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my adventures in africa

P
utting self-doubt aside, I’ve come to the African continent to push
my travel limits. I was the boy who opted for a trip to the mall
instead of a day hike on our eighth grade trip to Rocky Mountain
National Park. Nature is not in my nature. But as my muscle mass

continues to disintegrate as the years wear on, mostly because I spend my
days on the couch with my head buried in a laptop and my evenings watch-
ing home shopping (yes, I’ve bought Suze Orman’s protection portfolio and
a Vitamix), I’ve recognized that such life experiences have an expiration date.
There’s a hole in my bucket list, dear Liza. So I’ve packed my khakis and
compression socks, ready for an African adventure of a lifetime.

FLOWER POWER
I’m standing on the Forest Lodge deck at the precipice of South Africa’s
southern coast with Michael Lutzeyer, owner and managing director of
Grootbos Private Nature Reserve. We sip on a quintessential South African
sauvignon blanc and nibble stuffed squash blossoms as the sun gently dips
into the convergence of the Atlantic and Indian oceans. 

He extends his hand, palm down, then emphatically flips it over, saying, “My
life changed from this to that.” He’s speaking of the impact of the parcel of land
he purchased in 1991, which has evolved from a weekend getaway with a quaint
farmhouse to a jaw-dropping, five-star resort nestled amid nearly 6,200 acres of
rare flora. Catering to global travelers merely skims the surface of Grootbos’s ini-
tiatives. The Grootbos Foundation is widely recognized as a philanthropic leader
for its conservation work, youth sports program, and career training. 

I can’t even keep a houseplant alive, so it’s mindboggling to look at the hori-
zon and know that there are nearly 800 plant species tucked among the craggy
landscape, which resides within the Cape Flora Kingdom. Lutzeyer has relied
on the keen insights and expertise of botanist Sean Privett, who he met in 1996
and has been instrumental in Grootbos’s research and conservation efforts. Some
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scientists believe the breadth of species survived because the region remained
relatively untouched by the Pleistocene Epoch (the most recent ice age).

“But where are the Big Five?” I ask myself as my mind starts to wander
amid all of this talk of Erica Magnisylvae and Cliffortia Anthospermoides
(two unique fynbos species discovered at Grootbos). Those will come later,
but the following day, our guide Christoff loads our small entourage into a
4x4 vehicle and hits the trail toward a peak overlooking Walker Bay. 

We reach our destination and pile out, careful not to step on any of the del-
icate blooms. It’s as if I’ve been transported to the pages of L. Frank Baum’s
The Wonderful Wizard of Oz: “They walked along listening to the singing of
the brightly colored birds and looking at the lovely flowers which now
became so thick that the ground was carpeted with them,” Baum wrote.
“There were big yellow and white and blue and purple blossoms, besides
great clusters of scarlet poppies, which were so brilliant in color they almost
dazzled Dorothy’s eyes.”

The colorful flowers, Judy Garland, Gilbert Baker’s rainbow flag—it all
swirls in my mind as I consider my identity as a gay man, an American, and
someone who inherently feels more comfortable in the concrete jungle. From
a standing position, the details of the low-lying groundcover blend together
like a Monet painting viewed from afar, but as I shakily crouch closer to the
earth, vivid details come into focus. An orchid the size of my pinky nail. A
fuzzy caterpillar in shades of orange and burnt umber. I feel at ease in the
company of nature’s survivors. I also question the queer community’s pres-
ence in such surroundings. 

Ben Regan, an editor for BioMed Central (BMC) has researched the chal-
lenges of LGBTQ scientists working in the field. He interviewed leading sci-
entists whose work draws them to far-reaching destinations ranging from
Ecuador to Tanzania and discovered various incidents of researchers facing
(or perceiving) discrimination. Regan references Yale School of Public

The Pool Area at Grootbos Private Nature Reserve

AFRICA_Lima APR-08.R5-2  10/17/19  3:03 PM  Page 38



����	����������� �����
�������

an oceanic trance. Then it hits me. The smell of 60,000 Cape fur seals. For-
get smelling salts, coffee, or Red Bull. Want a wake-up call? Meet up with a
seal. Their deafening vocalizations add to the cacophony as we breeze by
their island habitat. The great white never makes an appearance, but in the
distance we see Dyer’s sister company, Marine Dynamics, captaining
Slashfin, their 40-passenger shark cage vessel. Thrill-seeking tourists plunge
below the surface while the crew tosses chum into the water, then retract it as
copper sharks appear. I close my eyes and the Dramamine, seals, tourists,
clanging cages, and briny air swirl about me as we return to shore. 

That night we enjoy dinner nestled within Grootbos’s Milkwood thick-
ets, just a short stroll from the central Forest Lodge. The winding trail opens
up to a clearing glowing with lights strung from the branches above. Like
Alice falling down the rabbit hole, the world now looks entirely new. Exec-
utive Chef Benjamin Conradie and his exceptional team deliver a four-
course meal overflowing with ingredients sourced from the on-site farm.
Sous vide brisket with berry chutney accompanied by Blackwater pinot
noir is the highlight of the four-course meal, overshadowed only by the set-
ting itself. The name Grootbos means “Big Forest” in Afrikaans and was
chosen because of the very Milkwoods surrounding me. The trees can live
upwards of 1,000 years, reminding me that Mother Nature’s resilience, or
our own, should never be underestimated.
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I think about all the incredible people and adventures I have had on this trip and I
feel encourage to open myself up to more opportunties. Africa is a wild, beautiful

place that has rekindled my appreciation for travel and new experiences. 

my adventures in africa

Health’s Dr. John Pachankis, who has studied the psychological impact of
staying in the closet. Dr. Pachankis concluded that “staying in the
closet…puts unnecessary cognitive demands for a queer person in the field
where their main goal is to be a good scientist and collect data.” 

Regan provides other examples of scientists who felt that sharing their
sexual orientation might undermine their research. It’s a heart-sinking
prospect as I stand in the here and now, natural beauty in all its diverse won-
der cascading over the landscape. Might the world’s fears of “other” evapo-
rate if our leaders could gather in this very spot, crouch down, and watch a
caterpillar crawl toward its destiny?

The following day my Big Five wish takes one step closer to fulfill-
ment…except that it’s of the ocean variety. Grootbos partners with Dyer
Island Cruises to offer guest access to the Marine Big Five (whales, dol-
phins, African penguins, Cape Fur seals and Great White sharks) aboard
Dreamcatcher, a custom-built whale-watching vessel. Adorned with a life-
jacket and waterproof overcoat, I quickly munch down several chewable Dra-
mamine tablets as we head into the open waters. 

The trained staff adeptly point out various sightings, from the circling
birds above to the tiny penguins bopping in the distant waves. Then, as if sum-
moned by Poseidon himself, the gentle giants of the sea reveal themselves. A
whale and her calf move in tandem with the boat, their rhythm lulling me into

Cage Diving in South Africa 
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THE PEARL OF MOZAMBIQUE
We bid farewell to Grootbos the following morning. Before heading to
Mozambique, we spend a night in Johannesburg. Steeped in history, the Saxon
Hotel welcomed Nelson Mandela after his release from prison, and it was in
this picturesque and serene setting that he worked on his memoir Long Walk to
Freedom. A quick overnight isn't nearly enough time to take in the lush
grounds and an art collection featuring more than 200 of South Africa's most
celebrated artists. I enjoy a sumptuous meal at Qunu, which draws culinary
inspiration from land and sea then settle into my sprawling suite bedecked in
rich earth tones and African artifacts. I’d love to linger, but an early morning
flight will have me jet-setting across the border to Mozambique. 

In the case of White Pearl Resorts, the journey is nearly as thrilling as the
destination. It’s a quick flight from Johannesburg to Maputo International Air-
port, but the real fun begins when our small group piles into a helicopter for
the final leg. We land on a grassy clearing where I expect Ricardo Montalbán
and Hervé Villechaize to appear a la Fantasy Island. Alas, they don’t, but the
friendly staff greets us with fresh towels and ice-cold beverages. 

White Pearl Resorts’ remote locale features 22 suites that cascade upward
on timber stilts from the sandy beach, tucked into the vegetation and acces-
sible by wood-planked walkways that switchback up the terrain. While most
may think of the bush and savannahs when pondering Africa’s topography,
Mozambique’s coastline spans more than 1,500 miles. White Pearl takes full
advantage of its location with ocean-centric activities including snorkeling,
reef diving, deep-sea fishing, ocean safaris, and more. 

The latter is on our agenda for the following morning, so I slather on a thick
layer of SPF-50, a long sleeve rash guard swim shirt, sunglasses, and a safari
hat. Our guide Lorenzo tosses optional lifejackets our way, and I quickly add
that layer to my not-so-cute ensemble before climbing in the gas-powered rub-
ber boat. Breaking the forceful waves proves to be a challenge as he guns the

motor to jump the white-capped current. We’re tossed about the vessel, simul-
taneously giggling and holding on for dear life as the salty spray drenches us
from head to toe. 

We’re on the lookout for wild dolphins as Lorenzo whirls the dinghy in wide
circular patterns, monitoring the break in the waves and other signs of the mov-
ing pods. Before I realize it, members of our entourage leap from the boat, tread-
ing water in various directions with heads bopping like rubber duckies. I follow
suit, swallowing a mouthful of salty seawater. While others flipper about,
squealing all the while, I concentrate on not drowning. 

We’re eventually whisked to a new locale to seek out different marine life
and the whole time I’m thinking I’d rather be indulging in a towering Fruits de
Mer than swimming with them. The tumultuous waves toss me about, and I sig-
nal to the crew to drag me back onboard. One by one, we’re plucked from the
sea, our limbs appearing so fragile and insufficient compared to those beautiful
creatures below the surface. 

I’m thrilled to see when we make it back to shore that the staff has prepared
a beachside feast. Grilled prawns arrive piled high, a squeeze of fresh lemon and
a cold glass of Albariño the perfect accompaniment, along with crispy fritters of
various sorts served with a vinegary, chile-packed peri peri sauce on the side. 

The following day we’re up early for a visit to Maputo Special Reserve,
which is part of the Lebombo Transfrontier Conservation Area. “Spiders!
Stop… stop the jeep! They’re everywhere!” screams one of my travel com-
panions as our vehicle jostles us about the dirt road. I thank God that I’m not
the one covered in Jurassic-like critters. And then I am. 

We both stand up, hysterically shaking out our T-shirts and swatting like
Joan Crawford and Bette Davis, but with less success. Once things are under
control, the jeep lugs ahead when a thorny branch swoops in from the side
and nicks my face. Without a first aid kit on board, I meekly request a quick
return to White Pearl’s luxurious compound, where I can fetch some antibi-
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The Beach Bar Pool Area at White Pearl
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otic ointment. When the jeep makes its three-point turn I realize that we’ve
traveled a mere five hundred feet from the front gate. A baby monkey could
make the journey in a few vine swings. Maybe I’m not cut out for safari life. 

We venture onward, and while the reserve is still in its early stages of rehabi-
tating indigenous species, we do manage to see a lazy, looming crocodile so
large it could easily swallow one of our merry band in one gulp. Beyond the
reserve, one can witness Mozambique’s burgeoning economy taking root. 

Mozambique ranks as one of the poorest in the world. Beyond White Pearl’s
pristine grounds, the reality sets in as we visit a local school where the coun-
try’s flag proudly billows in the wind and an abandoned tire rim tied to an old
tree serves as the playground bell. Growing Pearls, the resort’s community ini-
tiative, offers the opportunity for community engagement, as well as Pack for
a Purpose, where travelers can donate needed school or medical supplies. Near-
by infrastructure is making slow but steady progress, thanks in large part to the
China Road and Bridge Corporation’s Maputo Ring Road Project. Why the
interest from superpowers such as China, the United States and Russia? Natu-
ral minerals, gas and gemstones promise big profits on a global scale, but
ensuring that Mozambique retains its fair share of those profits will be critical
for the country's future.

On our last evening, we join field guides for a moonlit walk toward one of
the most plentiful turtle nesting sites in the country. Loggerhead and
Leatherback turtles gravitate toward this specific stretch of coastline, guided by
the moonlight, to lay their eggs, which will hatch a few weeks later. Our guide
Nicole looks for signs along the beach and eventually we discover a massive
turtle, digging about in the vegetation. We stand, watch and wait, each of poised
with our cameras as we anticipate a monumental moment that never comes.
The turtle, perhaps disturbed by the foreign interference or not assured of the
safety of her unlaid eggs, abandons the spot and slowly returns to the sea. 

I consider the turtle’s unfinished business as she slowly inches toward the
undulating tide, and how it parallels Mozambique’s own untethered future,
especially for the LGBTQ community. In the midst of widespread poverty and
invasive foreign powers, the people I’ve met hold their heads high, displaying
a national pride that transcends circumstance. On paper, homosexual activity is
legal in Mozambique, as is the right to change legal gender. LAMBDA
Mozambique has been tirelessly advocating for queer rights since its founding
in 2006, but the country’s Constitutional Council has yet to officially recognize
the organization’s efforts. Same-sex marriage is still not recognized nor is there
housing protection for the LGBTQ community. So, much like that loggerhead
turtle, there is unfinished business in Mozambique. I hope that both will
emerge and give birth to new generations and new freedoms.

THE CIRCLE OF LIFE
We depart Mozambique the following morning via Manguzi Airstrip (add
taking off in a private plane from a grassy knoll in the middle of nowhere
to your bucket list) and arrive an hour later at Sabi Sabi Private Game
Reserve in South Africa. We're whisked away to Bush Lodge, one of four
distinct properties on site that welcome visitors from around the world to
experience five-star service and Big five sightings. Afternoon tea reveals
exquisite attention to detail that has been the reserve’s benchmark since
its founding in 1979. After nibbling on scones and clotted cream, we pile
into a jeep for the first of three game drives with our ranger Kevan. Sight-
ings appear around every corner, from elephants and rhinos to dozens of
the 300 bird species known to exist in Kruger National Park. In addition
to his in-depth wildlife knowledge, Kevan offers easy-to-follow camera
advice, quickly adjusting his suggestions for the range of novice and pros
among the group. The results, after a few quick technical adjustments, are

   

 

White Pearl Beach, Mozambique
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The Scenic Azure Sails Through Porto
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African Safari Guide
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astounding. Back at Bush Lodge, we settle in for a traditional braai (bar-
becue) prepared in an outdoor boma under the African sky. The culinary
cornucopia is a sight to behold, and includes traditional dishes such as
warthog and putu pap (a cornmeal porridge). A meal like this wouldn’t be
complete without a deep dive into South African wine, and Sabi Sabi
doesn’t disappoint with an award-winning collection. But sourcing covet-
ed wines and transporting them into the bush is no easy feat, says Sabi
Sabi’s Marketing Director Jacques Smit. “It’s very important to know
what our guests are drinking and balance with what we’d like to see them
drinking,” says Smit of Sabi Sabi’s efforts to expose guests to up-and-
coming winemakers. This includes exploring emerging regions like
Saronsberg (known for its shiraz) or encouraging guests to sample, Pino-
tage, South Africa’s signature red varietal. 

To further immerse myself in the full Sabi Sabi experience, I bid a
fond farewell to Bush Lodge the following day and transfer to Earth
Lodge for an entirely different yet equally spectacular backdrop. Built
into the landscape, the main lodge looks out over an open vista, where
elephants and rhinos soak in a waterhole under the hot afternoon sun.
Award-winning artist Geoffrey Armstrong’s organic wooden sculptures
appear throughout the common areas, while my sprawling suite offers an
intimate recluse to appreciate the surroundings, including a private
plunge pool (which I’m irrationally afraid to use for fear of becoming an
afternoon snack for my Big Five neighbors). 

Behind the scenes, Sabi Sabi’s commitment to conservation ensures
that all of these natural wonders will exist for generations to come. A
dedicated habitat management team oversees initiatives including con-

trolled burning on a four-year cycle, which promotes grass regrowth;
waterhole rotation to reduce grazing pressures; road maintenance to
minimize environmental impact; and a dedicated anti-poaching unit.
Rhinos are particularly susceptible, and with their numbers slowly
decreasing from 2014's peak of 1,245, there is much work to be done to
save this endangered species.

By our third game drive, we’ve seen lions, elephants, leopards and rhi-
nos. The Cape buffalo still elude us, but Kevan and our guide kick into
high gear when another vehicle radios that they’ve seen a pack of African
dogs. The quick-moving pack darts across the rolling landscape as we
spin off the well-worn road to follow them into the bush. Eventually, we
come to a clearing where a dozen or so dogs have chased a young impala
into a watering hole. It is the moment of truth. The dogs won’t dare to go
deep into the water, but the frightened prey has no other choice but to wait
it out, sinking deeper by the minute as it treads water and hoping that its
attackers might find a distraction or another food source.

I watch with bated breath as the minutes pass and the impala’s head
sinks below the water line. Bubbles of air burst on the surface. The ani-
mal has vanished, its life lost in vain. It is the most profound moment of
this epic journey, and the experience is a powerful one that I will never
forget. It’s a reminder that life is fleeting, precious, and can be taken away
at any time.

As we head back to the lodge, I think about all the incredible people
and adventures I have had on this trip and I feel encourage to open myself
up to more opportunties. Africa is a wild, beautiful place that has rekin-
dled my appreciation for travel and new experiences.   

my adventures in africa

Amber Presidential Suite at Sabi Sabi
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Dyer Island Cruises, 5 Geelbek St, Van Dyks
Bay, Gansbaai, South Africa. Tel: +27 (0) 82 801
8014. A short drive from Grootbos, this Fair
Trade in Tourism boat company offers partici-
pants access to the Marine Five onboard its
custom-built whale-watching vessel. Its sister
company offers cage diving in the region's infa-
mous Shark Alley. www.whalewatchsa.com

Grootbos Private Nature Reserve, Gansbaai,
Western Cape, South Africa. Tel: +27 (0) 28 384
8008. Located on a sprawling reserve that con-
tains rare and indigenous flora and wildlife, Groot-
bos’s equally impressive accommodations include
a Forest Lodge, Garden Lodge, and luxury private
villas. On-site activities include botanical tours,
nearby ocean and coastal adventures, and well-
ness programming. www.grootbos.com

Sabi Sabi Private Game Reserve, Sabi Sand
Reserve. Tel: +27 11 447 7172. South Africa's
quintessential destination for a luxury, five-star
Big Five experience. Four distinct lodges each
offer unique characteristics and atmospheres,
while expertly navigated game drives go deep
into the bush. An award-winning wine list,
themed dinners, stargazing, and more round out
the experience. www.sabisabi.com

Saxon Hotel, Villa & Spa, 36 Saxon Road,
Sandhurst, South Africa. Tel: +27 (0) 11 292
6000. This opulent property offers luxurious
respite en route or after a safari experience. The
former private home now welcomes global trav-
elers to appreciate its sweeping staircase and
public lounges, private villas, butler service,
hotel suites, and an art collection that cele-

brates some of the country’s most coveted
artists and past guests. www.saxon.co.za

South African Airways, Tel: 1-800-722-9675.
Celebrating 85 years of service in 2019, SAA is
a Star Alliance Member and was recently award-
ed “Best Airline Staff in Africa” at the World Air-
line Awards. Direct flights are available from
New York City and Washington, D.C. in the USA
to South Africa. www.flysaa.com

White Pearl Resorts, Ponta Mamoli, Zitundu. Tel:
+27 11 026 2674. Mozambique’s eastern shores
provide the setting for these exceptional seaside
suites. Activity highlights include ocean safaris and
the annual migration of Humpback whales, as well
as land expeditions to nearby Maputo Special
Reserve. www.whitepearlresorts.com
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