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“What makes the desert beautiful is that somewhere it hides a well.”
(Antoine de Saint-Exupéry)

“But at my back I always hear Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near; And 
yonder all before us lie Deserts of vast eternity.”
(Andrew Marvell, 1621–78)

Afar in the Desert I love to ride, With the silent Bush-boy alone by my side:
(Thomas Pringle)
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The Kalahari Desert

The Kalahari Desert or Dorsland (thirstland) is a large semi-arid sandy 
savannah in southern Africa extending 900 000 square kilometres, covering 
much of Botswana, parts of Namibia and South Africa and encroaching into 
Angola, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

Climatologists classify a desert as an area that receives less than an 
average 60–100 mm of rain a year. In the Kalahari the annual rainfall increases 
progressively to the north and decreases the further south one moves, due to 
continental air masses, temperatures, altitude and the influence of the distant 
oceans. The southern Kalahari is the driest. Here the sand lies in distinct 
linear dunes covered in grass, shrubs and trees between which are low-lying 
areas with small pans. The bigger trees, the most important of which are 
Acacia luederitzii, Terminalia prunioides and Boscia albitrunca, are found 
on top of the sand dunes and around the pans. In contrast with true sand 
deserts, the sand in the Kalahari is stabilised by vegetation. The Kalahari 
has no seasons. Instead there are three distinct phases: the rains, which may 
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commence anytime from November to January, and last through to March and 
April; a cold dry spell follows from June to August; and then a hot dry spell 
from September until the rains start. Although the Kalahari is generally seen 
as a desert, it is in actual fact a semi-arid savannah, with rainfall being one of 
the main ecological driving forces in this area. It determines the quantity of 
plant growth produced each year and the amount of food for game.

The Central Kalahari Game Reserve (52 000sq km in size) is the second 
largest game reserve in the world. It is home to large animal populations. 
The Botswana Department of Wildlife and National Parks forbids the 
development of lodges within the Reserve in order to maintain it as a true 
wilderness area.
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Deserts of the World

The ten largest deserts in the world are:

Name   Location  Area (km²)

1. Antarctic Desert  Antarctica  14 200 000

2. Arctic Desert  Arctic   13 900 000

3. Sahara Desert  Africa   9 100 000

4. Arabian Desert  Middle East   2 600 000

5. Gobi Desert  Asia   1 300 000

6. Patagonian Desert  South America  670 000 

7. Great Victoria Desert Australia  647 000

8. Kalahari Desert  Africa   570 000

9. Great Basin Desert  North America  490 000

10. Thar Desert  India, Pakistan  450 000
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Afar in the Desert
By Thomas Pringle

Afar in the Desert I love to ride,
With the silent Bush-boy alone by my side:
When the sorrows of life the soul o’ercast,
And, sick of the Present, I cling to the Past;
When the eye is suffused with regretful tears,
From the fond recollections of former years;
And shadows of things that have long since fled
Flit over the brain, like the ghosts of the dead:
Bright visions of glory—that vanish too soon;
Day-dreams—that departed ere manhood’s noon;
Attachments—by fate or by falsehood reft;
Companions of early days—lost or left;
And my Native Land—whose magical name
Thrills to the heart like electric flame;
The home of my childhood; the haunts of my prime;
All the passions and scenes of that rapturous time
When the feelings were young and the world was new,
Like the fresh bowers of Eden unfolding to view;
All—all now forsaken—forgotten—foregone!
And I—a lone exile remembered of none—
My high aims abandoned,—my good acts undone,—
Aweary of all that is under the sun,—
With that sadness of heart which no stranger may scan,
I fly to the Desert afar from man!
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Afar in the Desert I love to ride,
With the silent Bush-boy alone by my side:
Away—away—in the Wilderness vast,
Where the White Man’s foot hath never passed,
And the quivered Coránna or Bechuán
Hath rarely crossed with his roving clan:
A region of emptiness, howling and drear,
Which Man hath abandoned from famine and fear;
Which the snake and the lizard inhabit alone,
With the twilight bat from the yawning stone;
Where grass, nor herb, nor shrub takes root,
Save poisonous thorns that pierce the foot;
And the bitter-melon, for food and drink,
Is the pilgrim’s fare by the salt lake’s brink:
A region of drought, where no river glides,
Nor rippling brook with osiered sides;
Where sedgy pool, nor bubbling fount,
Nor tree, nor cloud, nor misty mount,
Appears, to refresh the aching eye:
But the barren earth, and the burning sky,
And the black horizon, round and round,
Spread—void of living sight or sound.
And here, while the night-winds round me sigh,
And the stars burn bright in the midnight sky,
As I sit apart by the desert stone,
Like Elijah at Horeb’s cave alone,
‘A still small voice’ comes through the wild
(Like a Father consoling his fretful Child),
Which banishes bitterness, wrath, and fear,—
Saying—MAN IS DISTANT, BUT GOD IS NEAR!

Afar	in	the	Desert


