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As the sun set gloriously 
over the quiet stretch of  
land, the afternoon heat 
turning to a brisk evening 
cool, a calm washed over 

the wilderness.  The sun itself  was almost 
unnaturally orange, glowing like a neon 
sign, and the sky was painted a pinkish-
purple.  A graceful herd of  impala silently 
grazed about 20 feet from our Land Rover, 
silhouetted against the evening sky, and all 
was serene, and perfect. Suddenly, Kurt, 
my game ranger, picked up his walkie talkie 
and spoke in an excited yet hushed tone—I 
couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it was 
something important.  Seconds later he 
turned on the engine, driving quickly away 
from the peaceful scene, towards something 
further into the bush.  We raced through the 
ever darkening evening, winding through 
the trees and bushes, me ducking to avoid 
branches, Kurt hurrying to whatever it 
was we were heading towards. “Giraffes!” 
he’d call out, pointing to the right, then 
“baboons!” pointing to the left.  “Don’t 

worry, you’ll see plenty more again,” he 
assured me, as we raced away from them.  
I didn’t ask what we were driving towards, 
but I figured it had to be good.  And just as 
the sun officially retired and the night was 
black, we slowed down and drove into the 
heart of  the bush, Kurt hacking away at 
branches and heading deeper and deeper 
into the wilderness.  Then he stopped.  He 
shined his spotlight ahead, and ten feet in 
front of  us was a pride of  lionesses, feasting 
on a fresh kill, blood staining their mouths 
and faces.  A male lion was chewing at the 
newly dead buffalo.  There was roaring and 
angry groaning coming from the scene, and 
a rival male appeared, apparently wanting 
to steal their dinner.  He bore bloody 
scratches on his thigh—battle wounds.  The 
pride guarded their kill while growling at 
the intruder, until finally, he relented, and 
limped off.  Now this is drama, I thought.  
Just another night in the South African 
bush.  

But I’ve gotten ahead of  myself….
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F or years, maybe ever since I first saw “The Lion King,” or perhaps since I had first seen a family friend’s picture album of  
her trip to Africa filled with photos of  lions and zebras and elephants, I had wanted to go to Africa.  Actually, it was more 
than just wanting to go—I was dying to go.  I dreamed of  it more than anything.  Finally, the time had come; I decided 

I couldn’t wait any longer.  
Going to Africa is not like going to Mexico—you don’t go on Travelocity and book your trip.  You need an experienced tour 

operator to handle every detail (there are many), and I wanted the best.  I would be traveling alone, and I wanted to not only 
have a worry-free trip, but the best possible experience.  One to rival all others.  So I began my planning with Africa Adventure 
Company, the gold standard, the African tour operator that all others aspire to be.  For 25 years, owner Mark Nolting, along with 
his wife, Alison (who was born in Zimbabwe) and their team of  experts, have been putting together bespoke safari experiences for 
individuals and groups.  Offering tours to 14 African countries, they are consummate professionals who literally know everything 
there is to know about African travel; Mark wrote the book Africa’s Top Wildlife Countries, an invaluable safari guide.  

During the planning, I told the team at Africa Adventure Company all about my goals, expectations, hopes, and desires for my 
dream trip.  I also gave them my budget and guidelines for the type of  trip I wanted to take—luxury and comfort while still being 
immersed in the real Africa.  Mark and the rest of  the experts put together an itinerary for me that seemed to have been written by 
reading my mind—I was already amazed and impressed, and hadn’t even gone on the trip yet.  We decided on a tour of  the best 
of  Southern Africa, covering a range of  terrain and experiences.  

Over the course of  the next couple of  months, I would regularly receive exciting gifts from them: Mark’s guidebook, an Africa 
Safari Journal also written by Mark, a beautiful duffel bag, a hat, tons of  information on where I would be going and what I would be 
doing, a finalized itinerary, and right before I left, a packet containing everything I needed to know, from what clothing to pack to 
how much spending money to bring.  I was ready to begin my African Adventure, and I couldn’t have possibly been more excited. 

I would be setting foot in four 
countries along the way—South 
Africa, Zambia, Zimbabwe, and 

Botswana—and South Africa was my first 
stop.  I boarded a direct flight via South 
African Airways to Johannesburg, and in 
their comfortable and luxurious lie-flat seats 
in business class, sipping on South African 
wines, dining on gourmet food, and sleeping 
peacefully, dreaming of  what was to come, 
I began my journey in the best possible way.  

A short flight from Johannesburg to 
Cape Town brought me to my first official 
destination, where a driver from Ellerman 
House, my first South African home, 
awaited.  Ellerman House is known as one 
of  the best hotels in Cape Town (and in 
Africa), and as I pulled up to the entrance 
and was greeted by the smiling faces who 
welcomed me to my “home away from 
home” and showed me to my room, I was a 
very happy traveler. 

The hotel, formerly a private estate, 

has “wow factor” 
galore.  Every 
single detail, from 
the breathtaking 
views of  the 
Atlantic Ocean 
from their vista 
in Bantry Bay, to 
the elegant and 
tasteful décor, is 
postcard-worthy.  
The walls are 
adorned with a 
fine collection of  
South African art, 

which carries over into their art gallery, and 
there are more special touches than I can 
name.  When you walk by the window of  
the open kitchen, there’s a button you can 
press which will open the window and you 
can ask questions of  the chefs.  Beside the 
kitchen is a pantry stocked with various 
goodies at all hours of  the day and night—
yours for the taking.  There’s a stunning 
pool overlooking the ocean, a gym, dining 
al fresco on the seaside terrace, an amazing 
spa, and the mind-blowing four floor 
contemporary private villa which can be 
rented out, that features to-die-for views 
and extreme privacy.  

My one bedroom suite, which was 
recently redecorated and made my jaw 
drop, featured a huge private terrace 
with stunning views, and even included a 
complimentary selection of  snacks and top-
shelf  liquors.  I was in heaven, watching 
the sunset over the ocean from my balcony, 
listening to the peaceful sound of  the pool’s 

fountain mixing with the crashing of  the 
Atlantic waves.  

After a delicious dinner in town at the 
trendy Opal Lounge, and a peaceful night’s 
sleep, I awoke early for my full day of  
touring.  My Cape Town tour guide, Dave, 
arrived promptly at Ellerman House, and 
took me to our first stop, the breathtaking 
UNESCO sight Table Mountain, the iconic 
wonder (and a contender for the Seven 
Natural Wonders of  the World list) that 
serves as the backdrop of  this gorgeous city.  
After marveling at the view, we moved on, 
hitting Boulders Beach in Simons Town, 
home to the adorable colony of  African 
penguins; Cape Point, regarded as the tip 
of  the African continent; Cape of  Good 
Hope National Park; Kirstenbosch, the 
city’s magnificent botanic gardens, and 
another UNESCO site; and more.  I saw 
wild baboons crossing the road, eland and 
the endangered bontebok in Cape of  Good 
Hope, whales off  the coast of  Cape Point, 
wild ostrich, and a hyrax, a small furry 
creature who is, remarkably, the closest 
living relative to the elephant.  All this 
wildlife in one day, and I hadn’t even gone 
on safari yet.  

Dave was a walking encyclopedia.  
He knew more about every city block, 
every lizard, every tree, and every 
historically relevant event—including 
a firsthand perspective on life pre- and 
post-Apartheid—than I thought humanly 
possible.  As he showed me around his city, 
through his passion and knowledge, I fell in 
love with Cape Town—not that that’s hard 
to do.  Having set up my trip through Africa 

South AfricA

Ellerman House, Cape Town
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Adventure Company, I was lucky enough to 
have such an incredible tour guide.  

That night I moved to my new home, 
Taj Cape Town, an elegant, luxurious 
property (and former bank) in the heart of  
the city, where I was able to get a different 
perspective on Cape Town.  My room was 
quite beautiful, featuring gorgeous views of  
the city and the mountain, and for dinner 
I dined on an excellent dish, the local 
kingklip fish, at their restaurant, Mint.  The 
“proudly” South African wine list helped 
contribute to another wonderful night’s 
sleep, my final night in the city before 
heading into the bush.  

I n the northeast part of  South Africa, 
far away from the hustle and bustle 
of  Cape Town, lies Kruger National 

Park, home to some of  the best game viewing 
on the continent.  Adjacent to Kruger are 
several private game reserves which offer 
the quintessential game viewing experience 
and a more exciting opportunity to view 
the majestic and magnificent creatures of  
the African bush.  Unlike inside Kruger, 
at the private game reserves you can go 
off-road and are not restricted to the rules 
and regulations of  the park.  I was headed 
to MalaMala game reserve, the largest of  
the Big 5 (Big 5 being lion, leopard, rhino, 
buffalo, and elephant) reserves, and widely 
known as one of  the best, if  not the best, 
reserves anywhere.  

I flew to Mpumalanga Airport, then 
boarded a small plane to MalaMala’s tiny 
airstrip, where a ranger from the camp 
was waiting to pick me up and take me to 
Rattray’s, one of  three camps on MalaMala, 
all owned by Michael and Norma Rattray.  
While all three camps are amazing, 
Rattray’s is perhaps the most intimate and 
most luxurious.  

We drove away from the airstrip, so full 
of  excitement and anticipation I could 

hardly sit still, and 
immediately came 
upon a pair of  rhinos 
standing next to a tree.  
Five minutes later we 
pulled up to Rattray’s, 
and I was a bit stunned 
by how beautiful, 
peaceful, and simply 
spectacular the camp 
was.  It’s got a colonial, 
quintessential “Out 
of  Africa” feel, and 
is luxurious and full 
of  creature comforts, 
yet blends perfectly 
into the natural 

atmosphere and doesn’t feel out of  place or 
over the top.  

There are nine khayas, or private villas, 
each with a large living and sleeping area, 
his and hers bathrooms with claw-foot tubs, 
and a huge deck with a private plunge pool.  
The view from the deck is of  the sprawling 
African bush, and you can’t help but feel 
totally at ease while staring off  into the 
wilderness.  “We knew exactly what we 
wanted the khayas to look like, and just had 
an architect sketch out our dream,” said 
Norma Rattray when I had the pleasure of  
meeting her the next day.  

After checking out my khaya, I met Kurt, 
the ranger who would be taking me on all my 
game drives and dining with me throughout 
my stay, and we had lunch on the deck.  I 
was too excited to eat much—as delicious 
as the food was—so we headed to the Land 
Rover for my first official game drive.  “I may 
look calm,” I told Kurt, “but I’m doing a big 
dance inside.  This moment, right now, is 
the fulfillment of  a dream.”  Within about 
three minutes of  leaving camp, we had our 
first sighting: a pride of  lions, basking in the 
sun next to the Sand River.  I couldn’t believe 
what I was looking at.  I snapped pictures 
while Kurt told me about the lions—which 
pride this was, who 
was in charge, etc—
and I was in pure 
awe.  

Being alone, I had 
my own private game 
drive experience, 
but what’s so special 
about Rattray’s is that 
they keep vehicles 
to a maximum of  
four people; at most 
camps, it’s much 
more than that, 
sometimes even up 
to ten people.  This 

small group makes for an intimate, private 
viewing experience.  

We rode for the next few hours, seeing 
buffalo, elephants, impala, kudu, giraffes, 
baboons, colorful birds, and more.  Kurt was 
as excited and passionate about the viewing 
as I was, and knew everything there was to 
possibly know about every single aspect of  
the bush.  He was a brilliant guide, and a 
wildlife expert and enthusiast.  It was on this 
first night, as we stopped to watch the sunset 
and observe the impala herd, that Kurt was 
told about the fighting lions (all the rangers 
are in constant communication with each 
other during the drives to ensure that nothing 
gets missed) and we raced off  to witness the 
drama of  the bush unfold.  

Driving away from the lions in the 
pitch black, we stopped to watch a leopard 
casually sauntering down the dirt road.  His 
eyes shone in the light of  the spotlight and he 
was filled with an air of  mystery, power, and 
allure.  He was the most beautiful creature 
I’d ever seen.  He walked right next to our 
vehicle—within arm’s reach—and then 
disappeared into the night.  

My first game drive was over, and I had 
already seen the Big 5.  

The next few days at Rattray’s proved 
to be equally spectacular, and were more 
than I could have imagined or hoped for.  
In the mornings and evenings we’d go on 
drives, seeing such sights as leopards mating, 
giraffes, elephants, rhinos, and buffalo 
casually roaming, antelope grazing, and even 
an eight week old leopard cub learning about 
life in the bush—a miraculous moment for 
me.  In between drives, I’d relax next to 
my plunge pool and dine on excellent food, 
ending each night with a celebratory cocktail 
and a delicious feast.  

When the time had come to leave, I 
waved from the small plane as it flew away 
from MalaMala’s airstrip towards my next 
stop, and I’m not going to admit to shedding 
a tear—but I won’t deny it either.  

Continued on Page 47

A game drive at Rattray's (MalaMala)

* A leopard cub at MalaMala. Credit: kurtjaybertels.wordpress.com |

*
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VictoriA fAllS

As one adventure ended, another 
began, and I flew to Livingstone, 
Zambia, and was driven past 

the border to Zimbabwe, where I would 
be visiting Victoria Falls, the rainbow-filled 
marvel straddling both countries.   Twice the 
height of  Niagara Falls and, at 5600 feet, 
one and a half  times as wide, Victoria Falls is 
Mother Nature at her best.  Grounds that are 
a tropical rainforest, five separate waterfalls, 
jaw-dropping gorges, and unobstructed 
views all combine to create a once-in-a-
lifetime experience.  Once again, having 
booked through Africa Adventure Company, 
I was privileged to have access to the area’s 
best tour guide, Esther Gwekwerere, who 
works exclusively with the company, and led 
me through the falls and shared her extensive 
knowledge with me.  The beauty I saw was 
beyond compare—rainbows are as plentiful 
as people, and look to be painted into the 
surreal sky above the waterfalls.  

After my tour of  the falls, I checked into 
the Victoria Falls Hotel, the first hotel to open 
in the area (in 1906), which remains today 
an iconic, colonial, garden-filled classic.  I 
had dinner at Jungle Junction restaurant at 
the hotel, watching traditional African songs 
and dances, then retired, for I had a long day 
ahead of  me.

Before departing for my trip, Africa 
Adventure Company had given me an array 
of  choices for activities to do in Victoria Falls.  
My first one, early that next morning, was an 
elephant back safari, which proved to be as 
exciting and magical as it sounds.  Here they 
have rescued and raised mostly orphaned 
elephants, and now visitors can ride on 
them through the bush and observe the 
surroundings.  I fell in love with my elephant, 

Doji, and enjoyed feeding him, petting him, 
and seeing the world from that high up.  I 
also fell madly in love with Sylvester, their 
orphaned cheetah, who was purring like a 
kitten as I pet his spotted fur.   

I then checked into Elephant Camp, 
owned by Wild Horizons, the same people 
who own the elephant back safari experience, 
and once again, fell in love—this time with 
a luxury tent, and Kim and Jonathan, the 
hosts who were some of  the warmest people 
I’ve ever met.  I relaxed on my private 
deck, swam in my private plunge pool, and 
observed a herd of  elephant not too far off  
in the distance.  I also ate one of  the most 
delicious lunches I’ve ever had.  Then I 
napped in the comfort of  that amazing tent. 

Another activity I chose to do while in 
Victoria Falls would prove to be one of  the 
most special, humbling, enlightening, and 
truly touching experiences of  my life.  I 
visited Rose of  Charity orphanage, where 
an angel of  a woman has taken in orphaned 
and abandoned children, and given them 
love and a home.  These children were so 
beautiful and so remarkable—they had 
literally nothing, and were just filled with 
happiness, kindness, and gratitude.  I gave 
them pens and paper, and it was as if  I had 
given them diamonds.  I played with them 
for a couple hours, and my heart broke 
when I had to say goodbye.  I think about 
them every day.  

Later in the day I embarked on a sunset 
cruise on the Zambezi River, drinking 
champagne while floating by hippos, 
crocodiles, elephants, and birds galore, 
watching the majestic African sun set over 
the river, coloring the entire evening sky 
lavender and fuchsia.  My time in Victoria 
Falls was coming to a close, and I’d had the 
time of  my life. 

Southern Africa
Continued from Page 45

Continued on Page 49

The luxurious private
khaya at Rattray's

Private deck at 
Rattray’s

luxury tent At elephAnt cAmp VictoriA fAllS, ZimbAbwe
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botSwAnA

I was driven away from Victoria Falls to Chobe 
in Botswana, the heart of  elephant country.  
On the scenic ride, we had to slow down 

several times to allow elephants, giraffes, and a few 
stray warthogs to cross the road.  Finally we pulled 
up to Ngoma Safari Lodge in Chobe—situated on the 
Chobe River, just next to Chobe National Park—and it 
was another warm welcome to a spectacular property.

Ngoma is a joint project between several private 
owners and the local community, and it’s at once 
breathtakingly beautiful, perched over the dazzling 
river with views of  nothing but nature for as far as the 
eye can see, luxurious, with eight private lodges, and 
purely African.  It’s also brand new—they officially 
opened in July 2011—so I was lucky enough to be 
one of  the first to stay at this impressive lodge.  Here, 
like everywhere else, the food was delectable, the staff  
was stellar, and the wildlife was second-to-none.  At 
all times of  the day, you’re likely to spot any number 
of  animals from the deck, and perhaps my favorite 
thing was the bullhorn next to my bed—a precaution 
against elephants getting too close.  

I spent most of  my time with two lovely American 
couples, with whom I was proud to share this 
experience, and Bevin, my ranger, who was like the 
African Crocodile Dundee.  Towering over me, with a 
lion’s claw necklace and a soft-spoken, mysterious air 
about him, he guided us through Chobe and pointed 
out elephants, zebras, kudu, sable, impala, buffalo, 
hippos, lions, baboons, birds, and 800 year old trees 
that were magnificent sights.  I took a morning river 
safari, observing sunbathing crocodiles, then feasted 
on a picnic lunch on the river’s edge.  In the evening, 
Bevin set up chairs and drinks for us, and we enjoyed 
gin and tonics while watching the sunset over the river, 
in perfect harmony with the myriad animals who were 
gracious enough to share their land with us.  

Southern Africa
Continued from Page 47

Finally, after a stay at Ngoma that was as perfect and divine as everything 
before it, it was time to depart, and I’m not sure I’ve ever had a harder 
time leaving anywhere.  This trip, a fulfillment of  a dream, was life-

altering, and almost spiritual in its wondrous perfection.  Southern Africa is a land 
truly like no other, filled with people, places, animals, and sights so magnificent, 
my words can’t begin to do it justice.  Africa Adventure Company had put 
together a trip that was smooth, carefree, and above all else, simply phenomenal, 
leaving me with nothing to think about but the wonderful time I was having.  

All along the way, I kept hearing locals and travelers mentioning the phrase 
“bit by the Africa bug,” meaning once you go, you need to keep going back.  I was 
bit by this so-called Africa bug, for which there is no vaccine, and no cure, except 
to keep going back again and again, and experiencing a new Africa Adventure 
every time.

GettinG there:
The best way to travel to South Africa, by far, is with South African Airways, 

who fly direct to Johannesburg from JFK.  They fly to 20 destinations in South 
Africa, and their daily flights, with an award-winning business class featuring 
gourmet food and wine, are the fastest, most comfortable way to get there.  Voted 
“Best Business Class to Africa” by Global Traveler Magazine, premium class 
features 180° fully-flatbed seats, while seats in economy offer more legroom than 
competitors with 34” of  seat pitch.  Every seat on board, whether in premium 
class or economy class, offers an individual on-demand entertainment system 
with blockbuster movies, television shows and music channels.

www.flySAA.com

For more information and to book your adventure, contact
Africa Adventure Company, 800-882-9453

www.AfricanAdventure.com, safari@AfricanAdventure.com

Ngoma Safari Lodge

Ngoma Safari Lodge Suite


