Trip 8 part 1 - Namaqualand & Richtersveld, South Africa 2009
Saturday August 22nd
We spent yesterday packing the truck so were able to set off soon after 8am today.  Our aim was to get close to Bloemfontein in the Free State, nearly 600km from Richmond.  As we tend to drive at 80 to 90km/hour (otherwise we use way too much fuel) it took us 8 hours to get to The River of Joy Guest House and campsite.  As temperatures here tend to be hot during the day and cold (below freezing) at night we decided to have one of their self-catering rooms.

A nice site, not far from the main N1 road but far enough not to get traffic noise.  We walked down to the river bank and sat there in the sunshine, with a drink, watching the sun go down.  There were lots of birds in the trees around the river including several Redbilled Woodhoopoes.  Just as the sun was setting we saw a couple of otters swimming along by the opposite bank – what luck to see them.
Sunday August 23rd
Just a drink for breakfast then we packed up and left.  Drove SW on long straight roads with very little traffic.  Very dry nearly everywhere except alongside the rivers that have still got some water and a few irrigated fields. 

Decided to stay at Britstown.  There were 3 Guest Houses in the town – we tried to find the self-catering chalets mentioned in the Karoo guidebook but no luck - and ended up at a backpackers type lodge but with our own room and bathroom.  At the moment we’re sat outside at the back of the house in a shady veranda (just us staying here at the moment).

Later a biker turned up (South African).  Kev gave him a beer and had a short chat and then he disappeared into his room and we never saw him again!

Monday August 24th
Set off after a drink and rusks, crossing the Karoo to Calvinia.  Very dry and settlements long distances apart with just a few farms dotted about – very easy to spot as they were the only places that we saw tall trees, everything else was scrub.  Occasionally we saw sheep in the fields, mostly black faced ones to start with and then white ones (merinos I think).. The sheep were often close to a wind pump which was putting water into troughs for them.  As we approached Calvinia we crossed a river which actually had water in it and irrigated fields in the river valley.  I’d occasionally noticed small groups of flowers by the roadside across the Karoo but neared Calvinia there were far more of them in the fields as well as alongside the road.  To the East of Calvinia the area is a summer rainfall region whereas from around Calvinia and to the West the rains come in the winter, which is why they get the spring flowers – the amount of flowers and when they appear are dependent on the rainfall. 
We stopped to look at the caravan park in Calvinia but there was only hard standing.  There was another campsite but it looked deserted so we went to the Tourist Information and they gave us a card for Matjiesfontien Farm, about 30km from the town.  I tried phoning them but no answer so we decided to buy some food for tea and go to the farm.  
A lovely quiet site and only us camping – there’s another group staying in the self catering chalets.  The farmer offered to show us some flowers that only come out in the evening (and night) so we drove out to the place – beautiful, small, white flowers.

Tuesday August 25th
Not to cold overnight and we were lovely and warm with our sleeping bags and blanket.  After a shower and doing some washing we drove back to Calvinia to visit the museum.  Very interesting and large for such a small town with sections on old farming methods, old photos of the town, a large section about sheep farming (the main activity in these parts) plus various other rooms.  There was also an outside section with a huge steam locomotive and a variety of flowers - well worth the R5 entrance fee.
Did a bit of shopping and then returned to the farm for lunch.  In the afternoon we drove out along some of the farm tracks stopping at various points to get out for a walk – much the best way to appreciate the flowers, many of them very low growing but very colourful.  We also had a look at a couple of wind pumps, one of which was pumping water into a large tank which supplied a couple of water troughs.  There were a surprising number of birds about – and not just by the water.
It’s been windy all day but a warm wind (unlike the very cold wind we had yesterday morning) but now, late afternoon, the wind had dropped and all I can hear is lots of bird song.
Wednesday August 26th
It was cloudy yesterday evening and overnight and about 7.30am it started to drizzle so we got up and packed up the tent before it got too wet and were away soon after 8.30am.  As we drove towards Nieuwoudtville the weather worsened and we were in low cloud with visibility down to 10 – 20m and this carried on until we were half way down the escarpment – Van Rhyns Pass with, in good weather, great views over the plains below.  It was cloudy for most of the rest of our journey to Springbok so very little sign of any flowers apart from occasional group by the roadside – what a shame!
We went to the caravan park just outside Springbok, nearly full but we did manage to get a grassy site.  Put the tent up and then did a bit of shopping.
Thursday August 27th
Coldest night so far but we were OK with all our layers – mind you we both had our heads under the covers!!  The sun came up just after 8am so I got up and had a shower.  Kev eventually emerged and after he’s showered I did some washing and got chatting to a couple from Nottingham Road!  

The Geogab Nature Reserve is only a few km outside Springbok so we drove to the reception area and got a ‘pass’ for the 4x4 section of the reserve (the tourist part is quite short and only takes 45 minutes at a cost of R15 per person).  It was an extra R60 for the 4x4 trails but well worth it as we were driving around for the best part of 5 hours.  Kev did all the driving which allowed me to look at the flowers – and keep telling him to stop so that I could take more photos!  We left the reception area around 10.30am but the best flower displays were after midday when it had warmed up enough for all the daisies to open up – amazing colours, impossible to describe in words.  Most of the tracks were straightforward but there were a few sections that needed a bit more care but no problem for Kev and our truck – having the extra ground clearance because of the suspension we had put on the truck certainly makes these trails easier to manage.
Friday August 28th
Very windy overnight and still windy in the morning so we didn’t stay around the campsite for too long!  I’d noticed a 4x4 trail (The Buffelsriver trail) near to Springbok on the Tracks4Africa mapping software on the computer so we drove into town and asked about it at the tourist office.  The girl said that it was no longer a 4x4 trail but that we could probably drive along it.  Firstly we went to the mining museum at Nabobeep which was very interesting (no charge, they just asked for a donation).  The start of the trail was just outside Nababeep and was a good gravel road for 25km through valleys and over passes – we discovered why as the road lead to a mine.  The trail should have had a turning to the left but there was no sign of it however a few hundred metres further on was what looked like a farm track so we decided to carry on.  After a while we came to a gate with a sign on it but it was in Africaans so we had no idea what it said.  We didn’t feel like turning back and could see a couple of building in the valley below so went through the gate and followed the track to the buildings which appeared to be a couple of deserted farmhouses.  The track carried on, roughly in the right direction, and there were telegraph poles near to the track so we kept going.  The track got worse with sections where the rain had washed away gullies but none of them were too bad.  Eventually we were able to look down into the next valley and could see the main road – thank goodness!  Once at the road (no locked gate I’m glad to say) we looked back and saw a sign, in English this time, stating that there was no public access... – oh well too late!!  Got back to springbok around 1.30pm, did some shopping (very busy as it’s the last Friday in the month) and then went back to the campsite.  No wind in the afternoon so we were fine sitting outside.

A couple of months ago we’d bought a cast iron bread pan and just before we left Richmond Kev got a couple of bread recipes from the Internet so we decided to try one of them which was very simple, just self raising flour, a bit of sugar and salt and enough beer to make a dough.  It didn’t need to be left to rise just put straight onto the braai fire for an hour.  It was so quick and easy – and the bread was delicious!!  (I can see we’ll be doing this again).  We had it with a chicken potjie – excellent.

Saturday August 29th
Up soon after 7.30am, packed up and were away before 9am.  Drove to Port Nolloth on the West Coast.  As we drove into the town the sun was shining and it looked lovely so we decided to stay for a night (rather than going onto Alexander Bay).  Having noticed that the Spar shop would be open tomorrow morning we only got food for today.  We then went to have a look around the museum which was very well laid out and mostly about the history of the town and surrounding area.  When we came out of the museum a sea mist had rolled in and there was also a cold wind.  We decided to have a meal in town and stopped at the main hotel.  As we walked into the restaurant we could hear lots of noise and realised that people were watching the TV – the Wallabies v Springboks match was on so we got ourselves a table where we could watch the match.  It was a good game (the Springboks won) but the meal was rather disappointing.  We both had the hake, prawns, mussels & calamari combo but it wasn’t as good as the ones we’ve had a John Dory’s (our favourite fish restaurant chain) and it was twice as expensive.
After lunch it was still very misty and cold so we decided to carry on to Alexander Bay but first we needed to buy a few more supplies for our 4 days in the Richtersveld National Park (there are no shops there), however the Spar shop had shut at 1pm so we ended up getting vegetables from a nearby stall and then found a small supermarket where we got enough to keep us going.

Misty most of the way to Alexander Bay so we didn’t stop there but carried on to a farm about 30km further on which was on the banks of the Orange River.  The mist had gone but there was a cold wind so we decided to stay in one of their rondavals rather than camp (only R220 for the rondaval).  

I’ve booked accommodation at the Richtersveld from Monday but there doesn’t seem much point in staying here tomorrow unless we decide to go back to Alexander Bay so we may just go to the Park and hope that we’ll get in.  We did drive out of the camp and found cell phone reception on a nearby hill (the owner had said where to go) and I managed to look on the Internet and find that there should be campsites available but I couldn’t get a good enough connection to do an online booking.

There are hundreds of orange trees in the river valley but they’re no longer harvested.  When Alexander Bay was in its heyday and had a population of 20,000 the local farms found they could sell citrus fruits but now that the town is much smaller there’s no longer the demand for fruit. 

Decided to bake some more bread to have with cheese for our tea – once again it was very tasty.

Sunday August 30th
Packed up slowly and set off for the Richtersveld National Park.  The landscape was very barren with just a ribbon of green (the Orange river valley) sometimes in view.

We had no problem getting a campsite at the Senderlingsdrift site (by the main entrance) and realised why when we saw the campsite which wasn’t by the river – unlike the chalets that are at the site.  However it was nice and quiet and we got the best pitch – the only one with electric!  
After lunch we had a walk around the camp.  They had an interesting display near the reception and then we went to have a look at the pont which takes vehicles – max 2 at a time - across the river to Namibia (it costs R150) and which we’ll be using on Friday.
Monday August 31st
Woken early by mine vehicles – the road is right next to the campsite so we were up soon after 7am and away soon after 8am.  It took us nearly 5 hours to travel about 75km..... which says something about the state of the tracks!  To start with there were gravel roads but often very corrugated and then we went up the first mountain pass, slow going but not too bad.  Sometimes we’d be in sandy valleys and then there would be rocky sections, any level parts of the trail tended to be corrugated or, in some places, crossed by sandy gullies.  In some areas there were patches of wild flowers as there’d been some rain earlier in the winter and once we saw a large patch of yellow daisies. 
The park is unlike the other National Parks in South Africa as it allows the local Nama people to live in the park and have some say in its administration so we weren’t surprised to see a herd of goats in the distance and a couple of kraals where they are kept overnight.  In the summer the goats are kept near the river but after the rains they are moved further from the river to allow the river grazing to recover.

Later Kev drove down the second, steeper, pass.  We only stopped once to check out the ground.  As we drove further into the park so the scenery became more stark with just sand and rock and very few plants or bushes until we got down toward the Orange River where it looked like an oasis with plenty of water in the river and lush growth around it.
Got an excellent pitch in the shade but overlooking the river – amazing.  There’s just a toilet, cold shower and cold water at the site but who needs any more when we’re in this setting.  Got to know the other nearby campers, who are from Jo’burg and were sharing the shade with us.  It’s so much warmer here – we’ve been able to wear shorts all day – I’ve not had my socks and jeans on since yesterday morning!
Tuesday September 1st
Stayed at the campsite at Richtersberg all day.  Had the morning to ourselves and then 2 other trucks arrived later on.  I did lots of bird watching.  There are a family of 5 pied kingfishers who are around all day long, the 3 youngsters following their parents around and ‘shouting’ at them, great fun to watch.  
Wednesday September 2nd
After coffee and rusks we had a drive out around some of the park.  When we’d booked into the camp on Sunday we’d been told that 2 of the tracks to the Richtersberg site were closed but having spoken to others who had driven them we decided to have a go at them.  We took a sandy track next to the river for about 10km to the most popular campsite, De Hoop, which took about an hour.  When walking around some of the camp we saw the couple who had been at the Sanderlingsdrift site on Sunday and said hello – and then discovered that they lived in Waterfall (where Pat and Colin used to live).   The next park of our route up along a mostly dry riverbed was fairly straightforward apart from a couple of rocky sections and then we headed up and over a pass.  Right at the top of the pass 4 vehicles had stopped (on the track) and the people had walked up the hill to look at the view.  There was no way for us to get by so we had to wait for them to return – only 5 minutes or so but thoughtless of them as they could easily have pulled off the road before the top of the pass.  A bit later we headed back down hill along another river bed (the other ‘closed’ road).   There was more water in this valley and some very narrow rocky sections where Kev had to guide me but no real problems.  It took us 3 ½ hours to do the 40km – including stops.
Had a quiet afternoon at the campsite.  I swam in the river – well lay down in the water – and then enjoyed making a small rocky pool.  During the afternoon 6 vehicles (2 with trailers turned up) and looked most put out that we’d got the best spot with some shade by the river – 4 of the vehicles were the ones who’d held us up at the pass so we stayed put and ignored the ‘evil eyes’ we were getting from some of them!  Later on a group of 4 trucks arrived and then another 3 – WOW!  The last lot were chatty so we told them we were leaving the next morning if they wanted to move to ‘our’ site.

Thursday September 3rd
Took our time packing up and getting to know the 6 people from Cape Town who gradually moved their gear to our pitch.  They ended up giving us breakfast (rusks, homemade and very tasty, and cheese & biscuits).  We ended up swapping email addresses and agreeing to meet up in Cape Town when we’re there in January.  We’re met some nice people here in the Park.
We drove around the Tatasberg section of the park with a couple of great lookout points, one was called Echo Canyon and we did get some excellent echoes.  It took us 6 hours altogether before we got to Potjiespram campsite but we thoroughly enjoyed driving around the park, impossible to describe the scenery.  Amazed to find the site at Potjiespram was empty! Not nearly as nice as De Hoop or Richtersberg though as, although there’s good shade and big pitches, there’s no view of the river.  

Friday September 4th
Packed up and were back at Senderlingsdrift soon after 9am.  Stopped to use the computer to send a couple of emails and then bought a ticket for the Pont across the Orange River to Namibia (R100) which we took after going through the South African border and police controls.  The Pont is simply a drive-on / drive-off platform controlled by 2 outboard motors, one on each side of the it.  There are also a couple of wires attached to a long wire across the river which stops the Pont drifting.
The next part of this dairy will be on the Namibian pages which I’ll be doing once we return to Richmond in November.

