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African Nomads

Nigeria; the oil-rich country of dirt-poor people. Situated in West Africa, it intimidates 
travellers but rewards them beyond expectations. For four weeks we volunteered in the 
south-west of Nigeria, far from the cacophony of the cities, in the middle of glorious, steamy 
rainforest. Here, everyday has a different scenography: sometimes the sky is bleak and the 30m 
high irokos and ebony trees are barely visible through the fog. Other times the rain and wind 
are merciless. When the sun is up, the canopy in front of our camp pulsates with noise. At nine, 
one and five pm the animals get fed. 300 drill monkeys, 35 chimpanzees, a potto, an ailing 
porcupine and Lala, a baby civet cat, the last to arrive in Afi Mountain Wildlife Sanctuary. 

On Afi Mountain there’s no GSM coverage. We drink water from the stream and rely on solar 
power. Each day starts with a briefing, and then everybody is off to the field. After work, we get 
to socialize with the local Boki people. There are about 200,000 members of the tribe, scattered 
among several villages. The Boki speak a Bantu lingo. They farm yam, cassava, palm oil and 
cocoa. To meet them, we had to become nomads, just like their ancestors used to be. 

We took off in June 2011. After travelling across Europe and Asia, we decided to start 
connecting the dots. We would begin by touring Africa two-up on a 660 Ténéré: it took us 
420 days and 55,000 kms through 30 countries to go almost full-circle. We spent the first 
month adjusting to our new life; staying in medieval medinas and in Berber villages of central 
Morocco, then through the fringes of the Sahara, crossing Mauritania’s infamous Route de 
l’Espoir under the Harmattan. 
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In Mali, cattle and the Sahel replaced the camels and the sizzling desert. Blocks of salt brought 
in by caravans from north of Timbuktu are loaded onto traditional pinasse canoes that line 
the River Niger in Mopti. Sadly, today the town is rattled by war. Farther north a sandy plain 
stretches up to Burkina Faso. This the Dogon country. 

“The Europeans dug wells and built mosques, but we put our trust in Amma”, said Adiouro, 
an old Dogon from the village of Kani Kombolé. “Some of our young are ashamed to wear 
the traditional three-pointed hat; our duty is to teach them the right way.” The Dogon are a 
distinct ethnographic group, who settled in northern Mali in the IX-XIth centuries, after the 
demise of the native pygmy population. Their archaic way of life is generally undisturbed by 
civilization. Community matters are settled in the traditional togouna, women grind millet 
in wooden mortars, kids learn to herd cattle, elders chew on cola nuts from the Ivory Coast.  

When we reached the land of the Fulani nomads, we found nothing but empty huts. The 
Fulani had left on their annual migration to greener pastures. Thirsty for some answers, we 
visited the Gourounsi-Kassena tribe, forgotten by time and by anthropologists. What a gem! 

When we arrived in Benin, the land of the voodoo, the fortified huts in Tiébélé still haunt us 
with their frescoes and their karité roofs.

After two very busy months in Nigeria, we hit a metaphorical wall. We barely drove 15 km 
from the border, when the clutch got fried. We had no spare. We were in the middle of a 
Cameroonian laterite mess; iron rich mud that gets everywhere. For five days we struggled 
to figure a way out. We were stuck in a small community of poachers and loggers; we had 20 
bucks and supplies for another day. Then, a family of French overlanders arrived. We had seen 
it done at the Dakar rally, so we tried to tow the bike though the bog. After 300 km we reached 
a town where we found a bus to the capital. While waiting for the clutch to arrive, we gave our 
winding, horizontal journey a 4,090m vertical lift: Mt. Cameroon. 

After fixing the bike, we rushed across the Equator in Gabon, and crossed Congo on roads that 
you won’t find on any map. But our sprint had to end in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
where we had a meeting with destiny. 
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It was December 2011, Ana had malaria, the Congolese presidential elections threatened to end 
in yet another civil war, and Angola had suspended its visa services indefinitely. There was only 
one overland way out of DRC: across the country towards Zambia, 3,000kms off-road. Slap in 
the middle of the equatorial rainy season. DRC has the most thunderstorms of any country in the 
world, with flooding quite common during the rainy season, which makes roads outside Kinshasa 
and main cities almost impassable. Only the Congolese trucks venture onto Route Nationale 
One in this season. Loaded with palm oil, cassava and biscuits, they cross from Kinshasa to 
Lubumbashi in three to four months. The truck drivers became our companions. 

“See how we suffer?” Roger from Kamina was the first to say what we would hear over and over 
again. Crossing this country, roughly the size of Western Europe, through swamps and rainforest 
with sky-high termite mounds, had never been part of the plan. We would be swallowed into 
the gut of Africa; a steaming place pounded by torrential downpours ten months of the year, 
devastated by years of armed conflict, haunted by legends of cannibalism. A vast territory, too 
little explored since independence in 1960. Some would not have coped with four weeks in a 
leaking tent and in the same muddy clothes, consumed by hunger, thirst and exhaustion. But 
for us this was an opportunity to explore a land of exceptional biodiversity. 18% of our planet’s 
rainforest, which allows us to breathe, stretches along the mighty Congo River. It was for us more 
than a breath of fresh air. 

After Zambia and the Victoria Falls, we were looking forward to reuniting with the desert. The 
Namib Naukluft, the oldest in the world, stretches up to the ocean. Its rusty dunes are born 
thousands of kilometres away, in South Africa’s Drakensberg Mountains. The sand is swept by 
the cold Benguela current all the way up to Namibia’s Skeleton Coast. Hundreds of Springbok, 
Oryx, zebra, giraffe, jackals, ostriches baboons and a few desert elephants, kept us company along 
the ride through Kaokoland, the land of the Himba. 

In the century of speed, less than 100 nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes struggle to resist 
globalisation. The Himba people, the ‘red’ nomads, are perhaps the most beautiful in Africa.  

“Do you see us as people or as animals?” asked the chief of Ohungumure on our first night in his 
village. I stood in silence: what did he mean by that, I wondered. In front of the sacred fire that 
manifests god’s will, Ndiri Chiposa was mourning the recently departed village chief, his brother. 

Cattle represent the Himba currency that buys the traditional garb, food, cars and mobile phones 
– toted about like quirky accessories. The land rests yet unfenced and is largely owned by tribal 
chiefs. Some have started to sell to Chinese investors. In the 1980s, disease and conflict in the 
neighbouring Angola almost wiped out the Himba population, estimated to have since recovered 
to about 20,000. Their trademark is the skin covered with otjize – a fat, ochre and aromatic herb 
mix. The intricate hairstyles and the jewellery made from shells, cow skin and scraps of metal, 
communicate marital status, age and even personality. Boys wear a single braid on the back, 
teenagers wear two; girls wear the hair braided over their forehead, while adult women have 
shoulder-long extensions and, if married, a ‘tiara’ made of cow skin. Kathiriwe shows me her ankle 
bracelets: “I have two kids, see”. The woman is mourning someone: one of the bracelets is shorter 
and has only one vertical line, and the traditional shell necklace has been replaced by a string of 
ostrich egg shell.

 “Who are you grieving?” asks Ana. “I’m fine”, dodges Kathiriwe, “let me braid your hair”. 

For nomads, the rituals, the rearing of children, the garb, the grooming and the elders’ council 
help to keep the tribal family together. The souls open, the connections are restored, the continuity 
is assured.  

We learnt to observe our own rituals in 14 months spent away from ‘civilization.’  The effect it 
had on us was unexpected and radical. Our daily routine on the road was regulated by the sun. 
We enjoyed the thrill of looking for a fresh spot to wild-camp every night, piling the firewood, 
boiling porridge on our small cooking stove. We had to carry everything, from spare parts, to 
tools and water. We didn’t specialize or develop interests in something, because we needed to 
be competent and ready for anything. In an urban environment we are used to taking food and 
shelter for granted. It’s quite different to have to find those in a foreign territory. 
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Nine months into the adventure we arrived at the southernmost point of Africa: Cape Agulhas, 
where the Atlantic meets the Indian Ocean. South-Africans had followed our journey on blog.
intotheworld.eu, now they hosted us and showed us a vast stunning country of contrasts.

Landlocked in the middle of South Africa, Lesotho couldn’t be more different: a highland 
pastoral kingdom. From its windswept mountains we rolled into Botswana. At the fringes of 
the Kalahari, the road passes by an ancient seabed. The searing Makgadikgadi Salt Pan, with 
its 12,000 km², is proof of our narrow habitat, as only a few hundred kilometres further north 
there’s an unspoiled paradise. The 16,000 km² Okavango Delta, a complex mosaic of lagoons 
and water channels, populated by water lilies and papyrus, elephant and giraffe making their 
way across marshes, grazing hippo, rhino and crocodiles basking in the sun, herds of antelope 
and flocks of birds. 

In spite of its gruelling recent history, Mozambique hasn’t lost its smile. We enjoyed the change; 
latino-african culture, a stunning Ilha de Moçambique, mouth-watering pastelarias and 
exuberant dirt roads that took us up to the southern tip of the Great African Rift. Tanzania 
and Kenya, favoured by tourists for decades, are home to many nomadic and semi-nomadic 
people. The Maasai – wrapped in their red and purple Shúkà blankets, the Samburu – adorned 
with colourful necklaces, the Borana – scattered through the desert. But after becoming the 
darlings of National Geographic, the nomads have changed. The photos require payment and 
their garb is often a masquerade of traditional and random glitz designed to stand out, to 
attract the tourists looking for proof of their successful African human safari. 

“Why do you want to see my village?” wondered Nuyara, a Maasai woman. She’s only 38, but 
her skin is brittle with sun and her soul ridden with doubt. “White people only want photos!” 
and she put out her arm covered in bracelets, palm up. Far from the main road, along the 
Ngorongoro crater and Lake Turkana, in the Chalbi desert and the Omo Valley, the villages 
where things are still the way they used to be, remain hidden. 

Overland Magazine has teamed up with Kaapstad for an unforgettable 
journey. Ride with us on the ultimate South African exploration in 

the Western Cape, widely acclaimed to be the most beautiful region in SA. This is not 

a mile munching tour; we’ll really experience the landscape and culture 

of our surroundings. Some days we’ll taste wine and ride elephants, rather than bikes! 

For details of exactly what we’ll experience during a full 12 days on the ground, visit 

overlandmag.com/explore

9th Feb 2014 
 Full12 days

BMW ‘F’ series bikes (upgrades available)
Kaapstad have been riding South Africa since1998 and 

our guides are 8 year safari school veterans

£2850 rider and £1200 for pillions

unforgettable  

 — adj : impossible to forget; highly memorable

‘price may be subject to minor change due to fluctuating currency exchange rates, but we’ll do everything we can to ensure it doesn’t’

sold out!
see new dates

23rd feb 2014



110 111

Caption in sans serif, so that it stands out from the body text.

Top: the same caption can explain all pictures on a page

Middle: this looks a lot cleaner

Below: I know this is what you want

Caption in sans serif, so that it stands out from the body text.

Top: the same caption can explain all pictures on a page

Middle: this looks a lot cleaner

Below: I know this is what you want

a
f
r

ic
a

Ethiopia proved a profoundly spiritual place. Human history here dates back at least 4.4 
million years. Ethiopia was never entirely colonized and has its own unique calendar, language, 
alphabet and religion. People wear habesha qemis, a white cotton cloth that can be wrapped 
as a skirt, worn as a turban or baby sling. It can even be used to carry the basket for injera, that 
spongy Ethiopian fermented flatbread which replaces both eating utensils and serving tray. 

On our way to Lalibela we met Kadist. “I made injera for the christening” she told us. When 
she mentions Lalibela, her beautiful face lights up. She will arrive only after another day of 
walking. She has a Coptic cross tattooed on her forehead. Throughout Africa, women beautify 
themselves with scarifications and permanent or temporary tattoos. Ethiopian Christians do 
so as proof of a faith that arrived here in the IVth century. We give Kadist a photo, but we 
cannot find out who the man is accompanying her to the ceremony. 

With the impressive 4,190m Mt.Yosef in the background, Lalibela hardly feels like it’s situated 
at 2,630m altitude. Eight centuries after King Lalibela of the Zagwe dynasty dreamt to build a 
new Jerusalem here, this remote Ethiopian town is finally fulfilling his destiny. Pilgrims from 

all over the world share with pastoral Ethiopia this UNESCO World Heritage site. Eleven 
rock-hewn churches and dozens of narrow passageways and crypts were carved into the iron-
rich basalt. Similar to Cambodia’s Angkor, the sacred labyrinth is a test of spirit and flesh. 
Its nomads are the pilgrims, drawn not by forces of the land, but by those of the sky. In the 
middle of this sacred place rises Bet Giogios (St. George’s church): monumental, symmetrical, 
and mysterious.

There must be a special place in Paradise for the Nubian people of Sudan. The flooding of 
their ancient motherland under Lake Nasser in the 1960s turned the Nubians into nomads 
overnight. But somehow that didn’t alter their unparalleled generosity. In all our travels we 
never met more hospitable people. Their northern neighbours inherited five millennia of 
history. Superb traders but less skilful hosts, the modern Egyptians must have little in common 
with the people of the Pyramids. 

Our journey in Africa would end in the Sahara; rough, inhospitable, yet very beautiful to us. In 
places like this, you feel the essence of life. It makes us yearn to go back...



About us

We are used to travel in places with names that are difficult to spell. We eat things 
that aren’t easily identified. We leave few bushes unexplored. We are John and Ana, 
architects, and since 2011, nomads. We travel by motorcycle and we carry a tent. 
Follow us at www.intotheworld.eu


