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27 March 2019, Home Inn, Windhoek, Namibia
The Indian Ocean island of Mauritius was not on our radar as we dragged
ourselves out of bed yesterday at 3:30 am and headed to Brisbane’s domestic
terminal for our flight to Sydney, to connect with the 11:35 am Qantas flight to
Johannesburg. This was the first leg in a two continent adventure that is to
take us from the deserts, dunes and wildlife of Southern Africa to the
highlands of Scotland, the green valleys of Ireland and the rugged shores of
Iceland. About ten hours into our flight, somewhere over the southern Indian
Ocean, our ageing Boeing 747-400 made a slow turn north west.
A medical emergency on board required us to divert to Mauritius, a beautiful
place, at least from the air, but the three hour delay made for an extremely
long day. Although all passengers, bar the ill one, remained on the plane, our
time on the ground was not without its highlights. The sight of senior Qantas
pilots completing engineering checks on our plane and the apology from the
Captain that he was partly responsible for the delay because he had to
personally refuel the plane, which he hadn’t done for many years, were just a
couple of the lighter moments. A Qantas 747 must not have been a common
sight on the Mauritius tarmac as ground and terminal staff were everywhere
around the aircraft taking photographs – as were same senior pilots, taking
selfies.
Our departure from Mauritius was a little out of the ordinary as well. Our
pilots must have needed to use every inch of the runway, because, rather than
simply taking the taxiway out to the normal start point for take off, we turned
left and taxied to the very end of the runway where the Captain performed
what, from our view point, was an impossible manoeuvre, turning an
enormous 747 through 360 degrees in just more than its own length. As it
turned out he had runway to spare - a testament to the training and skill of
Australian pilots.
A good night’s sleep at a Jo’burg airport hotel and we were again on our way,
to Windhoek, Namibia.
28 March, Windhoek
Windhoek is a city of about 350,000, so the pace is fairly laid back. The drive
into the city from the airport yesterday was relatively uneventful, except for

the sighting of several troops of baboons scavenging by the side of the
highway. We upgraded our original hire car, a Rav4, to a Toyota Fortuner, at a
fairly hefty price increase, but the bigger vehicle and the extra spare wheel
that came with it (also at extra cost) will hopefully give us a safer journey over
what will be some fairly rough and isolated roads.
Windhoek seems like a pleasant enough little city, but there is not a lot to see
here, so we spent the morning just walking around and visiting a few small
museums to get an introduction to the history and culture of Namibia. In
common with virtually all African countries, Namibia suffered centuries of
exploitation, first by the Germans, then the British and finally their
neighbours, the South Africans. The time frame of these events stunned us a
little. South West Africa, as the country was previously known, only achieved
independence in 1990, following a number of bloody wars and insurrections
that began in the mid 1960s.
The influence of the various powers that have controlled Namibia in its recent
past has left at least one positive legacy, multilingualism. We are always
impressed by people who have mastered a second language. Here in Namibia,
a second language just doesn’t cut it. Everybody we have spoken to speaks
excellent English, but they also speak at least one native language and most in
Windhoek also speak Afrikaans. It really amuses us when we hear them
mixing it up, using words from various languages in the same conversation,
selecting the most expressive phrases.
30 March, Desert Quiver Camp, Sesreim
Our drive from Windhoek to Swakopmund yesterday was fairly uneventful.
The Trans-Kalahari Highway is fully sealed, though a little narrow in places.
We made one short side trip to a war cemetery a couple of kilometres off the
highway where, in 1915, a little known battle was fought between South
African forces and the German Imperial Army. South West Africa was then a
German colony but, when war broke out in Europe, South African troops
attacked German forces and a short but bloody conflict ensued. One skirmish
in this battle was fought at Trekkopje, a railway siding on the line between
Windhoek and Swakopmund. The small cemetery is out in the desert,
unsigned and probably infrequently visited, but we were amazed to see it well
maintained by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission.

A couple of the larger towns we passed through were indicative of the
enormous inequity of wealth prevailing in Namibia. Most towns have large
squatter settlements on their outskirts, comprised of simple shanties of
corrugated iron with no power, water or sanitary services. The more affluent,
living in the towns themselves, enjoy a lifestyle equivalent to that of the
western middle class. On the coast just outside Swakopmund, the truly
wealthy have built beach houses that would not be out of place in Malibu. We
feel fairly safe offering the observation that the owners of these places would
be predominantly white.
Our visit to Swakopmund was mainly to load up on provisions for the far more
serious excursion into the Kalahari that we undertook today. We will be back
to spend a couple of days there when we return from Sesreim.
Planning this trip, we agonised over the type of vehicle we would need. Some
web commentators claimed that standard two wheel drive sedans would be
fine for a Namibia-Botswana safari. Others extolled the virtues of full-on 4x4s.
We originally punted on the middle ground and booked a Toyota Rav4. One
thing we did want though was an extra spare tyre. Even at home in Australia,
we have blown many a tyre on our car and our caravan, so we really wanted
that extra bit of security. Hertz was unable to provide an extra wheel but
offered an “up-sell” to a Toyota Fortuner. The price difference was about
AUD40 a day, pushing our rate for 23 days to about AUD2750. Our verdict
after today? Great call. The 370 kms to Sesreim were almost totally gravel.
Patches were fine, with smooth, clay-based, graded road. Some, not
insignificant, parts were rough, corrugated surfaces intermixed with deep
gravel that caused us to drift. Overall, we would have been extremely
uncomfortable in the Rav4 and in a fair degree of trouble in a small sedan. As
it was, the Fortuner copped a fair bit of a pounding, but always felt safe.
Traffic was light, only three or four vehicles for the first couple of hours, but as
the morning drew on those returning to Swakopmund began to approach us.
Virtually all drivers kept to around 70-80 km/h and, with the width of the
gravel road, dealing with the small amount of traffic was no problem.
Some of the more difficult road conditions aside, our journey took us through
some of the most spectacular desert scenery we have experienced, with flat
rocky plains dotted with salt bush-like vegetation, grey and black ridges with

seams of what looked like limestone, yellow stunted grasslands studded with
acacia and tortured small gullies and canyons. The landscape seemed to
change every 50 km or so.
31 March, Sesriem
The sun rises fairly late here so we only needed to get up at a civilised 6:00 am
to fit in breakfast and still arrive at the gates of the Namib Naukluft National
Park at the sunrise opening time of 7:00 am. We are on the edge of the Namib
Desert, a desolate stretch of land running parallel to the Atlantic coast. We
had some light rain last night and more on our way into the park, but it was
not enough to even settle the dust.
There are five or six resort-style camps here and a few standard camping
areas. Our “camp” is self-catering with each cabin having an outdoor kitchen,
including a fridge, two-burner hotplate and sink. On paying a security deposit,
a box with pots, pans, cutlery etc is provided. Inside, the cabin is airconditioned, with a shower and toilet. Even the tent camping grounds are
fairly well set up, with shade shelters for tents - much needed because it is
extremely hot during the middle of the day.
From the park gates, the road is sealed for 60 kms to the area where 2x4 cars
have to park. At the 45 km mark climbing is permitted on a 150 m high dune,
#45. We elected to climb this one rather than attempting the 350 m “Big
Daddy” dune later in the day. Even at 9:00 am, this was a challenging climb,
but worth the effort for the view of the “Sea of Dunes” from the top.
From the 2x4 park we took a shuttle truck through the sand drifts to
Sossusvlei, a salt pan in the heart of the dunes. The views were amazing with
towering red and gold dunes on all sides contrasting with bleached salt pans.
We took a 3 km round-trip walk to Deadvlei, an area where seemingly
petrified trees rise out of a long-drained waterhole. Being alerted to the need
for hydration, we dragged along one of our 5 litre water containers. At the
start of the walk we felt a bit silly among the small crowds trudging off in the
30C plus heat with their trendy water bottles, but half way back from
Deadvlei, we could have sold our remaining water for a small fortune.

We expected to have paid about AUD12 each for the shuttle ride to Sossusvlei.
Nobody asked for any cash so we just mounted up and off we went. The park
entry fees were a very reasonable AUD17 for the car and two personal permits.
Later in the afternoon we headed back into the park - the entry permit is good
for the full day - to walk into Sesreim Canyon, a nice stroll through some
interesting rock formations and best of all, shaded and cool.
1 April, Desert Sands Boutique B&B Self-Catering, Swakopmund
The long haul back through the desert to Swakopmund today has left us still
vibrating from all the shuddering and shaking of the badly corrugated roads.
Our return journey has confirmed our conviction that the road to Sesreim
should not be attempted in a 2x4 sedan. Many pundits encourage travellers to
complete the journey in sedans by taking it slowly. We don’t agree. Most
sedans are simply not robust enough to deal with the violent shaking that
many parts of the road can dish out. “Taking it slow” sounds fine, but
negotiating heavily corrugated roads at slow speed can do even more damage
than travelling at just the right speed to hit the tops of the corrugations, but to
do this, larger wheels, heavy duty suspensions and deep-ply tyres are
required. Our advice is - don’t do it. Sure you might make it, but the chances
of breaking down and needing to be recovered are just too high for us to see a
sedan as a viable option on this road.
After an early start on our return journey , we had time for a short drive to the
waterfront in Walvis Bay to see the flamingo colony. There were thousands of
birds wading in the shallows. We made a fairly quick stop due to the strong
smell from what ever was in the water being used to irrigate the waterfront
parklands and we were soon settled in for a couple of relaxing days in and
around Swakopmund.
2 April, Swakopmund
Swakopmund supposedly has a population of about 45,000; to us it seems to
be much bigger. The illusion of greater size could be related to the town’s
main industry of tourism. Wealthier Namibians and South Africans holiday
here along with increasing numbers of foreign tourists. We suspect that many
of the houses are holiday homes not occupied year round.

Most of our morning was spent wandering around town looking at the
architectural remnants of the German colonial period. Not much remains in
an unaltered state, but the Germanic style has been replicated in many of the
newer buildings, giving the town a distinctive European feel. The small city
museum was a real find, with displays on every aspect of the region from the
ethnology of the local inhabitants to colonial times.
To the north of the town lies the legendary Skeleton Coast. Since the times of
the early explorers in the 15th century, ships have come to grief on this
desolate coastline. Even on a pleasant day such as we had today, the wind
whips up the sea and a light fog hangs over the never-ending salt pans. We
visited the wreck of a coastal trader that was beached just over a decade ago.
Rusty, but still mostly intact, it was a forlorn sight resting bow in to the beach.
About 70 kms north of Swakopmund is the once small outpost of Henties Bay.
Today the settlement is booming. The great beach fishing along the Skeleton
Coast attracts sports people from all over southern Africa and the town has
become a provisioning centre for sports fishing and a holiday destination in
its own right. A unique golf course has been built in the dry bed of the
Omaruru River that runs through the town. The fairways are rolled sand, but
the tees and greens are lush green turf. Stands of mature date palms
throughout the course give the whole thing a Middle Eastern feel.
We'd eaten lunches of ham and cheese rolls for the past couple of days, so
decided to treat ourselves to a seafood takeaway. Having been warned about
the size of meals in Namibia, we went for a small piece of fish with a side of
chips and a calamari burger and salad. The fish was at least 30 cm long and
the burger almost twice the size of a normal burger roll and several inches
thick. No complaints about the quality though. Great value too at AUD16 all
up. We couldn’t even get close to managing the salad. It came home as a side
for tonight’s chicken dinner.
4 April, Etosha Hotel, Outjo
Driving here yesterday from Swakopmund was a breeze, 320 kms of excellent
road and very light traffic making for an easy day’s driving compared to some
of our more recent travels. Speed limits on the secondary roads that made up

most of our journey are 120 kms/h, dropping to 100 km/h in a few rougher
patches. Even though the roads are good, in most other countries the limit
would be 100 km/h to 110 km/h. In Europe the limits would probably be as
low as 80 km/h because of the narrowness of the road. We kept our speed to
just over 100 km/h and vehicles whizzed past us at speeds well above the 120
km/h limit. With heavier traffic the chances of serious accidents would be
quite high.
Outjo is a town of about 8000 souls and most of them seem to roam the
streets and gather to chat on the footpaths most of the day. It is a bit of a
scrappy-looking place, but it feels safe and people are friendly enough,
although the hawkers selling crafts and begging become a bit irritating. We
feel guilty when we refuse to buy some rock that has designs scratched on it or
whatever else is being touted, but we can’t solve the problems of poverty that
way. We absolve ourselves with the view that being here and spending money
in hotels, shops and petrol stations provides employment. In a way, the
beggars and hawkers do damage to the economy, by discouraging the tourists
who are now coming to Namibia in increasing numbers and potentially
creating a negative image for this great country.
Our hotel packed us a box breakfast last night that enabled us to set out before
sunrise for the 100 km trip to the entry gate of Etosha National Park. The park
opened at 7:00 am and we were there just after sunrise at 7:30 am. Park entry
permits are very reasonable at N$80 per person and N$10 for a car. That
translated to AUD17 for us. Etosha is the number one attraction in Namibia,
so we had expected some of the crawling traffic we have experienced in some
parks in South Africa. Not an issue today. Plenty of room to move and even at
the waterholes, where most wildlife concentrates, there were never more than
three or four vehicles.
The park is teeming with life, which is a bit of a surprise given the arid nature
of the environment. Springbok are everywhere, as are zebra. The list of
animals we spotted is too long to record here, but suffice to say we marked off
dozens on our check sheet. Sadly, we didn’t manage to spot any big cats, but
several elephants and a lone giraffe were highlights.

We left the park about 2:00 pm, having exhausted the viewing possibilities for
the morning session. As we were heading out, truck after truck loaded with
half-day trippers headed in for the late afternoon session. We had to head off,
because to do the rounds again would have forced us to drive home in the
dark - a big no-no for us.
Tonight we are culling our photos to reduce the several hundred shots we each
took, down to the best couple of dozen.
5 April, Niilo’s Guesthouse, Rundu
It was a long haul of over 500 km today through some rapidly changing
countryside. Desert landscapes quickly disappeared as we headed north,
replaced by some healthy looking grasslands supporting cattle, sheep and
goats. A small area of irrigated farming brought even more green into view.
For most of the way, the road was arrow straight and in fantastic condition.
Cattle, donkeys and goats wandered into our path from time to time, but they
posed little danger as they were easily spotted in this very open country.
Traditional villages and small farm compounds, constructed of saplings with
grass roofing lined the road for the last 100 kms into Rundu. People were
everywhere along the highway, going about their everyday lives: hundreds of
kids were returning home from school, most in uniforms that looked
surprisingly clean given the dusty conditions of the tracks they walked to and
from school and the totally sand school grounds; women and younger kids
toted water from village taps; men pushed wheelbarrows loaded with water
containers or full of small children hitching a ride and women, carrying all
sorts of things on their heads, walked along the dusty track that paralleled the
main highway. Under shady trees in front of family compounds, older folk sat
on plastic chairs, chatting and keeping an eye on the younger children who
played in small groups at the side of the road. All the while, mining trucks,
4x4s loaded with wealthy trekkers, commercial vehicles and rich foreigners
like us sped by on a pathway connecting worlds that many of these people will
never see or experience.
Traffic through these villages was fairly heavy, giving us a chance to slow
down and have a good look about. Roadside stalls selling carved timber

animals and pottery of all sorts dominated the craft offerings. Some families
set out stacks of firewood, probably in the hope of snagging a passing camping
party. All in all this part of our journey matched a vision of Africa that we
probably had before we visited South Africa a few years back. The reality, in
places we have travelled through since, has been very different to this slice of
traditional African life. Like the traffic on the highway passing through these
villages, the modern western world is rapidly intruding. If these “intrusions”
are a good thing or not is not for us to say.
6 April, Caprivi River Lodge, Katima Mulilo
Americans would call it a “panhandle”, here it is called a strip. Early German
colonialists, who wanted access to the Zambezi River and thus the east coast
from their colony in South West Africa, secured an agreement with the
British, in what today is Botswana, in 1890 and so the Caprivi Strip was born.
Our 500 km plus trip through the region today was mostly uneventful, except
for the heavy rain that followed us for the first few hundred kilometres.
Tonight we are on the banks of the Zambezi River, enjoying our afternoon
beers and looking across the river to Zambia. Earlier on in the day we drove
along the border with Angola through more traditional villages and small
towns. It is Saturday and people were everywhere along the 300 kms of the
strip. Small stalls again line the highway outside family compounds, but this
time the offerings seem to be a little more well-crafted than those we saw
yesterday.
As we are leaving Namibia tomorrow, it is probably a good time to make some
comments about our self-drive adventure and to put some misconceptions
about Namibia to bed.
We read a lot before we came here about the challenges of the roads. We
admit to being more than a little concerned about driving ourselves. This
concern, as we have mentioned before, led us to hire a large 2x4 SUV vehicle,
the Toyota Fortuner. If we had been driving a standard sedan with low
clearance, our views would probably have been a little different, but as we
have explained previously, if you intend driving on anything but sealed roads
in Namibia, a sedan just won’t cut it.

So, based on our experience of driving a sturdy, high clearance 2x4, we can
say with confidence that while some of the gravel roads we have driven on
have been a little uncomfortable, they have been well managed by our chosen
vehicle.
The major highways, “B Roads” have all been in fantastic condition and they
compare favourably with similar roads in Australia. “C Roads” on main routes
that travellers would take, have also been excellent, though a little narrow at
times.
Overall, we would say that Namibia is easy to drive if you choose the right
vehicle for what you intend to do. The top pick if you can afford it, would be a
4x4 Toyota Fortuner or better. We were happy with the 2x4 version, but we
didn’t go way off road. If you are prepared to stay on the major, or good
secondary roads and join short organised tours to visit more inaccessible
attractions, a good quality sedan would do the job. Whichever vehicle you
choose, driving in Namibia entails great distances, with few service towns en
route. Australians, Americans and Canadians may be more used to this type of
driving than Europeans, but the same safety precautions apply to everybody.
Drive at speeds to match the conditions, drive in 2hr shifts, top-up fuel at
every chance and know how to change a tyre.
7 April, Masikiro Self-Catering, Kasane, Botswana
Our stay in the riverside lodge last night was a bit, no, a lot more expensive
than our normal fare, but to be right beside the Zambezi River, looking across
at Zambia and hearing the singing and conversations from the villages over
the river was well worth the expense.
A late start was due for us after two hard driving days. We had thought it
would take at least until early afternoon to manage the border crossing and
the 130 km trip from Namibia into Botswana. As it turned out the border was
a breeze on both sides, though, as veterans of many border crossings in many
parts of the world, we have to say that there are common elements; no signage
and no clear directions. Today it was not too much of a problem at this dusty
outpost, as only a handful of vehicles had passed through either side by the
time we got there at around 10:00 am.

We were a little concerned about the location of our self-catering apartment
here in Kasane. From Google Earth, it looked as though the place was in the
middle of a squatters’ settlement. This judgment was a bit harsh as it turned
out, but not too far off the mark. We have driven past shanty towns like this in
Africa many times and immediately checked that our doors were locked. At
least here, things are not as glum as they might seem from the outside. Most
houses are a little ramshackle, but not the hovels they seemed from a distance.
The streets are windy, rutted sandy tracks where kids play, dogs wander and
people stop and chat, but up close, things are not all that bad.
To our dismay, despite rattling on the doors of the bottle-o, we learned alcohol
is not sold on a Sunday in Botswana and, yes, today is Sunday. In a desperate
attempt to resolve this cataclysmic problem we asked the extremely pleasant
receptionist at our great little digs if there was anywhere locally we could buy
beer. There are a few tiny “Tuck Shops” (small corner stores) around the
village, but they didn’t appear to be likely suspects. Rising to the occasion our
receptionist, the lovely Ennie, offered to direct us to a bar where we could buy
some beer.
Now if we had by some chance taken a wrong turn and found ourselves in this
shanty village, we would have hit the pedal and made tracks. Warming to our
environment and driven by desperation, the largest and bravest of us set off
with Ennie to find the bar. Through a labyrinth of sandy tracks we found our
way to a tin shack with an outdoor pool table and a slightly rowdy clientele
sitting under trees on plastic chairs, logs and upturned plastic drums. Ennie
declined an invitation to come into the bar and was more than happy to stay
in the car. This may seem strange after all this build up, but the place was as
safe as an Aussie pub on a Sunday afternoon. Inside, the two barmaids
showed no surprise at the presence of a white customer and in true
Botswanan style smiled, and in perfect English asked, “What would you like?”
Never judge a shanty village pub by its plastic and corrugated iron exterior.
8 April, Kasane
Chobe National Park is rated highly as one of the best wildlife reserves in
Africa. We hit the road at 5:30 am for a three hour safari through the park,

commencing just after sunrise. The park is not accessible by two wheel drive
vehicles, and entry by private 4x4s is restricted, so we were picked up by a
standard, high-mounted Landcruiser safari truck. Masses of impala roam the
park, but most other game were fairly thin on the ground today. Out on the
river flats hippopotami grazed, but they were a long way off.
We did spot a couple of Cape water buffalo, giraffes, elephants and a few small
species like mongoose, but the trip was a bit of a disappointment in
comparison with Etosha. It had rained the night before our trip and that may
have limited the numbers of animals on the move.
Despite the reputation of Botswana as an expensive destination, we felt that
under AUD40 each was reasonable for our trip. The fact that we only spotted
a fairly limited number of animals was just the luck of the draw.
9 April, Kasane
Travelling is more about what you experience than what you see. When we
talk about our travels, it is almost always about experiences rather than sights
and today’s trip into Zimbabwe was a perfect example. On entering our
minibus for the trip to Victoria Falls, we were greeted by two smiling young
South Africans, Frans and Mantsha. Frans is a food technologist and buyer for
the South African chain, Pick and Pay and Mantsha is a chemical engineer. It
wasn’t long before we were engaged in a wide-ranging conversation on
everything from racism to the politics of our home countries. We learned a
great deal about the current situation in South Africa from the African
perspective and even more about the sort of discrimination that is still
rampant in the Rainbow Nation.
As we settled in for lunch in a small cafe in the Victoria Falls Park we noticed
some curious stares from the other, totally white, clientele most of whom were
white South Africans. Later in the day while visiting the palatial 150 year old
Victoria Falls Hotel, the “pukka sahibs” who were taking tea or a late lunch,
also shot our merry little group some strange looks. It seems this sort of
reaction is still common in South Africa if Africans, irrespective of who they
are, choose to go to places that whites consider to be their preserve. We also
felt that the reaction was magnified by the fact that they were obviously in

friendly company with us. As we have always maintained to our South African
friends at home, many white South Africans just don’t see it.
The day will always be a memorable one for us as a great experience and, yes,
the falls were spectacular, though the constant mist and spray limited
visibility.
Back in our room, we were surprised by a knock at the door by the
receptionist who said that one of the other guests would like to meet us. Sure,
we said and we were introduced to a nice young Botswanan archaeologist by
the name of Laurence. Partly, he wanted to ask us about our experiences in his
country, but he was also interested in any ideas we might have to help him get
some work in Australia in the field of Forensic Archaeology - an Australian/
Botswanan “Bones” and yet another experience that you don’t get if you stay
at the expensive lodges down by the river. To meet people like these you have
to stay at the end of sandy tracks in the poorer end of town, that our new
friend Frans described as being much the same as a Johannesburg township.
Zimbabwe does very well, thank you, from tourists visiting the falls. Most
foreigners pay US$30 each for a visa to cross from Botswana and another US
$30 for park entry fees - except for the Canadians, for once singled out,
mostly flying under the radar - who are charged US$75 for the visa. Who did
they offend? We were a little too quick to pull out our US$. We could have
paid in pula at about a 20% cheaper cost.
Because the park entrance is right at the border between Zimbabwe and
Zambia, the usual rules about border crossings apply - no signs, no help and
an environment of total confusion, with trucks, mud, hawkers, people, push
bikes and cars going every which way. We were lucky that our new friends had
another fairly common African talent; they were multi-lingual. Frans spoke
ten languages/dialects including English and Afrikaans and Mantsha eight.
Not that the officials didn’t speak English, but things move much more
smoothly when someone communicating in a common language is asking the
questions.

11 April, Pelican Lodge and Camping, Nata
In the middle of the Chobe River just outside Kasane is Sedudu Island. Once a
point of serious conflict between Namibia and Botswana, this small island is
today a wildlife refuge for thousands of animals and birds during the dry
season, when grazing options on the mainland become scarce. In the late
1990s Namibia claimed the island, wishing to farm it. Botswana claimed it as
a game reserve for tourism purposes. At the end of the day, the International
Court of Justice came down on the side of Botswana. Yesterday afternoon we
were able to enjoy some great wildlife spotting from our 20 person flatbottomed boat.
Botswana has a clearly espoused policy of providing up-market wildlife
tourism, but with a little local help, it is possible to get reasonable tour options
that provide much the same wildlife experiences, without all the flashy extras.
Our three hour plus trip cost AUD40 each, including park permit fees. On top
of that, we were provided with a bottle of water and a can of soft drink each,
which Ennie picked up for us at the local Spar on the way to the jetty.
Apparently there are 10,000 elephants in Chobe National Park and many
thousands more roaming Botswana, so many in fact, that the government is
thinking of introducing a program of “hunter culling” to control the numbers.
Hunters would be charged huge permit fees to hunt a controlled number of
elephants to control total herd numbers, while proving a funding boost to
assist in maintaining the significant areas of wildlife reserves in the country.
Driving from Kasane to Nata today, we only saw one elephant by the road, but
their droppings were all along the highway. How do we know they were
elephant droppings? If you have ever seen an elephant poop you would know.
Our boat trip provided far more wildlife sightings than our road safari a
couple of days ago. Many varieties of water birds, impala, hippos, crocodiles
and, of course, elephants were all over the island and on the river front on the
mainland side. The elephants were the stars. We enjoyed watching three
males wallow around in the mud, a mother and baby at the river’s edge having
a drink, the calf having fun chasing birds and best of all, a lone bull who swam
across the river right in front of our boat, enjoying himself doing duck dives in
the 15 metre deep channel.

12 April, Nata
Nata is a crossroads town, probably more accurately, a village, at the junction
of the A33 from Kasane in the north and the A3 that runs south to
Francistown and west towards the Namibian border. There isn’t a lot to Nata a couple of petrol stations, a few hairdressers, tyre repair places and a
Choppies supermarket. The truck traffic through the village is heavy enough
to have torn up much of the road and potholed what is left. It has been raining
the past couple of days, so the mud and grey, heavy skies do little to enhance
what is already a fairly glum picture.
Our lodge is pleasant enough, with a pool, grass-roofed dining areas and nice
gardens. We are probably the only people here, other than staff and a few staff
kids who seem to be corralled here, minded during the school holidays.
This morning we drove out to the Nata Bird Sanctuary about 15 kms out of
town. The rain held off, but the sky was steely. Once we were in the sanctuary,
it was a slow, seven km drive over a heavily corrugated road, wildebeest
grazing here and there, to the edge of the salt pan and the bird viewing
platform. Thousands of birds lined the shores - flamingos, pelicans and
dozens of varieties of other water birds. Sadly, the water levels are so low at
the moment that the shore line was 100-200 metres from the viewing area so
the birds were a little hard to see. We were, however, well entertained on our
return trip by a couple of bull wildebeest charging about, fighting over a small
herd of females and calves.
Our plan for the afternoon was to take a salt pan sunset tour, but it turned out
that the tour followed the same route we took this morning, so we saved
ourselves AUD25pp and had a quiet afternoon catching up on emails and
listening to audio books. Seems it is possible to do both the sanctuary and the
salt pans as a combined tour deal for around AUD37pp, or do the sanctuary
alone self-drive, for just AUD12pp plus AUD5 per vehicle.
13 April, Airbnb, Maun
Main highways we have driven to this point in Namibia and Botswana have
been excellent. Today on the journey from Nata to Maun, we “bottomed out”
almost literally! This is the A3, one of the major highways in Botswana, which,

for a fair portion of its length, is no better than a goat track. Even on the less
potholed sections we had to use both sides of the road to miss the cavernous
holes that would have easily destroyed a small sedan if hit at any speed. On
some sections we were reduced to 10 km/h, driving through virtually end to
end potholes.
As usual, goats, donkeys and cattle roamed the verges; most are fairly traffic
aware, but we still have to keep an eye on them. One, more welcome, animal
traffic hazard was a giraffe who gracefully sauntered across the highway to
join a small herd of his friends grazing just off the road.
We have become so attuned to the human and animal intrusions onto the
roads, that we no longer find it strange to be avoiding herds of goats, or cows,
even in the middle of major towns. This afternoon a donkey moseyed into our
path in the main street of Maun as we left one of the town’s malls.
14 April, Maun
The rivers and streams that feed into the Okavango Delta start their journey in
tropical Angola and beyond, taking months to arrive and bring life to the
Delta. It has been a dry year and the rains in the north have not yet arrived to
replenish the now almost totally dry streams and swamps. Sadly for us, that
means that we will not be able to take the boat trip we had planned. There
were road trips available, but at AUD300 pp they were well outside our
budget. As a consolation, we went looking for somewhere nice to have lunch.
No joy there either on this Sunday as all that was open was the Wimpy Bar. To
amuse ourselves we sat and watched the expressions on the faces of tourists as
they arrived at the liquor store beside Wimpy’s only to discover, as we did a
week ago, that no alcohol is sold in Botswana on a Sunday.
15 April, Maun
Another quiet day due to the unavailability of tours on the Delta. We put in
about 10 minutes visiting a very small local museum, then retired to our
extremely comfortable and well equipped Airbnb, where we worked on
planning the next leg of our trip to Scotland.
The remainder of our journey through southern Africa will be taken up with

two days of driving to take us back to our starting point in Windhoek. As it is
our second last night in Botswana it is probably a good time for a bit of a
review.
As we have already mentioned, Botswana has a policy of “top end” tourism.
However, in some areas the prices of tours and accommodation are fairly
reasonable. We found moderately priced accommodation of a comfortable
standard for an average of just over AUD100 per night. The highest price we
paid was AUD190 and the lowest AUD55. In all cases the rooms were clean
and comfortable. We used self-catering establishments where possible,
particularly for stays of a few days or more, which kept our eating costs down.
When we had to eat at a hotel the prices were reasonable by Australian
standards. A main course and a beer each averaged AUD50 for two.
The day and part-day tours we did averaged about AUD35 pp per day,
including park permit fees. One notable exception was our trip to Victoria
Falls that cost around AUD120 pp per day due to Zimbabwe visa fees and very
expensive park entry fees.
Roads in Botswana have been extremely patchy. As we mentioned previously,
the road between Kasane and Maun is almost impassable in some places. For
most of our journey though, we would rate roads as fair to good. Once again
we really appreciated having the larger SUV to deal with the more difficult
patches. Animals on the road are a bit of a problem, though elephants and
giraffes are a welcome sight. We never drove at night and we would strongly
recommend against it. We have been keeping a tally of our fuel costs and they
will be included at the end of the trip when we leave Windhoek, but the price
of diesel and unleaded are a little cheaper than in Australia and significantly
cheaper than in Europe. On the whole drivers are very good. Traffic is very
light on most country roads and highways so there is always a good margin for
error. In towns people drive extremely slowly, moving at 40 km/h is not
uncommon. The level of courtesy is well above what we experience at home,
with drivers allowing vehicles turning across traffic to pass without closing up
against them, which sadly is very much the Australian way. Choosing the least
bumpy or potholed part of the road can see vehicles driving on the wrong side
of the road, sometimes for significant distances. For those of us used to

driving on the left this is not really a problem in such light highway traffic. We
have worried from time to time about those more familiar with driving on the
right being able to adjust quickly in the face of oncoming traffic.
Safety is always something to be considered in Africa. From our experience
and from what others have told us, Botswana is very safe. We haven’t felt
uneasy anywhere and we have wandered about in many African towns and
stayed in areas that would be considered “townships.” One caveat is that we
do not go out at night, but we feel confident that anybody behaving sensibly in
Botswana would also be safe in most places at after dark. Police check points
can be a little daunting to those who live in countries where they generally
mean that something nasty has happened nearby. Here they are simply to
check drivers’ licences and, sometimes, vehicle roadworthiness, lights, etc.
There are also fairly regular quarantine checkpoints within Botswana where
vehicles have to drive through pits to clean vehicles to prevent transmission of
animal diseases. At some of these points, passengers have to stand in
solutions to cleanse their shoes. At one point, our vehicle was also searched
for meat products.
Like most people, we came to Botswana for the wildlife primarily, and then to
experience the culture. Tick both boxes. Even given our disappointments here
in Maun, we have seen plenty of wildlife in some truly spectacular landscapes.
We firmly believe that travelling as we do, we inevitably get up close with the
locals and here in Botswana that can be a rewarding experience, as people are
generally welcoming and happy, even border guards!
On more mundane issues, ATMs are in most towns and at service stations,
despite information on the web, credit cards are accepted at most service
stations, all chain supermarkets and at hotels. We always use local currency
but, while US$s and Rand are generally accepted, you will get your change in
pula.
One last comment. Don’t forget that no alcohol is sold in Botswana on a
Sunday!

18 April, Home Inn, Windhoek
Back to our start point. The past couple of days we have just been driving from Maun to Ghanzi then to Gobabis, breaking the drive into easily managed
300 km sections. Back in Namibia, the dryness of the Kalahari has been
magnified this year due to a series of failed wet seasons. Rivers we crossed
were dry sandy ditches where cattle wander about mournfully, looking for
water. Last night in Gobabis, our lodge was billed as lakeside. The lake, that is
in fact a dam that is the main water supply for the town of 20,000, is at the
moment more like a shallow swamp.
As promised, our summation of fuel prices ended up being fairly simple. In
comparison to Europe our fuel cost around half European prices. US
comparisons are even better. For us, fuel was jus a little cheaper than at home.
Our flight tomorrow back to Johannesburg is under a bit of a cloud. It is the
Easter weekend and the ground crew of Comair, the airline that manages
British Airways’ flights in Southern Africa, are on strike. The airline insists
that will operate normal schedules. Let’s hope so!

Scotland

22 April, Airbnb, Linlithgow, Scotland
A couple of solid days’ travel have taken us from the wilds of Southern Africa
to the quiet Scottish town of Linlithgow, just outside Edinburgh. Transiting
through Johannesburg and London has probably softened the culture shock.
Our flight from Windhoek was at a civilized time, but our Johannesburg to
London leg was an 8:00am departure. It was a daytime flight, with just an
hour’s time difference, so jetlag wasn’t a problem, but nevertheless it was a big
day. Heathrow to Edinburgh was even more civilized. We even had time for a
Maccas Breakfast - not our normal preference, but prices at our hotel were a
bit beyond our budget.
Linlithgow is only about 20 minutes from Edinburgh Airport, so we picked up
our hire car, shopped and were settled in by beer o’clock. Our Airbnb is
practically in the Tesco’s carpark, so we are just a short stroll away from all
the basics.
It has continued to be warm, no, hot here, up around 24C with bright
sunshine. We are not complaining, but we haven’t lumped all our warm gear
here to leave it in our bags. Ah, but there is still Iceland to come.
Today we took advantage of the great weather and headed up the Fife coast to
a few of the picturesque fishing villages that snuggle into natural and manmade harbours on the Scottish coast. Even though it was the last day of the
Easter holidays, the traffic up the coast was light and we found free parking in
all of the villages. Coming home was another matter. For about 10 kms before
the Firth of Forth bridge, we crawled along the M9 motorway along with half
the population of Edinburgh returning from the break.
24 April, Linlithgow
Our luck with the weather ended today with a cold overcast day and a
maximum temperature more than 10C down on yesterday. The change was
forecast, but it was still a bit of a shock. Taking advantage of the nice day
yesterday, we did the rounds of the medieval castles, homes and abbeys
around Fife; Doune, Castle Campbell, Culross and Dunfermline. We had
decided to purchase a Historic Scotland Explorer Pass to cover the often

expensive entry fees for many of the places we planned to visit. We also have a
current National Trust of Scotland membership which we purchased last year.
These passes can save a lot of money, but they can be a bit of a trap if places
are visited simply to get the value out of the card. After a while the castles
become a little repetitive. Doune castle was particularly interesting for us
because the movie “Monty Python and the Holy Grail” was filmed here and
the commentary included many references to the movie. The Outlander series
was also shot here, but as we hadn’t seen the series the link meant little to us.
Some years back, while visiting Sterling Castle, we were struck with a very
strong sense of déja vu. It took us a little time to realise that we had visited the
castle just a year or so earlier. We had much the same feeling at Dunfermline
Abbey. We are sure we have been there before as well, however, we are fairly
sure we hadn’t previously found the grave of Robert the Bruce who is buried
beneath the pulpit of the Abbey Church.
The castles we visited today were nowhere near as interesting, but it could
have been the weather or a dose of castle overload.
We did break the castle theme today, however, with a visit to the Falkirk
Wheel, an amazing piece of engineering that allows canal boats to be hoisted
and lowered 30 metres between the Forth and Clyde canals, rather than
moving slowly through many locks to achieve the same outcome. We also
stopped off at “The Kelpies” - nothing to do with the lovable Australian breed
of dogs, but an enormous sculpture in shiny metal of two fabled water horses
of Scottish mythology. We hadn’t heard of the sculptures before, but we had
spotted them from the motorway a couple of days ago.
27 April, Alford
Our main reason for settling ourselves in this fairly out of the way part of
Scotland is to visit some of the haunts of our Gauld relatives, some of whom
migrated from these parts in the early 20th century. The family either left
Scotland for foreign shores, mainly Australia and the USA, or Brigadoon-like
(Google it) never strayed far from home. Within a 30 km radius of our rented
cottage we found family gravestones in tiny, sometimes now deserted, villages
that dated back as far as the early 19th century. Sadly, the real prize, the grave

of Janita’s great-great-great-great grandfather, James Gauld, eluded us. We
know James died in 1809 and that he was buried in St Mary’s Kirkyard in
Auchindoir. The church is now just a ruin maintained by Historic Scotland
and the graveyard is full of heavily weathered gravestones that were
impossible to read. He was born in 1735, and as far as Gauld family members’
research takes us, is the “father” of generations of Gaulds in Australia and the
USA.
We also managed to squeeze in a couple more castles on our way to the many
remote churches we found. There is always an interesting history to go with all
these places, but it gets a bit too confusing for those of us not that familiar
with the centuries of intrigue that surround Scottish and English history.
Nevertheless, the ruins of these old castles and palaces have many little
known secrets. We have become keen hunters of masons’ marks. We were first
made aware of masons’ marks last year while visiting Salisbury Cathedral and
since then we have hunted them all over Europe. The marks were made by the
stonemasons to identify their handiwork and ensure they were paid for work
completed. In significant buildings such as large cathedrals, there may be
many dozens, or even hundreds of different masons contributing to the
construction over many decades. The masons’ marks tell us a lot about how
the work was allocated. The more complicated works are the preserves of the
master masons and their marks dominate in areas where higher levels skill
are required. In areas like stairwells, marks from many different masons can
be found. The attraction for us in all of this is the direct links these simple
tradesmen’s marks create between us and those who laboured in these
buildings up to 1000 years ago. As well, some of Janita’s forebears were
masons.
29 April, Alford
Our research trips to explore the history of the Gauld family occupied the last
couple of days of our time in Scotland. In Aberdeen we were able to find the
grave of Janita’s great grandparents, James and Elizabeth. Given that they
were buried in a cemetery with 22,000 graves, it was a bit of a miracle that we
could find the grave. All we had was a photograph of the grave from a website.
The photo showed a large Celtic cross behind the grave we were searching for,
so we drove around the cemetery looking for the cross. Celtic crosses are not
all that common in Scottish cemeteries because they usually denote a Catholic

burial. After about 10 minutes driving about, we spotted the right cross and
just one row in front of it, the Gauld grave. We spent the remainder of the day
in Aberdeen city tracking the movements of the family through various houses
in different parts of the city.
James Gauld ran a successful construction business in the city and some of
the houses that still exist were indicative of a fairly well off family. There were
a couple though that were in less affluent areas, leaving us wondering if the
family fortunes fluctuated with general economic conditions in Scotland.
Our accommodation for this part of the trip was an extremely well appointed
little cottage about 10 km outside the small town of Alford just east of the
Highlands. We had some fantastic weather and guided, or mis-guided by our
GPS system, we explored some beautiful parts of the countryside.

Ireland

1 May, Airbnb, Ennis
To catch our flight to Ireland we drove back into Edinburgh and dropped off
our hire car right beside the Moxy Hotel where we spent the night. The Moxy
is a fairly new budget chain, part of the Marriot group. We normally don’t
comment much on our hotel accommodation, but this place is very laid back,
comfortable and reasonably priced. While we are at it, the Premier Inn where
we overnighted in Dublin was good as well, with comfortable, no-frills rooms
at about AUD100 a night. While on the mechanics of travel, we used RyanAir
for the first time. A slick, highly mechanised check in procedure worked for
most travellers, but even though we had our boarding passes on our phones,
we had to do a manual bag drop because we were not EU citizens. The flight
was packed and every bit of cabin luggage storage was crammed full. Our
flight was only 55 minutes and so the tight seating space and almost nonexistent service wasn’t a problem.
This morning we hit the new Irish motorways for our journey to Ennis. What
a change from our first trip to Ireland almost 20 years ago. A network of well
maintained motorways has replaced the often windy narrow “major” roads
that we tackled in a motorhome all those years ago. Even the driveway sized
local roads seem easier to drive. The fact that our hire car is a tiny Skoda
about the size of a large rollerskate has probably helped on the smaller roads.
2 May, Ennis
More family explorations today. Sadly, Ireland has changed so much in the
past 100 years, that all we could find of locations where the Jordan family
lived in the middle of the 19th century, were the odd, more modern, church or
a few farm buildings where thriving villages might have existed 150 years ago.
The Ireland we visited almost 20 years ago has changed, almost beyond
recognition. Cute thatched cottages and small farmsteads have been replaced
by new houses and never ending lines of B&Bs. On our first visit in 2000,
Ireland was the Celtic Tiger. The economy was booming. Every town had a
factory pumping out everything from socks to computer parts. That all came
to an end in 2009 when a number of factors combined to bring all that
prosperity to a sad end. Crippling national debt and a crazy speculative
housing market all but destroyed Ireland. Once again, the well educated youth
left the country in droves for the greener fields that had attracted their
grandparents, the US, Canada and Australia and we noticed Irish accents

everywhere at home. On one of our visits to our local supermarket, at this
time, all the checkout operators were Irish.
So here we are in 2019. A modern motorway network allows us to zip around
Ireland at 120 km/h. In 2000 there was one short motorway running into
Dublin from the south. Any outward signs of the constraints on wages that
have followed the 2009 disasters are nowhere to be seen and we see no
difference between living standards in Ireland and the rest of Europe. Sadly, a
lot of the old charm seems to have been lost along the way to recovery.
4 May, Airbnb, Ashford, County Wicklow
A 250 km trip today right across Ireland which would have taken a very full
day just 10 years back took us less than four hours on flash motorways. It is a
long weekend in Ireland this weekend, for Labour Day, so traffic was mostly
light, except for the route over the hills towards the East coast. There was a
cycle race along much of our off-motorway route that kept us to a reasonable
speed, but constantly on the watch for packs of cyclists who wanted to
command the road. So heavy was the traffic that we had to abandon our
planned visit to the monastery complex at Glendalough.
Along with several busloads of tourists, we made a brief stop at the Wicklow
Gap. Our map showed this area as a scenic route, but we much preferred the
rolling green hills of the rest of Ireland to this fairly desolate rocky pass. The
stark difference may well be attractive to locals, but to us, rocky desolate
scenery is no great thrill. Again today, our tiny Skoda rental proved its worth
on the narrow back roads leading into Ashford. It has been a bit of a squeeze
with the luggage, but the fuel efficiency and the ability to confidently deal with
trucks and large SUVs on country roads have been a bonus.
5 May, Ashford
Another beautiful day. Well it didn’t rain and there was some warm sunshine
which equates to near perfect in Ireland. As a result, every man and his/her
Land Rover were out on the roads, dodging the thousands of crazy cyclists of
all ages pedalling up impossibly steep hills on the usual, narrow, hedgehemmed roads. It seems this Bank Holiday weekend has enticed every one of
the 4.6 million citizens of the Emerald Isle to take to the road in one way or
another.

We had a date with family connections, this time living ones, at Powerscourt,
an old country manor now transformed into a grand garden, golf course and
restaurant. On our way home we had another attempt to visit Glendalough.
Even worse this time. No parking and streets crammed with near stationary
traffic. Just a glimmer of sunshine brings the Irish out in strength. We did
however manage to visit the Old Wicklow Gaol which had a strong Australian
connection. County Wicklow sent more convicts to Australia in the early years
of transportation than any other Irish county. The gaol has been preserved
since it closed in 1924 as a museum/tourist attraction. It does a great job of
showing what prison conditions at the time were like.
6 May, Ashford
O’Neill family history day today. Armed with information researched over
some years by Mary de Jabrun and others, we headed south to County Carlow,
about 50 kms from Ashford, to visit villages where the O’Neills had lived and
worked.
Patrick and Ellen (nee Swaine) O’Neill were married in St Bridget’s Catholic
Church in the village of Clonegal, 25 September 1841. Little is known of
Patrick and Ellen except that they were most likely both born in one of the
villages around Clonegal, possibly Monaughrim.
We were able to find the parish church in Clonegal, but were a little surprised
at how modern it looked. A parishioner was able to help us out with a bit of a
history of the church’s renovations, which satisfied us that what we had found
was in fact the same church that Patrick and Ellen were married in, even
though it had been significantly modernised over the years. We found a
number of O’Neill tombstones in the church graveyard, some of which were
linked to Monaughrim where our well-informed parishioner told us several
O’Neill and Swaine families had lived for generations. There was also an
O’Neill memorial bench at the door of the church, indicating that the family
may well have been strongly supportive of the parish in more recent times.
By chance, while wandering around the village, we came across the entry to
Huntington Castle, built in 1625. Never willing to walk away from a chance to
visit yet another castle, we coughed up the rather exorbitant entry fee and
strolled among avenues of yew trees, planted over 500 years ago, imagining

great-great-grandfather Patrick, who worked as a gardener on large estates in
the area and may well have trod the same paths, tending the gardens that
were in spring bloom for our visit.
Just outside the village of Shillelagh, is the Coolattin Golf Club, a spectacular
course we might add, though as reformed golfers, we probably wouldn’t know.
The course is on what remains of the holdings of the FitzWilliam family, an
Anglo-Irish clan that once held around one third of the land in the whole of
County Wicklow. It is also highly likely that Patrick and Ellen worked on this
estate. There is later evidence of the couple working as gardener and domestic
on other estates, so this assumption is reasonable.
After dodging the odd golf ball and with the blessing of the course pro, we
were able to walk around the original manor house which has been
unoccupied for several decades. The gardens that Patrick could have tended
are now growing wild and doing rather well given they have not been trimmed
for 30 plus years. Pigeons now fly freely around in the once gracious rooms
and while the exterior looks solid, a local walking her dog, that is, a real
authority, told us that the floors are rotten and the roof needs replacing.
In Shillelagh itself, little has changed since our last visit 18 years ago. Some of
the shops have closed up, but the row of workers’ houses built by the
FitzWilliam family in 1840 to house estate workers looks as good as the day it
was built. One of the occupants was able to direct us to the Catholic Church
where we thought we might find some more graves to explore. No graves, but
the church was interesting. It was rather Spanish Mission in design and very
un-Irish. Later research informed us that it was originally built as a
Workhouse for the poor of the district and consecrated as a Catholic church in
the 1860s.
Our last stop was Glenealy. At least three of Patrick and Ellen's children were
recorded in the baptism register of St Joseph's Parish Glenealy; John, 15
November 1857, Patrick, 22 May 1842 and Mary, 21 October 1844. Again the
church has been internally renovated, but the external features are much as
they would have been in the late 19th century. Several family researchers have
postulated that Patrick and Ellen O’Neill may have been buried in the

cemetery at Glenealy, and there have been a couple of searches done in the
past, to no avail. Our experience in searching for family gravestones in
Scotland and here in Ireland over the past few weeks has led us to the
conclusion that it is highly unlikely that our great-great grandparents were
buried in the current cemetery. The earliest graves we found were from the
very late 19th century around 1895. The challenge of finding the final resting
place of Patrick and Ellen O’Neill remains for future generations.

Iceland

7 May, Airbnb, Reykjavik
An early start this morning had us tackling peak hour, end of long weekend
traffic for much of the way up to Dublin to catch our flight to Reykjavik. We
were fine, as we had left ourselves a couple of hours’ buffer to get through
immigration and security formalities. The plane was packed, predominantly
with Americans connecting to the US through Reykjavik. As a result, our bags
were on the carousel as we arrived, so we headed to the Duty Free Vinbudin.
Now, duty free shopping in our view is a mug’s game for international
travellers. Prices are often not cheaper than a good bargain hunter can find
elsewhere. In Iceland it is a totally different story, particularly for drinkers.
With the exception of Denmark and Finland, the Scandinavian countries only
sell alcohol through state monopoly outlets, called Vinbudin, (Alko in
Finland) for the sale of wine and spirits, highly taxed, so we loaded ourselves
up with beer and wine enough for our whole stay at prices commensurate with
those at home and well below the non-duty free Vinbudin prices.
8 May, Reykjavik
Before we came to Iceland Paul, aka Doubting Thomas, had the impression,
fuelled by friends’ photos, that the whole country existed in a black and white
time warp. Not so. Today was partly cloudy, but when the sun broke through,
the city centre, with its streets of early 20th century gaily-painted, corrugated
iron-clad houses, came to life. We had rugged up, because the forecast was for
2C – 8C, but a bit of brisk walking around town kept us more than
comfortable.
Iceland has an ancient connection to the Vikings and a strong, more recent
link with its Scandinavian neighbours, Norway and Denmark. The Vikings are
thought to have made the first permanent settlements about 800AD. Remains
of one of these settlements form the centrepiece of the Settlement Exhibition
in the centre of the city. Combined with some high-tech presentations, were
the foundations of an early Viking Longhouse. We were thrilled to find that
old folk, i.e. us, had free entry to the exhibition. Other punters had to hand
over 1700 krona, AUD20, each.
On the topic of money, Iceland has lived up to its reputation as an extremely
expensive destination. A beer in a bar in the city will set you back close to
AUD20. Don’t even think of buying a pizza in a cafe. A small toasted sandwich
in a museum cafe burned an AUD15 hole in our pocket. On the up side,

parking in the city is dirt cheap by Australian standards, AUD6 for four hours.
We self-cater, shopping in local supermarkets where prices for most items are
close to Australian prices, so we don’t pay outrageous restaurant prices. Petrol
here is close to AUD3/litre.
Cranes tower above our apartment building and all around this part of outer
Reykjavik. The absence of trees, gardens and fences give the whole the feel of
a large mining camp, where buildings have been “dropped in” on a temporary
basis.
9 May, Reykjavik
This trip has taken us, literally, from one end of the Earth to the other, from
the far south of Africa to the edge of the Arctic. Paul was further convinced of
the wisdom of coming to Iceland by today’s weather. What a spectacular day!
From the time we hit the road early this morning, the sun belted down and the
clear Icelandic air provided 50-60 km visibility.
Reykjavik’s peak hour traffic was a breeze on the small city’s well laid out
freeway system. We were taking the famous Golden Circle route through some
of Iceland’s most popular attractions. Expecting heavy traffic, including
tourist coaches, we opted to do the route in reverse, a good decision as it
turned out. We did run into small crowds at a couple of points later in the day,
but nothing like many reviews we had read described. Being able to enjoy the
splendid desolate nothingness of large parts of the circle was one of the high
points for us. The lack of trees and fences creates open vistas that take the
breath away at every turn. Much of the area we travelled was covered with
ancient lava flows. Less prominent, but still beautiful, were green pastures
dotted with the stocky little Icelandic ponies. Always in the background, the
distant snow-covered mountains completed the picture.
Waterfalls have featured prominently in our recent travels. Iguazu Falls in
Argentina and Victoria Falls in Zimbabwe are internationally renowned and
both amazing in their own way. Less well-known Gullfoss Falls in Iceland are
in no way on the same scale, but their setting amid the lava fields and small
canyons of southern Iceland put them right up there for us.

Much of the area we travelled through today is still volcanically active. Steam
escaping from volcanic fissures is not an uncommon sight and there are a
couple of active geysers on this route. We visited Strokkur, which blew every
5-10 minutes.
Preparing for this trip, we read a number of books about Iceland and its sagas.
In a nutshell, the Icelandic sagas are a written record of word of mouth stories
that encapsulated many of the moral principles that underpinned society,
rather than a record of actual historic events. Having said this, the core
importance of some locations in Icelandic history has been faithfully recorded
and passed down. Perhaps the most important of these sites is Thingvellir.
From 930 AD, the chieftains of Iceland met here to make laws, dispense
justice, settle old scores, arrange marriages and trade. Considered to be the
world’s first Parliament, this meeting of the tribes, (Althingi) was where, in
1262 the chiefs agreed to come under the rule of the King of Norway and
continued, becoming less and less influential, until the summer meeting in
1798, which was the last held at Thingvellir. However its symbolic importance
remained. The Danish king presented Iceland with its first constitution in
1874 and in 1994 Iceland declared its independence from Denmark here.
Today there is little evidence of what transpired here, save for a few mounds
that are all that are left of the “booths” attendees built for the few weeks they
were in attendance.
By chance, or guided by the spirits that many Icelanders still half-believe in,
the ancient Icelanders chose their meeting place on a major geographic
feature, the meeting of the Eurasian and North American tectonic plates. Here
it is possible to snorkel, for a price, through a narrow rift where the plates
collide, where you can see 100 m in front of you. Movements of between 1mm
and 18mm a year are recorded here, so we just watched braver souls than us.
10 May, Apotek Guesthouse, Hofn
Hofn is about 450 kms from Reykjavik. While it was a long drive, once out of
the city, every turn of the highway compensated with a new and spectacular
vista. We had all three ‘S’s to go with the scenery - Sleet, Snow and Sunshine.
There were waterfalls dropping hundreds of metres from majestic cliffs, fast
running cascades, towering, snow-covered mountains, rugged coastlines with

black sand beaches, rocky lava fields, glaciers, an iceberg-filled lagoon and
green pastures with new lambs frolicking. All this in just 450 kms! What was
Paul thinking when he hesitated? Doubting Thomas is convinced!
Some of the locations we stopped at were crowded with tourists, but their
buses must have been travelling just behind us as we travelled north east
because the traffic was extremely light. Once we reached the small port town
of Vik, we were among fellow travellers rather than the tourist hordes, who we
expect turned back to the city to complete a day trip. Motorhomes are fairly
common here, some with European plates from France and Germany. There
are also a lot of tiny campers that seem to be favoured by the backpacker set
who must find Iceland outrageously expensive.
The circuit road around Iceland would have taken us a couple of weeks to
complete and with the cost of travelling here, that was a bit beyond our
budget. Instead, we opted to do a hard day’s driving today and explore the
area around Hofn over the next two days, before driving back to Reykjavik for
the flight back to London and home.
11 May, Hofn
Back-tracking over the latter part of yesterday’s long drive, we were again
treated to a beautiful clear morning. However, our reading of several weather
sites alerted us to some minor showers and temperatures just above zero. The
sunshine held for our first stop, the iceberg lagoon where large chunks of ice
that have fallen from the glacier gather, waiting for the tide to take them out
to sea, a long process. A small family of seals played around the icebergs,
responding to visitors’ claps and yells with dives and rolls, almost as though
they were part of the provided entertainment. The ice cap from which the
glaciers flow, Vatnajokull, covers 8% of Iceland’s landmass.
Numerous glaciers flow from the ice cap and we have found ourselves pulling
over on the narrow roads and hitting the hazard lights as yet another amazing
vista looms. Even though there are often scores of cars and a few buses at the
main attractions, the distances are fairly great and so the traffic strings itself
out, making driving easy.
We took a short four km hike at our last stop today, to the face of one of the
glaciers as a light sleet started to drift down. We haven’t had much experience
with sleet, so we found it interesting stuff. It tends to flake off clothing without

sticking and wetting the material. Faces of glaciers are fairly dirty looking, as
the material carried along as they grind forward is exposed when they start to
melt. If the right light conditions are present there is a beautiful blue tinge to
the ice on the face. Not today though.
Our stay at the glacier face was a little rushed as we had to get back to Hofn to
catch the Vinbudin before it closed as we were out of beer and, as in
Botswana, no alcohol is sold on a Sunday. Our guesthouse is just across the
road, so an extra bonus was to be home in time to do what we hope will be our
last washing for this trip.
This is the first guesthouse/hostel we have stayed in on this trip. We have
used this style of digs before, particularly in South America and the more
modern hostels provide the option of motel-like accommodation at a little
extra cost. The big benefit is always the communal kitchen, where we have
spent many a late night with fellow travellers, sharing experiences and last
night was no different. It once amazed us how many Australians travel. We
are no longer fazed to find that the largest proportion of our companions are
compatriots, as they were last night. Our group comprised one Dutchman
(you always get a Nederlander), two Germans, two Americans and five
Australians. As one of the Americans commented to us, “You guys really can’t
get any further from home than this.” And yes, most travelling Americans now
do know the difference between Australia and Austria.
12 May, Hofn
Our last day of sightseeing, as tomorrow we hit the road early for the 500 km
return to Keflavik airport and our flight back to London. When it comes to
great drives, you can forget the Great Ocean Road (Victoria), the Pacific Coast
Highway (California) and even Route 66. Nothing can touch the Iceland Ring
Road (Hringvegur). We have only driven 450 km of the 1330 km circuit but
we have been enthralled at every turn. And there are a lot of turns. Waterfalls,
towering cliffs, glaciers, fjords set against snow-capped mountains and the
bluer than blue Icelandic sea have us constantly agape.
Sadly, Iceland is far from a bargain destination. If truth be told, it is by far the
most expensive destination we have experienced and that includes at home in
Australia, which we and many people we meet around the world, think is

extremely expensive. We have tried to keep costs down by making our own
lunches, staying in places where we can cook our own meals and hiring the
smallest car we could get. Even so, what we paid for a vehicle in Ireland last
week was about one third of the cost here in Iceland. Everybody we meet has
expressed the same problem. “Love the place, but can’t afford to stay very
long.” On a more positive note, we like to average out our travel expenses on a
long trip like this, so what we have saved in Africa and even in Ireland and the
UK partly offsets the cost of Iceland. Bottom line - are we glad we came? A
resounding Yes! Besides, where else can you see wild reindeer grazing beside
the road?
13 May, B&B Hotel, Keflavik Airport
Most of our 500 km drive from Hofn today was a total white-out. The
temperatures were much higher, up around 11C, which brought steely skies
and constant rain onto the coast. Driving back through scenery that had taken
our breath away just days before, was like being in a black and white movie.
We have been fortunate to have had such fantastic weather. Seeing tour buses
heading out, we wondered how different might be the impression of Iceland
taken home by those punters who had missed the great weather.
The long drive was a good time to reflect on our overall impression of Iceland.
Most of it has already been said - spectacular scenery, interesting history,
fickle weather and high costs. We elected to drive ourselves here, not
everybody’s choice, but we find it difficult to see how Iceland could be really
experienced any other way. Even though the country is quite small, just a bit
bigger than Tasmania, the distances between towns and attractions can be
great. There are many tours operating out of Reykjavik, but they focus on the
Golden Circle, which is really only a taster. Some companies offer full island
tours that complete the ring road, but you need a gold-plated credit card to
afford them. We know our bias is towards independent exploration, but in
Iceland, you need to be able to poke around and spend time in areas that are
interesting to you.
Lastly, some advice on driving in Iceland. Unless you have a lot of time and
want to explore the highlands, a 4x4 is not necessary. We drove a Toyota
Corolla and except for scraping the sump on some rocks in an area we

probably shouldn’t have entered, we had no problems. We were also travelling
in late spring, when the risk of road closure is low. Nevertheless, we did have
snow and sleet and with temperatures a degree or two lower, we could have
had ice on the roads. Icelandic drivers are generally very good, but there will
always be the exceptions and we came across a couple, so watch out for tailgaters and those who hug the centre line on narrow roads. Verges are
generally non-existent and in many areas to run off the road would be a very
serious incident indeed. Speed limits on the open road are often ignored.
Realistically, 90 km/h is very difficult to keep to on open straight sections.
Most drivers travel at 10 km/h above the limits. Be aware there are speed
cameras. For us the most difficult part of driving here was the lack of good
safety signage on sharp corners. Sharp bends are not always well-protected by
crash barriers, so a small miscalculation of speed could see you upturned in a
lava field or a cold mountain stream. A final bit of advice on driving. Get the
smallest, most fuel efficient vehicle you can fit into. Fuel prices are mindboggling.
14 May, Premier Inn, Heathrow
Left an overcast, dismal Reykjavik this morning. Arrived in a super sunny
London this afternoon. We can’t remember ever being in London when it was
so warm and sunny, especially as summer is still officially a couple of weeks
off.
We are becoming experts at Heathrow’s Terminal 5. Immigration was fairly
slick, our bags were on the carousel when we got to baggage pickup and we
were on the number 423 bus within 40 minutes of landing. Not too shabby,
but our record is still 15 minutes at Coolangatta, from wheels down to on the
bus.
Tomorrow will be a big day. We are on the direct flight, London to Perth, 17
hours, a four hour stopover in Perth, then another 4:30 min to Brisbane.
20 May, Home
Postscript
Over several decades of overseas travel, we have never lost a bag on an airline.
Our trip home was the first and hopefully the last experience of arriving

without luggage. At least this time we knew what to expect. A power outage in
Heathrow Terminal 3 meant that no baggage could be loaded on any of the
aircraft waiting to depart the terminal, so our aircraft took off leaving all
luggage behind. At this end of a trip the delayed arrival of our gear didn’t
cause a problem. We had our bags the day after arriving home. They had
taken a side trip to Singapore. At the beginning of our trip a similar episode
would have been a disaster with our baggage attempting to catch us up as we
moved from place to place across southern Africa.

