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From the Orange
River to the
Yellow River

Esmari

I grew up in a town
located on the banks of
the Orange River and on
the edge of the Kalahari
Desert in the Northern
Province of South Africa.
At first sight Upington
may seem an unremarkable
town, but its layers must
be peeled away to find
its intriguing essence.
It is steeped in history
and tells a fascinating
Wild West—type tale of
missionaries, diamond
smugglers and horse
rustlers. No place for
the meek, it started out
as a mission station,
established by a Reverend
Christiaan Schroder.
A church was erected in
1875 and is today the
Kalahari Oranje Museum,
complete with all its
period furnishings.
Upington was originally
called Olyvenhoutsdrif
(’0live wood drift’)
due to the abundance of
olivewood trees in the
area. It was renamed
Upington in 1898 after
the Cape Colony’ s
attorney general at
the time, Sir Thomas
Upington. Like Wild West
towns, Upington had its

share of skirmishes and
its share of fortune-
seeking scoundrels. One of
these was a man called
George St Leger Gordon

Lenox, alias ’Scotty
Smith’. An adventurer
born in Scotland, he

bought and sold illegal
diamonds, stole horses
and masterminded highway
robberies.

It is a wild land of
free and endless open
spaces, of vast farms in
the desert and smaller
farms all along the
river which reminds one
of some places in Gansu
and Xinjiang Province.
The days are sunny -
sweltering in the summer
with freezing nights in
the winter. Canals are
abundant bringing water
from the river to gardens
and tiny patches of land
where the people farmed
with dates, cotton, and
karakul - a special kind
of sheep. In the desert
they also farm with
karakul, but in addition
cater to hunters by
raising giraffes, oryx,
springbuck and a lot of
other kind of buck -
some farmers even have
lions and leopards on
their farms.

Holidays and weekends
were spent swimming and
canoeing on the river or
visiting farmers where we
could play on the dunes
or go watch the wild
animals. My father owned
a plane and sometimes we
would accompany him when
he would visit far—away
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little desert and farming
communities as well as
copper mining towns 1in
the Northern Cape and
Namibia.

These days people
come mostly for eco-
travel activities, such
as excursions into the
desert and canoe trips
down the river as well as
white river rafting. The
Spitskop Nature reserve,
13 km north of Upington,
is stocked with gemsbok,
springbok, ostrich,
eland, hartebeest and
mountain zebra. One can
also visit the Kalahari
Gemsbok Park - a vast
game reserve a few hours
drive from Upington.
Another attraction is the
spectacular Date Palm
Avenue. Two rows of more
than 200 date palm trees
escort visitors over 1
000m to the entrance of
Die Eiland Holiday Resort
on the banks of the
Orange River.

I regard myself as
being very privileged
to have grown up in such
a beautiful, open and
unpolluted environment,
and always treasure the
carefree and innocent
days of my childhood. My
hometown, therefore, will
forever hold a special
place in my heart, and
one day I may even return
to recapture something of
that time.
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