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Adults were spoilt with dishes 
celebrating local produce, making  
every meal a foodie treat. Luckily for  
us, we did not have far to drag ourselves 
far after each meal, as we stayed in the 
traditional Karoo suites in the main lodge. 
This option is perfect for families and  
one of my most abiding, happy memories 
will be of a restful hour spent nibbling  
on indulgent tea cakes, with a book that 
was not good enough to distract me from 
the beauty of the view, while the children 
played football, chased tortoises and 
probably terrified meerkats on the large, 
flat lawn, presided over by breathtaking 
purple and blue mountains.

The decor in the main lodge  
(as with all the other accommodation  
at Samara) has been finished with  
the help of interiors wunderkind John 
Jacob Zwiegelaar and it is traditional, 
comfortable and child-friendly. With  
its Hollywood-in-the-Karoo glamour,  
the newly finished manor house  
is a showcase for his talent.

A sundowner above the plains, 
watching herds of wildebeest frolic in 
that particularly dizzy wildebeest way, 
was a privilege. In fact, it was so jaw-
droppingly beautiful that we went back 
the next morning and raised a rusk and 
a mug of steaming Nescafé to toast two 
Brits with the vision to see the star 
quality in the scrub. – Vanessa Raphaely

True to Karoo form, Samara is not 
a cookie-cutter safari experience. In 
order to protect the cheetah, there are 
no other big cats on the reserve. But  
the upside of the absence of other big 
predators is the opportunity for visitors 
to approach a cheetah on foot. And not 
just any cheetah. While we were there, 
the Brits in the Other Vehicle came face 
to face with a happily guzzling Sibella 
– a superstar among local cats. Her fame 
comes from having raised 18 cubs since 
she was first introduced to the wild at 
Samara, which means she is responsible 
for two per cent of SA’s current wild 
cheetah population. Some cat.

Besides cheetah, there are eland, 
steenbok, Cape mountain zebra, giraffe, 
Burchell’s zebra, meerkat, tortoise, red 
hartebeest, springbok and many other 
species. If you’re looking for handbags  
on hooves, this is a dream destination.

But if stylish interiors and a couple  
of extra kilograms are more to your taste, 
you won’t be disappointed either. The 
lodge chef, the hugely talented Quintinn 
van Rensburg, is modest and shy, but  
also gifted and inspired – feeding four 
demanding and ungrateful six- to eight-
year-olds with imagination, patience and 
care. He made what all four voted the 
best chocolate sauce they had ever, ever 
eaten in all their huge chocolate sauce-
eating experience. High praise indeed.

SELLING POINT Meals you’d struggle 
to beat at five-star city venues,  
child-friendly accommodation and 
close encounters with wild cheetah. 
The Karoo (like Ouma rusks and Nescafé, 
Walter Meyer paintings and veldskoen) 
has always belonged in a large category 
of Acquired South African Tastes. Much 
loved, yes, but mostly by South Africans. 
‘You would have to be South African to 
love this. It’s scrub,’ I remember a British 
visitor saying during a long, hot, dusty, 
drive to Graaff-Reinet from PE a few 
years ago. ‘It’s not scrub. It’s fynbos’. 
I said. ‘Exactly,’ she replied. ‘Scrub.’

On that occasion, we did not visit 
Samara. My snotty visitor spent a day  
in Graaff-Reinet before speedily returning 
to the gentle attractions of the Garden 
Route. Luckily, not all Brits share the same 
taste in terrain. Two of them, Mark and 
Sarah Tompkins, fell in love with 11 farms 
in the area made famous (to Karoo 
aficionados) by the book The Plains  
of Cambedoo. They bought them all and 
created Samara, and in doing so, began 
the journey towards rehabilitating the 
vegetation and restocking with wildlife  
a precious part of our very South African 
heritage. Their ultimate dream? To be the 
biggest cheetah reserve in the country.

NEED TO KNOW 
Samara is malaria-free 
and only three hours by 
car from Port Elizabeth 
– a trip made infinitely 
less boring for the kids 
by the knowledgeable 
and professional drivers 
of Karoo Connections 
(call 049-892-3978).  
Rates start from R1 550 
per person sharing per 
night. Call 049-891-0558, 
visit Samara.co.za or  
e-mail reservations@
samara.co.za.
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THE GASTRO-FARI
SAMARA PRIVATE GAME RESERVE, SOuTH AFRICA

Vanessa Raphaely 
and her children, 

Max and Milla.

If you live in southern Africa, there’s a game-lodge experience to suit your every whim 
– from a spa at the foot of the Victoria Falls to fine-dining in the Karoo veld
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THE WIlD
Clockwise from left Samara 
Private Game Reserve is  
on its way to becoming the 
biggest cheetah reserve in 
SA; the lodge’s impressive 
decor is glamorous yet 
comfortable; in such 
gorgeous surrounds, you’ll 
feel pampered and rested.
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SELLING POINT The area has 
permanent river channels, so  
even if rainfall has been low you  
are guaranteed to see clear lagoons  
filled with happy hippos and oodles  
of birdlife.
I’m not a bush baby. I cringe at the  
sight of bugs, hate getting grubby and 
find the idea of wearing khaki for more 
than a day depressing. I needn’t have 
worried – the latest offerings from 
andBEYOND (previously known as  
CC Africa) are satisfyingly remote,  
but offer a level of luxury combined  
with authenticity that instantly won  
over this die-hard city girl. 

At Xudum we stayed in chic wooden 
cabins with oversized comfy lounge 
furniture and a viewing deck you’ll 
struggle to leave, while Xaranna’s decor  
is fresh and modern with bleached wood 
and aqua tones that give the tented 
camp a real sense of tranquillity. Every 
suite has a private plunge pool and 
outside shower, and the camps are about 

MARIE ClAIRE  
READER OFFER
Treat yourself to three nights at either 
Xaranna Okavango Delta Camp or Xudum 
Okavango Delta Lodge for R24 050 per 
person sharing, all-inclusive (a saving  
of R6 600). The package includes twin or 
single accommodation, three meals daily, 
local branded drinks, laundry, waterborne 
game-viewing activities and return 
charter flights from Maun. The offer  
is valid until 9 April 2009 and between 
14 May and 31 May 2009. To book, call  
011-809-4441 and quote Marie Claire. 
Terms and conditions apply; see stockists 
page for more details. 

THE STylE SAFARI
xARANNA OKAVANGO TENTED CAMP AND xuDuM 
OKAVANGO DElTA lODGE, BOTSWANA

a 30-minute boat ride apart. Game 
viewing, even if done from the comfort  
of your deck, has a way of giving you  
a healthy appetite and both camps  
have outdoor dining areas overlooking 
the Delta. Best of all, if you’ve made  
an early start to the day, the camp will 
treat you to a delicious skottel-cooked 
breakfast on the riverbank.

Forget about sweaty 4x4 safaris 
– game viewing in the Okavango is done 
up close and personal on the water.  
You can choose from a speed boat (with 
great views from an upper deck area)  
to the more traditional dugout canoes  
or mokoros. My most memorable 
moment was the sight of an elephant 
cruising through the water – trunk held 
up like a snorkel – but this is apparently 
a common sight and by the end of my 
stay I found myself becoming quite blasé 
about the resident crocs and hippos and 
much more impressed by a daytime 
sighting of a serval, the notoriously  
shy nocturnal cat. – Ingrid Pearce

Ingrid Pearce.

NEED TO KNOW
Fly Botswana Airlines  
to Maun, then board 
a charter plane for  
a 20-minute flight to 
an Okavango Delta 
airstrip, followed by 
a 4x4 and mokoro ride 
to the lodge. The Delta  
is famous for its hot,  
wet summers, which  
last from October to 
April. Pack plenty of 
sunscreen and take 
precautions against 
malaria. May to 
September are the 
winter months, and they 
are dry and cooler, with 
temperatures dropping 
to 25˚C. Much of your 
time will be spent 
getting on and off boats 
and navigating sandy 
pathways, so cute, 
sparkly flip-flops are  
not a wise choice. 
There’s no cellphone 
coverage in the Delta 
(obviously) but the 
camps’ internet access 
will keep cabin fever  
at bay. For more 
information, call 
andBEyOND on 011-809-
4441, visit Andbeyond.
com or e-mail safaris@
andbeyond.com.

PARADISE FOuND
Clockwise from left you may  
be in the wild, but luxury is  
the order of the day; a staff 
member sets up dinner 
al fresco; out spotting game; 
an outdoor sala ideal for whiling 
away a relaxing afternoon with 
a book; a cocoon-like bedroom 
at xaranna Tented Camp.
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SELLING POINT The Camelot Spa, 
which majestically spreads itself  
along the banks of the Zambezi river, 
bordering the Mosi-oa-Tunya National 
Park. On a clear night you can see the  
spray from Victoria Falls.
I’m a spa junkie, so my version of the Big 
Five is body treatment, massage, mani, 
pedi and facial. But the call of the wild 
has a special allure and the combination 
of world-class game viewing with  
the A-list spa on offer at the David 
Livingstone Safari and Spa was more 
than enough to get me to pack my bags. 

Traditional Afro-Arabic design 
dominates the David Livingstone Lodge 
and a typical suite has Zanzibarian doors, 
which open up to a small private balcony. 
Wallowing in a frangipani-soaked bath 
while listening to hippos wallow in the 
Zambezi below was the perfect way to 
slough off the travel grime and dust. 
Meals in the Kalai Restaurant are lazy  
and multi-course affairs that include 
everything from traditional Western 

Game drives are also an option, but 
should the African terrain prove too hot 
you could opt to chill in the infinity pool 
with a Mosi (the local brew, which takes 
its name from the falls) while watching 
elephants on the opposite bank. For the 
brave and semi-fit, sign up for whitewater 
rafting. Our guide told us it’s better to  
go before the rains as the water is less 
rough, but the ninth rapid was still too 
dangerous and we had to walk around  
it. (No need to worry about crocs here 
– they’re not rough-water fans.)

At the Livingstone, you can request  
a treatment on the riverbank, which  
is a novelty. The range of treatments 
available is extensive, so I enlisted  
the help of the spa manager, who 
recommended the Camelot Universal 
Signature Massage. This hour-long 
treatment can be customized to suit your 
needs, so my therapist helped me select 
four massage techniques. First was the 
hot stone treatment, during which the 
heated lava stones had an immediate 
calming effect, followed by kahuna 
massage – a traditional Hawaiian 
technique using forearms and elbows 
together with aromatherapy oils. Next  
up was the Balinese massage and, to 
finish off, the Indian head massage,  
which had me floating down to the 
Gwembe Terrace for a calabash cocktail 
in the Ujiji Bar. I was so blissed out, David 
Livingstone himself could have sat down 
next to me and I would have been none 
the wiser. – Terri-Lyn Gardner

THE SPA-FARI
THE DAVID lIVINGSTONE SAFARI lODGE AND SPA, ZAMBIA

dishes to exotic local delights including 
kapenta (tiny dried fish) and chibwabwa 
(pumpkin leaves). Goat meat is a local 
delicacy often served in a spicy stew, 
Maghreb-style, but my favourite dish was 
mubuyu – a traditional soup made with 
chicken, vanilla and sage that was served 
in handcrafted tree pods.  

Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park is 
Zambia’s smallest wildlife sanctuary 
bordered by the Zambezi River. The 
lodge’s unique position within it allows 
for panoramic views of the river and of 
Siloka Island. Your usual mix of antelope, 
buffalo, giraffe, wildebeest and zebra can 
be found in the reserve, but they are best 
viewed from the luxurious comfort of the 
Lady Livingstone – a three-deck river 
cruiser designed to make game viewing 
a hassle-free affair. Uniformed waiters 
serve cocktails and decadent canapés 
while the trained eyes of an experienced 
ranger will help you spot and identify the 
abundant birdlife, elephant, hippo, rhino 
and even the odd crocodile. 

NEEd TO KNOW
livingstone is only 
an hour-and-40-minute 
direct flight from 
Jo’burg – perfect for  
the weekend. A luxury 
air-conditioned shuttle 
transports you directly 
to the lodge, where 
you’re greeted with 
a cocktail and tribal 
dancers. Take malaria 
precautions and pack 
a pair of closed shoes  
if you plan to go white-
water rafting – the hike 
out of the gorge is steep 
and slippery. For more 
information, contact 
Three Cities Central 
Reservations on  
0861-000-333, visit 
Threecities.co.za  
or e-mail ceres@
threecities.co.za.

marie claire travel ✽

MARIE ClAIRE  
READER OFFER
David Livingstone Safari Lodge is offering 
Marie Claire readers an exclusive three-
day weekend offer for R7 130 per person 
sharing. The package includes return 
economy class airfare ex Johannesburg, 
return local airport transfers, three 
nights’ accommodation inclusive of 
breakfast and dinner, one tour of the 
Victoria Falls and one sunset cruise. 
Please quote the following booking code 
at time of reservation: DLSLABP. Terms 
and conditions apply; see stockists page 
for more details. n

Terri-lyn Gardner.

ROOMS AND VIEWS
Clockwise from above left  
This panoramic view of the  
mighty Zambezi river greets  
you in the David livingstone  
Safari lodge’s reception area; 
many of the lodge’s luxurious 
rooms have private balconies that 
also have views down to the river; 
watching elephants wallow.
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