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Solo Safari: Adventure Travel in East and Southern Africa

Set off on a wild ride across East and Southern Africa with zero second thoughts, creating amazing memories as you go. This guide is your trusty sidekick for navigating safely and diving deep into local vibes. Discover hidden gems in different countries, know your routes and explore new cultures and adventures.

Karin van Rooijen
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Welcome to the exciting kickoff of your African adventure!

An introduction by the author

Hello, my name is Karin! Though I hold the Dutch nationality, my upbringing took place in Tanzania, a country I cherish deeply with many fond memories. My enduring curiosity about Africa led me to go on a eight-month solo journey through East and Southern Africa after completing my studies in 2018. It was a thrilling adventure, though filled with challenges, which I will also describe in this book. Despite the obstacles, I am grateful for the experience and encourage others to pursue similar 'adventurous' travels. I got inspired to write a book about my travel journey because I have been receiving frequent requests for travel tips and because of the common misconception that visiting African countries independently is too dangerous. I believe it's a missed opportunity as the African continent offers a wealth of beauty and great experiences. Embrace authentic adventures, explore off-the-beaten-path locations, discover stunning beaches, know how to get to places without booking with tour operators and get genuine interactions with the locals.

I have a passion for travel, but I make it a priority to do so in the most sustainable way possible, which is a focus of my book as well. To me, 'sustainable travel' encompasses protecting the natural environment, supporting local communities and wildlife, and boosting local economies. I truly believe that travel can be a positive force, which is why I wrote this book - to assist others in making informed choices and to share my insights.

I didn't plan with tour operators before embarking on my journey. Throughout my eight-month solo backpacking adventure, I rarely sought assistance. I chose to travel independently, figuring out which bus or train to take and where to go on my own. This approach pushed me to interact with locals, boosting my confidence in navigating from one place to another. Relying on my own judgment and common sense, I honed my ability to trust my intuition. By achieving this, I believe others can do the same. Through my book, I aim to encourage individuals to face their fears, embrace new challenges, and create experiences of a lifetime. Occasionaly I did have no option but to arrange activities with a tour guide or operator, like during safaris or hikes. I will provide you with my recommendations for tour guides or operators from the various countries I visited.

Traveling independently allows for a deeper connection with the cultures and environments one encounters. It fosters a sense of resilience and adaptability, qualities that are invaluable in all parts of life. My journey wasn't just about visiting new places; it was about discovering my own strengths and capabilities. I learned to appreciate the beauty of spontaneity and the joy of unexpected friendships.


Introduction to adventure travel in Africa

Why did I decide to travel solo in East and Southern Africa?

Before diving into the informative section of this book, allow me to share more about myself and give you a quick overview of my solo travel adventure spanning 8 months across 12 African countries in East and Southern Africa. You might be curious what inspired me to go on this journey, what preparations I made in advance, and the specific countries I went to.

Ever since I relocated from Tanzania to the Netherlands as a kid, I have always felt a longing for the country I grew up in. Tanzania holds a special place in my heart, and I have remained curious about its culture. While growing up, I often yearned to return, but my new life in the Netherlands began, and I had to embrace it. However, during my time in high school, I talked with a close friend (who remains a dear friend) about my desire to travel back to Africa after completing my studies. True to my word, I saved money from that moment, and, in 2018, I had accumulated enough funds to go on a 8-month journey.

This prompted me to conduct extensive research on countries in East and Southern Africa to determine my destinations and approximate itinerary. I watched YouTube videos and read blogs to learn more about these destinations. I was aware that choosing Asia or South America might have been easier due to better infrastructure for backpackers. However, preferring to challenge myself and feeling comfortable with Africa's culture, I decided to trust my instincts and step out of my comfort zone. And I would totally recommend anyone to do that too! Stepping out of your comfort zone will lead you to the best experiences imaginable.

Before the start of the journey, I had a general concept of the countries on my travel list, including Kenya, Tanzania, Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe, South Africa, Eswatini, Lesotho, Namibia, Botswana, Rwanda, and Uganda. Unfortunately, the last three countries were not visited during this trip, as home sickness took its toll. Considering the similarity between Kenya and Tanzania, I chose to begin in Kenya to avoid culture shock. This journey marked my first solo trip as young female backpacker without booking through tour operators for an extended period, so I needed to plan carefully in advance.

The purpose of this book

Throughout this book, in each chapter, you will learn about several countries I visited, you will discover my personal experiences and stories, the obstacles I encountered, and my advice on what to anticipate and how to overcome those challenges. In addition, I will provide recommendations on accommodation, selecting suitable hosts, how to engage with locals, seeking authentic experiences rather than touristy ones, suggesting activities based on location, and navigating public transportation.

The aim here is to prepare you for a journey of a lifetime and to embrace adventurous travel! In my book, I share not only my stories but also practical tips, itinerary suggestions and other important insights for solo travelers. From budgeting and packing efficiently to finding safe accommodation and navigating language barriers. We'll cover it all. Also, the emotional aspects of solo travel, such as coping with loneliness and staying motivated and fit.

Many people travel these days, yet most tend to follow familiar paths or opt for the 'easier' options. Exploring these African destinations undoubtedly demands additional effort: longer flights, more intricate visa processes, higher expenses, and the courage to venture into less familiar territory, stepping out of your comfort zone. These locations challenge you to embrace diverse languages, customs, and other unique conditions. However, I can assure you that the experience is immensely rewarding, transforming travel from mere leisure into a true learning adventure.

Whether you're an experienced traveler or someone contemplating their first solo trip, my goal is to provide you with the tools and inspiration to start your own adventure in the beautiful continent of Africa. The world is full of wonders, and there's no better time than now to start exploring. So pack your bags, trust yourself, embrace the unexpected and set out on a journey that will change your life in ways you never imagined.

At the end of my eight-month journey, I realized that solo traveling through Africa wasn't just about finding myself and having fun, but about creating myself, one adventure at a time. Africa gave me more than memories; it gave me the courage to walk through the world on my own terms, and for that, I am forever changed.


Planning your journey

Setting your travel goals

For many individuals, adventures in East and Southern Africa is appealing, with experiences ranging from backpacking and mountain climbing to camping, water sports, and volunteering in conservation. However, many travelers find it difficult to plan independently without a tour operator. Therefore, setting clear travel goals is an important first step. Here’s how to approach this:

Set clear goals for your journey, such as cultural immersion, physical challenges, or enjoying nature. Research destinations that match your goals while considering your budget and time frame. Create a flexible itinerary, but remember that the most beautiful moments are often unplanned. It's about the stories you collect, not ticking off a checklist. But also remember, the best part of travel isn't ticking off famous landmarks or sticking to a perfect itinerary.

Safety is very important, so familiarize yourself with the safety guidelines for the regions you plan to visit. Check for any travel advisories, required vaccinations, and necessary travel insurance that covers adventurous activities. Also, think about the environmental and social impact of your travels. Opt for eco-friendly accommodations, support local businesses, and respect the cultural norms and traditions of the communities you visit.

The appeal of adventurous travel lies in the chance to challenge yourself physically and mentally and to connect with like-minded people. Whether it's climbing Mount Kilimanjaro, staying with locals, paddling on the Zambezi River, or volunteering in the African bush, it promises to be the journey of a lifetime! It definitely was like that to me!

Ensure a positive travel experience by respecting local customs and traditional clothing and honoring traditions. Support local businesses by dining at family-owned places, working with local guides, and buying from artisans. Follow environmentally friendly "leave no trace" principles in vulnerable ecosystems. Be curious without judgment, ask questions, listen to stories, and understand the context before forming an opinion.

Budgeting and Safety Tips

Let me begin this chapter by sharing my budget for this adventure. I had 10,000 euros to last me for nine months, which is quite limited for traveling in African countries. However, some regions are more accommodating for backpackers, making a budget of 10,000 euros more manageable. Try to organize your trip independently as much as you can, without depending on travel agencies. You can do it. You'll save a significant amount. This approach allows you to discover authentic places rather than the version portrayed in glossy travel magazines.

In Africa, activities can be rather costly, and since many countries were not very backpacker-friendly during my travel period in 2018/2019, accommodation could also be expensive (and somewhat dull). To navigate this, I had to find ways to reduce expenses and be resourceful. The key is to travel with local transportation as much as possible and enjoy local cuisine. These moments of dining on local food can lead to the most enriching and enjoyable conversations and connections. I occasionally did choose upscale dining for variety, especially during fun outings with other travelers, as I wanted to fully enjoy the adventure.

Below are my budgeting tips for you, based on my own experiences travelling in Africa:

1. Local Transportation: When possible, use local buses or trains. Not only are they cheaper, but they also provide a more authentic experience and a chance to meet locals. Shared taxis can also be a budget-friendly option.

2. Street Food and Local Markets: Embrace the local cuisine by eating at street stalls and markets. It's often much cheaper than restaurants and gives you a taste of the culture. Just make sure to choose busy stalls where the food turnover is high.

3. Negotiation Skills: Negotiating prices is a common practice in many African countries. Whether you're haggling for a taxi fare or a souvenir, Don't be afraid to negotiate to ensure you get the best price. Also ask the price for certain activities or transportation to a local beforehand.

4. Accommodation: Look for hostels, guesthouses or use Couchsurfing (more about this later) or Trusted House Sitters instead of hotels. They are not only more economical but also offer a chance to meet fellow travelers. Some hostels even offer kitchen facilities, allowing you to cook your own meals.

5. Stay Connected Smartly: Use local SIM cards for affordable data and call rates instead of international roaming plans. Take Advantage of Free Attractions: Many cities have free museums, parks, and cultural events. Research these options to enrich your experience without spending extra.

6. Track Your Spending: Keep a daily record of your expenses to stay on top of your budget and adjust as necessary. There are many apps available that can help with this.

7. Volunteering and Work Exchanges: Consider volunteering or work exchange opportunities. They can provide free accommodation and meals in exchange for your help, and it's a rewarding way to immerse yourself in the local community.

8. Choose to always pay in local currency as it is much cheaper than home-made conversions in dollars or euros.

When it comes to safety, always stay aware of your surroundings and trust your instincts. If a situation or place feels uncomfortable, it's okay to leave. Always keep your valuables secure and avoid displaying them in public. Below my safety tips:

1. Travel Insurance and Health Precautions: Always have travel insurance to cover any unforeseen events. Additionally, ensure you are up to date with vaccinations and take necessary health precautions, such as mosquito repellent in malaria-prone areas.

2. Safety First: Research the safety of the areas you plan to visit. Avoid traveling at night in unfamiliar places or arriving at busy bus stations and keeping your belongings secure. Blend in with the locals and stay aware of your surroundings.

3. Cultural Etiquette: Respect local customs and traditions. Understanding cultural norms will foster positive interactions with locals. Besides that, you will be respected back. Especially while exploring remote villages, always be respectful of local customs and traditions. Dress modestly, ask for permission before taking photos, and avoid discussing sensitive topics such as politics or religion. Building positive relationships with the communities you visit will enhance your cultural experience and help ensure your safety.

By following these tips, you'll be able to stretch your budget further while enjoying a rich, safe and rewarding adventure through Africa. Remember, the best experiences often come from stepping out of your comfort zone and embracing the unexpected. In case of emergency, always have a plan in place for contacting local authorities or medical services. Make sure to share your itinerary with someone back home and check in regularly to let them know you are safe.

Recommended platforms to seek advice or find companionship

Traveling can feel less isolating with the right resources to connect with others. Here are some valuable platforms for backpackers in East and Southern Africa:

Facebook Groups: Great for budget accommodation tips, ride-shares, travel buddies, and safety updates. Notable groups include "Backpacking Africa" and country-specific options.

Hostelworld: Offers booking and advice through reviews; hostels often serve as social hubs for activities.

Couchsurfing: Popular in Tanzania, Kenya, and South Africa for meeting locals, gaining tips, and finding low-cost stays.

Travel Apps & Forums: Apps like iOverlander and TripAdvisor provide logistics, visa, and transport advice.

Tour/Activity Platforms: GetYourGuide and Viator help solo travelers join group activities, especially for safaris.

WhatsApp Groups: Many hostels organize shared transport and activities through these groups.

Work Exchange Platforms: Workaway and WWOOF Africa offer affordable lodging and cultural exchange experiences.

Packing Essentials and Hacks

As this 8-month Africa journey was my first extended backpacking trip, I lacked experience in efficient packing and selecting the right items to bring. Although I read various blogs to prepare, I ultimately ended up with too many unnecessary belongings. Carrying excessive weight became a burden, especially since I was frequently on the move and had to lug this weight around constantly. Additionally, when using local transportation, it can be challenging to manage a lot of luggage, as you may need to pay extra for your bags and face limited space.

To address these challenges, I began to refine my packing strategy with each new destination. I learned to prioritize versatile clothing that could be layered or adapted to different climates and activities. Investing in lightweight, travel-friendly gear made a significant difference, allowing me to shed unnecessary pounds from my backpack. I also became adept at packing smarter, using compression bags to maximize space and organizing my belongings into easily accessible compartments. This not only simplified the packing process but also made it easier to find what I needed quickly without unpacking everything.

Moreover, I discovered the value of carrying a small daypack for essentials, which helped me avoid overstuffing my main backpack. This way, I could leave the bulkier items behind when exploring a new city or when going for a hike. As my journey continued, I embraced a minimalist approach to travel, focusing on experiences rather than possessions. This shift not only lightened my load physically but also mentally, freeing me to immerse myself more fully in the vibrant cultures and stunning landscapes of Africa.

Packing well is essential for a big backpack journey because it ensures you have everything you need without carrying unnecessary weight. A well-organized backpack allows for easy access to essentials like clothing, food, and gear, making your journey more comfortable and efficient. It also helps distribute weight evenly, reducing strain on your back and shoulders. Effective packing enhances your overall travel experience, allowing you to focus on the adventure rather than being bogged down by logistical issues.

On a lengthy backpacking adventure like the one I experienced, it's refreshing to update your "backpack wardrobe" from time to time. After two or three months, I got tired of my clothes, so I chose to purchase some new pieces at a local market for a reasonable price. I then donated my old clothes to charity, provided they were still suitable for others to wear.

For a wildlife safari, it's important to consider the climate, terrain, and activities. Wear lightweight, breathable clothing in neutral colors for comfort and camouflage. Don't forget essential items like sunscreen, insect repellent, a hat, and sturdy hiking shoes. Depending on activities like mountain climbing or kayaking, you may need additional equipment.

In general, prioritize lightweight packing. Pack breathable fabrics that can be layered, as temperatures can vary significantly. A cap and sunglasses are essential for sun protection, while a lightweight rain jacket will keep you dry during unexpected rain. Invest in a quality backpack with padded straps and multiple compartments for easy organization.

Inside, include a small first aid kit with bandages, antiseptic wipes, and any personal medications. A portable water filter or purification tablets will ensure access to safe drinking water, and a durable water bottle is a must. For personal hygiene, bring travel-sized toiletries and a microfiber towel, which dries quickly. A universal travel adapter will keep your devices charged, and a power bank can be a lifesaver when electricity is scarce. Don't forget a reliable pair of walking shoes or boots, as well as flip-flops for relaxing at the end of the day. A compact sleeping bag or liner can be useful if you plan on camping or staying in basic accommodations. Lastly, pack a small notebook and pen for jotting down memories and experiences, and a guidebook or language phrasebook to help you connect with locals and navigate your journey. With these essentials, you're well-equipped for an unforgettable adventure across the diverse landscapes of Africa.

Here's a useful packing list for you, so you won't forget the essentials:

1. Clothing:


  	Lightweight, breathable shirts and pants

  	Long-sleeved shirt for sun protection

  	Shorts/Skirts

  	Waterproof jacket or poncho

  	Underwear

  	Hat or cap for sun protection

  	Sunglasses

  	Comfortable walking shoes or hiking boots

  	Sandals or flip-flops

  	Swimsuit

  	Microfiber towel



2. Gear:


  	Sturdy backpack

  	Sleeping bag or travel sheet - Lightweight tent (if camping)

  	Water bottle



3. Health and Safety:


  	Tissues

  	First aid kit

  	Insect repellent

  	Sunscreen with high SPF

  	Hand sanitizer

  	Personal medications

  	Antidiarrheals and antinausea

  	Anti-malarial medication (if recommended)



4. Documents:


  	Wallet with ID and Creditcard

  	Passport and visa (if required)

  	Travel insurance details

  	Copies of important documents

  	Vaccination records

  	Local maps and guidebooks



5. Electronics:


  	Phone and charger

  	Power bank

  	Camera/GOPRO with extra memory cards

  	Universal power adapter



6. Personal items:


  	Toiletries (toothbrush, toothpaste, soap, etc.

  	Quick-dry towel

  	Sunglasses

  	Snacks and energy bars

  	Journal or notebook / this (e)-book



7. Optional:


  	Binoculars for wildlife viewing

  	Lightweight hammock

  	Travel games or playing cards



Remember to pack light and only bring essentials, as carrying a heavy backpack really is a burden.


Travelling solo

Solo travel is nothing short of life changing. My initial true solo adventure was this 8-month journey in Africa, when I was 24 years old. Although I had previously lived abroad for extended periods (in Orlando and Zanzibar), I had not traveled from one location to another, and I always had a place to stay. Additionally, I was surrounded by familiar faces or people I had met during my time there. This meant I didn’t have to step far out of my comfort zone or bear all the responsibilities alone. However, everything changed when I embarked on this solo travel journey to Africa.

I later realized that Africa is one of the most challenging continents to navigate as a backpacker. There are language barriers, local transportation can be unreliable and frustrating, and finding affordable accommodation is often a struggle. While the people in Africa are incredibly kind, there are moments you might feel like a target for overpriced sales or receive stares from those who have never encountered a white person before. Facing these challenges nearly every day can be exhausting and demand a considerable amount of patience and resilience. Despite these challenges, it has been the best decision I could have made for myself. Solo travel has taught me invaluable lessons about life and has boosted my confidence and self-awareness in ways that no other experience has. I met some truly incredible people, connected with nature and it has transformed my perspective on life.

Solo backpacking offers a chance


Tips for staying safe as a solo traveler
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