
Tarred roads all the way with fuel, food and beds. 
Saddling up for the Spice Island is easier than you think, 
says JD van Zyl 
Photography by JD van Zyl

Zanzibar    calling
“A

RE YOU OUT 
OF YOUR 
BLOODY 
MIND?” THE 
BURLY 
UNIFORMED 

MAN SEEMED TRULY AGHAST. I ONLY 
MANAGED TO CRACK A WRY SMILE. “TO 
ZANZIBAR?” HE ASKED IN AN 
INCREDULOUS TONE, AS IF TO SUGGEST 
THAT OUR INTENDED TRIP COULD BE 
LIKENED TO A VOYAGE TO JUPITER’S 
SECOND MOON. I NODDED. “ON 
MOTORBIKES?” AGAIN THAT AIR OF 
WILD DISBELIEF. I NODDED IN 
AFFIRMATION AND SMILED NERVOUSLY, 
SUDDENLY STARTING TO DOUBT 
WHETHER WE WILL, IN FACT, BE ABLE 
TO SWALLOW THE ADVENTURE-CHUNK 
THAT WE HAD BITTEN OFF. 

Three weeks later, we knew just how very 
mistaken the official at the Botswana border 
had been: riding to the famous and fragrant 
Spice Island on motorcycles is as 
straightforward and safe as riding from Cape 
Town to Johannesburg. But I am getting 

ahead of myself.

Our trip to Zanzibar – five countries, 20 days, 
a shade less than 6 000 kilometres – was 
born in the way that many good trips are: 
over a cold Castle. The idea to start a short 
round trip through Botswana, for the heck 
of it, quickly attained a life of its own; roping 
in Zambia, Malawi, Tanzania and Zanzibar 
and, in the process, creating what would be 
the adventure of a lifetime.  After we had 
established a rough route, and set the 
departure date for the winter of 2007, we 
decided to stick to a one-way journey. That 
way we could use our limited days to enjoy 
the trip fully, without spending all our time 
in the saddle. It also gave two other mates 
the opportunity to do the same route in 
reverse, by flying to Zanzibar, collecting the 
bikes and heading south. Our little 
contribution to spreading the adventure 
gospel. 

GOOD AND DRY, WITH EXCEPTIONS
It is best to tackle a journey such as this in 
the winter months. Early mornings often 
have a bite to them, but midday 

temperatures are comfortably warm without 
transforming your jacket into a personal 
sauna. By deciding to travel in July you will 
also miss the heavy summer rains. But, be 
warned, this is peak tourism season for 
many areas, such as the Okavango Delta and 
Zanzibar, so book your accommodation well 
in advance. 

In the middle of July, daytime temperatures 
on the palm-fringed beaches with their 
picture-postcard turquoise waters, peaked at 
30°, not shabby for mid-winter. But don’t 
invite me there for one of its singeing 
summers. Unless the deal includes a splash 
pool filled with cool water and even cooler 
babes, that is. Icy Kilimanjaro lagers on the 
side, thanks.

And so it was, on the fourth of July, that my 
best friend, Michael, and I set of from Jozi on 
our Independence Day journey, the front 
wheels of our Honda Varadero and Honda 
TransAlp collectively turned in the direction 
of the Botswana border crossing at Pioneer 
Gate near Lobatse. From there, we would 
travel along the Trans-Kgalagadi Highway to 

the Okavango Delta before turning east 
towards the Makgadikgadi Pans and, finally, 
heading north for Kasane.

The drenched fertile plains of the Delta were 
the polar opposite of the waterless blue skies 
that stretched out above the wings of the 
charter plane in which we flew from Maun 
to Mapula Lodge. Every year, the Okavango 
Delta floods from the Angolan highlands 
around mid-summer in the north. This 
remarkably clear water reaches the south 
around about NOVEMBER. From 500 
metres, the window of the Cessna in which 
we were sitting created the perfect frame for 
the herds of buffalo, elephant and lechwe 
antelope below.

Over the years, Botswana has adopted a 
high-value, low-volume tourism approach 
to minimise its impact on the environment. 
This has led to the sprouting of numerous 
upmarket lodges that are scattered around 
the Delta, often only reachable by small 
plane. There are, however, cheaper 
campsites within the national parks and 
reserves. Numerous accommodation options 

are also available in Maun, from where you 
can take a scenic flight, or day trip, into the 
delta.

SMOOTH RIDING ALL THE WAY
After two nights at über-luxurious Mapula it 
felt good to head through the sparse 
bushveld again. The tar in Botswana is very 
similar to that in South Africa and, except 
for numerous stretches with reduced speed 
limits, it is possible to maintain a very 
decent cruising speed. Potholes are very 
much present throughout Africa but, on a 
motorcycle, it’s refreshingly easy to avoid 
them: just pick a clear line, open up and 
leave the struggling Landies behind. 

Decent roads continued all the way to Dar 
Es Salaam, where we heaved both Hondas, 
with great difficulty, onto a cargo ship, 
already heavily burdened with bulging bags 
of onions and other, more dubious, fresh 
produce. “This is the only way to get your 
bikes to the island,” the Arabic shipping 
agent told us with much authority as he 
eagerly stashed our American dollars into his 
weather-worn wallet. Great was our 

annoyance, then, when we realised, upon 
arrival in Stone Town, that a ferry the 
equivalent of a flatbed truck travels daily 
between a terminal near the fish market in 
Dar Es Salaam and the island, and that we 
could simply have ridden both bikes on. 
You live and learn.

Generally speaking, the roads leading to the 
harbour city are, in fact, of such decent 
quality that you could complete the trip on 
a Honda Fireblade (if you are a serious iron-
butt-masochist, of course). One major 
exception to this rule is the Zambian stretch 
between Lusaka and Chipata on the 
Malawian border. Here, the potholes are of 
such magnitude that you’re better off 
switching to the road’s gravel shoulder, 
where your only concern is dodging herds of 
livestock, cyclists and a sea of pedestrians. A 
plight much less severe in any person’s 
books than vanishing into one of the tar-
crusted craters, never to be seen again by 
man or beast.

TRUSTY STEEDS
Yet it was on the sub-optimal roads where 
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“The comfortable riding position, plenty 
of low-end torque and decidedly capable 
touring abilities made the Varadero far 
more attractive to me. Michael, on the 

other hand, loved the agility of the 
TransAlp.”

both Hondas came into their own. When we 
kicked the trip off, Michael and I agreed to 
spend equal time on both of the Hondas 
but, very soon, we each gravitated to our 
preferred model. The comfortable riding 
position, plenty of low-end torque and 
decidedly capable touring abilities made the 
Varadero far more attractive to me. Michael, 
on the other hand, loved the agility of the 
TransAlp. 

The Varadero is, by far, the heavier of the 
two (weighing 235 kg) but, on the open road 
– and in the twisties – its weight seems to
disappear, making it a pleasure to lean into
the curves of the mountain passes that mark
northern Malawi. This is a great touring bike
with high windscreen to protect against
wind buffeting, a comfortable saddle that
kept the numb-bum syndrome at bay for the
entire three weeks, and a large 25-litre fuel
tank that will see you through a 400-km
stretch.

On one wickedly rutted gravel stretch of  
90 km, which leads to Cape Maclear in the 
south of Lake Malawi, the Varadero’s 
suspension and sturdy feel greatly impressed 
me. But there is no denying that its weight 
can be cumbersome. Afflicted with crammed 
panniers, top box and a plastic jerrycan 
filled with fuel, riding the bigger Honda 
through sand and technically-difficult 
terrain proved especially challenging. As it 
was, our route only included a minimum of 
off-road riding but plenty of sessions of 
stretched-out tar. For that, I will take the 
Varadero again any day. 

SALTY PLAINS AND STARS APLENTY
An elephant-sized concrete aardvark next to 
the highway was our cue to turn-off towards 
Planet Baobab, and the Afro-chic mud hut 
where we would be spending our night. 

In Africa uncertainty is a given. Time is only 
a guidance, hardly ever exact. What appears 
as hard-nosed fact is really just an 
illustration. “Make sure that you take warm 
clothing for the quad trip into the salt pans 
tomorrow,” our guide said, seriously, “the 
night temperatures are, more or less, not 
colder than 5 or 10 degrees usually.” I rest 
my case.

Criss-crossing the blindingly-white salt-
crusted Makgadikgadi Plain on quads, and 

then spending the night under the stars, was 
an absolute highlight of the trip. “More or 
less” turned out to err towards the ‘less’. The 
night was decidedly frosty, even under layers 
of blankets in the camp beds, but the view of 
the southern skies every time you wake up 
to turn, more than made up for that.

Like Planet Baobab, there is no shortage of 
accommodation establishments near the 
highway, with options that vary from cheap 
backpackers to starched-sheet luxury. 
Opting to stay in guest houses and lodges 
means that you won’t have to lug tents, 
sleeping bags and other camping 
paraphernalia along, which leaves more 
space for the essentials.

BUREAUCRACY, THE AFRICAN WAY
After Makgadikgadi our spirits soared ahead 
of the two Hondas. Nothing could bring us 
down. We were here to conquer the 
continent on our two trusty steeds. But 
nothing can dull an eager spirit quicker than 
African bureaucracy and, at the Zambian 
border crossing in Kazungula, red tape is as 
rife as the faded men flogging currency 
outside of the stuffy office. It’s not that they 
consciously try to make your life difficult 
(we never encountered any outright 
corruption or bribery), it’s just that they do 
things in a very, well, tedious way. 

Go to Counter 3. Pay Carbon Tax. Come 
back. Where is your stamp? Pay Road Levy. 
Get receipt. Queue for currency. Have you 
paid for the ferry? Pay. Pay. Plead. Pray. Let 
me go! It’s not complicated but will suck the 
marrow from your bones.  

The palaver on entering Zambia set the tone 
for the rest of our visit to the country and, 
except for a quick stop at the amazingly-
spectacular and thundering Vic Falls, the 
countryside appeared dull, dreary and 
diseased. Zambia was also the only country 
in which we had fuel issues. At around R14 
per litre you’d expect them to fall over their 
feet to convince you to part with as many of 
your valuable rands as possible. Not so. 

Fuel stations frequently run dry and, even 
when their tanks are full, they often don’t 
sell unleaded. We had lashed two 20-litre 
plastic jerrycans, filled with unleaded, onto 
the back of the bikes in Botswana. But, even 
with the extra supply, on more than one 
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occasion we had no other option than using 
leaded fuel. 

As unimpressed and unamused as Zambia 
left us, so were we in awe of Malawi. Cape 
Maclear is a haven on the edge of Lake 
Malawi and the two islands (Domwe and 
Mumbo) that are both run by Kayak Africa, 
www.kayakafrica.net, could never be done 
justice by any adjectives you throw at them. 
The place is pure magic. 

Perched on a massive granite boulder on the 
crest of the island of Domwe, my chest 
heaving from the exertion that got me there, 
I realised a great truth about Africa that 
again proved true in the rat-infested and 
blood-encrusted back roads of ‘Dar Es Slum’. 
In Europe, you might plan a trip to London, 
Milan and Paris, but in Africa it is very much 
the opposite. The further you steer away 
from the large cities, the better off you’ll be. 
On this continent it is about the colourful 
and kind people, its diverse cultures and the 
scenic beauty. And of that is there is plenty 
going around.

For more on JD and Michael’s ‘Saddling up 
for Zanzibar’ adventure visit www.
crossingafrica.co.za. 

GEARING UP
Choosing the right gear for an extended tour 
is massively important and has a great 
impact on your level of comfort. We decided 
to spend our money on trousers, jackets, 
boots and gloves from Richa Gear (www.
wildatheartadventure.co.za) for three 
reasons: top-notch European quality that 
doesn’t empty your wallet; high safety 

ratings; and versatility. 

Two panniers and a top box are 
excruciatingly small when they also have to 
swallow tools, spares, first-aid supplies and 
more. You simply don’t have the luxury of 
taking more than one jacket. The Orion 
jacket from Richa was the perfect solution 
because of its three different layers that can 
be used in any combination – outer, thermo 
fleece, and waterproof lining. On Zanzibar, 
which was very hot, we simply ditched all 
the linings and just rode with the 
lightweight outer jacket, all the vents 
opened for airflow. 

Very similar criteria made us decide on Arai’s 
popular Tour-X helmets. The styling decals 
didn’t hurt either. Apart from being very 
comfortable (an important point when you 
are going to be wearing a lid for hours on 
end), we really appreciated the effective 
ventilation system.

The South African-developed Leatt-Brace 
(www.leatt-brace.com) was the final 
addition to our biking armour. This brace 
limits extreme head movements, such as 
whiplash. It doesn’t affect you while riding 
and you are hardly aware of it all but, in an 
accident, it helps to prevent serious neck 
and spinal injuries. 

TECHNO AID
Let’s be honest, when you are going to stick 
to the main roads, as we did, there isn’t 
really any need for a GPS. But a device such 
as the Zumo 500 from Garmin that we used 
does have its merits. In the ungodly and 

unfamiliar backstreets of large cities, such as 
Dar Es Salaam and Lusaka, a decent GPS 
system is of enormous value. The Zumo is 
fitted directly to your handlebars with a 
sturdy clamp and has large buttons on the 
touchscreen for easy navigation. 
Supplement the Zumo with the exceedingly 
detailed maps from Tracks4Africa (www.
tracks4africa.co.za) as the maps that are 
regularly available lack the level of 
information that you need. 

Bike-to-bike communication always seemed 
nice to have, but never a compulsory item. 
After the second day on our trip I couldn’t 
imagine how I had managed my entire 
biking life without it. We used the system 
from Autocom (www.saautocom.co.za), 
which impressed us with its clarity, even at 
highway speeds. It helped enormously, not 
having to stop whenever you wanted to 
check something with the other person, and 
also proved to be a valuable safety ally in 
warning of impending potholes, kamikaze 
buses and wildlife with a death wish. 

MY TRANSALP AND I
From the first time I laid eyes on the 
TransAlp, and especially after I’d spent some 
time in its saddle, I knew it was the bike I’d 
prefer riding. It is very compact, with nimble 
handling, eager performance and a 
surprising freshness to its styling, 
considering that it has been around for a 
while. Although it’s not a touring bike on 
the same level as the Varadero, I still found 
its saddle to be more than adequate for the 
distances that we travelled. After nearly  
6 000 km on the TransAlp, my only gripe 
was its small standard fuel tank. Next time, I 

will definitely install a long-range tank to 
help get me past those dried-up stations in 
Zambia. I’ll also bolt on a taller screen. In its 
totality, I was truly very impressed by the 
TransAlp: it is zippy, even with heavy 
panniers and a topbox, light and easy to 
handle when avoiding potholes, and didn’t 
feel out of breath when I had to push it to 
make camp before sunset. A great and well-
rounded bike indeed.

WHAT TO PACK
Your common sense is your best friend in 
this instance and will help you form a very 
good idea of everything that is compulsory. 
Other than the obvious clothing items, take 
plenty of mosquito deterrents, use a decent 
malaria prophylactic and pack a medication 
set to treat malaria. 

A well-stocked first-aid kit with, at least, the 
basics to treat burn wounds, antiseptic 
cream, bandages, Rehydrate and plasters is 
bound to come in handy – even if only to 
treat a minor graze or tropical-insect bite. 

Make sure that you have at least a basic tool 
set with hexagonal keys, shifting spanner, 
screwdrivers, that sort of thing. Extra tubes 
and patch kit are compulsory items, but also 
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consider investing in a mini compressor. 
Heavy-duty cable ties, lighter, master chain 
link, chain breaker, Pratley steel putty and 
spare spark plugs are also a good idea. 

Cape Union Mart is a great source for all 
outdoor- and adventure-related equipment, 
such as Maglite torches, do-it-all Leatherman 
multi-tools, K-Way day packs, super-
absorbent towels (which take up less space) 
and technologically advanced clothing. 

Lastly, stock up on protein and energy bars. 
They make for great snacks between civilised 
stops, or when you don’t feel like dealing 
with fly-encrusted chicken from street 
vendors.  

SAVE THE HOG
Wildlife is rampant in Africa. That is, after 
all, what we’re famous for. On the return 
journey from Zanzibar, Dolf Smook had 
more than a close encounter with ‘Pumba’. 

It is ironic that it happened after we had 
crossed the South African border, especially 
as we had taken great care to avoid wildlife 
and livestock throughout our journey. 
When I noticed some warthogs along the 
left-hand side of the last stretch of road 
between Thabazimbi and Pretoria, I was 
ready to respond if they ran in front of me. 
But then a warthog from the opposite side 
decided to cross the road just in front of the 
TransAlp’s wheel, and there was no time to 
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Write For Us And Win!

®

Jack Daniel’s is giving away a 
hamper of biker goodies and 

Jack product to each 
successful contributor to 

Reader’s Rides. This hamper 
is valued at R600. Winners 

will also go into a draw to win 
an awesome leather jacket 

worth R3 500.

Except for some minor damage to the rim, and a cracked belly 
pan, the TransAlp was okay. The warthog, on the other hand, 
was literally sliced in half. I had gone right through it and it 
wasn’t a pretty sight. We seriously contemplated carting the 
hindquarters home for biltong but, after much deliberation, 
decided to leave it behind out of respect to the remaining family 
members.
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respond. It happened so quickly and felt as if I had ridden 
straight into a 30cm-high curb, and knocked the wind out of me. 
I wrestled with the handlebars to get the tank-slapper under 
control and just to stay upright until I could bring the bike to a 
halt. 
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