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Road Stories:
A Father-Daughter Journey Through South Africa
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After a tough year of volunteering in Swaziland, I was ready for a vacation. Dad,
who is 87 years old and based in Toronto, had always wanted to go to Africa but
had been reluctant to take a big trip since my mom passed away. This was the
chance of a lifetime, I thought, as I signed us up for a 5,500-kilometre, 20-day
overland tour from Cape Town to Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe.
I had not been on a road trip with Dad since I was a sulky 15-year-old and the
family piled into the camper van for a summer holiday. Yikes, how was this going
to work? Thankfully, I am a much more mature individual these days—plus, Dad
is a fit guy who likes to golf and ski, so mobility wasn’t an issue.

We both flew into Cape Town, where we met our 14 fellow
travellers (Germans, Aussies and Dutch) at the tour operator’s
office. Our vehicle was parked in front, a huge customized truck
that I nicknamed Beastie Girl. Philani, our tour guide/driver,
was a big, jolly Zimbabwean who welcomed us with a big smile.
Rumbling along in the Beastie, Philani asked, “Enjoying
the African massage?” We were sitting high, strapped in by
seatbelts to keep from crashing to the floor at sudden stops.
Sounds uncomfortable, but it wasn’t. The truck’s shuddering
vibrations delivered a relaxing, all-over body rub that
actually put me to sleep.
After a stop at !Khwa ttu (a cultural centre where we learned
about the San people, also known as “Bushmen”), we crossed
the border into Namibia and headed to the Orange River.
The Orange is the longest river in South Africa and pushes
diamonds all the way from Kimberley to the Namibian coast,
where lucky prospectors have found them washed up on
shore. We didn’t find any dazzlers, but watching the birds flit
and skim over the fast-moving water was treasure enough.
Dad broke out the scotch and we had a pre-dinner drink,
soaking in the last of the day’s warm rays.
The next destination was Fish River Canyon. Second in size
only to the Grand Canyon, Fish River Canyon is known for the
catfish that burrow into riverbed mud and hibernate during the
dry season. As Dad and I walked the rim and gazed out across

the expanse of wind-carved stone, hawks glided by, dipping
down to the canyon floor when they spotted a catfish dinner.
At Ai-Ais (pronounced eye-ice) it was time for a swim. Ai-Ais
means burning water in the local Nama language, and the hot
springs were rich with sulphur, chloride and fluoride. In 1915,
it was a base camp for South African troops recovering from
wounds during the South-West Africa campaign. Avoiding the
steamy indoor pool, we opted for the outdoor spring and floated
on our backs enjoying the dazzling Namibian night sky.
Dad is a quiet guy, but he has a way with the ladies and
before I knew it he had made friends with Kayleen,
a former schoolteacher from Australia and Kerstin, a
German environmental engineer. When they asked what
his profession was, he replied, “I’ve been many things:
a machinist, miner, sailor and a lawyer. Now I’m just
enjoying myself.” That was good. So was I.
The only time Dad really slowed down was climbing Sand
Dune #45 in the Namib-Naukluft National Park. Namib
means “Open Spaces” in the Nama language. It was around 7
AM and the sun was merciless. One step off the narrow path
and you’d roll down 170 metres of burning sand. Halfway up
the dune, Dad called it quits. No matter, I snapped a picture
of him looking mightily pleased anyway.

At Etosha National Park, we spied “white” elephants—covered
in dusty clay to keep cool. We also saw sleepy lions, snoozing
it off after a wildebeest feast. The best wildlife viewing was at
our camp, Halali. Dad and I got seated in a little amphitheatre
in front of the watering hole and a group of cavorting elephants
arrived, then two rhinos. Giraffes, jackals and guinea hens filled
out the evening’s playbill.
After Namibia we entered Botswana and the Okavango Delta.
One of the world’s largest inland deltas, it covers 15,000 square
kilometres and is home to 200,000 large mammals including
lions, elephants, warthogs, buffalo, hippos and crocodiles. We
slid along in dug out canoes in the morning admiring the water
lilies, then took a power-boat ride in the afternoon dodging
hippos and elephants. At Chobe National Park, the third largest
in Botswana, we saw mama elephants playing with babies,
while large male tuskers made sure the jeep didn’t get too close.
Looking through binoculars, I realized what looked to be an
island in the river was really a big pile of hippos.
On our final day at Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe, we got soaked to
the skin. “Don’t bother with rain coats,” said Philani, “getting
wet is part of the experience.” We passed on the bungee
jumping and instead explored the verdant paths overlooking
the falls, amazed by the rushing water and myriad of rainbows.
Was it the trip of a lifetime? You bet. Now it’s time to plan the
next one.
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