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LIFE  
ON 
MARS
It looks like the surface of a distant planet, a sun-baked land of pink 
sand dunes as far as the eye can see. Yet despite these harsh conditions, 
Namibia’s Sand Sea is wriggling with life. Explore this starkly beautiful 
place to discover the colourful wildlife and tribal history hiding in plain sight
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A FLAPPING FLURRY OF BLACK 
wings heralds the arrival of a 
pied crow, which settles in the 
fork of a long-dead tree and 
begins a plaintive calling. The 
sound rings out across a silent 

expanse of dried clay, bluish in the dawn but soon 
shifting to blinding white with the advance of the 
sun over russet dune-tops to the east.

This was once the bed of the Tsauchab River, 
which meandered its way here from the 
Naukluft Mountains of central Namibia 
between desert dunes. Over centuries, fierce 
winds nudged the sand until this tributary was 
choked from its source, and around 900 years 
ago it dried up, leaving a pan of clay baked hard 
as stone by the beating sun. 

This is known as Deadvlei – a fitting title for  
a place of cracked earth and sandy walls, where 
a beady-eyed crow is the sole visible sign of life. 
The only evidence of its once-verdant past is the 
acacia trees which grew along its edges, now 

petrified with age and heat, reaching up like 
twisted grey arms grasping at the sky. 

Deadvlei is at the heart of the Sossusvlei 
region, set amid one of the driest places on 
Earth, the Namib Sand Sea. Considered to be the 
world’s oldest desert, it stretches almost 12,000 
square miles in a colossal field of dunes along 
Namibia’s central coast. 

The countless grains of red-gold sand piled 
into the towering dunes around me have come 
on a journey of over a thousand miles, washed 
from the flanks of South frica’s Drakensberg 
Mountains and the Kalahari Basin into the 
Orange River, brought up the Namibian coast by 
currents of the South Atlantic and blown inland, 
a process that has been underway for around 
five million years. 

‘When you look at these dunes, you’re looking 
at history,’ says desert guide Titus Nangolo, 
raising a hand to shade his eyes from the sun. 
‘From the layers beneath the surface, we can tell 
so much about the past – when it was a drier 

Deadvlei at dawn. Opposite: The 
dried clay surface of Deadvlei. 
Previous photograph: An aerial 

view over Sossusvlei
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At 325 metres, Big Daddy is the 
tallest dune in the Sossusvlei area, 

in the southern Namib Desert

period, when it was wetter, what the conditions 
were like. Every one of them has a story inside.’ 

He points out the various types of dune, all 
constantly shifted by competing wind currents. 
They have formal names – linear, transverse 
and star – but they seem to take every possible 
shape. There are vast amphitheatres of sand, 
soaring battlements and defensive walls large 
enough to encircle a town. Some appear plaited 
on top, or branch out in complex, wriggling 
patterns like veins. They are smooth or stubbled 
with desert grasses, die-straight or curving, and 
clay pans dot the landscape like dishes of cream, 
stark white against the rose-pink dunes. 

I make my way up the tallest dune in 
Sossusvlei, known as Big Daddy, a looming 325 

metres tall. With every step, my feet sink into 
the soft sand, tearing up the crisp ridge and 
loosing mini landslides on either side. From this 
height, it’s possible to watch the dune shifting in 
real time, with new particles arriving on the 
breeze and old grains being sheared off the 
peak, dancing in the air like smoke before 
cascading down. 

Titus looks out over the undulating landscape 
with a distinct look of pride. ‘We say the dunes 
are alive. They move and change shape, they 
make rumbling or whistling sounds when you 
walk down them, and they know where you’ve 
been. The second you leave a footprint, the dune 
starts covering your tracks, and soon there’s no 
sign you were ever there at all.’
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A S I DRIVE IN A DUSTY 4X4 
towards the east, dunes retreat 
from the roadside and the 
landscape opens into stony 
expanses bordered by hills of 
black limestone weathered to 

an iron-blue gleam. Parts of this region receive 
as little as two millimetres of rain per year, and 
at first glance, the landscape seems barren – 
what creature, after all, could survive in such  
an unforgiving environment?

Yet as I drive, distant kickings of dust betray 
the camouflage of a brown hyena streaking 
across dry ground. Ostriches lope in scattered 
groups, their feathers shivering in the wind.  
A herd of zebras walks in a long line, nose-to-
tail, following an unseen trail. In the black 
shade of a camel-thorn acacia tree, a lone 
wildebeest shelters from the sun, while in the 
branches above, a flurry of darting sociable 
weaver birds tend to their nest, a shaggy thing 
of mud and twigs the size of a bathtub. 

Even up on the peaks of the highest dunes, 
where the shearing winds and intense heat are 
inescapable, this place is wriggling with life. 
Nature and tracking guide Lion Tsowaseb leads 
me around the face of an imposing dune, its 

surface corrugated by wind and veined with 
dark rivulets of iron particles. ‘It might look like 
a dead environment, but it’s very alive,’ he tells 
me. ‘You just need to know where to look.’

He points out something in the sand, so subtle  
I have to bend close to see it. There is a pair of 
scratches, forming a shape like train tracks. 
‘That’s a dune beetle’s trail,’ he says. And another 
bigger set of markings, further along: ‘That track 
was left by a golden mole – see his paw prints? 
You can see where he was hunting for termites in 
the ostrich grass, then burrowed under the sand.’ 

Suddenly, I see the dunes around me are 
covered in signs of life. The haphazard marks  
of a dancing white lady spider, some bunny-hop 
gerbil tracks, the twig-like footprints of a hopping 
dune lark. In the silence, tufts of spiky bushman 
grass quiver as shovel-snouted lizards forage for 
beetles, and armies of big-bottomed ants bustle 
up and down grass stalks. ‘Everything here must 
be perfectly adapted to this environment to 
survive,’ Lion says. He points out a helmeted tok-
tokkie beetle marching determinedly across the 
sand. Its only water source is condensation, and it 
spends its nights doing a headstand so that cool 
air will condense into dew on its back and run 
down its body into its mouth.

A common zebra, not one 
of the shy Hartmann’s mountain 
zebras, which are too shy to 
photograph. Opposite: A dune 
ant, also known locally as ‘ball-
biter ants’ for their nasty bite

Lion moves through the landscape, his gaze 
skating over sand swathed in devil’s thorn 
plants, dotted with yellow blooms. ‘Here,’ he 
says, pointing out the prints of a jackal, showing 
where it scented food on the breeze and traced it 
to the source. We follow the tracks and, sure 
enough, find the carcass of an oryx, its bones 
picked near-clean and beginning to bleach under 
the sun. ‘It’s a bit like being a crime scene 
investigator,’ Lion says. ‘Looking at the evidence 
left behind and working out what happened.’

He learned tracking skills from the age of six, 
knowledge passed down through generations 
and taught to him by his uncle Ronnie, a 
ranger. ‘Nature is like an instinct for me,’ Lion 
says. ‘I feel I belong here, and nowhere else. If 
one day I have a son or daughter, I’ll teach them 
what I know. What they do with that knowledge 
is up to them, but I will have played my part.’
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FOR THOUSANDS OF YEARS, THE 
San and Nama peoples lived in this 
eastern part of the Namib Sand Sea, 
moving through in seasons when 
there was surface water to drink.  
In the early 20th century, they were 

pushed from the land by German and South 
African troops to clear the way for farmers to 
graze long-haired karakul sheep. Indigenous 
cultures were wiped away, yet evidence of their 
lives here is scattered among the dunes.

Vernon Swanepoel has walked this trail 
hundreds of times, up the side of a hulking 
escarpment of red-brown rock in the &Beyond 
Sossusvlei Desert Lodge private reserve, just 
beyond the easternmost edge of the dune field. 
Above us is an abandoned shelter, once used by 
San hunter-gatherers to escape the elements and 
perform spiritual ceremonies. ‘The specifics of 
who this group was, their name, their language, 
the techniques they used to survive here, are  

Gerbil tracks (vertical) crossing 
dune bug tracks (horizontal). 
Opposite: Male oryx
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all lost,’ Vernon says. ‘Unfortunately, we know 
nothing about them except what we can deduce 
from the archaeology.’ 

As Vernon walks, easily navigating the tricky 
terrain on long legs, he points out the artefacts 
lying around us in their hundreds. Tiny dolerite 
tools, beads made from ostrich eggshell, pottery 
sherds, grinding stones used to break marrows 
and grind bushman grass for flour. Every glance 
is rewarded with some tiny remnant of the past.

At the top of the path is a steep wall of rock with 
a gently concave shape that offers a rare slice of 
shade and shelter from the wind. Its surface is 
dotted with evidence of its tribal visitors: delicate 
paintings of white lime and reddish mudstone. 
Pictures of animals can be traced – a giraffe, a 
black rhino and several white-faced springboks  
– but there are also human figures, including  
a shaman in a trance, calling down the rains. 

From these paintings and other artefacts, 
archaeologists believe the people here snared 
smaller animals for food, and possibly even 
hunted larger game with poison arrows, made 
with toxic grubs plucked from corkwood trees.

‘The desert landscape throughout human 
history hasn’t changed that much, so we know 
the people coming here lived incredibly harsh and 
dangerous lives,’ Vernon says, taking a seat on the 
narrow rock ledge. ‘They had to travel light, move 
simply; if you had someone with disease or a 

broken leg, they would have been left behind.  
Life was so difficult, yet we see from the beads, 
the paintings – they took the effort to make things 
of beauty and culture, despite the environment 
they were up against. It’s extraordinary.’

The sun creeps towards the horizon and, 
around me, black limestone hills soften to a 
warm brown with shadows of mauve and 
indigo. Below, the plain turns gold as the low 
light sets the grass tips to glow, and on distant 
dunes, the spiral-horned heads of oryx appear 
as they climb up onto the sandy ridges to cool 
their bodies in the breeze. 

Night falls quickly, revealing a curved sliver of 
moon. This area borders an International Dark 
Sky Reserve, and without the slightest hint of 
artificial light pollution, the sky resembles a 
velvet curtain of deepest black spangled with  
a million diamonds. 

With my eyes adjusted to the dark, I look out  
on a pale moonscape before me. Here, with the 
desert lit only by the starry skies, everything 
seems utterly still. Yet beyond my sight the dunes 
are continuing their slow, shifting dance under 
the winds, and countless creatures are hunting 
and hiding, taking respite in the cool night sand 
before the sun brings another blistering day. 

CHRISTA LARWOOD travelled with support from &Beyond, 
The Luxury Holiday Company and Virgin Airlines.

Hills just east of the dune field,  
at the edge of the &Beyond 

Sossusvlei Desert Lodge. 
Opposite: A large aloe vera 

plant thrives in the harsh  
desert conditions

L IFE  IN NAMIBIA’S  DESERT
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Namibia
GETTING THERE
Virgin Atlantic operates direct flights 
from London into the Namibian capital 
Windhoek (virginatlantic.com). From 
Windhoek, the Sossusvlei region is a 
250-mile drive on gravel roads (a 4X4 
is recommended during the wet 
season, from November to May; 
rhinocarhire.com). Alternatively, catch 
a 1¼-hour charter flight in a fixed-wing 
plane to the private airstrip at &Beyond 
Sossusvlei Desert Lodge (arranged 
through tour operators).

STAY
The &Beyond Sossusvlei Desert 
Lodge is a luxury safari lodge located 
in a private desert reserve just beyond 
the eastern edge of the Namib Sand 
Sea. It’s comprised of 12 spacious 
private pool-suites, scattered over  
a hillside overlooking a desert plain 
where oryx, zebra, ostrich and 
jackals wander. Friendly expert 
guides take guests to explore the 
dunes, visit nearby Sossusvlei or 
discover the area’s unique indigenous 
history and wildlife. All meals and 
drinks are included, from a traditional 
‘braai’, cooked outdoors, to 
sundowner cocktails made with local 
small-batch gin. At night, the lodge is 
purposefully low-lit to ensure the best 
views of the dazzling Namibian stars. 
For further details and booking, visit 
andbeyond.com. If spending a night 
in Windhoek, stay at the Olive 
Exclusive: an all-suite boutique 
guesthouse perched on a pretty 
hillside in a quiet, tree-lined corner of 
the city. Rooms are spacious, with 
polished concrete floors and high 
designer style, and excellent meals 
are served on the sunny terrace. For 
bookings, see theolive-namibia.com.

DO
While in the Sossusvlei region, the 
best way to appreciate the immense 
complexity of the Namib Sand Sea  
is to see it from above. Namibia 
Helicopter Services offers scenic 
flights from the &Beyond Sossusvlei 
Desert Lodge and some surrounding 
properties, over the Sand Sea to sites 
such as Deadvlei. Take a sunrise flight 
to capture the dunes at their most 
spectacular. For details, see nhs.na.

WHO CAN HELP?
The Luxury Holiday Company is a tour 
operator offering tailor-made safari 
packages in Namibia and beyond.  
It offers a six-day trip to Namibia with 
flights, transfers and accommodation 
at Olive Exclusive and the &Beyond 
Sossusvlei Desert Lodge on an  
all-inclusive basis, with game drives 
and a hot-air balloon flight 
(theluxuryholidaycompany.com). 

M A K E  I T  H A P P E N

The &Beyond Sossusvlei 
Desert Lodge at dusk


