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After working for many years as a model and actress in Paris and

New York, Aleksandra encountered the San people of Namibia on

her travels, and initially thought she needed to ‘save’ them.

However, after sitting down and talking to them, she realised that

the opposite had happened.

ow can I begin to tell the story of the Ju/’Hoansi-San

people? There are so many stories to tell, and they

are the original storytellers. They have hunted and

gathered for centuries, and they have left a long

legacy of taking responsibility for the natural world

around them, which they understand to be their provider.

The San have always been survivors who adapt against the odds, and

perhaps this is partly due to their exemplary ethos of sharing

everything they have with each other. For they believe that if we

share, we will have enough.



THE JU/’HOANSI-SAN PEOPLE OF THE NYAE NYAE

The country that we now call Namibia was settled by hunter-

gatherers at least 100,000 years ago. This may have only recently

been proven by scientists thanks to archaeological discoveries, but

the few hunter-gatherers that still remain have always been aware

of their ancestry. Now known as bushmen or the San, their ancestors

were Namibia’s very first citizens and they are part of one of the

oldest tribes on Earth. Experts say we can still find traces of the

oldest relatives of modern man in their genes.

Most people have heard of the Maasais, the Zulus, and many other

San hunters stalking prey using bows and poisoned arrows ©Christian Boix



indigenous groups across Africa but, for some reason, the San

are often overlooked. Perhaps some people prefer to forget that

the San were once classified as animals; that they were showcased in

museums; that they were hunted for sport, trapped and abused.

San children playing together ©Christian Boix



A San tribesman prepares a freshly caught animal for consumption

©Aleksandra Ørbeck-Nilsen

San people set off with poles used to hook and retrieve porcupines or

spring hares from their deep burrows ©Christian Boix



There are 2,300 Ju/’Hoansi-San living in the Nyae Nyae

Conservancy – a semi-desert region covered by thorn bush that is

located in part of an area, formerly known as Bushmanland, that was

used to segregate ethnic groups during Apartheid.

Due to a rapidly developing world, today the San are arguably

considered to be the most marginalised group in Southern Africa and

are squeezed into 10% of their former territory. They live in extreme

poverty and have been forced away from their original lands as a

result of illegal land grabbing, leaving the San unable to survive in

their traditional way. It used to be easy for the San women to gather

when they could move from place to place, but nowadays the

https://www.porini.com/kenya/safari-tours-kenya/recommended-safaris/twiga-safari/


resources in their area do not have enough time to replenish, and the

community is in competition with the elephants over the little food

that is available. As a result, food security is generally quite low in

San communities, and not many youths gain a basic education, so

illiteracy and unemployment rates are very high.

The majority of the children living in this isolated region don’t have a

bright future, and the health status of the San is undoubtedly linked

to their low socio-economic status, as their life expectancy – at just

48 years – is 22% lower than the national average. These may all

be sad facts, but the San are not sad people. On the contrary, they are

great, and I feel lucky to learn from them.

If you are someone who adds baobab powder to your smoothie,

follows a Banting diet, or tries to focus more on the now and owning

less, then you are already following in the footsteps of the San

without even necessarily knowing it. Ancient knowledge is catching

up with us in a modern context, and there is a reverse trend towards

a simpler way of life. But the San are already experts in this field.



A San game that involves enacting a mirror image of your opponent

©Christian Boix

A San tribal dance around the fire ©Jarrod Kyte



To find out more about working with San, continue

reading below the advert

The San people are the original hunter-gatherers of Africa ©Harald

Pokeiser

http://flyairlink.com/llnp?utm_source=http%3A%2F%2Fflyairlink.com%2Fllnp&utm_medium=Africa%20Geo%20Online%20Mag%20Ad&utm_campaign=Lodge%20Link%20ad


A BAREFOOT SOLUTION

When I first went to Africa, I was like many travellers in that I

wanted to help. But when I met the San people, I realised that the

opposite had happened. They had saved me from my poverty of

perception and opened my eyes to how much we can all teach each

other. What they may lack in material wealth, they more than make

up for in richness of spirit.

I started to realise that the western perception of Africa is creating

more limitations than possibilities. For many years westerners have

been arrogantly trying to change people’s lives without actually

including them in the decision-making process.

http://www.wildfrontiers.com/walking-safaris/


This inspired me to upgrade the traditional outreach approach to

encourage inter-dependency so that both parties give and receive.

We need knowledge exchange and communication to all be able to

live happily in this world, and it’s important for everyone to teach

and be taught.

Cultural tourism involves profiting from indigenous communities

by offering tourists a chance to see how the locals live. However, in

many cases the tour operators are getting richer from this initiative,

while the local people and their culture is becoming poorer. If

cultural tourism is the only future that awaits, it’s understandable

why school drop-out rates and alcohol abuse is rife in some

indigenous communities.

A San tribesman bends down to talk with Aleksandra ©Harald Pokeiser



Aleksandra sitting around the fire talking to the tribesmen ©Harald

Pokeiser

A skilled San tracker shares his knowledge with Aleksandra ©Louis

Libenberg



However, there are ways to share the stories, dreams, ideas and

experiences of African tribes without compromising their lifestyle or

pride. At Nanofasa Conservation Trust we believe that ancient

knowledge can create modern-day work opportunities. Nanofasa is a

non-profit trust in Namibia that was established in Norway in 2011

and that aims to empower the ancient San communities living next to

conservation areas to protect wildlife while maintaining and

celebrating their culture.

Nanofasa means ‘nature never jumps’ and, together with the San

people, the organisation works to ensure healthy and productive

interactions between nature, culture and communities to conserve

http://www.nanofasa.com/
http://www.jacislodges.co.za/accommodation/jacis-safari-lodge


biodiversity and ecosystems for a sustainable future.

The Chinese proverb goes: “Give a man a fish and you feed him for a

day; teach him how to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.” However,

what happens if you do not need to teach a man a skill because he

has all the skills he needed for thousands of years, until modernity

took away many of his possibilities to live off the land? Give a man a

job he does not like and there will be little success. However, if

you give him the resources he needs to make his skills and

knowledge useful again, you then have a sustainable model at hand.

Nanofasa provides San people with the opportunity to become

qualified trackers, traditional teachers, guides, and botanists,

then assist the Nanofasa research team in ensuring that their

surrounding environment thrives. The San people have passed

invaluable skills from generation to generation, and Nanofasa’s

Barefoot Academy empowers individuals in their area of expertise.



Two women from very different cultures connect with each other

©Harald Pokeiser

The team at Nanofasa ©Nanofasa Conservation Trust

http://www.nanofasa.com/


To find out what we can learn from the San, continue

reading below the advert

THE MORAL OF THE STORY

The Ju/’Hoansi-San have shown

me that nature needs people and

that people need nature. Their

intrinsic understanding of this

symbiosis is why we decided to

run Nanofasa based on a

model where the San are

responsible for leading the way

to sustainability.

Learning about the San ©Harald Pokeiser

http://africageo.com/5014
http://africageographic.com/travel/tailor-made-safaris/


For true development to take

place, we need to nurture, protect

and preserve not only our natural

environment and wildlife, but

also our people, their culture and

customs. Local communities are

the key to a sustainable future.

Nanofasa wishes to assist in the battle against poverty and

discrimination by facilitating projects that are initiated by the San

communities, grounded in their participation and driven forward by

the local people themselves.

We need to start working with communities and natural areas within

Africa that have stories to tell – stories that will make outsiders want

to contribute. We do not have to sell Africa and all its contents; we

can tell its stories so that they can continue to be written for

generations to come.

We can switch our phones to silent, rewild our perceptions and roar

together as one. The tracks are already there, but we have to read

them and choose which direction to take. And I choose to leave

tracks alongside the San, with the hope of heading together towards

a sustainable future.

http://africageo.com/5015
http://africageo.com/5016


To find out more about this week’s author, continue

reading below the advert

Working towards a sustainable future with the San people ©Harald

Pokeiser

Following in the footsteps of the San ©Louis Libenberg



About the author

Aleksandra Ørbeck-Nilssen is a

26-year-old viking from

Norway. She is the founder and

CEO of Nanofasa Conservation

Trust, and has a heart that is

dedicated to Namibian

communities and wildlife

conservation.

 

After working many years as a model and actress at an international

level in Paris and New York, Aleksandra chose to settle in Africa. She

now works to protect the remaining wilderness in Namibia – the

home of giant trees, endangered wildlife, and the ancient San tribe.
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There's something magical about Namibia - something in its arid

desolation - that makes it so enticing for travellers who wish to

take the road less travelled. And in this gallery, co-owners Emil

von Maltitz and Nick van de Wiel of Nature’s Light Photography

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled

http://www.natureslight.co.za/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/archive


Tours and Workshops aim to show just what lies behind Namibia's

famous facade.

   

Navigation: Click on the 'Next’ or ‘Back’ buttons above

each image to see this gallery that showcases the lesser

explored beauty in the south of the Namibia.

    

Head to the last page to find out more about the photographers

and Nature's Light Photography Tours and Workshops.

http://www.natureslight.co.za/
http://www.natureslight.co.za/
http://www.jacislodges.co.za/safari/specialized-birding-safari-with-martin-benadie-trevor-hardaker
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Emil von Maltitz (left) and Nick van de Wiel (right), co-owners of Nature’s Light Photography

Tours and Workshops

About the co-authors

Emil von Maltitz and Nick van de Wiel run Nature’s Light

Photography Tours and Workshops, which takes participants to

Southern Africa’s most iconic photography locations. A small

instructor-to-client ratio provides hands-on instruction about

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/less-travelled-road-namibia/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/less-travelled-road-namibia/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/less-travelled-road-namibia/
http://www.natureslight.co.za/
http://www.natureslight.co.za/
http://www.natureslight.co.za/
http://www.natureslight.co.za/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/archive


wildlife and landscape photography, and teaches amateurs not

only how to get great shots while on tour, but how to also develop

skills that can be put into practice independently afterwards.

   In their repertoire of fantastic expeditions, anyone who loved this

gallery will be pleased to know that they do indeed offer an annual

13-day landscape photography workshop to Namibia. So pack your

passport and get ready to hit the road with them!

http://www.natureslight.co.za/13-day-composing-the-dunes---namibia.html
http://www.wildfrontiers.com/walking-safaris/
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©Emil von Maltitz, Nature’s Light Photography Tours and Workshops

Images of Kolmanskop tend to feature in most major photographic

competitions. The combination of abandoned buildings painted in

bright pastel shades, slowly being eroded by the wind and

colonised by the sands, makes for some incredible imagery.

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled
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   Obtaining a permit in advance also allows photographers to

access the town outside of normal tour operation times. This

means that it is possible to wander around the decaying sand-filled

rooms even before the sun rises. When the sun does finally crest

over the lip of the dunes, you are already in place to capture the

interplay of warm light against the weathered doors and walls of

the abandoned homes. The town is so eerily quiet that even though

you are working with a group of photographers, when you do come

across someone, it's easy to get a fright if you bump into each

other. Wherever you move, there is really only the sound of the

wind as it inexorably eats away at the dry timber and worn cement

walls, causing window frames to creak and bang, and sand to

whistle through gaps in the ceilings.

   Kolmanskop is truly a photographer’s playground. It actually

makes sense to visit twice so that you can return with a better idea

of what there is to see and photograph. There seems to be such a

plethora of possible subjects - from the delicately peeling paint to

the eery corridors of the school and hospital - that just a single trip

to the town can leave people feeling frustrated at not having

enough time to capture it all.

http://africageo.com/5014
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©Nick van de Wiel, Nature’s Light Photography Tours and Workshops

The long B2 highway that stretches between Seeheim and Luderitz

runs alongside a railway line that was first constructed in 1908 by

the inmates of the concentration camp on Shark Island in Luderitz.

Over the last few years, sporadic reconstruction has started in

order to potentially connect the coalmines in Botswana to a port

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled

http://www.natureslight.co.za/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/archive


on the Atlantic coast. What this means for the traveller is that

there are now several extremely photogenic railway houses that lie

abandoned on the side of the still disused line.

   Between these solitary and crumbling outposts of humanity lies a

vast expanse of the desert. It is easy to underestimate the fact that

simply travelling down this highway is an extraordinary experience

in itself. You don’t need to visit the tourist hotspots to be left in

awe of this magical Southern African destination. Simply take a

drive down one of these lonely roads and find beauty in the vast

solitude.
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©Nick van de Wiel, Nature’s Light Photography Tours and Workshops

Once you take the road less travelled in Namibia, it doesn’t really

matter where you roam - it's more a question of when. Summer is

too hot and winter tends to present cloudless skies. For landscape

photography, spring or autumn make for more dramatic cumulus-

dotted skies and the potential for the first rains. The result is

kaleidoscopic sunsets and incredible afternoons with purple skies

and bright yellow grasslands. Colours dance in the sky and shift in

the space of mere minutes. You’ll find yourself desperate to stop

along the roadside to capture the incredible light before it

disappears!

   In fact the D707, which is the lesser travelled route between

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/airlink-9/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/airlink-9/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/airlink-9/
http://www.natureslight.co.za/
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Sesriem and Aus, invites drivers to stop every couple of kilometres.

Whether it's the dunes, an enormous windmill, the lonely stretches

of road or a wandering chameleon that attracts your attention, you

are likely to require a lot more time on your journey than you may

expect.

   Speed of travel has little to do with the state of the road itself, as

the dirt roads in Namibia are extraordinarily well maintained. At

some point in your trip you will probably come across a grading

team, which literally spends day and night grading and smoothing

the road. The speed limit tends to be about 100km/h but you'll

have no problem reaching this on most roads, even in a small

sedan. Do be sure to still practice safe driving practices, especially

when on sand.
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©Emil von Maltitz, Nature’s Light Photography Tours and Workshops

Namibia has an extremely small population considering its

enormous size. With just over 2.3 million people residing in an

area of 825,615km² , it is possible to travel for hundreds of

kilometres without actually seeing anybody. But, when you do

have the chance to meet one of the locals, they are invariably

friendly!

   However, being a country that is familiar with having

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/yearbook/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/yearbook/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/yearbook/
http://www.natureslight.co.za/
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international visitors does mean that, no matter how far you might

wander down the road less travelled, people are usually keen to

negotiate a price if you wish to photograph them. Be prepared for

this, particularly if you plan to photograph traditional tribesmen,

such as the Himba in the north or the Herero in the south. The

advice that we try to give people is to engage with locals and show

courtesy and respect. You're then likely to receive it in return.

https://www.porini.com/kenya/safari-tours-kenya/recommended-safaris/twiga-safari/
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©Emil von Maltitz, Nature’s Light Photography Tours and Workshops

With most visitors justifiably choosing to spend a lot of their time

in Namibia in the dunes or national parks, it is easy to forget that

this Southern African country has a lot more to offer. The coastal

ports, for example, are often overlooked. Despite the fact that

Namibia’s coastline stretches some 1,572km, there are only two

actual ports - Luderitz and Walvis Bay. Both have a vibrant fishing

community and, further north, the small town of Hentiesbaai is

also an important fishing location that attracts Namibian and

international fishermen alike for its shoreline opportunities.

   Thanks to its port, the town of Luderitz makes for some

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/airlink-9/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/airlink-9/
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interesting photographic opportunities that seem a world away

from what people usually expect of Namibia. The coastal town has

also recently been put on the map thanks to the Chris Benz

Luderitz Speed Challenge, which sees windsurfers from around the

world gather in an attempt to break windsurfing speed records

every November.

http://africageographic.com/yearbook-2016/
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©Emil von Maltitz, Nature’s Light Photography Tours and Workshops

Luderitz is a small port town that was the entry point of European

settlers and is now distinctly German in flavour. Its existence is, in

large part, thanks to the Atlantic fish stocks and the insatiable

human desire for diamonds. However, now the town offers other

reasons to visit, and hosts photographic gems, such as the

lighthouse to the south and the harbour itself. It is also worth

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/yearbook/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-123/gallery-namibias-road-less-travelled/ag-mag-gallery/image/yearbook/
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taking the boat ride out to an island colonised by penguins and the

interesting drive to Diaz Point, where the Portuguese explorer,

Bartolomeu Dias, landed in 1488.

http://africageo.com/5014
http://africageo.com/5015
http://africageo.com/5016
http://www.iabsa.net/
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©Nick van de Wiel, Nature’s Light Photography Tours and Workshops

Namibia is full of wild surprises! While driving along the

seemingly endless roads in the south, you’ll have to watch out for

desert chameleons. They can regularly be seen crossing the road,

allowing you the opportunity to grab a photoshoot with these

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled
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amazing creatures. You are also likely to be able to take photos of a

variety of antelope on the roadside, or the iconic wild horses of

Aus, which roam in the fenceless semi-desert to the west of the

town.

http://www.wildfrontiers.com/walking-safaris/
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©Emil von Maltitz, Nature’s Light Photography Tours and Workshops

Something that is all too easy to forget in our busy lives is the

majesty of the night sky. But thanks to its small population and

wide open spaces, Namibia is one of the best places in the world to

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled
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view the night sky.

   A panoply of stars opens up as the sun sinks below the horizon.

The Milky Way stretches like a river of twinkling lights, which can

be easily seen thanks to the complete lack of light pollution. Armed

with a tripod and a camera, this setting is perfect for

astrophotography thanks to the clarity of the air and the sheer

brilliance of the stars.

   Standing beneath this celestial ceiling, you quickly fall in love

with Namibia and all that it has to offer. This is not a country that

you merely visit; it’s a country to which you return again and

again.
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©Emil von Maltitz, Nature’s Light Photography Tours and Workshops

Standing like an army of sentinels on rocks that are reminiscent of

fairytale ramparts are the quiver trees of southern Namibia. The

quiver tree, otherwise known as the kokerboom in Afrikaans, is

found in the arid zone to the edge of the Kalahari Desert in

Botswana, South Africa and Namibia. However, the most arguably

Gallery: Namibia’s Road Less Travelled
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striking quiver trees are predominantly located on the hilltops

near Keetmanshoop. It is here that they seem to amass like a

Euphorbia army that stands proud on every hill.

   Many travellers sadly miss out on seeing these incredible trees,

but for the landscape photographer they are an amazing source of

inspiration. To us at Nature's Light, they appear like skeletons

rising from the rocky ground; their limbs stretching towards the

sky as if in supplication. For that reason I often find myself

photographing them in black and white, so that their branches

appear bleached against the dark sky.

   The golden colour of the quiver trees positively glows at sunrise

and sunset when the sky turns vivid orange, and this is a sight not

to be missed, especially as visiting the trees is relatively simple.

Several farms that are dotted around Keetmanshoop allow access

and accommodation to travellers wishing to pay these trees a visit,

and it is a great way to break up a long journey to other

destinations in the country. It makes for a surreal photographic

stopover, especially as the rock formations alone look as if a giant

creature has stacked great blocks in leaning towers. The Giant’s

Playground is one area in particular where visitors can see brown

igneous rocks scattered in formations as far as the eye can see. The

landscape and the vegetation are truly bizarre and a constant

source of photographic material.

http://www.natureslight.co.za/
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©Emil von Maltitz, Nature’s Light Photography Tours and Workshops

For a truly off-the-beaten-track experience of Namibia, nothing

quite compares to watching the world go by from the sky. Most

towns have a small dirt airstrip from which small Cessnas operate.

In the more touristy centres there is usually also the option to take

a hot air balloon ride over the edge of the desert, allowing one to

experience both the enormity and the silence of the dunes in one

extraordinary experience.

   We personally are in our element when there is the opportunity

to use a small helicopter, like those that operate from Sesriem.

From a photographic point of view helicopters are by far the best
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way to photograph the Namibian landscape, as they fly relatively

low and slowly, unlike the considerably faster single-prop Cessnas.

This makes composition simpler and more accurate, as well as

allowing the photographer to really absorb the iconic Namibian

landscape. As an added advantage, the doors of some helicopters

can be removed, meaning that you don’t have to shoot through

scratched plexiglass.
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