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Do It Yoursel

Directions:

DIY Africa
By Seth Kugel
It was a daunting ( ik A4 AT ) challenge for a solo traveler in the African bush:
Using only a tiny $23-a-day Fiat ( JEEHF, i 4mi# 25 ) and my wits, I had to
sneak around the six sleeping lions blocking the gravelly ( Fi{i#iffi41 f%) ) road ahead.
Much as I wished I could watch them for an hour and then double back ( JE#&IR[A] ) |
I was late for curfew ( F§2% ) at Crocodile Bridge Rest Camp, 15 miles ahead, and at
South Africa’s Kruger National Park in February, vehicles must be off the roads by
6:30 p.m. The prudent approach seemed to be to inch forward, slowly. If a Fiat could
tiptoe, this is what it would look like. The two closest lions kept on napping, breathing
so rapidly they must have been racing after a delicious impala ( FBEEF ) in their

dreams. Then, at 10 feet, the female jumped up and stared straight at me. Juggling ( 3¢
Jiil ) my camera, the steering wheel ( J7[i] 4 ) and the (left-side ) stick shift ( ZF 3




FF ) , T hastily backed up and was moving slowly forward again when, heart pounding,
I realized my window was open.

| When most people imagine their dreamed African safari (€47 ) , they're in the back [

of an open 4x4, nothing to worry about but their cameras, as their expert guide keeps "‘
an eye out for cheetah ( 45%Y ) tracks and rhino ( 2%} ) signs. Then they come
back to the luxury lodge ( JiiglH ) to take off their hats, enjoy wine and relive the day’s

sightings.

k¥ Such comfort is far beyond the scope of many travelers, and certainly of the Frugal
Traveler ( 23545 % ) . But as South Africans already know, there’s a cheaper
alternative. By driving yourself, cooking for yourself and camping, you can do Kruger

for around §$100 per couple per day, including everything but airfare. Prefer a bed? |}
Reserve a “safari tent” instead and make that $120. The self-drive safari wasn’t the

only cheaper — and to me, equally appealing — alternative during my 16-day trip to
southern Africa in February. I stayed in Durban ( f8¥E, RFIEHE I ) instead of
its famously dazzling cousin down the coast, Cape Town ( FFE-2L, BIE#E I3 ) .
The result was perhaps rougher than a traditional trip — traveling in Africa can often

be a challenge — but also more rewarding, and rarely lacking excitement.

i Where was I? Ah yes, facing a fierce lion with my window wide open. I rolled it up and

temporarily backed away. Now that everyone was awake, I drove through, hugging (
4 ) the opposite side of the road as the lions trotted ( /N ) into the bush. My heart
continued to pound as I replayed the scene again and again. That lasted about two
minutes, until three giraffes ( {<#ifff ) ambled ( {&2f ) onto the road in front of me.

It was the closest encounter I had with wildlife, but not by much. With no guide and
using only maps, tactical advice from a whiskey-drinking Afrikaner ( MIEAAN)
in the tent next to mine and the occasional tip, 1 saw thousands of impala, hundreds

of zebras, dozens of elephants and giraffes and blue wildebeests ( 4% ) | six
white rhinos and plenty of half-submerged hippos ( /] ) (including one doing

a 360-degree roll in the watet, exposing an immense pink belly ) . Then there was a

troop of baboons ( 4 ) , some with babies hanging from their underbellies or
riding piggyback (4K ) , that took over the road.




: Punctuating ( Jil15% ) all this were some sublime ( Z&#}A% ) solo moments. Alone

at an isolated waterhole, | watched an elegant stork ( #85 ) snapping ( fifi /& i Mf
f)—7i ) what I assumed were fish with its magnificent red and black and yellow bill
(%) . Another time, I saw a rhino lightly walking up the dirt road ahead. Keeping |
my distance, | watched his huge body stop to chew grass slowly and noisily. He soon
had company, as birds landed on his back to chew on ticks ( il ) . I stared down a
green snake at eye level in a roadside bush — was it a rare spotting of the aggressive
eastern green mamba ( FHREEME ) or the more common boomslang ( JEM g ) ?

[ Friends who heard I’d be camping in a game reserve ( BEFAEZPIEYX ) had
alternatively romanticized it ( “Sleeping under the African sky, epic,” one wrote me )

or imagined me trampled ( B ) by elephants. But really, the two spots I camped in
were not unlike those I've stayed in in Sweden or New Zealand. I set up my two-man
tent among friendly Afrikaners. On a third night, I opted for ( 6% ) a safari tent, a
simple but quite comfortable permanent structure with comfortable twin beds, a porch

and refrigerator.

Some exhausting driving aside, there wasn’t much of a difference between my trip and
a guided safari, at least in terms of spotting big game. For those looking for anecdotes
and tips and a break from driving, though, 220.20 rand ( 24§, BFAEGTTIHAAL)
(about $11 at 10.5 rand to the dollar ) will offer you a guide. I opted for one such
trip out of Lower Sabie camp at sunset. We also got a lesson on details like telling wild

animal signs.

A8 T had chosen coastal Durban as an alternative to Cape Town because it was supposed

to be less beautiful but more diverse and friendlier. I am always wary of (/N )
entire populations being described as friendly, but in the day and a half I spent there,
a stranger bought me a beer during lunch, a taxi driver abandoned the cab line to lead
me to his favorite local restaurant, and even a convenience-store clerk — often the
surliest ( AfEFE[Y ) of professions — asked where I was from and wished me a good
stay. And I had just bought a water.

Durban wasn’t all wonderful. I left without much sense of its racial history — perhaps
because I found the place dedicated to that topic, the ( free ) KwaMuhle Museum,
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hard to navigate and confusing for anyone. And the city is a bit disordered. In the
bustling downtown area known as Grey Street I witnessed a disturbing scene: a
pickpocket ( P\F ) chased down by a security guard and beaten bloody rather than

turned over to the police.

There were other downsides ( 45 ) to taking the alternative route, I found out later I
had missed Swaziland’s Marula Festival, which celebrates its namesake ( [@]24 0 ) fruit
and the “beer” made from it, at the very royal residence I had purposefully avoided.
But as for finding yourself utterly alone on a winding dirt road, eating your lunch as
the rhinoceros ( fE4: ) 10 yards ahead eats his, ’'m not sure there’s an alternative to

that at all.




