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INTRODUCTION

Epic road trips are a source of stories and happy memories for years to come. And, on one occasion, they sparked the idea of Lonely Planet itself. When Tony and Maureen Wheeler set out from England to drive to Afghanistan in 1972 and then journey onward to Australia, they didn’t realise that at the end of the trip their experiences and insights would be the basis for Lonely Planet’s first guidebooks.

They were far from the first people to drive halfway around the world. In 1968 a group of six British grandmothers bought two second-hand Land Rovers, packed some supplies in Tupperware and drove from London to Australia, passing through Turkey, Iran and India via the Khyber Pass. Go all the way back to 1903 and H. Nelson Jackson, Sewall K. Crocker and their dog Bud took 63 days to drive across the USA from New York to San Francisco.

No matter who you are – youthful or more mature, solo or with a family in tow – the open road is irresistible to travellers.

This book is intended to offer fresh inspiration for your next road trip. We asked our global network of travel writers for their suggestions and selected 50 of the best drives the world has to offer. Their stories cover almost every corner of the world. The classic routes are well represented with the likes of Route 66 and the Pacific Coast Highway in the US, the Great Ocean Road in Australia, and Iceland’s Ring Road. Coastlines are a magnet to the roaming motorist – our authors cruise along the coasts of Norway, Ireland, the Cote d’Azur, the Adriatic, the Baltic and beyond. The adventurous won’t be disappointed: we feature drives in Vietnam, Bhutan and Nepal, we cross the Kalahari, and Tony Wheeler introduces the Gibb River Road in Western Australia’s Kimberley region. There are also easy-going excursions, for instance around Scotland’s Isle of Skye, that are no less beautiful or memorable.

We’ve tried not to discriminate against any driver: we have routes written and ridden by motorcyclists and even a tour of Northern California by electric vehicle. A few of these drives take a day but others can be enjoyed over a weekend, a week or more. Most of the drives that made the grade are recognised routes – from the Going-to-the-Sun Road across the Rockies in Montana to the Wild Atlantic Way in Ireland – with regular signposts to minimise the chance of going wrong. A few, especially those in the more remote reaches of Australia, Asia and South America, require some logistical planning, a degree of mechanical experience (at least check that you’re carrying a spare wheel and a jack!) and a more intrepid attitude. With the sophisticated mapping apps available today, we’ve avoided providing turn-by-turn directions. The most important role of these tales from the road is to inspire you to pack an overnight bag and hop behind the wheel to explore somewhere new.

Road trips can be a way of linking together a string of highlights, such as southern Utah’s unbeatable series of national parks, making a musical pilgrimage or simply cruising through beautiful scenery, stopping where you please. What they have in common is that the road tripper is always independent. Want to take a detour (and we suggest some gems) or stay an extra day? Go right ahead. It’s all about the journey. Driving a car need not be a mode of transport that insulates you from your surroundings: if you stop regularly, explore, encounter local people and their culture, you’ll have as rich and rewarding an experience as you could hope for.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The main stories in each regional chapter feature first-hand accounts of fantastic drives in that continent. Each includes a factbox to start the planning of a trip – when is the best time of year, how to get there, where to stay. But beyond that, these stories should spark other ideas. We’ve started that process with the ‘more like this’ section following each story, which offers other ideas along a similar theme, not necessarily on the same continent. Drives are colour coded according to difficulty, which takes into account not just how long, remote and challenging they are but the logistics and local conditions. The index collects different types of drive for a variety of interests.
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exploring the east coast of New Zealand in a VW campervan
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a classic Ford Galaxy on the Pacific Coast Highway
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THE SELF-DRIVE SAFARI

Set off on a road trip beneath the big skies of Zambia, roaming among big game by day and pitching under the stars at night.
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Rules 47 to 54 of the Zambian Highway Code concern animals. They offer considered advice, such as ‘Do not carry animals on vehicle rooftops’ and ‘Be careful around larger game animals (which) may charge your vehicle, causing damage and endangering your life.’ Where most safari-goers travel in the company of a knowledgeable guide – on hand to deal with this type of situation – on a self-drive safari you are your own guide, driver, navigator, cook, first-aider and engineer. There are few places better for such an adventure than Zambia: among the most sparsely inhabited countries in Africa, with remote swathes of forest and grassland bisected by arrow-straight highways that stretch to the horizon.

I’m setting out on one such highway, the Great East Rd, with photographer Phil Lee Harvey. We are bound for the wilderness country of South Luangwa National Park, ready to drive unsupervised among the big beasts of the African bush. Soon the chaotic traffic jams of the capital Lusaka retreat behind us. Potholes appear in the road: these are big craters that jolt the car and send loose items airborne.

The potholes are all the more difficult to dodge when you’re distracted by a landscape of such exquisite loveliness. At first, low forested hills rise on all sides, growing taller as the road skirts the border with Mozambique, before lapsing into infinite green plains on the cusp of the Luangwa Valley. Homecoming schoolchildren shuffle along the roadside, bound for villages where bonfire smoke swirls about thatched roofs.

When we arrive at the market town of Chipata, people sell us groundnuts through the car window. A police officer flags us down at a checkpoint for a symposium on the English footballer Wayne Rooney. Mostly we are alone on the road, although every now and then big freight trucks from Malawi, Congo and Zimbabwe barge past (seemingly unsure whether Zambians drive on the left or on the right side of the road).

The dark of the night descends swiftly, and soon the headlights pick the shapes of sleeping villages out of the gloom. An owl swoops into the glare of the beams. It is many hours before we arrive at the gates of the national park, and the last hiccups of tarmac give way to rusty-brown earth.
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under the starry canopy of a Zambian campsite
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elephants crossing in an orderly fashion



Like any highway, the bush tracks of South Luangwa National Park have their own set of rules. For instance, when attempting a three-point turn on a riverbank, you should check the rear-view mirror for oncoming hippos. Above all, however, you should be respectful to other road users. Soon after arriving in the park I have to do an emergency stop as a young bull elephant barges onto the road. It becomes clear he is the white-van man of the Luangwa traffic system, honking angrily at our vehicle and anything else hoping to overtake him. Keeping a sensible following distance are a convoy of giraffes, heads gently bobbing above the treeline.

Finding your way around requires skill in South Luangwa’s labyrinth of tangled foliage and oxbow lakes. It means that even self-drivers are advised to sometimes park up at lodges and enlist the services of a guide. We enlist Yona Banda, a local who has honed a Superman-like ability to spot animals at long range. With Yona at the wheel, we soon happen upon a herd of 40 more elephants crossing the Luangwa River – their trunks raised like periscopes as they wade through the current. Not long after, he scouts a group of 14 lions and cubs, all watching intently on a riverbank as one of their pride swims across the water, three crocodiles in pursuit. Transfixed by the plight of their comrade, the lions don’t seem to register our vehicle, coming close enough that their whiskers brush the car door.

We are the only visitors at our bush campsite, arriving as the dying sun slips beneath the canopies of sycamores and tamarind trees. We pitch up our vehicle’s built-on roof tents (complete with mattresses and soft pillows), shaking 500 miles (804km) of dust off the outer sheet. Logs are chopped, sausages grilled, beers clinked, stories shared. Finally, the last embers of the fire crackle and die, and it is time to climb the ladder up to our rooftop beds.

At this point, tales laughed over by the warm glow of the fire acquire a new, sinister resonance in darkness. Polytetrafluoroethylene-coated polycotton rip-stop fabric can repel rain, sleet and snow, but its all-season outdoor performance specifications do not extend to withstanding a sharp feline claw. Lying inside the tent at night, you soon realise that only a few millimetres of fabric separate you from all the animals you have seen on the road, and that for all you know, all the elephants, lions and crocodiles you’ve spotted could be inches outside (perhaps forming an orderly queue at the bottom of the ladder).

It takes about 45 minutes for the human eye to fully reach maximum sensitivity in darkness. Poking my head out the tent into the inky blackness, it takes 10 minutes before I spot bats flitting through the patch of sky around Orion’s Belt; another 15 before I spy baboons stirring in the high branches of nearby fig trees. It takes a full nine hours, however, before I climb out of my tent in the slanting morning sunshine and see that the footprints of a leopard have crossed the tracks of our vehicle on the far edge of camp. It’s often said that safari is one long drama – and in moments like these it is easy to feel like a cast member with just a tiny role in a production that has been playing for millennia. OS
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SOUTH LUANGWA’S WILDLIFE

Alongside elephants, giraffes, lions and leopards, South Luangwa is famous for its buffalo herds, which are dramatic when they gather in the dry season. There’s also a stunning variety of ‘plains game’, including bushbucks, waterbucks, impalas, kudu and puku. Luangwa has a population of wild dogs, one of Africa’s rarest animals. About 400 species of birdlife have been recorded in the park.
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DIRECTIONS

Start/End // Lusaka.

Distance // The drive from Lusaka to the Mfuwe Gate, the main entrance to the park, via the Great East Rd, is around 435 miles (700km) one way.

Getting there // Zambia is increasingly well connected, with direct flights to destinations inside and outside Africa.

What to take // Clothes suitable for safari don’t need to be specialised or expensive. It’s colour that matters: nothing bright that can easily be spotted by wildlife (white is the worst offender) and no black or very dark colours, which will attract tsetse flies. Go with greens and light browns and a combination of shorts for very hot days and long, lightweight trousers for walking in the bush. Also bring binoculars, a wide-brimmed hat, sunglasses, high-ankle walking shoes and a small torch.
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elephants and impala at dawn in South Luangwa
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MORE LIKE THIS 
WILDLIFE WATCHING

GIPPSLAND & WILSONS PROMONTORY, AUSTRALIA

Traversing one of Australia’s most underrated corners, this journey southeast and east of Melbourne takes in the wild landscapes of Phillip Island and Wilsons Prom, and engaging rural towns such as Inverloch, Koonwarra and Port Albert, before almost falling off the map in the ghost town of Walhalla on the way back to Melbourne. Phillip Island hosts the sunset arrival of the penguins at Penguin Parade, one of Australia’s great wildlife spectacles, and also claims the country’s largest colony of fur seals, as well as the Koala Conservation Centre. Wilsons Promontory National Park, meanwhile, sits at Australia’s southernmost tip and its dense woodland shelters a rich portfolio of native Australian wildlife. As you make your way past Port Albert to Walhalla, you’ll certainly want to stop at Ninety Mile Beach, an isolated strip of sand backed by dunes that is exactly what it says on the tin.

Start // Phillip Island

End // Walhalla

Distance // 308 miles (495km)

KAIKOURA COAST, NEW ZEALAND

This stretch of State Highway 1 is a relatively quick and convenient route between the South Island’s two major traveller gateways, Picton and Christchurch, but it also boasts several of its major highlights. The beautiful Marlborough Sounds and Blenheim’s world-class wineries can hardly be missed, but hidden, low-key and up-and-coming attractions also abound. The main draw for wildlife watchers will be the Kaikoura peninsula, where a walkway from the town offers the chance to see shearwaters, petrels, albatross and other seabirds, plus seals lazing around at Point Kean, seemingly oblivious to the attention of hordes of human gawpers. Several species of whale and dolphin (including sperm whales and even blue whales) either live in the Kaikoura area or swing by, which explains the popularity of the marine tours, especially Whale Watch Kaikoura. Your other key chance to spot beasts comes at Willowbank Wildlife Reserve in Christchurch, which provides a rare opportunity to view kiwi.

Start // Picton

End // Christchurch

Distance // 219 miles (352km)

GRAND TETON TO YELLOWSTONE, WYOMING, USA

Yellowstone is nature’s tour de force. Its unique supervolcano features half the world’s geysers, the country’s largest high-altitude lake and a mass of blue-ribbon rivers and waterfalls. To the south, Grand Teton National Park complements with craggy peaks, peaceful waterways and sublime alpine terrain. Wildlife spotting can start at Jackson, where elk, bison and bighorn sheep congregate in winter at the National Elk Refuge, and grizzly sightings are not uncommon as soon as you head out onto the Moose-Wilson back road. The wet lowlands at Oxbow Bend provide a scenic spot to view moose, elk, bald eagles and other birds, while bear (or bison) jams are sometimes an issue from Yellowstone Lake on. Beyond Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, head east towards Lamar Valley, dubbed the ‘Serengeti of North America’ for its herds of bison, elk and the occasional grizzly or coyote. It’s also the place to spot wolves, particularly in spring.

Start // Jackson

End // Mammoth

Distance // 250 miles (402km)
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the Grand Teton mountains are reflected in the Snake River in Wyoming’s Grand Teton National Park
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CRUISING CLARENCE DRIVE

Less than an hour from Cape Town, this spectacular coastal road hangs over the Atlantic Ocean, with ancient mountains providing an equally impressive backdrop.
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In a country blessed with bucolic vineyard-dotted lanes, meandering mountain passes, roads that wind through wildlife reserves, and long, straight highways cutting across the seemingly endless expanse of the semi-desert, it’s tough to single out just one road trip. Yet Clarence Drive, about an hour east of Cape Town, often makes it onto drivers’ lists of most scenic road, not just in South Africa, but in the world.

It might be a slight exaggeration to say that driving this road changed my life, but it did, in some small way, contribute to my decision to settle in South Africa. It all starts in Gordon’s Bay, a low-key seaside spot tucked away in a corner of False Bay. Most people pass by on their way from Cape Town to destinations east, but swerving off the N2 highway at Gordon’s Bay provides a magnificent alternative way to reach the ‘whale capital’ of Hermanus, or indeed a marvellous day trip in its own right. You could cover the 60km (37-mile) stretch from Gordon’s Bay to just past Kleinmond in around an hour, but there is so much to see, and you are going to want to take photographs. Lots of photographs.

Strictly speaking, the road doesn’t become Clarence Drive until the darling little hamlet of Rooiels, but most people would agree that the most spectacular stretch begins just above the yacht harbour in Gordon’s Bay. Here the going is slow – not so much for the back-to-back bends (although there are said to be 77 of them along the whole route) but because, if you’re anything like me, you’re going to have to stop every 500m or so to grab a snap of the vast ocean blue from a slightly different angle. Luckily, lookout points abound, giving you the chance to imagine False Bay as 16th-century sailors would have seen it. To be fair, though, they probably weren’t as enraptured as today’s traveller is. The bay was more of a bane to some – its name comes from the fact that early explorers thought they had passed the craggy rocks of the Cape of Good Hope and were entering Table Bay. Imagine their disappointment when they veered inland only to realise the notoriously choppy cape was still ahead and that they weren’t quite on the home stretch to Europe just yet.

The deceptive headland was actually Hangklip, a leaning peak in Pringle Bay marking the easternmost point of False Bay. Pretty Pringle Bay is one of those envy-inducing towns that makes you start considering your life goals and sees you peering into estate agents’ windows. Most visitors, of course, have to make do with a cup of coffee in one of the cafes followed by a windswept coastal stroll before jumping back in the car. Here, the road cuts inland, but while your ocean view is temporarily thwarted, the flower-dotted slopes of the impressive Kogelberg range skirting the road make a fine substitute – and give the chance to crane your neck in the opposite direction.
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the rugged and wonderful Cape coastline



But the coast is never far away and just outside Betty’s Bay there’s a chance to meet a few of the ocean-dwelling locals. Stony Point’s penguin population is far less famous than those that inhabit Simon’s Town, on the other side of False Bay, but they are no less entertaining, and here you’re likely to have the colony pretty much to yourself.

Actually, there’s a lot of quiet time available along this route. To call Betty’s Bay sleepy might be clichéd, but it’s also undeniably true. Houses here are either of the retirement variety or else second homes for wealthy weekending Capetonians – and you can see why. Sandwiched between the mountains of the Kogelberg Nature Reserve and the Atlantic Ocean is a collection of spacious, individually designed homes, a chocolatier and a potter’s studio, worth the drive just for a ceramic souvenir. It is here that, on my first jaunt along Clarence Drive, I made pipe dreams for an oceanfront retirement. Most people drive right on by, but we always stop to stock up on road-trip sustenance (namely, chocolates from GaBoLi) before jumping back into the car – if you’re similarly tempted, ask about the fynbos-filled truffle, featuring plants endemic to the region.

“The road again hits the craggy coast, but with False Bay behind you, it’s now the mountains that are the star”

You’ve hardly got into third gear when you reach the Harold Porter National Botanical Garden, a highlight of the route. Leg-stretching opportunities range from gentle strolls among the fynbos vegetation, to clambering hikes past waterfalls into the rolling mountains. Once you can tear yourself away, the road here once again hits the craggy coastline, but with False Bay behind you, it’s now the mountains that are the star. Look out for a dirt road just before the town of Kleinmond, and if you have a day or two to spare, veer off to visit the Kogelberg, part of a World Heritage site, thanks to its abundance of endemic flora. This is where you ditch the car and pull on the hiking boots for an hour or eight.

From Kleinmond you can retrace your steps, continue to Hermanus – whale town extraordinaire (from June to November) or head north to join the N2 as it meanders through apple country and descends Sir Lowry’s Pass, giving epic views across the Cape Flats and all the way to Cape Town. It’s not in the same league as the coastal road, but it’s not an ugly way to get back to the city. As I said, glorious drives are not in short supply in South Africa. LC
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WHALE WATCHING

Although Hermanus is the most celebrated spot for whale watching in South Africa, in calving season (June to November) you stand a good chance of seeing Southern Right Whales all along this stretch of coast. Take a pair of binoculars and keep an eye out for noses, fins and tails poking out of the bay. If you’re out of luck, continue to Hermanus where the world’s only whale crier points out sightings to eager visitors.
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DIRECTIONS

Start // Gordon’s Bay

End // Rte 43 between Bot River & Fisherhaven

Distance // 37 miles (60km)

Getting there // Fly to Cape Town, approx 37 miles (60km)from the start of the drive.

When to drive // The route is sublime year-round, though try to go mid-week if possible – Cape Town dwellers often use Clarence Drive as a weekend escape.

Where to stay // Camp at Kogel Bay Holiday Resort or book an Eco Cabin at Kogelberg Nature Reserve.

Where to eat // Eat a picnic in the Harold Porter National Botanical Garden or pick a seafood spot in Betty’s Bay. More drives // To extend the coastal drive from Cape Town, opt for Rte 310 out of Muizenberg.

Further info // www.kleinmondtourism.co.za
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Clarence Road carves around the bay
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MORE LIKE THIS 
SOUTH AFRICAN DRIVES

SANI PASS

The only road connecting KwaZulu-Natal and Lesotho is a truly epic mountain pass. Rising to 2876 metres over a series of steep switchbacks, this is not a drive for the faint-hearted. Things start gently until the border post. From here, local law dictates that only 4WD vehicles can continue into Lesotho, and with good reason – tight bends, loose gravel, streams traversing the road and potholes galore all add to the excitement. If you’re lucky enough to drive the pass on a clear day, the views are predictably magnificent. Enjoy with a pint at Africa’s highest pub, found atop the pass. If you’re not continuing into Lesotho, the downward journey is nail-biting and passengers will find themselves hitting imaginary brakes around the tighter corners.

Start // Himeville

End // Sani Top

Distance // 24 miles (38km)

NAMAQUALAND FLOWER ROUTE

For most of the year, the N7 highway is a dreary drive, but every August the barren, russet landscape briefly bursts into Technicolor with the arrival of the spring flowers. Start in the miniscule hamlet of Nieuwoudtville then join the N7 as it ventures north in one long, fairly flat, fairly straight line. Although wildflowers can be seen along the road, your destination is the off-the-beaten-track Namaqua National Park, where veritable blankets of orange, white, purple and yellow daisies take over the normally desolate hills. Further north, Springbok’s Goegap Nature Reserve offers the chance to hike, drive or cycle among the flowers.

Start // Nieuwoudtville

End // Springbok

Distance // 193 miles (310km)

ROUTE 62

While Route 62 can be driven in three hours, you can easily turn this trip into a week-long adventure. Kicking off with the short but pretty Cogmanskloof Pass, the road cuts through Montagu, overlooked by the Langeberg range. Here the road widens and becomes the wonderfully named Wildehondskloofhoogte Pass (Wild Dog Ravine Heights Pass), winding alongside fruit orchards, vineyards and artsy towns. After Barrydale, things get dramatic again on the Huisrivier Pass, which snakes through rugged mountains sprinkled with green shrubbery. Best of all, Route 62 is known as South Africa’s longest wine route – stop to sample robust reds and the renowned local port. Just make sure there’s a teetotaller to take the wheel while you enjoy the changing landscape of the Little Karoo.

Start // Ashton

End // Oudtshoorn

Distance // 155 miles (250km)
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a quiver tree in the Goegap Nature Reserve, Namaqualand
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CROSSING THE KALAHARI IN BOTSWANA

To drive the Central Kalahari Game Reserve is to traverse one of the Earth’s remote and silent spaces, where black-maned lions rule over ancient river valleys.
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Entering the great reserves of Africa always feels like crossing a threshold into an entirely different world where anything might just be possible. And so it was that, feeling a little like Alice in Wonderland or the children who climb the Magic Faraway Tree in search of adventures, I left behind the paved road and drove out onto the sands of Botswana’s Central Kalahari Game Reserve.

This is one of Africa’s largest protected areas, but it encloses within its boundaries barely a fraction of the Kalahari, the largest unbroken stretch of sand on the planet. Ever since I first arrived in the Kalahari years before, I have dreamed of this journey, of a crossing from north to south, less out of a desire to conquer one of Africa’s great deserts than to leave behind well-trammelled trails in search of desert silences and the wildlife of its remote reaches.

Ahead of me lay a week of off-road driving, deep-wilderness camping and days without seeing another human being. Oh, and a puff adder. On the sandy trail in from Rakops my path was blocked by one of the most slow-moving yet fearsome snakes in all of Africa. Going too fast (I was yet to slow my pace to a patient desert rhythm), I swerved to avoid it – to kill a creature, any creature, before my adventure has even begun, would surely be an ill-starred omen. I reversed to get a closer look. It flicked its head at me in anger. I nodded in respect and continued on my way.

Soon I reached Deception Valley, one of the fossilised dry river valleys that define the Central Kalahari – it is one of the great ironies of this arid, sometimes desolate place that it owes its topography to water. As the sun neared the horizon, the golden grasses swayed to a cooling breeze of late afternoon, and gemsbok – the painted oryx of the Kalahari – and springbok raised their heads, wary of the intrusion and watchful for night predators. Elsewhere, islands of acacias, where Mark and Delia Owens once made their home in that classic of desert exploration, Cry of the Kalahari, and salt pans became beautiful in the softening light. Where the Kalahari had at midday possessed all the charm of an over-exposed photograph, it now radiated magic in the descent towards darkness. From my campsite high on a sand dune haired with thin Kalahari vegetation, I watched as stars lit up the night sky, so far from the polluting sounds and lights of the city.


[image: Image]

© Mark Eveleigh | Alamy

tackling the Kalahari terrain in a 4WD



“I followed, as close as I dared, as a black-maned male lion strode along the valley, king of all he surveyed”

In the night, lions roared, and at dawn I followed, as close as I dared, as a black-maned Kalahari male lion strode along the valley, king of all he surveyed. Later, in a day spent driving another ancient valley, Passarge, I saw not another member of my species, and instead shared the trail with cheetah and honey badger, with bat-eared foxes and the world’s heaviest flying bird, the kori bustard, with giraffe and ostrich, as jackals lurked just beyond reach, watching for opportunity.

Out on the salt pans in the west of the reserve, as shadows lengthened, an aardwolf ran like the night devil it so resembles and not once looked over its shoulder. Extravagantly horned kudu imagined itself unseen in a thorn thicket. And another lone cheetah, on the fringes of Piper Pan, set off on the hunt, an apparition of feline grace and elegance.

Vehicles were few, and they became even fewer the further south I travelled. Beyond Xade Gate, deep into the former homeland of the San indigenous peoples, there was no-one and the sand became deeper. Isolated campsites were silent, save for occasional gusts of wind and the night roars of lions close to the waterhole at Xaka. By the time I arrived at Bape campsite, on a rise above the dry river of Quoxo, I wondered what strange and silent land I had strayed into, so silent was the afternoon and night, and so powerful the sense of having left behind the world.

And then, at Mothomelo, still some distance north of the Tropic of Capricorn and with my fuel running low, in an unlikely glade of green and pleasant trees, a community of San people quietly approached my vehicle. One of the last remaining San communities still living in the Central Kalahari Game Reserve, the people of Mothomelo were reticent, like so many desert peoples, and the encounter felt like the briefest of meetings between two different worlds. We smiled often, and with no shared language other than mutual goodwill, we soon went our separate ways.

Much too soon, signs of the modern world, few at first, began to intrude – vehicle tracks in the sand, distant communication towers – until they were impossible to ignore. South of Gaugama, I crossed into the Khutse Game Reserve, the Central Kalahari’s southern appendage. As I went I began slowly to reconcile myself with my return to the world. By the time I moved beyond the Tropic of Capricorn, any lingering regrets that the journey was coming to an end had given way to the joy of an adventure fulfilled. Even so, I knew it would not be long before I once again began to long for the roar of lions and the silences of Kalahari nights. AH
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THE SAN

Although the Central Kalahari Game Reserve was originally set up to protect the San, they were forced to leave by Botswana’s government in 1997, which claimed the reason was to protect wildlife and enable the government to provide services for San communities. Critics argued the move was because diamonds had been discovered in the reserve. Whatever the reason, the San won a court challenge in 2006 and were allowed to return.
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DIRECTIONS

Start // Rakops

End // Lethlakeng

Distance // 746 miles (1200km)

Getting there // Maun airport (130 miles/210km northwest of Rakops) has flights to Johannesburg as well as domestic connections with Gaborone and Kasane.

Where to stay // There are two luxury lodges in the reserve – Kalahari Plains Camp and Tau Pan Camp – but you’ll spend most nights camping.

What to take // A 4WD vehicle equipped with camping equipment. The nearest petrol stations are at Rakops and Lethlakeng. Also carry at least three full jerrycans of additional fuel – sandy tracks mean you’ll use up a lot.

More info // To arrange vehicle hire, campsite bookings and a satellite phone, contact www.drivebotswana.com.
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settling in for the night in the Reserve
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MORE LIKE THIS 
DESERT DRIVES

TANAMI TRACK, AUSTRALIA

Australia’s Outback has endless ways to cross the desert, but the Tanami is a classic. Beginning 12 miles (20km) north of Alice Springs in Australia’s Red Centre, it’s paved only for the first 198 miles (315km), as far as the Tilmouth Roadhouse. Thereafter, the reasonably well-maintained gravel track (which is sometimes impassable after rain and should only be attempted in a 4WD) passes through remote indigenous communities, such as Yuendemu, and hundreds of kilometres of desert terrain, passing isolated desert massifs and cattle stations en route. It begins in the Northern Territory and ends in Western Australia, and is best driven from June to September.

Start // Alice Springs

End // Halls Creek

Distance // 643 miles (1035km)

NAMIB DESERT, NAMIBIA

You could drive the paved road between the two coastal Namibian towns of Lüderitz and Walvis Bay, but the more direct route, across Sperrgebiet National Park and the dune fields of the Namib Desert is far more adventurous. Coastways Tours Lüderitz (www.coastways.com.na) offers guided expeditions across this otherwise inaccessible route. This is one of the most beautiful and challenging desert routes on the planet, crossing as it does the world’s oldest desert and with very few passable tracks. Where the dunes meet the Atlantic Ocean at Sandwich Bay is one of Africa’s most beautiful corners. It’s a six-day epic and one of the most dramatic desert crossings in the world.

Start // Lüderitz

End // Walvis Bay

Distance // 466 miles (750km)

DAKAR RALLY, SOUTH AMERICA

Since concerns over terrorism and conflicts in North Africa caused the race to be shifted to South America in 2008, the Dakar has taken in Argentina, Chile’s Atacama Desert and the salt pans of Bolivia, although the route changes every year. The race itself is strictly for professionals only but the route can be driven at other times by anyone with a reliable vehicle, plenty of time and a strong sense of adventure. Full route descriptions are available online, allowing drivers to pick and choose the routes that best suit their time and vehicles. The sections that most capture the spirit of the trans-Saharan crossing that defined the old Paris-Dakar Rally (the Sahara remains off-limits) are those in the Atacama Desert, the driest desert on Earth.

Start/End // Buenos Aires

Distance // 5776 miles (9295km)
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the Atacama Desert in Chile forms part of the Dakkar Rally’s new route
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FIT FOR A KING: JEBEL HAFEET

It’s one of the world’s best driving roads and not by accident; it was built for an emir who wanted maximum fun driving up to his palace.
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Coming into land at Abu Dhabi airport during the night, the thought momentarily crosses my mind that the aircraft is being guided in by the seemingly endless yellow dotted lines that crisscross the blackness of the desert below. But no, these lines are just roads – roads with street lighting for hundreds of kilometres of nothingness. I guess this is one of the perks of having as much energy as you want from the oil and gas that flow from the ground here in the United Arab Emirates.

Next morning I’m out on those roads, heading for the border city of Al Ain where the ruling dynasty of Abu Dhabi comes from. Sheik Zayed still has a palace out there, although the capital of the Emirate is now in Abu Dhabi itself. I imagine he actually has more than one palace in Al Ain, but one of them is just outside town on the mountain and that’s the one I’m headed for. Or rather the road that leads to it.

It’s not very often that you get a chance to ride what many have called the world’s best motorcycle (and driving) road, and I’m a bit breathless in expectation, although that would be partly from the 40°C (104°F) heat. I am also a bit confused, which is why I end up back at the airport instead of on the Al Ain road. This is all my fault; the Arabic/English signposting is relatively good. I turn the big beast of a BMW K 1300 S around again and find the correct turn.
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the Remah Desert, Al Ain



The signposting informs me that there is a 120km/h (74½mph) speed limit, but when he handed the bike over to me this morning, the bloke from the motorcycle hire company told me that the radar cameras give 20km/h (12mph) leeway. And seeing that this hire company will be wearing any radar camera speeding fines I accumulate on my borrowed bike, I’m prepared to believe him.

One thing you don’t need to worry about on the six-lane freeway is trucks as they have their own freeway off to the north. You can just see them thundering through the desert. However, you do need to worry about the local drivers who whistle past at 200km/h (124mph) and then suddenly slam on the brakes as soon as a speed camera looms.

I stop for fuel, and one of the drivers who is filling up a 4WD saunters over and says, ‘What are you doing here?’ It turns out that he is a subscriber to my magazine, Australian Motorcyclist, and one of the 92% of the population of Abu Dhabi who are not native. He grins. ‘You’re a brave man. My bike is safely back in Adelaide; the traffic’s a bit too aggressive here for me. Not to mention the camels,’ he adds. ‘The fences don’t mean anything to those buggers.’

Suitably warned, I continue at near enough to 200km/h (124mph) except when I see a speed camera, where I join the locals in their crazed braking manoeuvres. I am having fun. Already. Al Ain comes into view, and I turn off to the Green Mubazzarah, an oasis at the foot of the mountain. Alongside is the beginning of the Jebel Hafeet road; a ‘mere’ 11.7km (7 mile) snake of beautifully designed, outstandingly flat and smooth tar. It has between 21 and 60 corners, depending on whom you believe, and I swallow hard before I turn the throttle and release the clutch to liberate the big BMW’s 173 horsepower. Whoops – the rear tyre leaves a black line on the road; this bike does not have such soft luxuries as traction control. And we’re off.

“The German company that built this marvellous road did a superb job, the corners are occasionally tight but the surface is near enough to perfect”

I snick the bike into second gear, then up into third. BMW motorcycle gearboxes sometimes come in for criticism, but this one certainly cooperates when you really make it work hard. Despite thinking that I would count the corners, I forget about them almost as soon as the first one looms. The German company that built this marvellous road did a superb job; the corners are occasionally tight, but the radius is always consistent and the surface is near enough to perfect. The Mini Club of Dubai comes here on weekends to run hill climbs, but I can’t imagine that this road would be nearly as much fun on four wheels.

Swinging from side to side is exhilarating and I push the bike harder and harder, so confident that my heartbeat stays slow and steady. Until a small truck comes the other way around a curve in my lane. It’s the first vehicle I’ve seen on the mountain, and its sudden arrival right in my cornering line gives my heart all the workout anybody could ask for. He’s not changing lanes for me, and braking is pointless, so I take advantage of the sticky tyres and get out of his way and back onto my line. A quick nervous laugh and I’m back into it.

I pass the exit to the hotel and soon afterwards I roll out into a large parking lot, near the top of the mountain. The smallish-looking palace is a little higher, and I suspect that strange motorcyclists from Australia are probably not among their usual guests. No biggie. I roll back down the road to the hotel and check in. My room has expansive views of the vast desert, and once it’s dark I’ll sit at the floor-to-ceiling window with a gin and tonic and admire those yellow dotted lines heading for the horizon. But for now I’m only interested in getting back out onto that road, and nothing else.

I ride the Jebel Hafeet road again, down and then up and then down again. I time my runs, though I’m not going to reveal my time here because I’m hardly a gun. But I sure felt like one. Is this the best motorcycle road in the world? Who cares. It’s the best for now. PT
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OFF THE ROAD

Keep in mind that you are in Arabia, the heart of the Muslim world. There are ways to get around Muhammad’s prohibition of alcohol while respecting it in spirit – by staying in a Western-owned and -run hotel, for instance. But you may need to scour the bazaars of Al Ain to find yourself a suitably demure swimming costume, perhaps a pair of voluminous board shorts which, when worn with a t-shirt, will pass scrutiny in the hotel pool.
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DIRECTIONS

Start/End // Abu Dhabi

Distance // 108 miles (175km) to the Green Mubazzarah, 7 miles (11.7km) to the top of Jebel Hafeet

Getting there // Fly in to either Abu Dhabi or Dubai.

When to drive // It’s always hot. But choose winter if you can. Temperatures are likely to be below 30°C (86°F) and the chance of precipitation is only 10%.

Where to stay // The Mercure Grand on the mountain.

What to take // A hot weather riding suit. BMW’s Venting Suit combines netting with nano-crystal heat reflection.

Formalities // Visas are available online.

Vehicle hire // Motorcycle and car rental is available in both Dubai and Abu Dhabi, but easier in the former.

Detours // It’s not exactly a detour, but the ride down from Dubai is only about 93 miles (150km).
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negotiating the switchbacks of the Al Ain Road
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MORE LIKE THIS 
STATEMENT DRIVES

ROUTE DE TOURINI, FRANCE

Often listed as one of the most dangerous roads in the world, the Route is nothing of the kind – if you are careful. But not everyone is careful, especially the drivers of the Monte Carlo Rally, whose supercars have knocked the ends off the typical French stone balustrades that guard the drop to the valley. Thirty-four hairpins take you up 1604 metres to the top of the pass, where three hotels wait to help you calm your pulse. The Hôtel Les Trois Vallées has walls full of photos from the Monte Carlo Rally; while there is a warning that the road may close in winter, this doesn’t seem to apply to rallyists whose cars are often depicted up to the windows in snow. Unfortunately, you’ll have little chance to enjoy the outstanding scenery along this section of the D2566, because if you don’t pay constant attention to the road it will justify its reputation in the most unfortunate manner.

Start // Sospel

End // Col de Turini

Distance // 15 miles (25km)

DEATH VALLEY, CALIFORNIA, USA

So named for good reason, Death Valley is a punishing, barren place, harsh, hot and lifeless, littered with ghost towns and abandoned mines that tell of the human struggle to survive here. Yet a drive through this National Park also reveals a place spectacularly alive with natural wonders: ‘singing’ sand dunes, water-sculpted canyons, mysteriously itinerant desert boulders, volcanic craters and palm-shaded oases. From the expansive salt pans of Badwater to the bizarre stately desert home of Scotty’s Castle (closed for renovations at time of writing), this journey – as the World’s tallest thermometer at Baker will show – is likely a rather warm one, so stock up with plenty of water and make sure your car has reliable air-con.

Start // Baker, San Bernadino County

End // Scotty’s Castle

Distance // 380 miles (610km)

THE SWISS ALPS

The Alps are both a blessing and a burden when it comes to tripping around Switzerland. The soul-stirring views are stupendous, but you have to go over, around or through one mountain to reach the next. Starting in Arosa and finishing in Zermatt, this drive itself is one long feast of scenery, via thrilling hairpins and past lovely lakes, mountain-clinging countryside and rugged wilderness, but exceptional stop-offs include Andermatt in Uri canton, which is at the crossroads of four major Alpine passes and thus a terrific base for hiking and cycling. And you’ll need to get out of the car for the real jaw-droppers: the cable-cars to the 360-degree, 200-peak panorama from the 2970m Schilthorn, and likewise from Fiesch to properly view the 14-mile (23km) swirl of ice that is the Aletsch Glacier. And then, to finish, there’s the train ride from Täsch into car-free Zermatt, which presents your first magical close-up of the one-of-a-kind Matterhorn.

Start // Arosa

End // Zermatt

Distance // 382 miles (612km)
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overlooking a tranquil Alpine lake towards Switzerland’s fearsome Matterhorn
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PASSING OVER THE PANORAMA ROUTE

Tracing a path up and over South Africa’s Drakensburg Escarpment, this is a journey with an abundance of geological wonders and gold-rush sites en route.
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The Panorama Route starts not with a bang but a whimper. As the buildings of Hoedspruit disappear in the rear-view window, the prospect at the end of the car bonnet seems initially uninspiring: a landscape flat and featureless under low cloud. Things soon pick up. Fields of orange, mango and avocado flash by, and signposts to private game reserves make a detour compelling.

I resist, though – the clouds lift and I’m encouraged on by a glimpse of the route to come: the dark peaks of the Drakensburg Escarpment loom ahead, towering over the plains of Mpulamunga. At its base, the Panorama Route gets interesting. The road zigzags up through the rocks, the milky brown waters of the Olifants River churning its way downstream. My ears pop as I near the summit.

Emerging through Abel Erasmus Pass, I arrive at a plateau as flat as the plains below. Donkeys and long-horned cows nibble at the grass verges, nonchalant to passing cars. Alarmingly long-toothed baboons stake out roadside stalls selling jewellery, clay pots and fruit, pondering a smash-and-grab.

The Three Rondavels is where the Panorama Route begins to earn its stripes. It marks the starting point of a canyon 16 miles (26km) long and 400m deep, the third largest in the world. When I arrive, the mist entirely obscures the view, drifting and tumbling over the canyon’s sides in ghostly fashion. Patience, it seems, is a virtue on the route. Soon, the first panorama is unveiled: the granite pinnacles of the Three Rondavels rise up from the valley floor, the dark green slug of the Blyde River winding around them.

Back in the car, I continue over the plateau on a road that follows the canyon. I plough in and out of low clouds, the cliff face and the prospect of a plunge to the valley floor to my left occasionally obscured, and emerge into patches of sunlight, the pink flowers of the roadside jacaranda trees dazzling in the afternoon sun.
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cloud covers Blyde River Canyon



“On a really clear day at God’s Window you can see the beaches of Mozambique, 93 miles away”

Every couple of miles there is a stop, another view to wonder at. At Bourke’s Luck Potholes (named after one Thomas Bourke whose schemes to make his fortune prospecting for gold here ended in ignominious failure), a series of cascades tumble over smooth, orange rocks. Anorak-clad visitors toss coins into deep pools for good luck – perhaps fruitlessly given the site’s namesake.

The waterfalls gain in superlatives as I head south: rainbows form at the base of the Berlin Falls (45 metres) and Lisbon Falls (90 metres), while at Pinnacle Rock, water spills off the cliff-face and into the trees below, looping its way round a spike of quartzite that rises 30 metres from the valley floor.

The view at God’s Window is, aptly, the most spectacular. Noting the signs to ‘Please keep God’s Window clean’, I make my way to the viewpoint along a rain-sodden path. The sides of the canyon, steeped in ferns and aloe vera, plummet to the forest floor, mist hovering over the canopy. Among the trees lurk klipspringers, bush babies, kudu, perhaps a leopard or two. On a really clear day, you can see the beaches of Mozambique, 93 miles (150km) away.

Beyond the town of Graskop, where most visitors along the route park their cars and motorbikes for pancakes, biltong and souvenir fridge magnets, the attractions of the Panorama Route take on a more cultural bent. There is one final waterfall – the single plume of water that makes up Mac Mac Falls, named after the Scottish gold prospectors who flooded the area when the metal was first discovered in the 1850s. A mile downstream, the waters form a series of natural bathing pools.

The road from here winds over low hills, through pine and eucalyptus forests, and passes a spot that changed the region’s – and South Africa’s – fortunes forever. One day in 1873, Alec ‘Wheelbarrow’ Patterson struck gold at Lone Peach Tree Creek. Within months, a gold rush had started – the surrounding fields were soon home to 1500 chancers, all hoping to make it big.

The town of Pilgrim’s Rest grew up around the mines as the birthplace of South Africa’s gold-mining industry.
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