
with reefs featuring around 100 species of hard and
soft corals attracting over 1200 fish species. The
topography is magnificent, with sites to suit all levels
of experience and interest. Macro enthusiasts can
explore the shallow reefs; vast shoals of colourful
fish never fail to entrance, and there’s a good chance
of encountering dolphins, manta rays and, in season,
ragged-tooth sharks and whale sharks. Technical
divers might find coelacanths in the deep canyons.
Sodwana Bay is understandably popular, but for an
exclusive dive, snorkelling or beach holiday, head
further north to the unspoilt bays of the Maputaland
Coastal Forest Reserve.

DENIS COSTELLO @ PAFURI / WALKING SAFARIS IN SOUTHERN AFRICA

SO U T H A F R I CA

LINGER IN WILDERNESS

WESTERN CAPE
Bias admitted, Wilderness is our
favourite village in South Africa.
We’ve lived here since 2015, and
still enjoy its unique location,
sandwiched between a stunning
beach and the lagoons of Garden
Route National Park. One activity
we recommend to all visitors is a
self-paddling canoe expedition
up the Touws River, through a
magnificent forested gorge where
we’ve regularly seen the likes of
Knysna turaco, Narina trogon and
half-collared kingfisher.
PHILIP BRIGGS
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THE WAYFARER

South Africa is excellent road-tripping territory and there are a number of wellmarketed self-drive routes. But if you enjoy exploring at your own pace and
discovering out-of-the way spots, here are five recommended journeys…
BY LIZZIE WILLIAMS

WALK THE
WHALE TRAIL

SCOTT RAMSAY / CAPENATURE

OVERNIGHT IN KOGELBERG

WESTERN CAPE
A short drive from Cape Town, along
one of the most beautiful coastal
roads in the world, lies Kogelberg
Nature Reserve, CapeNature’s most
prestigious and pristine montaine
wilderness. In addition to its
spectacular scenery the reserve is
famous for its extraordinary plant
diversity. The recently opened Mbali
Collection adds to this very special
place, with eight cabins nestled in the
valley with views of Palmiet River.
FIONA MCINTOSH

WEST COAST FOSSIL PARK

LANGEBAAN, WESTERN CAPE
For those interested in the animals roaming this
area five million years ago – think short-necked,
long-horned giraffes, sabre-toothed cats and even
huge bears – this is a must-see destination. The
most important worldwide site for fossils, guided
viewings are conducted on a series of walkways
around an actual dig. Paleontology students can
often be seen carefully flicking their small brushes
over ancient whales’ skeletons. JUDY BARNES

DE HOOP NATURE
RESERVE, WESTERN
CAPE
Exclusive to only
12 fortunate hikers
per day, the fivenight Whale Trail
starts inland,
traversing fynboscovered sandstone
and limestone
hills for two days,
rewarding hikers
with outstanding
views and sightings
of Cape vultures. It
then follows a pristine
stretch of coastline.
Empty beaches,
deep rockpools,
magnificent coastal
scenery, exquisite
flowers, close
encounters with
plains game and
abundant sightings
of Southern right
whales between
June and November
make the trail hard to
beat. Well-equipped
modern huts mean
that you overnight in
comfort.

MIDLANDS
MEANDER

This network of
rural roads covers
about 80km with
a few looping
offshoots between
Pietermaritzburg and
the uKhahlambaDrakensberg Park.
Taking in the towns
of Hilton, Balgowan,
Nottingham Road
and Mooi River, it’s a
restorative escape,
often dubbed the
‘arts and crafts route’
for its abundance
of artesian studios,
galleries, boutiques,
restaurants, farm stalls,
delis and breweries.
Drive through rolling
countryside, farming
communities and
villages so small that
if you blink you might
miss them. A couple of
days are recommended
to do it justice.

WEST COAST WAY

Starting 30-minutes
north of Cape Town at
Bloubergstrand, and
ending at St Helena Bay
roughly 160km north,
the R27 is ideal for roadtripping. This beautiful
stretch of coastline
features pristine sunbleached beaches,
quaint fishing villages,
nature reserves,
wetlands and lagoons
full of sandpipers,
flamingos and pelicans,
and spectacular fields
of flowers in spring.
Highlights include
the 16 Mile Beach at
Yzerfontein, the West
Coast National Park,
Langebaan Lagoon
and fashionable
Paternoster, with
its trendy seafood
restaurants and
whitewashed holiday
cottages.

KAROO
HIGHLANDS

The wide-open desert
scrubland and flattopped hills of the
Karoo straddles much
of north-central South
Africa. This route trails
along a sheep-farming
region in the southern
part of the Northern
Cape and loops
through the charming
and slightly quirky
Karoo settlements
like Nieuwoudtville,
Calvinia, Sutherland
and Carnarvon. Drive
empty roads flanked
by kopjies covered
in quiver trees and
carpets of succulents
and wild flowers, spot
blesbok and springbok,
buy biltong and
droëwors at padstals
(farm stalls), and taste
delicious Karoo lamb in
the small-town hotels.

WATERBERG
MEANDER

A couple of hours
northwest of
Johannesburg, this
350km route goes
through the heart of the
Waterberg Biosphere
in Limpopo Province.
You’ll encounter
dramatic sandstone
cliffs, river gorges,
grassy savannahs
and a patchwork of
guest farms and game
reserves that are home
to surprisingly large
populations of wildlife.
Highlights are Marakele
National Park, Lapalala
Wilderness and
Welgevonden Game
Reserve, and there are
many more private
lodges.

PANORAMA
ROUTE

This scenic circuit takes
in the towering cliffs
of the Mpumalanga
Escarpment that
divides the highveld
around Graskop and
Sabie from the lowveld
of Kruger National Park
some 1000-metres
below. Attractions
include several
plunging waterfalls,
Pilgrim’s Rest and the
spectacular 25km-long
and 1.4km-deep Blyde
River Canyon. This area
is a popular add-on to
Kruger safaris, but the
tumbling geography is
worth at least a couple
of leisurely days in a
rental car.

Canyon,
The Blyde River
Panorama Route

SHAEN ADEY

TRACK AND SIGN COURSE

GREATER KRUGER, LIMPOPO
If you are a safari addict and nature enthusiast like me, have a go at learning the
signs of the bush on a seven-day Track and Sign course at Moholoholo Game
Reserve, near Kruger National Park. You’ll soon be able to identify the tracks of large
and small mammals, birds and reptiles and how fresh they are. Add another week of
training to complete the Trailing Course and receive the full Tracking Qualification.
CARRIE HAMPTON

THE LESSER-KNOWN BATTLEFIELD TOURS EASTERN CAPE
Tours of Rorke’s Drift, Isandlwana and other Anglo-Zulu war battlefields in KwaZulu-Natal are justifiably popular. Less well-known,
but equally fascinating, are the battlefields, forts and other historical sites of the Eastern Cape, which date back to the British
settlers of the 1820s. You can tour on your own, but a professional raconteur really adds value. FIONA MCINTOSH
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