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4X4 DESTINATION

Pack plenty of biltong and check your tyre pressure,
because the very best places in the vast and rugged

Namib-Naukluft Park are only accessible by 
a week-long overland 4x4 trip. 

Words and photos Evan Naudé

A journey 
among 

shipwrecks
T

he fate of nearly all of Namibia’s 

coastline changed one day in 

1908. That was the day railway 

worker Zacharias Lewala noticed 

a particularly shiny stone in the sand near 

Lüderitz. He had found a diamond and, in 

an instant, changed the course of history for 

this part of the world.

For much of the 20th century, the 

coastline from the Orange River mouth to 

a few kilometres south of Walvis Bay was 

declared a restricted area, known as the 

Sperrgebiet. As mining operations scaled 

down in the late 1970s a large swathe of the 

Sperrgebiet (known as Diamond Area 2) was 

incorporated into what became the largest 

game park in Africa, the Namib-Naukluft 

Park. At nearly 50 000 km2, the park is bigger 

than Switzerland, but still very little of this 

stunning landscape is accessible to the 

public. Mostly, day trips to Sossusvlei and 

Sandwich Harbour or scenic flights over the 

area are your only options. 

That is unless you embark on a six-day 

overland expedition from Lüderitz to Walvis 

Bay. For this, you’ll need a 4x4 vehicle, 

a guide with a concession permit, a sense 

of adventure and a fair amount of grit. We 

joined Route Africa Expeditions in search 

of shipwrecks, seal colonies, gigantic dunes 

and solitude in one of the continent’s 

greatest wildernesses.

THE SUN HAS just risen, and the sky is 

a clear blue yet the air still holds a chill as 

the tour group departs from Lüderitz early 
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on a Sunday morning. Our tour leader, 

Simon Wearne, leads us to the deserted 

mining town of Kolmanskop where we sign 

a register and the drivers are breathalised. 

The reason for this is that the first 70km 

or so of our route takes us through the 

northernmost section of the last remaining 

restricted mining zone that runs from here 

down to the Orange River mouth. 

Before long we leave in convoy across the 

B4 tar road and continue past the Lüderitz 

airstrip before arriving at the remains of 

some or other building dating from bygone 

mining days. Sand fills the dilapidated 

building and its walls are crumbling under 

the weight of a tower of rusted metal struts, 

chains, and colossal gears and pulleys. It is 

the first sign that mankind’s impact on this 

wild area is fleeting. 

We continue on to Agate beach where 

we stop to deflate tyres for the sand driving 

ahead of us. Before we set off again Simon 

gives the group a quick briefing on the route 

and routine for the trip and then explains 

a few very important rules for sand driving. 

“Rule number one,” he says while holding up 

a finger, “is stay in my tracks. Rule number 

two... stay in my tracks. And rule number 

three?” Simon holds up three fingers. 

“Stay in my tracks! If you all do that, it will 

prevent a lot of headaches.” The group nods 

in unison. 

With Lüderitz disappearing in our 

rearview mirrors, we head for the dunes. 

THE FURTHER NORTH we progress, the 

higher the dunes get. It is a gradual learning 

experience which gives the drivers a chance 

to get used to the terrain. Momentum is a 

subtle and tricky skill to master in the sand. 

Sometimes it carries your vehicle through 

a loose section while other times too much 

momentum might land you in trouble. We 

soon meet the first slipfaces: the leeward 

sides of dunes where the loose slope is more 

than 30°. Here you need to let the vehicle’s 

engine do the braking by selecting a very 

low gear. Using the brake pedal might drag 

the vehicle sideways, which is a recipe for 

disaster. Luckily the slipfaces start small 

and by mid-afternoon we are descending 

dune faces in excess of 30 m high.

Roughly 70 km north of Lüderitz a large 

vessel appears in the ocean spray on a 

beach in front of us. It is the wreck of the 

Frotamerica, a cargo ship underway to be 

scrapped in India, that stranded here in 

2013. While the Namib desert is one of the 

most unforgiving wildernesses on earth, 

it is equaled by the ferocity of the ocean 

waters along its coastline. Namibia’s coast 

is littered with hundreds of shipwrecks and 

the largest remaining ones can be found 

along our route. 

In the late afternoon, we have more 

dunes to navigate before we reach our camp 

for the evening. The fading light bathes the 

dunes around us in shades of gold, orange 

and pink as we set up camp near Hottentot 

INTO THE DESERT The convoy makes its last preparations 
(top left) before leaving Lüderitz and heading into 
the Namib desert. We pass a dilapidated mine 
building (above and below) before tour guide Simon 
Wearne (insert) gives a briefing on the techniques of 
dune driving. 

OVER THE EDGE The Namib is filled with ominously steep dune faces, nicknamed “slipfaces”, which grow in size the deeper 
you travel into the desert. The technique here is to idle down slowly in a low gear and use engine braking. 

4X4 DESTINATION

Namibia’s coast is littered with 
hundreds of shipwrecks and 

the largest remaining ones can 
be found along our route
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Bay. Our campsites on this expedition are all 

“wild”, meaning there are no facilities. The 

Route Africa team come prepared, however, 

and set up a kitchen, wind shield, shower 

and toilet each evening. A strict leave-no-

trace policy means we take all our rubbish 

along so as not to pollute the environment. 

That evening, as the Milky Way spans 

across the night sky, you grasp the privilege 

of being in such a serenely special place. 

AFTER BREAKFAST THE next morning we 

set off through an undulating dune belt. The 

drivers are markedly more sand savvy now 

and we manage a good pace northward. 

Where the route allows it, Simon leads 

us down onto the beach where the firmer 

sand helps us progress even swifter. These 

sections on the beach have their own set of 

potential dangers from tyre-sucking sand 

near the water to impassable rocky outcrops 

and sharp bedrock. Most dangerous of all 

is the tide. Get your timing on the beach 

wrong and you might find yourself trapped 

between a rising tide on one side and dunes 

too steep to cross on the other.

We drive by a place near Saddle Hill South 

labeled on the map as a “vehicle graveyard”. 

Here you’ll find the rusted remains of 

mining machinery dumped after mining 

ceased in the area in the late 1960s. 

When we pass Saddle Hill North the 

environment becomes more rocky, revealing 

another face of the Namib. In places, we 

drive past dark dolerite ridges that run up 

and over the mountains. It is a barren yet 

beautiful landscape. 

In the afternoon we stop at Spencer 

Bay. About 800 m from Mercury Island, 

previously the site of guano mining 

operations. Today the island is a protected 

area and considered one of the most 

important seabird breeding sites in Nambia. 

Unfortunately, we cannot see any of the 

thousands of penguins, gannets and 

cormorants from our position on the beach, 

but Spencer Bay has another drawcard for 

those of us who are land-bound. 

The Otavi was a steam tug with a cargo 

of guano that wrecked in 1945 in a small 

sheltered bay just south of Spencer Bay. 

The wreck’s location is arguably the most 

spectacular of all the shipwrecks along the 

Namibian coastline. The towering cliffs that 

surround the beach like an amphitheater 

are often shrouded in an ominous blanket 

of mist. The disintegrating Otavi, arranged 

on the sand like a macabre ornament, 

is guarded by a colony of seals in their 

thousands. They fill the beach on either 

side of the ship, their collective mass 

so dark in colour that it almost 

looks as if the Otavi is leaking 

oil all over the sand.

4X4 DESTINATION

We pitch camp near Easter Point, but 

tonight it feels like only a name on a map. In 

all this sandy serenity we might as well be 

on another planet. 

THE NEXT MORNING we wake up in a thick 

fog that stays with us for most of the day. 

Now and again we seem to find a gap in 

the greyness and the sun appears, only 

for the fog to engulf our convoy again. It 

provides an eerie feel and prevents us from 

seeing beyond our immediate surroundings. 

“This area is actually beautiful,” Simon 

assures us, “but today you’ll have to use 

your imagination.”

Before lunch, we stop at the site of the 

United Trader, only to find that there isn’t 

much of a wreck left. This transport ship 

ran aground here in 1974 with a cargo of 

nearly 700 tons of explosives. The story 

goes that rather than try to salvage the 

load, the ship’s owners instead detonated 

the explosives where the ship lay. Today 

you’ll only find bits of mangled metal and 

some iron chains near the blast site, though 

EVER NORTHWARD As the expedition heads 
north, the route follows the coastline 
(top right) where possible. Headlands, 
rocky outcrops and the high tide however 
intermittently forces the convoy inland and 
into tricky dune fields.
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scraps of metal from the ship have been 

found up to 5 km away. 

We descend to the beach for a short 

sprint to one of the expedition’s toughest 

obstacles: The Devil’s Workshop. This 

particularly tangled dune belt is one big 

pile of steep inclines, slipfaces and tight 

twists and turns. The furrowed sandscape is 

messier than the blankets in your dog’s bed. 

And if that‘s not enough, the mist makes 

visibility very poor.

Nevertheless, we push through in good 

time due to fine teamwork. Like the head 

of a snake, Simon’s vehicle sniffs out 

a suitable route at the front which the 

rest of the convoy follows. Soon the radio 

chatter reduces to clear instructions such as 

“Follow me”, “Hold on”, “Sharp turn ahead” 

or “Slipface coming up” as each driver relays 

warnings to those following.

Nearly three hours and several recoveries 

later, we finally escape the Devil’s Workshop 

and use the beach again to make up some 

time to reach our campsite near Easter Point 

before sunset. Here, when darkness falls, 

Mother Nature delivers another spectacle as 

below the horizon we’re once more 

enveloped in a dense fog. 

IN THE MORNING THE campsite is covered 

in dog-like paw prints between each of 

the tents and the camp kitchen. Then we 

spot the culprit on a dune: a black-backed 

jackal. These persevering canines survive in 

surprisingly large numbers along the Namib 

coast because of high food availability. 

Their diet mainly consists of marine 

birds and seal pups, though they 

have no shame in stealing whatever 

they can from a passing group of campers. 

By mid-morning our route takes us 

past a few deep sand bowls, nicknamed 

“rollercoasters” for the stomach-churning 

feeling of driving through them. These steep 

bowls have rounded edges on either side as 

well as a smooth bottom, allowing you to 

safely put foot in order to gain 

enough speed to make it 

out the other side. 

In some places our vehicles clock over 

100 km/h on the down slope. In the pocket 

at the bottom, the G-force pushes you down 

into your seat and when you hit the uphill 

all you see in front of you is blue sky. 

We follow the coastline past the fishing 

camp at Meob Bay and on to a beach full 

of sun-bleached bones sticking out of the 

sand. “This is a whale graveyard of sorts,” 

explains Simon. The area was frequented 

by whalers back in the day and their 

bad habit of simply dumping carcasses 

overboard after harvesting resulted in 

bioluminescent plankton emit blue flashes 

in the crashing waves. 

AFTER SUNRISE, THE convoy heads north 

once more on a cold and grey beach. Soon 

the incoming tide forces us to turn back 

into the dunes and we set a course for 

Sylvia Hill. On the way, we pass a number 

of stone circles in the sand thought to have 

been built by early nomads as temporary 

residences or perhaps even hunting blinds. 

We stop at Sylvia Hill and hike up the 

rocky outcrop. We smell them long before 

we see them: Thousands of seals on the 

rocks, beach and dunes. They are a noisy 

bunch, barking and grunting at one another 

as they jostle for position in the sunshine. 

The barren Namibian coastline serves as 

a relatively safe breeding ground for the 

Cape Fur Seal and some estimates put their 

numbers at over a million strong. 

For the rest of the day we navigate the 

dunes, but it’s not as monotonous as it 

sounds since there are many different types 

of dunes to be found in the Namib. For the 

better part of the day we travel through 

linear dunes, sometimes nicknamed “dune 

streets”. Like giant corrugations across the 

landscape, they form a series of ridges with 

flat valleys in between. This allows for a less 

stressful driving experience and gives you 

a chance to appreciate the immensity of the 

landscape, now a creamy colour like that of 

milky tea. 

Simon picks a campsite with a 

picturesque backdrop of gentle sand dunes. 

At dusk the sun draws long shadows over 

the slopes and when it finally disappears 

When darkness falls, Mother 
Nature delivers another 

spectacle as bioluminescent 
plankton emit blue flashes

LIFE IN THE NAMIB The wreck of the Otavi (main photo) and the remnants of mining vehicles near Saddle 
Hill South (left) and even the limitations of modern vehicles (top left) are reminders of how difficult it is for 
humans to survive in the Namib. Spectacular coastline views (middle, top and bottom), vast seal colonies 
(above) and tiny critters such as the Namaqua chameleon show how vibrant the desert can be. 
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 WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW 
Can I do this route on my own? No, this 
route runs through a concession area only 
accessible by a permit on a guided 4x4 tour 
such as this one.
How long? The Skeleton Coast Shipwreck 
Expedition is a six-day trip starting in 
Lüderitz and ending in Walvis Bay. 
What should I drive? You can only do this 
route in a 4x4 with good ground clearance, 
low range and at least a rear differential 
locker. Make sure your vehicle is fitted with 
front and rear recovery points.
How much fuel do I need? Plan for a 
minimum of 700 km in 4x4 conditions. At 
least 220 ℓ for diesel vehicles and 250 ℓ for 
petrol vehicles is recommended. 

Gear to pack? Bring a tyre gauge, 
a compressor, a tyre puncture repair kit, 
recovery gear and basic spares. Your guide 
might ask you to bring extra wood and 
water for the communal camp kitchen 
at night. 
Can I tow? No trailers are allowed.
Cost R12 800 per person (at time of going 
to print).
What is included? Breakfast and dinner, 
park fees and permit, a warm camp shower, 
ablution facilities and two-way radios. You 
bring your own camping gear, drinking 
water and snacks.
Contact

 simon@routeafricaexpeditions.com     

thousands of bones scattered on the beach. 

By lunchtime, we reach the most famous 

shipwreck in all of Nambia, the Eduard 

Bohlen. This 94 m cargo ship was on its way 

to Table Bay, but a thick fog (the kind we 

have become very familiar with) made sure 

it never reached its destination. 

In the hundred years since the wreck, 

the desert has done an outstanding job in 

swallowing it up and creating a long sand 

dune off the Bohlen’s bow. What makes 

the scene more astonishing is the fact that 

today the ship lies more than 400 m from 

the watermark as the desert has steadily 

been creeping out to sea. “It’s an example of 

a dynamic coastline,” explains Simon. 

North of Conception Bay we pass the 

wreck of the Shawnee where it lies in the 

waves and after traversing the day’s final 

set of dunes we arrive at our campsite at 

Sandwich Harbour.

SANDWICH HARBOUR IS considered to be 

one of Namibia’s most important coastal 

wetlands. Of all the different faces of 

the Namib desert, this is one of the most 

beautiful. From atop high dunes on the 

northern side of the bay you can see how 

a long sandy peninsula holds the Atlantic 

back, creating a safe haven for thousands 

of greater and lesser flamingos, pelicans, 

Damara terns, swifts and chestnut-banded 

plovers. Larger animals are attracted to the 

area too and it’s not uncommon to spot 

black-backed jackals, brown hyenas and 

even the odd oryx in the lush greenery of 

the wetlands.

Simon picks a camp spot in one of the 

many sheltered bays on the inner edge of 

the bay. It is a privilege to set up our last 

campsite in this place.

The next morning is a straight sprint for 

Walvis Bay where we bid farewell to the 

Namib. On the way, however, we weave our 

way through the iconic dunes we‘ve come 

to know and love over the past week. Come 

on, what do you say? One more rollercoaster 

before we go...

A DYNAMIC PLACE Over the final two days there is yet more to see as 
the convoy passes the wrecks of the Shawnee (main photo) and Eduard 
Bohlen (insert), tackle more massive dunes (above), visit the Sandwich 
Harbour museum (top right) and camp in stunning landscapes (top left, 
opposite top right and insert).

North of Conception Bay we 
pass the wreck of the Shawnee 

where it lies in the waves


