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In September 2017, 
adventurer Peter van 

Kets and Jacques 
Marais set off from 

the southern Angolan 
border to tackle a 

gruelling world-first 
pedal across the 

unforgiving Namib 
Desert. This is Part 
2I of their ‘Beyond 
the Desert Edge’ 
story, capturing a 

few of the incredible 
adventures they 

experienced during 
this 1200km crank...
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DAY 1 
Climbing the Cunene valley
There’s no easy way to escape the Cunene River  
valley from Serra Cafema. Behind you, the in-your-
face, belligerent landscape of the Zebra Mountain 
ranges of Angola bristle with intent, while ahead of 
you, a massive mother of a climb lurks along a  
winding sand-trap of a track.

That’s if you’re on a bike. But, get into one of the 
Isuzu KB double-cabs, and you’re as strong as a bull, 
and neither the Kirk brothers (Pistol) Pete or Graham 
(Captain Loose Wheel), nor Gerhard Thirion (our 
Wilderness Safaris guide), has any skaam about 
making this abundantly clear as they steam past us  
on the uphill.

On the fat bikes, it’s a war of attrition as we duel 
amid sand dunes up the infamous Rocky Pass. 
Cranking. Pushing. Portaging. Dropping the wheel 
pressure. Swearing – every now and then. And 
thinking, “My god, we’re going to die in this desert.” Ja, 
that first day was massively tough.

About an hour into the ride, we reached the small 
scattering of decrepit huts where a local Himba family 
had set up a transient kraal. These desert people live a 

life as feral as one could imagine here on the edge  
of Angola, with relatively minimal contact with 
tourism; we spent some time getting photos and a 
much-needed breather. 

The only way to go from the Himba village was 
further up, and we continued on the sandy ascent, 
mostly off-track in the hope of finding slightly more 
solid surfaces. That first 21km took us more than three 
hours, so it was a damn hard start. (I can’t really say ‘on 
the bike’, as a lot of it was a hard, slogging push).

Fortunately, our lunch stop provided an excellent 
counterpoint to the suffering, and we perched on a 
granite outcrop with infinite views across bristle-grass 
plains. All around, the vast desert shimmered in the 
midday mirage, showing not a single sign of human 
habitation. I was relieved to switch to the Isuzu to get 
long shots of Pete as he soldiered on in the saddle.

From here, the route descended to the grassy plains 
of the Marienfluss Valley, with the arid savanna now 
dotted with plains game. It was fast and flat riding, 
and we bombed alongside the bikes as they navigated 
via the mysterious ‘fairy circles’. At one stage, a herd 
of approximately two dozen mountain zebra galloped 
alongside us, dust puffing from their hammering hooves.

Caption header Endless 
Namibian mountain vistas 
as we head furtheeer north 
into territory we have not 
before experienced.
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The terrain was becoming increasingly sandy, with 
row upon row of hammock dunes cascading to the 
edge of the faint track. This combo of soft sand and 
occasional alluvial rock proved to be an excellent test 
for the Grandtrek AT3G three-ply tyres fitted to the 
bakkies, but made it hard going on the bikes.

I joined PVK for the final 25 km on the bike, and we 
set off to our camp on the Ugab River as the sun dipped 
low over the Namib... finally rolling into camp after a 
solid 11 hours in the saddle. A tower of giraffe trotted 
into view as dusk fell, and it seemed as if we were 
absolutely the last people on the whole of Planet Earth.

 
DAY 2 
Engo River to Sechomib River
Damn, it’s a great feeling waking up in a tiny tent, 
somewhere in the middle of nowhere, in an ancient 
desert. The utter silence is weird, especially when the 
mist rolls in from the distant Skeleton Coast. Not even 
the birds seem to make a sound before sunrise, so 

there’s only the putt-putt-putt of the coffee percolator 
on last night’s hardwood coals blowing off steam as its 
contents approach boiling point.

Coffee is king in the morning, and everyone is in 
headspace-mode around the smoky fire as we line up 
our caffeine buzz. Pete van Kets (aka PVK) and I’ve 
decided to stick with the fat-bikes on the first part 
of Day 2, as we’ll ascend the sandy side-swipe of the 
Ugab, which fortunately flattens on the archetypal 
Kaokoland terrain. 

Just on 4km into the ride, we encounter one of the 
‘Lone Men of the Kaokoland’ in the meagre shade 
of a scraggly little shepherds’ tree. This remarkable 
phenomenon – I suppose one could call it a ‘land-
art installation’ – consists of an indefinite number 
of exquisitely crafted stone/iron statues which are 
scattered in the rugged and remote Kaokoland. 

Created by an unknown artist, these ‘Lone Men’ 
(which are shaped in the poses of desert travellers) 
have been discovered atop rocky outcrops, on steep 

Our convoy of two 
Isuzus meets up with the 
Wilderness Safaris Land 
Rover for the final stretch to 
Serra Cafema.
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cliff edges, and in the middle of extra-terrestrial 
plains. Each has a metal tag with a number, and it 
seems that there are 27 of them, as this is the highest 
number found so far. Our lone traveller is #19, and he 
looks as if he is taking a breather under a shepherd’s 
tree, with a tin mug filled with coins between his legs. 

DAY 3 
Sechomib River to Hoarusib River
The Sechomib River runs close to the border of the 
Skeleton Coast National Park, and from here we 
crank right upon this unmarked edge. Cue bleak and 
abandoned plains, illuminated by a watery sun orbing 
above the Hartmann’s Mountains to the east as we 
charge off.

According to Gerhard, our Wilderness Safaris 
guide, this specific area is known as the ‘Garden 
Route’ of Kaokoland, and it’s truly spectacular. At first 
glance it looks devoid of life, but on closer inspection 
the landscape brims with flora. The greenish sheen 
is lichen fields, with millions of these ancient (and 
minuscule) botanical dinosaurs taking root amidst 
the profusion of rocks.

Pete and I lose ourselves in the utter drama of 
the surrounding landscape, cranking off-piste via 

successive valleys each more mind-blowing than the 
one before. Rock-strewn ascents flatten out onto the 
flood-plains of ridiculously wide ephemeral river beds, 
with the most sublime gemsbok single-track linking 
the route together.

Our passage eventually runs into the stone heart of 
this parched ‘Garden Route’ section, where a massive 
rock shaped like a bear has stood guard for countless 
aeons. This unmissable beacon is known as Ursa 
Major – or Great Bear, as in the constellation – and 
what a place it is to take a break! After taking some 
photos, I follow Pete up to our lunch stop and then 
set off on a quick detour to test the tyres fitted to our 
Isuzu vehicles.

So far, we’ve not had a single issue with the 
Sumitomo rubber, despite passing what I’d rate as 
some of the most inhospitable terrain on the planet. 
A specific section of serrated rock rearing up like 
the fangs from a tyrannosaurus maw did manage 
to slice into one of the sidewalls, but the three-ply 
construction did its job and the tyre survived. In 
fact, in over 4000km of gruelling hammering over 
the harshest terrain on the planet, not one tyre was 
destroyed.

TRIP PLANNER
These are some 
of the Wilderness 
Safaris hosted-
accommodation 
establishments at 
which you can stay if 
you venture onto this 
remote route from the 
Cunene south towards 
Swakopmund:

Serra Cafema  
One of the most 
remote camps in 
southern Africa. 
Accommodation  
is available in eight 
wooden, canvas and 
thatched villas, set on 
spacious, elevated 
decks. Each tent has 
an en-suite bathroom, 
mosquito nets and a 
ceiling fan. One of the 
villas accommodates 
a family, and one is 
a honeymoon suite. 
The main area, The 
Ozonganda, has both 
indoor and outdoor 
dining areas, a sunken 
lounge, a library, 
a curio shop and a 
swimming pool.  
www.wilderness-
safaris.com/camps/ 
serra-cafema-camp 
+264 61 274 500 

Desert Rhino 
Camp 
Accommodation 
consists of eight, 
raised, Meru-style 
canvas tents, with 
verandas offering 
sweeping views 
of a landscape 
scattered with 
ancient Welwitschia 
mirabilis plants. 
The elevated and 
comfortable tented 
dining/lounge area 
has partially-open 
sides overlooking 
a sparkling pool, 
bringing much-needed 
relief during the 
midday burn. 
www.wilderness-
safaris.com/camps/
desert-rhino-camp  
+264 61 274 500
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Hoanib Skeleton 
Coast Camp - 
Wilderness 
Safaris’ Hoanib 
Skeleton Coast Camp 
consists of seven large  
luxury safari tents and 
one family unit for up 
to four people, each 
comprising stylish en-
suite bedrooms with 
shaded outdoor decks 
offering stunning 
views of the starkly 
beautiful scenery. 
The main section 
of the camp has a 
large swimming pool, 
restaurant, library  
and bar/lounge.  
www.wilderness-
safaris.com/camps/ 
hoanib-skeleton-coast 
+264 61 274 500

Damaraland 
New technology 
blends with ancient 
construction-methods 
to create innovative, 
eco-friendly luxury 
in the desert, with 
the camp’s 10 
elevated, adobe-
styled thatched units 
(including a family 
unit). A spacious 
thatched living area 
comes complete with 
a fireplace, bar, and 
swimming pool. The 
open campfire and 
outdoor boma are 
perfect for enjoying 
the calm evenings and 
clear-clear starry night 
skies.  
www.wilderness-
safaris.com/camps/ 
damaraland-camp 
+264 61 274 500

DAY 6 
Hoanib River to Hunkab River 
What a brilliant beaut of a day… we decide to do a 
quick recce down the Hoanib in search of the elusive 
desert-adapted elephants, and boom! we almost bump 
into a cow and her calf right on the edge of the river 
bank. I scramble onto the roof of our supply vehicle 
(an extended old Landy named Kangombe – or ‘Rhino 
bull’) to grab some shots, with Pistol Pete and Graham 
bringing up the rear in the two Isuzu bakkies. 

While I’m shooting, I realise that there are more 
desert elephants on the opposite bank, and that we are 
slap-bang in the centre of the herd. There’s nothing 
we can do except sit tight. Two big bulls decide to 
investigate and lumber over to the vehicles, sniffing 
inquisitively with their trunks held high. A bit of 
ear-flapping later, they wander over to the massive ana 
trees lining the bank, to browse.

An incredible scene unfolds around us, with the 
largest of the bulls (on tiptoe to reach the browsing 
line) less than 20m away. It really is like an elephant 
yoga exhibition, with these mega-mammals 
attempting to balance on their back legs to reach the 
cropped vegetation line. All of this, with a back-drop 
of the most dramatic landscape imaginable, with 

sloped dunes and harsh outcrops jutting against a 
cloud-scudded sky.

DAY 8 
Achab River
Pistol, Graham and I take a drive up Albitrunca 
Alley, a gorgeous riverbed lined with gnarled and 
ancient shepherd’s trees near the Wilderness Safaris’ 
‘Desert Rhino Camp’. Some of these contorted boscia 
albitrunca specimens must be hundreds of years old, 
and look as if they could have been plucked from a 
‘Lord of the Rings’ scene.

Meanwhile, on the bike, PVK has decided to bank 
some distance; but again bumps into desert ellies in 
one of the river beds. While waiting for these huge 
beasts to move off, he hears the distinctive sound 
of a lion growling nearby. Grabbing the binocs, he 
spots two lionesses crouching just off the track, a few 
hundred metres further along. 

Pete needs no second invitation to get into the 
vehicle, and as they drive past, they spot another 
two lions, one of them apparently a rather malicious 
individual. “I’m sure if I’d been on the bike, they 
would have taken me down like a shot,” he mutters 
later on that night as we sip a cold Darling Brew 



SA4x4  8July 2018

EXPEDITION • BEYOND THE DESERT EDGE



9  SA4x4 July 2018

HELP THE CAUSE
Peter Van Kets and 
Jacques Marais 
are ambassadors 
to ‘Children in the 
Wilderness’, and their 
series of BEYOND 
EXPEDITIONS 
Adventures will aim 
to raise funds for a 
charity focused on 
finding sustainable 
solutions to human-
wildlife conflict. 
#CITW has an SA 
account for donations 
from S.A. citizens; 
you will receive a 
tax-deductible 18A 
certificate. The details 
are:
Account Name: 
Children in the 
Wilderness 
(Mkambati)
Bank:  
Standard Bank
Account Number: 
023031735
Branch Code: 
001255
Branch:  
Rivonia
Swift code: 
SBZAZAJJ

around the camp fire.
We bumped into these killer Damara cats again 

later that afternoon, and they were certainly not to be 
toyed with. As lithe and lissom as they were, and with 
their killer instinct ingrained in their thousand-yard 
stares, you would have no chance of survival if you 
wandered into their domain.

Yup, it is a wild country up here. It’s vaster, way 
bigger, more rugged, and more exhilarating than 
much of the earth’s remote regions. Imagine, for 
example, the Richtersveld – which (to me) has always 
been mind-space personified – and go and super-size 
this by a factor of twenty, at least. Damaraland is just 
simply huge.

FINAL DAYS 
A dash towards the coast
It seems slightly surreal, but we are into Day #11 of 
our expedition. We’ve left the wilderness tracks of the 
Doro !Nawas Conservancy behind, with man-on-a-
mission PVK bombing along the coastal plains on his 
Giant Anthem at warp speed. 

The final few days of the expedition have seamlessly 
bled together, and it has by now been more than 

two weeks since we left Cape Town. Right now, 
the monolithic might of Brandberg is lurking with 
intent on the southern horizon, and a little voice is 
telling me to make time to tramp up to the famed 
‘White Lady’ rock paintings. 

Both the bikes and Isuzu bakkies are slightly 
grumpy about being back on district roads, but 
onwards we blast, past the nondescript dorpie 
of Uis and via Henties Bay, with the salt road 
via Dorob National Park time-lining along the 
edge of the icy Atlantic Ocean. There’s just 30km 
of riding remaining for our final day, which we 
crank shoulder to shoulder before finally rolling 
to a halt on a deserted beach just on the edge of 
Swakopmund.

We had decided to play down the finish; it would 
somehow just not have felt right with a rent-a-
crowd on hand. The stony little cove gave us a few 
moments to reflect on the incredible journey we had 
undertaken. And, for twenty minutes or so, it was 
just the four members of ‘Beyond the Desert Edge’ 
– PVK, Pistol, Graham and I – standing on the 
edge of the roiling Atlantic Ocean, having our little 
moment. And, of course, a cold beer.  
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DESERT GEAR
Giant Anthem 
Advanced 29er 1
The new full-suspension 29er 
delivers total XC dominance. It 
sports a super-light Advanced-
grade composite chassis 
featuring new geometry 
designed for fast-rolling 29-
inch wheels, 90mm of rear 
suspension travel and 100mm 
up front. Add the most updated 
Maestro suspension system, 
including the new trunnion 
mount shock for a supple 
feel and improved pedalling 
efficiency, the super light 
and stiff Advanced Forged 
Composite rocker arm,  
and many more features.
R63 715
www.giant-bicycles.com/za

DripDrop ORS 
hydration powder
With three time the electrolytes 
and half the sugar of sports 
drinks, Drip Drop ORS 
patented formula enhances 
performance, increases 
endurance, and accelerates 
recovery after exercise. It 
provides a simple, cost-effective 
solution which makes it easy 
for everyone to treat mild- to 
moderate dehydration with a 
safe, medical-grade product. 
Simply mix one sachet with half 
a litre of water and consume. 
R110 (RRP) 
(box containing 4 sachets, 
providing for 2 litres of 
medical-grade hydration)
www.dripdropors.co.za 

Hi-Tec V-Lite Wild-Life 
I Low i 
The ultra-lightweight V-Lite  
Wild-Life I Low i is a great-
looking  outdoor crossover 
shoe for men. It features the 
Hi-Tec developed technology 
i-shield − an invisible protective 
layer to repel water and dirt. 
An OrthoLite® Impressions 
insole has also been included 
for added comfort when you’re 
spending time in the outdoors. 
The XLR8>>> impact-absorbing 
midsole give long-lasting 
cushioning, while the MD-
Traction outsole offers durability 
and grip. The perfect lightweight 
shoe for all outdoor occasions. 
R1 099
www.hi-tec.co.za 

Dron  
Jacket 
A technical design great for 
hiking, travelling, or even 
having a drink with the boys. 
Features include a fixed and 
adjustable hood stowed 
in the collar, taped seams, 
mesh lining and armpit vents 
for added breathability, a 
single hand draw-string, and 
a zipped chest pocket. It 
packs into its own pocket for 
convenient carrying. Made 
out of 100% polyester and a 
Techproof 5000 membrane. 
R1299
www.hi-tec.co.za


