
Namibia Journal
Day 1
After an easy 2 hour flight from Johannesburg we're in Windhoek (pronounced Vinduke with a South African 
growl) We just got back from our welcome dinner at an awesome restaurant in town where I hade kudu steak 
and Truffle salad. The truffles are from the Kalahari desert and the chef came out to show them to us and he was 
really happy about it. The weather conditions were such that these are the first truffles they have had in 20 years. 
They were fantastic. Our photo guide I told you about but we also had dinner with our driver guide/naturalist, 
Dirk, He's a giant of a man and his favorite sport is rugby. When you look at him it's not a surprise!
Here’s some bad news.  While I was moving into my room I dropped my Kindle.  When I turned it on the screen 
was covered with random black lines and none of the buttons work.  It won’t even turn off.  I saw a huge stack 
of books at the reception but when I checked the were all in German or Dutch.  No luck there.
Here's the good news. Pelin found the Kindle website and we downloaded Kindle for Windows onto my com-
puter so I will have all of my books to read on my computer. 

We have a sweet Toyota 
Land Cruiser that is like 
nothing I have ever seen. It's 
really high off the ground 
and built for driving around 
the desert. The whole side 
is windows that swing up 
when you open them and you 
get in the thing through the 
windows via a set of running 
boards. I'll send a photo next 
email. I'll also take some 
video of us getting in and 
out. OMG!! Inside it's super 
comfortable with 3 rows of 3 
seats each.
Now it's breakfast, pack up 
the vehicle and drive 5 hours 
to the quiver tree forest area. 

If I remember right, there's a photo in the BBC Wildlife Photographer of the Year book. It has a close up of a 
quiver tree trunk with a hole in it. Through the hole you can see another tree. I'll see if I can find a shot like that 
but I have lots of others in mind.

Day 2
An early start to the day because of 
the 350 K we have to drive to the 
Quiver Tree Forest area.  The roads in 
Namibia are great!  2 lanes of smooth 
tarmac traverse huge tracts of wide 
open savannah where we seemed to be 
the only people.  Every once in a while 
we passed a homestead or trading post 
that broke the feeling of solitude.  We 
arrived at our guest house at the edge 

of the Quiver Tree Forest Reserve in the afternoon, moved in and had a short rest 
before striking out to explore this amazing biosphere.  



The trees are covered in 
golden bark that peels away 
from the trunk like the 
bark of a river birch creat-
ing interesting textures 
to photograph.  The trees 
themselves look like a cross 
between a cactus and an aloe 
plant.  Bushman hunters use 
the bark and hollowed out 

branches to make quivers to hold their poisoned arrows in.  We had good time of it; hiking in the rocky valleys 
and ridges to find interesting views for our photos.  We had time to go back to the lodge for a break and a photo 
critique before returning to the forest.  By looking at the first set of photos and seeing what we could improve 

on we all made better photo compositions 
in much better light.  As dusk settled in, 
the trees turned to silhouette against the 
cobalt blue of the evening sky.  We had a 
chance to photograph quiver trees against 
the velvet black of a star filled sky.  We 
added definition to the trees by “painting“ 
them with a flashlight.  

Day 3
We had asked or host what the best time 
was to photograph “Giant’s Playground”, 
our morning’s destination.  He asked us if 
we wanted yellow light or red light.  The 
best time to photograph red light is a 10 
minute window about a half hour before 
sunrise.  Armed with that knowledge we 

got in our vehicle at 5:15 and drove 10 KL to the Giant’s Playground, an amazing labyrinth of eroded rocks 
piled one on top of the other in improbable formations.  We arrived in the predawn and were able to shoot the 
formation’s jagged silhouette with a quarter moon floating in a sky that changed from velvet black/blue to red, 
orange, yellow and finally to cobalt blue as we shot.  When the rising sun hit the rocks the turned a deep red and 

our goal was to find the most interesting and precarious formations.  Other subjects that demanded our attention 
were the few quiver trees that grew among the rocks.  Composing an image with quiver trees, red rock forma-
tions and silvery grasses for texture was a goal that we all attained.



This afternoon we had an 
interesting opportunity to 
photograph cheetahs.  In 
Namibia there are huge 
tracts of land where ranch-
ers raise livestock.  These 
open areas are also favor-
ite habitat and hunting 
grounds for cheetah.  The 
farmers shoot the chee-

tahs to protect their livestock.  At the Quiver Tree Lodge our host 
rescues cheetahs by paying farmers to trap these sleek hunters 
instead of shooting them.  He has 6 cheetahs that have the run of 
45 acres of protected savannah.  He arranged for us to enter their 
world allowing eye level shots of these magnificent cats.  I am 
never big on photographing captive animals but here they have 
acres of natural habitat and are safe from hunters who would oth-
erwise kill them.  One of the cats came straight for us through 200 
meters of golden grass.  It’s the first time I’ve been able to photo-
graph them from ground level and see the cat as a gazelle sees it. 
This evening we returned to the quiver tree forest.  There was 
dust in the atmosphere that diffused the light…totally different 
from the hard clear light we had last night.  People were “seeing” 
differently, too.  We looked for landscapes with different textures 
and multiple trees to create more interesting and complex images.
Early to bed, early to rise.  Tomorrow is another day.

Day 4
We had an early breakfast and said goodbye to the quiver tree forest 
as we began our drive to Soussusvlie and the red dunes.  The land-
scape is beautiful and everchanging as the road cuts straight through 
the rocky hills.  We checked in at our lodge in time for a late lunch, 
move in and then off the national park for our first look at the dunes.  
It’s a bit of a drive from the park gate to where the dunes start so we 
didn’t get out and 
hike at all.  Rather, 
we drove along the 

park’s only road for 46 KL and photographed as we went.  
At dune 46 we had a chance to walk around so we could 
work some of the dead trees into our shots of the giant red 
dune.  We got there just as a busload of hikers arrived.  It 
was a bit of a race to make our shots before they started to 
climb the dune ridge.  When they got into the photos it was 
really fun to add them to the scene.  At dinner we compared 
notes to see what improvements we can make tomorrow 
when we have a full day to explore the dunes.



Day 5
Early up and off to the dunes at 4:45 to catch our balloon ride.  This 
one I have been looking forward to since we first planned this trip 
and it didn’t disappoint!  Crystal clear skies and a light wind made 
for a long and visually stunning ride.  The pilot was great at giv-
ing us what we needed taking the wind direction into account.  He 
brought us low, along a river bed where there were lots of Oryx, 
springbok, and a pair of snake eagles.  He brought us above the 

highest dunes so we could 
shoot deep into the park.  
At exactly the right time he spun the balloon around giving us a 
full 360 degree panoramic view.  One of my favorite textures was 
the white grass we have been using as foreground in our landscape 
photos.  From the balloon we could see amazing patterns where the 
grass grows along water runoff routs.  Those textures led right up to 
the base of the dunes.  When we landed there was a full champagne 
breakfast waiting for us at the base of one of the huge dunes!  

After a rest and some lunch we headed out into the dunes in earnest.  Sosuflei is the name that means oasis 
and the park is named this because there are oases in the dunes.  They aren’t always full of water but there 
are underground rivers the keep these places green.  The main oasis actually had water in it for the first time 
in almost 100 years so new plants were pushing through cracked mud and frogs were coming out of hiberna-

tion and leaping out of the sand and hopping to the water. 
Our last stop was a hike to Dead Vlei where moving sand dunes 
have cut off the water supply 
and strangled the life out of 
what used to be an oasis.  The 
floor of the vlei is hard salt and 
all that is left are the centuries 
old skeletons of trees with a 
backdrop of red sand dunes.  
The overall effect is that of a 
witch’s forest.  The photo op-

portunities were only limited by our time schedule.  
We had a set time to be out of the park so we hiked 
back to the vehicle and photographed our way out 
of the park.  We were lucky to see about 50 Oryx 
on a ridge in beautiful late afternoon light.  Boy, do 
we have a lot of pictures to edit tonight!

Day 6
It’s Sunday morning in Swakopmund, a German styled town in the midst of the Skel-
eton coast of Namibia.  Our leisurely morning included a walk through the downtown 
area photographing the turn of the century architecture.  It’s an odd feeling to be in the 
middle of Africa walking down Bismarck Ave. and turning right on Kaiser Wilhelm 



Strassa to see the Lutheran church.  We walked towards the church at 9:40 just as the bells started ringing for 
the start of services.  Shopping and bargaining with the street venders reminded us that yes, we really are in 
Africa.  Lots of carvings and artifacts to be had but my favorites were the fabrics made of soft woven grasses 
with intricate patterns worked into the design.  After lunch at a street café and “Death by Chocolate” cake we 
made an excursion into the coastal desert to see the “Moon Landscape” area.  Ravines and gullies crisscrossed 

the area in this otherworldly setting.   There are 1500 year old desert plants called welwitcia that grow close to 
the ground and only have 2 leaves.  Living in them could be any number of desert creatures like desert mice and 
chameleons.  This evening we had dinner at the most amazing seafood restaurant where we had platters filled 
with prawns, 4 kinds of line-caught fish, shrimp cocktails, oysters, calamari, and the most deliscious grilled lob-
ster served with butter, garlic and pepper sause.  All of this is thanks to a suggestion from my friend from South 
Africa, John Bryant.  Thanks John, from all of us!

Day 7
Farwell to Swakopmund as we travel up the skeleton Coast.  This is a remote, deso-
late area where there are a few salt processing plants and that’s about it.  This is 
where the desert meets the sea so the beach never really ends.  It just keeps going 
off into the dunes.  The Skeleton coast is famous for it’s shipwrecks and we photo-
graphed one that was beached about a kilometer off shore.  There were cormorants 
perched all over the ship and the waves were crashing all around the stranded vessel.
Further north is the Cape Cross 
Fur Seal Colony.  I thought we 
would be able to make some 
shots of a couple hundred 
seals in late morning light.  In 
reality there were an estimated 
80,000 fur seals!  There were 
adults, babies, scampering in 

and out of the surf,  playing, nursing, fighting, swimming 
and sunning as far as the eye could see.  My favorite shot 
was a challenge.  It involved finding an interesting group-

ing along the water line, with their 
heads up and capturing the huge 
waves behind them as they crested 
and fell behind them like a wall or 
a waterfall.  An amazing morning!
The afternoon was dedicated to traveling to Damaraland and its beautiful semiarid bush 
country.  We have been hoping to see some of Namibia’s indigenous tribal people but 
the population density is so low that people are scarce.  Late in the afternoon we finally 
came across 5 members of the Himbo tribe; nomadic cattle herders who have a primal 
look about them.  Their bodies and leather clothing are all colored with ocher from the 
red volcanic soil.  Women wear lots of adornments and stylized hair and headgear but 
are bare-chested.  It’s a bit of a shock at first, but they aren’t bothered by it and after a 



while, neither were we.  We bought some jewelry and artifacts from them as 
a trade for some photographs.  They were kind to us and had a good humor 
about the whole process, giving us an hour of their time to photograph them. 
An hour down the road we found another tribal group, the Herero, who took to 
European clothing at the end of the 19th century from the German colonials.  
They have stylized the clothing into a completely African look with lots of 
flamboyant textures and colors that include amazing hats and long dresses.

Day 8
Today we explored Damaraland, a vast area of mountains, hills, valleys and 
rock formations.  Our first photo hike was in a petrified forest where a park 
ranger/naturalist showed us the Petrified Forest including a wonderfully infor-
mative desert nature tour.  

In the afternoon we visited a site 
where bushman made rock etchings 
as long as 6,000,000 years ago.  The 
area was covered with sandstone rock 
formations that contain around 2,500 
of the etchings.  Most are of animals 
and birds, including lions, giraffe, 
rhino, elephant, oryx, ostich and 
even seals and penguins.  On the way 
home we searched for the illusive 

ghost elephants.  We really didn’t have much hope as they are so rare.  We did 
find elephant tracks in a dry creek bed.  Well, that’s the way it goes.  We all 
had a chance to nap on the way back to the lodge until dirk hit the breaks and said “Ghost Elephant!”  There he 
was, as big as a house not that far from the road.  The only problem was he was halfway into a huge bust trying 
to stay in the shade and he was not coming out!  At least we saw him….I guess…..kind of……

Day 9
This is a travel morning.  Our journey heads north to legendary Etosha National park, an arid bush park of im-
mense proportions; just under 3 million hectares.  I will have to learn the rythme of this park.  From what I have 
learned from Lorne and Dirk life revolves around the watering holes.  They weren’t lying!  The first watering 
hole was to a simple introduction because the light was hard but there lots of animals there.  The few photos we 
took were amazing anyway as the light was reflected off the chalky soil and the water so shadows were softened 
on zebras, gemsbok and springbok kneeling at the water’s edge.  The zebras’ legs were a soft white from wad-
ing in the pools.



The afternoon shoot was at a different water hole 
where giraffe were drinking with their legs splayed, 
a black rhino from the forest and a tawny eagle.  He 
had the good taste to sit on the most beautiful perch 
above a reedy section of the watering hole.  Just 
when we thought we had all of our shots a pair of 
blacksmith’s plovers started to dive bomb the eagle.  
We had lots of chances to get great shots of the an-
noyed eagle and the exasperated plovers.  If that 
wasn’t enough, as the giraffes considered whether 
it was safe to drink as big male lion came across the meadow and scattered every-
one.  The only one who wasn’t intimidated was the huge bull giraffe who stood his 
ground until the lion simply sat down right in front of him!

Day 10
Early breakfast and out the gate at 6:10 for first 
light at the watering holes.  Our first stop had a 
spotted hyena trying in vein to catch red-billed 
teals on the reedlined bank.  On the way to our 
next watering hole we were stopped by fighting 
elephants!  They blocked the road while jousting 
for dominance.  Trunks and ears were flapping 

as they charged, 
engaged and 
trumpeted.  Next 
up…springbok and 
zebras in golden 
grass.  The zebras 
here are the same 
Burchell’s species 
as in East Africa but they have an overall brown hue with ghostlike secondary 
stripes.  I love the difference and am enjoying portraits, single animals and inter-
esting groupings, and of course just the stripes.
The afternoon’s drive began and ended at a watering hole.  There was no reason 
to be anywhere else.  10 giraffe meandered around the oasis, necking, brows-
ing, drinking, and all in light the color of liquid gold.  Did I forget to mention the 
black rhino that sauntered in from the bush for a drink?!!

Day 11 
Another early breakfast and out to explore our way to our new 
lodge, Namutony.  Along the 75 kl trip we had close up kudu, 
black faced impala, red hartebeest, and grey go away birds; all 
new to me!  As we were viewing the Etosha salt pan, the 5,000 
sq kl center of the park, another black rhino ambled by.  It was 
a great setting with the distant pan as a soft background for 
photos.  10 minutes later we were at the side of a watering hole 
being used by 50 elephants, herds of springbok, impala and 
a troop of striped mongoose.  When the elephants had drunk 
their fill and headed for the bush we started our drive to the 
lodge….But wait, there’s more!   



Another 20 minutes later and at yet a different water hole we had an hour of action as herds of giraffe, impala, 
zebra, and springbok came to drink.  It was a shooting gallery!!  We had fun choosing between the awkward 
poses of drinking giraffes, the symmetry of a line of zebras, antelope portraits, leaping springbok and fighting 
black-faced impala.

Pm game drive…Get the paddles.  I need to jump start my heart!  We began 
the shoot with some black winged stilts and great wattled plovers before we 
got to the afternoon watering hole.  This is where the fun begins.  Giraffe 
after giraffe were drinking and spewing fountains of water after each sip, 

South African shelducks bathed and flapped 
wings, scores of black faced impalas were 
running and making impossible leaps at the 
water’s edge.  There were red billed teal, 
3 banded plovers, little grebe, Egyptian geese, and hundreds of guinea fowl.  
Twenty minutes before sunset in the best light imaginable, 2 male kudu made 
their way from the forest to the water’s 
edge.  They were cautious and looked like 
they would bolt at the slightest sound.  I 
could hardly breathe as they walked to-
gether past a drinking giraffe and into the 
clear.  This is a scene I won’t forget.  We 
made our way home as the giant red sun 
sank to the horizon and 2 giraffes raised 
their heads from the Mopani trees making 
perfect silhouettes!

Day 12
A morning in this area of the park is totally different that at our first lodge.  
The weather is a little cooler and there is water here.  The lodge was origi-
nally a German fort built in the 1800s around a set of oasis springs.  There 
are water birds in a marsh where elephants come 
to feed on green reeds.  Every animal in the park 
is new to us.  There are black-face impala, spring-
bok, gemsbok, lourey birds, red hartebeest, blue 
wildebeest with stiff manes sticking straight up, 

and Damara dik dik.  It’s fun to photograph all of the new species and having them 
all come to drink at the watering hole makes for an interesting morning!  The drink-
ing is a given but the accompanying behaviors add spice to the mix.  This morning 
everyone at the watering hole seemed shy and jumpy, bolting at nothing.  There were 
lots of jackals and a spotted hyena, so maybe that was the reason.  Our last animal of 
the morning was another greater kudu who gave us lots of chances for multiple poses 
against different backgrounds along with drinking and reflection shots.



The afternoon started with wattled plovers for the people who hadn’t seen them yes-
terday followed by a hunt for the Damara dik dik, the tiniest bovid who are endemic 
to this small area of Etosha.  We found a pair browsing in the deep brush.  It was 
tough to find a clear angle but in the end the female gave us an open view before 
they disappeared in the underbrush.

The rest of the afternoon was spent at….wait for it….
the watering hole.  Lots of drinking giraffe allowed us to 
pursue the prefect light angle and an improved version 
of the water spew following the drinking.  We also im-
proved our view of the blue wildebeests’ crazy mane and 
beard.  The setting was perfect with lots of fine textured 
grass and brush surrounding a small glade where the 
blue wildebeests grazed in the last rosy light of the day.

Day 13
It’s our last morning in the Namutoni area so we went to our 
favorite watering hole for a goodbye photo shoot.  Zebras 
drinking, playing and yawning were highlighted by two buck-
ing colts.  When they were done we thought it was time to hit 
the road for our next lodge at Okaukuejo.  A herd of 100 wil-
debeest had different plans for us!  They came down to drink 
with young ones bouncing and chasing each other.  Next came 
a herd of eland!  By the time it was over there were groups 
of zebra, eland, wildebeest, impala, and even a greater kudu 
all at the water’s edge.  Something spooked them and they all 
exploded from the oasis in a sight not to be forgotten!

On the way to Okaukuejo we went into the Central Pan, a 5000 sq kl 
salt flat that is the remains of an extinct Paleolithic lake.  I’ve never 
seen such a vast expanse of nothingness (perfect for fisheye shots).
We aren’t going for an afternoon game drive because our bungalows 
at Okaukuejo overlook a fantastic 
watering hole that is stuffed with 
wildlife!  
The evening featured a visit to 
the watering hole by a mother 
and young black rhino (num-
bers 5 and 6 for the trip)  It was 

another good chance to use the high ISO capabilities of the D4 camera.  
Shooting in the dim glow of spotlight the rhino photos are amazingly crisp.

Day 14
Lions were roaring all night but our attempts to find them came up empty.  The two water-
ing holes we visited were also empty so we hunted our way back to camp hoping there 

would be more action at the Okaukuejo watering hole.  On 
the way we had lots of chances at goshawk, kori bustard, 
springbok portraits, Oryx, jackals and best of all, 2 giraffes 
on the savannah with the giant red sunrise behind them.  
When we reached camp we found where all the animals 
were.  There were 100s of springbok, black faced impala, 
Oryx, a family of 7 greater kudu (we’ve now seen 28) fight-



ing black headed herons and thousands of zebra!  I’ve never seen so many 
animals in one place at the same time.I ran out of cards for my camera as 
well as battery for the D4.  I had to make the long 10 step trek to my room to 

download and recharge.
After dinner we hung out at 
the watering hole and watched 
3 rhinos come to drink.  The 
reflections of mother and baby 
drinking in the black water gave 
another good chance to shoot 
the D4 at high ISO; 128,000!

Day 15
Giraffes in the sunrise were another nice start to the day!  Having shot plenty of elephants, rhino, kudu, spring-
bok and zebras we took today to look for smaller subjects and as a result got great photos of kori bustard, black 
koorhan, hornbills and bee eaters.  At lunch we took time to search out southern ground squirrels that had a bur-
row near the campsite area.  The best view was from eye level so I lay right down on the ground about 15 feet 
from the den.  The angle of view was fantastic, the backgrounds spectacular and the ground 

squirrels absolutely adorable!  The problem with the situa-
tion was the thousands of tiny sticker plants that surrounded 
the den and now coated my pants, shirt, elbows, forearms, 
hands……At least they were hard to find, uncommon (there 
were only 2) and very cute!
For our afternoon game drive Dirk did a hard break/quick stop 
and said “Oh, my God!  Ground squirrels!”  There were 30 of 
the little devils right outside our windows and we could shoot 
them as long as we wanted.  So much for uncommon and hard 
to find.  They were still cute, though.

Day y 16
Another amazing sunrise, this time with wildebeest in the scene.  We took a last drive around our lodge area 
before we packed the vehicle and started the drive to Windhouk.  Etosha had been a huge success for us.  The 
sheer numbers of animals, the quality of photographable sightings, and the behaviors we were able to photo-
graph every day make this a destination for future safaris!!
Every lodge we stayed in was great, with hot water, good food, beautiful spacious air-conditioned rooms with 
comfortable beds, and 24 hour electricity.  Our guides are now our friends and will be a part of my life forever 
and we thank them for their hard work, expertise, experience and always having our best interests, comfort and 
safety in mind.  
I hope you enjoyed the blog and will look for the full photo gallery and HD video at gustafsonphotosafari.net
Next year we are doing a streamlined version of Namibia I’ll leave you with a few random photos that I like.




