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T h e  B eg i n n i n g 

I was born in 1930 in Windhoek, and my childhood—spent on our family farm Okazize 

to the west of Okahandja—had a profound effect on my life, giving me an appreciation 

of farming and a strong link to the land. Although my parents sold the farm in 1964, I still 

longed to own land and farm it. 

My interest in the South came from working in the area, selling pumps, generators, and 

other farming and engineering equipment through my firm, South-West Engineering. 

In those days, when all the local farmers came to town to do their monthly shopping 

and post collection trip, it was a useful time to sit at the Maltahöhe Hotel and quietly 

listen to and participate in the social exchanges. By the end of the evening I would usu-

ally have sold some equipment to a few of the more profitable farmers. Even then, the 

farmers used to tell me that I should not waste my time with the farmers on the edge of 

the Namib. They used to say that the farmers along the Namib rand were so poor they 

couldn’t afford shoes. Thus I never even visited the area.

The extensive droughts in the early 1980s were devastating, particularly to those farm-

ing on the edge of the Namib desert. Many farmers were reduced to a subsistence 

state and eventual insolvency. In 1984 an opportunity arose and I was able to pur-

chase the farm Gorrasis at a bankruptcy auction. My family’s reaction was not very 

supportive. My eldest daughter asked, “What do you want to do with that sandgat?”  

In English, sandgat is a “sand hole”. As a sign of my resolve I actually called the first com-

mercial farming venture Sandgat Farming (Pty) Ltd. 

As more land became available, I continued to purchase land, until in 1987 I owned 

approximately 120,000 hectares of adjoining farm land. My original intention was to 

farm commercially, but to own sufficient adjoining land to make this feasible by allow-

ing the livestock to move according to fodder availability. In 1987 I was farming with 

some 300 Nguni cattle and 5,000 Damara sheep, both indigenous breeds better suited 

to the arid conditions. 

Another drought in the late 1980s then made commercial farming literally impossible 

and I was forced to abandon the enterprise. It was at this stage, with input from conser-

vation experts, such as David Peddie and Dr. Chris Brown, when the idea of a privately 

owned and managed nature conservation area was born. 

Following Independence in 1990, additional adjoining farmland was acquired, mainly by 

like-minded investors, who supported the idea of a large private nature reserve. This 

plan was acknowledged and supported by the Ministry of Environment and Tourism, 

particularly Nico Bessinger, Hanno Rumpf, and Dr. Herbert Schneider. The dream was 

ultimately achieved when the NamibRand Nature Reserve was registered as a Section 21 

Association Not for Gain. 

The NamibRand Nature Reserve has continued to grow from strength to strength and is 

now recognized as a global model for self-sustaining private conservation. Currently the 

Reserve consists of a contiguous landscape, consisting of seventeen former livestock farms, 

measuring in total more than 215,000 hectares with the possibility to increase further. 

Johann albrecht (albi)  brückner

Founder and custodian of the NamibRand Nature Reserve. 
[R.I.P., 8 December 2016]

For  Al B i  B r ü c k n e r 
(14 August 1930 – 8 December 2016)

This book was conceived by the late Douglas R. Tompkins as a tribute to the private conserva-

tion efforts of Albi Brückner and the Brückner family. In his early communications about the 

project Doug said, “I would want this to be a book in which we emphasize that it is individuals 

like Albi, who, through their own initiative and purpose, make these kinds of large-scale conser-

vation areas and then apply all their talents to make a comprehensive package of programs and 

infrastructure. . . .  Hats off to the Brückners!”



A mon g  T h e  h i g h l i g h Ts :  Al B i  B r ü c k n e r  i n  nA mi B i A

Among the highlights for my husband, Douglas, and me during our last twenty-five 

years of conservation work has been meeting people from around the world who have 

similar ideas about permanently protecting landscape masterpieces and wildlife. Albi 

and Stephan Brückner are two such people who, over the last few decades, have pro-

tected and celebrated unforgettable beauty and biodiversity in Namibia. From the time 

we received our first letter from Albi asking us questions about our work in Chile and 

Argentina, we committed ourselves to traveling to Namibia to meet him in person.  

Between us, Doug and I had traveled a great deal of the world but neither one of 

us knew anything about Namibia. Having little time to gather information about the 

country before leaving, we departed Argentina with little more than a map in my hand 

and confidence that somehow we would find Albi in Windhoek when we got there. 

Eventually we camped our way from the Angolan border south to NamibRand, the 

crown jewel of the Brückner conservation projects, where we were hosted by Stephan 

and found ourselves sinking into some of the most sensuous, stark and hauntingly beau-

tiful territory we had ever seen. What we saw and what we walked across is the conse-

quence of conviction. It is the consequence of living your life with intention, embarking 

on a project few people understand in the beginning, and having the foresight to real-

ize its importance well into the future. The Brückner family envisioned in advance the 

benefits and rewards of natural lands protection that are often not seen by most until 

looking in the rearview mirror years later.  

Wildlands philanthropy by private means is not new, there have been heroic examples 

of this over the last century, but it is scarce when set against the onslaught of natural 

landscapes converted to resource production. We have been told many times that creat-

ing permanent parklands is the work of the rich, but I know this not to be the case. Of 

course personal funding makes these efforts much easier, but there are many successful 

conservation projects that are carved into being by individuals or small groups that are 

long on commitment and determination while very short on cash. Wildlands philanthro-

pists are young, old, rich, poor, in countries large and small, but they have a singular belief 

in common—that there must be space, respect, and even I would say, reverence for the 

wild, for the natural world to evolve on its own terms.  

The tension between conservation and development has become a moral question and 

we must take up sides. Do we recognize that we humans are part of a system upon which 

all life depends and actively work toward its health? Or are we here to “tame” nature for 

our own rewards and be damned by what comes next? The Brückner family answered 

this question by their actions, by their love of their country, by their respect for the com-

munities that neighbor their parks.

Though both Doug and Albi have left us, I will go back to Namibia and sink my feet 

into that hot red sand and walk the dry beds of the rivers in the Kunene, and I will be 

reminded of both of them, two people who saw a possibility for doing something good, 

something durable, something in praise of beauty and life itself.

kristine McDivit t toMpkins

Leader of Tompkins Conservation



governance—Namibia has protected almost 44 percent of its nature. This makes it a 

premier example of approaching the goal outlined in Nature Needs Half, the emerging, 

science-based, protected area target and global vision for a new, truly sustainable, and 

ethical relationship between humans and nature. 

In 1990–1991, during the early days of my work in Namibia, I attended a reception of 

businessmen and conservationists in Windhoek along with Ian Player, the great conser-

vationist from South Africa. Ian, who had led the team in the 1960s that saved the white 

rhino from extinction, had become a global statesman for wild nature and people. It 

was my good fortune that Ian had also become my conservation mentor, and that we 

remained friends and global co-conspirators for wilderness until he passed in 2015. 

At that gathering, Ian greeted another man warmly and then turned to me and said, “I’d 

like you to meet Albi Brückner.” An understated yet astute and distinctive gentleman, 

Albi was the chairman of the Namibia Nature Foundation and also on the board of the 

world-renowned Desert Research Foundation of Namibia. 

Albi and I subsequently met numerous other times over lunch or drinks when I happened 

to be in Windhoek, and our conversation always turned to his deepest and emerging 

passion—the NamibRand, his family’s privately owned nature reserve. And now, almost 

30 years later, Antonio Vizcaíno’s awe-inspiring images and the stirring essays from my 

fellow contributors have come together in this book to tell the story of the NamibRand, 

its environment, and Albi far better than I ever could. 

Instead, I speak to what I consider the essential message of the NamibRand: namely, 

the positive impact on nature and human communities made possible by a single per-

son, and how such personal, individual acts of faith (and persistence) are as necessary 

as they are inspiring and instructive in any era, and not least in today’s troubled and 

challenging world.

Of what are such actions made? 

Vision may be an often-misused and certainly overused word, but “having vision” is a char-

acteristic trait of many pioneers and a key component to the success of their ventures. In 

Albi’s case, as with most visionaries, he had the so-called simple attribute of being able to see 

opportunity where others just see a problem … if they see anything at all.

At its most basic, Albi’s vision allowed him to clearly recognize that a healthy resource 

of wild nature is essential to the future of our world (an observation likely held by all the 

readers of this book but, believe me, one barely visible on the proverbial radar screen of 

the overwhelming majority of people). In addition, it was knowing and trusting in the 

important, inherent ability of nature to regenerate itself—even after being subject to 

abuse by poorly practiced human agriculture or other means of resource exploitation, 

and thereby slammed into becoming biologically barren and ecologically bankrupt. 

Courage often serves as the visionary’s greatest ally. As certainly as the sun will rise in 

the morning, anyone who proclaims to have a vision can expect dismissive remarks and 

even ridicule from others. And the visionary will also learn that possessing courage does 

not mean being without self-doubt. But courageous leadership is forged by overcoming 

challenges, reconciling differences, taking the heat from friends and enemies alike, and 

making that fateful step into what often seems like an abyss. 

Albi likely relied on courage when he decided to purchase the overgrazed, clapped-out, 

original farm, wanting to remake it into the wilderness it once was. But more so than on 

A  r e m Ar k A B le  s To ry  o F  nAT u r e ,  nAT i on ,  An d  i n iT i AT i v e

When friends and colleagues inevitably ask me “What’s your favorite place in the 

world?” I inevitably reply, “There are so many, and I enjoy everywhere I work.” While 

not untrue, this reply is more of a courtesy to my many and internationally diverse col-

leagues and friends who have hosted and/or collaborated with me and with The WILD 

Foundation over many decades. That said, I do have a “first-among-equals” favorite  

country—the inimitable Namibia!

Namibia has given me some of the most internally satisfying and professionally 

interesting experiences of my life: the fabulously brooding Sperrgebiet (“Forbidden 

Area”) in the far south, through the southern sands , up the Atlantic Ocean’s 

Skeleton Coast, following the Angola border eastward along the Kunene River past 

Epupa Falls , across the Caprivi, into the vast interior, and more… My goodness , 

what a country.

There are few places on our Earth that match the impossible-to-express, austere antiq-

uity of Namibia’s mountains, the unexpected biodiversity in the Namib desert, the jux-

taposition of black-maned lions on the Atlantic beaches feeding at the fringes of huge 

colonies of Cape fur seal, or the unexpected sight of one of the desert-adapted elephants 

ambling across a giant sand dune. 

The spirit and presence of Namibia’s wild nature is palpable, powerful, and inescapable. 

Namibia’s “protected area reputation” is world-class. It is the only country in the world 

that has formally protected its entire coastline, some 1,500 kilometers from the Orange 

River border with South Africa in the south, to the Kunene River border with Angola in 

the north. This 110,000-square-kilometer area of protected land adjoins 12,000 square 

kilometers of fabulously diverse, protected marine habitat in the rich, cold waters of the 

Atlantic Ocean’s Benguela Current. 

At both of these northern and southern borders, Namibia’s national protected areas 

are part of the Transfrontier Conservation Areas, or TFCAs (with Iona National Park in 

Angola and with |Ai-|Ais-Richtersveld in South Africa), significantly extending this glob-

ally important zone of natural protection. In fact, Namibia is also one of the few coun-

tries in the world that shares in comanaging TFCAs with every country on its borders. 

This includes Namibia as one of five countries committed to the Kavango Zambezi Peace 

Park, which is described as the largest protected area landscape vision in the world. 

And there’s more. By changing its national laws in 1996 so that local communities and 

landowners own, self-manage, and can receive direct benefit from their wildlife and natu-

ral resources (rather than wildlife being the property of the State, as it is in many other 

nations), Namibia initiated a community-based conservation incentive and eventual 

model that is arguably the most extensive and successful in the world. 

Indivisible with Namibia’s wealth of wild nature and natural resources is its varied and 

interesting population of both contemporary and traditional people. Larger than the 

state of Texas in the United States, and twice the size of Germany, Namibia (with only 

slightly over 2 million people) is one of the least densely populated countries in the 

world, yet it possesses incredible cultural diversity. About 13 major ethnicities are repre-

sented and up to 30 distinct languages are spoken by the country’s people, who range 

from the uniquely attired Herero, to the distinctive and beautifully traditional Himba 

(the only remaining seminomadic pastoralists in all of southern Africa), to the San, the 

Kavango, and the Damara, to the German- and Boer-heritage white farmers and busi-

nessmen, among many others.

With all of the country’s conservation-managed lands (parks, reserves, conservan-

cies) considered together—whether under public, private, community, or multiple 



hectares of land under conservation management. This accomplishment grew out of 

both direct purchase and private ownership of huge Australian ranches and former 

cattle stations, and also through partnerships between these private landowners and 

Aboriginal groups wanting to protect their extensive, traditional territories. 

Europe — Carpathia: European Wilderness Reserve, in the southern Carpathian 

Mountains, is purchasing land, assembling parcels, and protecting wilderness in the very 

green heart of Europe, the world’s most densely populated continent, now experiencing 

a remarkable process of continental rewilding. 

South America — The amazing, diverse, and incredibly large-scale work of Tompkins 

Conservation in Chile and Argentina, privately funded and powered, is working closely 

with the national governments and local communities to establish new protected areas. 

By acquiring and donating private conservation lands to the national park systems of Chile 

and Argentina, Tompkins Conservation has helped create and expand more than a half 

dozen national parks already, often leveraging additions of government land through the 

donation. Current projects under way are likely to expand three existing parks and add five 

additional units to Chile’s national park system. When complete these parklands resulting 

from public-private collaboration will secure nearly 5 million hectares of wildlife habitat.

North America — El Carmen Nature Reserve is the massive and impressive “sky island” 

on the Mexico-Texas border in the Chihuahuan Desert. El Carmen is owned, extensively 

rewilded, and managed by CEMEX (one of the world’s largest cement companies)—and 

it has at its core an officially (and privately) designated and managed wilderness area (El 

Diablo Canyon). Just as important are the thousands of hectares of private ranches sur-

rounding El Carmen that are “working wilderness” landscapes, managed with biodiversity 

and other ecological principles.

South Asia — And finally, conservation endeavors are not just about wealthy landown-

ers. We of course have the highly successful community conservancies in Namibia. One 

of the newest such communal models can be seen in the emerging trend of small com-

munities in poverty-plagued, rural India to abandon farming on their marginal land and 

adopt the Sanctuary Asia program, “From Farm to Forest”. In doing so, they increase wild 

habitat for tiger and other wildlife, dramatically enhance biodiversity, are trained to oper-

ate their own small tourism operations, and receive assistance in creating sustainable 

industries based on the resurgence of natural systems and materials.

Many private landowners talk about their “rights” as landowners. This is important, yes, 

but much more important and a characteristic of all private land conservation endeav-

ors is the landowner’s attitude of responsibility. Responsibility—exercised for the good 

of nature and people—generates a very special secret sauce, much needed today, that 

contains equal parts spirit and optimism. 

Such was the core of Albi Brückner’s vision, courage, ethic, and practice, and the 

Reserve that emerged from it. Indeed, it is a very remarkable model in a spectacular 

and remarkable country.

vance G .  M artin

President: The WILD Foundation and Wilderness Foundation Global 
Chairman: Wilderness Specialist Group, World Commission  
on Protected Areas/IUCN

[Author’s note: My sincere appreciation to Jayme Dittmar, Chris Weaver, 
Keith Tuffley, Tom Butler, and others who lent their eyes and fact-checking  
to my reflections.]

that particular occasion, courage was front and center when he committed to purchasing 

an additional 100,000 hectares of adjacent land at a stage of his life when most men are 

decelerating in their careers and less inclined toward financial risks. True courage is rooted 

in values and ethics, and it was Albi’s land ethic that fueled his courage.

Ethics proved fundamental to Albi Brückner and to the remarkable success of growing 

NamibRand into one of the largest and most enduring private-sector nature reserves in 

Africa. A land ethic would continue to stand at the center of all decisions and it certainly 

empowered the purchase of that additional 100,000 hectares. The term land ethic is sim-

ply a modern descriptor for a commitment to a way of life that most traditional people 

have practiced for millennia; in essence, knowing and acting as if there is no separation 

between the health of wildlands, the integrity of human culture, and the well-being of 

people on the land. 

Practice is the application of vision, courage, and ethics. I describe the practice of 

NamibRand as one of rewilding and wilderness. Rewilding is hands-on land management 

based in a belief of the power of nature to regenerate itself—often initiated by “active 

intervention” techniques such as species reintroduction, fence removal, the creation of 

check dams to stop soil erosion and raise the water table, and so on. This active inter-

vention is well balanced by “nonintervention” land management, or a commitment to 

the importance of wilderness for biodiversity and other ecological services, as well as its 

importance for human solitude and communion with nature.

A model needs to emerge which will integrate all the factors above and make sustainable 

the nature conservation goals of the entire endeavor. A fabulously practical, replicable, 

and inspiring model did in fact emerge from Albi’s original vision, and as a result of the tal-

ented team that gathered to eventually create a specialized, high-end, ecotourism-driven 

nature reserve of great beauty, exceptional personal service, business excellence, and 

conservation principles. Their “visitor density” ratio is one guest bed per 1,000 acres of 

wilderness—fabulous—and the Reserve is now a financially self-sustaining, not-for-profit 

business. Such an example, with conservation principles intact and surrounded by high-

functioning wilderness at a landscape-scale, is the stuff of which is made a spectacular 

and globally important model. 

The NamibRand Nature Reserve originally began life in the early 1990s as a solitary, 

eccentric experiment in a remote, harsh corner of what was then a little-known colony 

called South-West Africa (governed at the time by South Africa and soon to become 

independent). At that time, private-sector conservation anywhere in the world, when 

one found it, was at best a hobby rather than a significant contributor to important 

global conservation goals or a serious and sustainable business practice. 

Today, NamibRand is one of the jewels in a growing global crown of similar, very impor-

tant, private-sector conservation endeavors. These diverse, private, and/or collective ini-

tiatives are in many nations and regions, just a few of which are:

Southern and Eastern Africa — The size and numbers of the private reserves and con-

servancies in southern Africa and Kenya are growing constantly. This includes different 

ownership regimes such as the privately owned reserves and collaborative conservancies 

across South Africa, and of course the highly successful communally owned conservan-

cies of Namibia (with some 82 accredited conservancies using nature-conservation man-

agement within 20 percent of the entire country).

Australia — With the stated purpose of “securing Australia’s biodiversity and natural 

landscapes,” members of the nation-wide Bush Heritage Network now have 6.2 million 



nA mi B r An d  An d  nA mi B i A’ s  conse rvAT i on

As celebrated in this beautiful book, the establishment of the NamibRand Nature 

Reserve, a private nature reserve, was not only an enormous achievement for a small 

group of visionary landowners led by the late Mr. Albi Brückner but is a major contribu-

tion to Namibia’s conservation agenda. Apart from representing a vast area of contigu-

ous wildlife habitat serving important wildlife populations and enabling their large-scale 

movements in response to rain and the availability of grazing, the NamibRand Nature 

Reserve plays two vital conservation roles. 

The first of these roles is contributing to the establishment of an essential buffer 

zone for the adjacent Namib-Naukluft National Park. The NamibRand Nature Reserve 

shares around 100 kilometers of boundary with the Namib Naukluft Park, where there 

is no land use or wildlife conflict, thus greatly reducing the scale and incidence of  

land-use-related conflicts for the park overall. This is an invaluable contribution to the 

conservation and management of the Namib Naukluft Park, for which NamibRand 

Nature Reserve should get greater recognition. Further, considering the topographic 

nature of the Namib desert, the eastern escarpment zone—formed by a series of moun-

tains—was excluded when the Namib Naukluft Park was gazetted in 1979. The park thus 

represents an incomplete ecosystem. By creating an effective buffer zone east of the park, 

starting with the NamibRand Nature Reserve, this historical oversight can be corrected. 

The role of the NamibRand Nature Reserve in this regard should become a strong mar-

keting point for attracting tourism.

The second and related role is its contribution to enhancing landscape connectivity in 

one of the most arid parts of the world. The NamibRand Nature Reserve links not only to 

the west with the Namib Naukluft Park but in the east to a complex patchwork of free-

hold farms where wildlife and tourism are the dominant forms of land use. Great progress 

is being made in this larger landscape, also referred to as the Greater Sossusvlei-Namib 

Landscape, to enable free movement of wildlife and collaborative management and 

monitoring. In a future scenario of climate change, such initiatives will become essential 

for the maintenance of biodiversity, and the lessons learned in the Namib region will 

become invaluable. All contributors to these efforts are highly commended, including 

the NamibRand Nature Reserve for its commitment to work with its neighbours near 

and far on this magnificent initiative.

Dr .  M al an linDeque

Permanent Secretary 
Ministry of Environment and Tourism,  
Government of the Republic of Namibia



“I believe that my father wanted to inspire people to do more, to give more, whether it 

was to conservation or socially. He believed in growing old with a purpose,” Stephan says.

For more than 30 years that purpose, for Albi Brückner, was NamibRand. By combining 

farms to reestablish the integrity of an ecosystem and using sustainable tourism to pay 

for the long-term preservation of the land, NamibRand became an international model 

for private-sector conservation of large landscapes and for its contribution of the unique 

and fragile Pro-Namib ecosystem.

“My father’s biggest hope for the future was that NamibRand would continue as is, that 

through our tourism model the land would be sustainable, and that greed would not 

interfere. NamibRand has a sound constitution and structure, so he left knowing that it 

is in good hands for generations to come,” says Stephan. 

NamibRand was Albi’s inspiration and his solace. When his wife of 55 years passed away, 

Albi found peace in the desert, and now they lie buried side by side in a fairy circle, the 

perfect resting place for one who gave so much to conserve the space, the integrity, and 

the mystery of the desert. 

GinGer M auney

Freelance writer, author, and conservation supporter

[Ginger Mauney’s “He Tore Down Boundaries: A Tribute to Albi Brückner,” 
originally appeared in slightly different form in Travel News Namibia,  
Autumn 2017 issue]

h e  To r e  d ow n  Bo u n dAr i e s :  A  T r i BuT e  To  Al B i  B r ü c k n e r

Along the dirt roads that wind their way through the Namib desert, subtle signs of change 

appear. These signs read “No Fences.” They indicate areas where fences have been taken down 

to allow for the free movement of wildlife and the integration of land back to its natural whole. 

The significance of these signs is so self-evident that we are forced to pause and recognize 

that the landscape hasn’t always been this way. There were obstacles, barriers to move-

ment, limits to cohesion that had to be forcibly overcome. 

These signs, their message, and their effectiveness are as understated and important as 

the man behind them, the late J. A. (Albi) Brückner (1930–2016). 

An astute businessman and a keen conservationist, who served on the Board of the 

Desert Research Foundation of Namibia (DRFN) and as Chairman of the Namibia Nature 

Foundation (NNF), Albi Brückner had a connection to the Namib desert that has become 

part of desert folklore. 

In 1984 he purchased the farm Gorassis for the price of a Volkswagen Beetle. The land 

had been overgrazed, sheep farming throughout the south was in decline, and wildlife 

had been shot out, so where others saw the chance to sell and get out, Albi saw the 

opportunity to stake a claim not only to the land but also to the future. 

He purchased another farm and then another, and by the mid-1990s, he had established 

his vision for a private nature reserve where fences would be removed, water points 

would be restored, and wildlife would return to the land that it is so well adapted to 

inhabit. Local and international investors were inspired to purchase and connect more 

farms into the mosaic that formed NamibRand Nature Reserve. 

For Albi, life was always about tearing down boundaries. This desire may have been 

ingrained in him when he was a child, growing up in war-torn Prussia where he learned 

to be both firm and open-minded. 

In his teens Albi returned to Namibia, the country of his birth. Prior to Namibia’s 

independence, he was among a group of Namibian businessmen who met with Sam 

Nujoma, then the leader of the opposition resistance party, South West Africa People’s 

Organization (SWAPO). Afterward, some members of the business community rejected 

Albi and his efforts to understand Nujoma, but for him the meeting was another way of 

tearing down fences. 

When he was 60 years old, Albi’s commitment to the environment culminated in this 

boldest move yet, the purchase of 100,000 hectares of land adjoining NamibRand. 

“This put him under enormous financial pressure,” says Stephan Brückner, Albi’s youngest 

son and the driving force behind Wolwedans, a series of high-value, low-impact tourism 

lodges on NamibRand. “But it was never about the money. It was always about the land, 

about leaving a legacy for future generations.”

The colours of the desert and the sheer sense of space always captivated Albi. Whenever 

he got the chance, he left Windhoek to explore NamibRand, visiting every corner of the 

property and often returning to the farm Gorassis where it all began.

Albi’s impact on conservation in Namibia was both immediate, through DRFN and NNF, 

and sustained due to both the land he helped to conserve and the people from nearby 

and around the world whom he inspired. 



environment, these several biomes intermingle, with all of these species of vegetation 

growing at different locations within this dynamic panorama of distinct natural beauty. 

Although larger mammals are most often considered representative of the Pro-Namib, 

the gemsbok, springbok, zebra, giraffe, jackals, and hyena are not its only inhabitants. 

On the scale of the insect, termites—thought by some to explain the cause of unique 

“fairy circles” found across sandy substrates of the Pro-Namib—are a key element of the 

biome. Birds, another spectacular feature of the Pro-Namib, include the striking lappet-

faced vultures, often seen nesting on tall woody trees of the ephemeral rivers, ostriches, 

sand grouse, Ludwig’s bustard, and Rüppell’s korhaan. Among the reptiles, barking geckos 

add ambiance to the evening atmosphere. As in other desert habitats, the less readily 

observed organisms—such as gerbils, reptiles, spiders, scorpions, and particularly ants—

actually dominate the fauna of the Pro-Namib.

Bordering the Namib Sand Sea World Heritage Site, and otherwise considered to 

be the “long road” to Sossusvlei, the Pro-Namib provides a spectacular diversity of  

scenery, geomorphology, and ecological and evolutionary consequences of life on the 

edge of the desert. Rather than being characterized by the more frequently publicized 

or popularly known elements of its landscape, the Pro-Namib—a synthesis of all the 

surrounding landscapes and biomes—well deserves the greater and fine-focused atten-

tion this book provides. 

Dr .  M ary seely

Founder and former Executive Director  
of the Desert Research Foundation of Namibia

Pro - nA mi B :  A  sPec TAc u l Ar ,  o u Ts TAn d i n g  s y nT h e si s  o F  d e se rT  l An d s c APe s

Vast, scenic, golden panoramas stretching to the horizon constitute the first impression 

of the outstanding beauty of the Pro-Namib landscape. To the east, the Great Western 

Escarpment towers above undulating plains; to the west lay the dunes of the Namib Sand 

Sea. These rolling vistas vary from displaying occasional green grass cover after irregular 

rains to, more often, dry yellow grass or, over long dry periods, barren, stony plains of cal-

crete, a form of limestone developed in the soil under past, higher rainfall conditions. The 

Pro-Namib, just one commonly used designation for the region, represents an amalgam of 

its surrounding landscapes while constituting a unique habitat on its own. 

Situated between the southern Atlantic Ocean and the continental Great Western 

Escarpment lies an arid land unlike any other. Abutting the coast, and encompassed in a 

World Heritage Site, the Namib Sand Sea supports a unique biodiversity primarily depen-

dent on fog water and taking advantage of the accessible subsurface habitat. Inland, 

below the escarpment, broad calcrete plains are subjected to occasional, erratic rainfall. 

These plains are dissected by anastomosing shallow water courses flowing westward to 

end in the Namib Sand Sea. Erupting from among the sand dunes as well as scattered 

across the plains, an array of inselbergs, or “island mountains,” of different geological ages 

and origins contributes to the biological diversity of the area.

Calcrete crusts cover the surface of much of the Pro-Namib, representing a previous 

moister period of in situ formation of calcrete and calcareous soil resulting from atmo-

spheric precipitation of calcium carbonate in a dry environment, and in some areas con-

stituting a karst-like formation with frequent shallow sinkholes indicated on the surface. 

Inselbergs stand proud of the plains, rising up to several hundred meters, and may be 

composed of igneous or metamorphic rocks. On the eastern border of the Pro-Namib, 

the deeply dissected escarpment exposes rocks dating to more than 600 million years 

ago, a major attraction for geologists and paleontologists, providing opportunities for 

studying Earth’s history and the evolution of life on Earth back to some of the ear-

liest known evidence. Of parallel historical interest, but of very different character, is 

the Tsondab Sandstone underlying the Namib Sand Sea bordering the west of the Pro-

Namib. Fossil pans, ephemeral river sources, and a rich fossil record—encompassed in the 

brick red outcrops of a fossilized sand sea—date back at least 18 million years.

Crossing the Pro-Namib from the escarpment toward the dunes, an array of ephemeral 

rivers flow, but only briefly after periods of heavy rainfall. These rarely flowing rivers, 

otherwise typically presenting as dried-up and dusty, are revealed by vegetation lining 

their banks. Originating in the escarpment, many anastomosing smaller to larger tribu-

taries combine as they cross the Pro-Namib, ending next to or within the dunes of the 

Namib Sand Sea. Better known are the larger rivers, such as the Tsondab River, ending in 

Tsondabvlei, and the Tsauchab River, ending in Sossusvlei—probably the most popular 

tourist destination in the Namib landscape.

Pro-Namib vegetation varies as rainfall decreases from the escarpment west to the sand 

sea. On the escarpment, plant species from the Nama Karoo shrubland, the escarpment 

itself, and the desert to the west intermingle. Sterculia, Boscia, and Moringa trees along 

with Elephant’s foot, Lithops, Euphorbia, Aloe, and Hereroa plants are just some of the 

more than four hundred interesting species on the Naukluft and other parts of the escarp-

ment. On the Pro-Namib plains the Stipagrostis grasses dominate after rain, giving the 

surface a green tinge, until drying later into golden stalks. Interspersed along the water 

courses are a variety of shrubs and trees including Acacia, Ficus, and Euclea, among the 

woody species. West of the Pro-Namib plains in the Namib Sand Sea, several species of 

Stipagrostis grasses as well as succulent Trianthema dominate while a variety of less com-

mon species respond to occasional rains. As the plants dry, their wind-blown detritus 

provides food for numerous animal inhabitants of the desert sands. In the Pro-Namib 



It is truly an honour and a privilege for me to be involved with the NamibRand Nature 

Reserve, to work for such a forward-thinking and innovative organization, and to sup-

port this great conservation initiative.

nil s  oDenDaal

Chief Executive Officer of the NamibRand Nature Reserve

A  conT i n u o us  e F F o rT

The NamibRand Nature Reserve is one of the most beautiful areas in the world. 

Admittedly, this bold statement, coming as it does from someone who has worked 

for the NamibRand Nature Reserve since 2004, could be seen as biased. Yet, while I 

have worked in conservation and tourism in other areas in Namibia and have travelled  

globally, I am still constantly awed and amazed by the ever-changing scenery and the 

diversity of wildlife in NamibRand, a truly special place.

The NamibRand Nature Reserve is one of the largest privately protected areas in south-

ern Africa, a factor which is of ever-increasing importance for environmental conserva-

tion, especially considering the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

and for achieving such ambitions as the Aichi Biodiversity Target 11, whereby essentially 

17 percent of land on Earth (terrestrial and inland water areas) would be effectively con-

served by 2020. In an era when it becomes increasingly more difficult for governments to 

designate land as conservation areas, and when land is becoming increasingly scarce due 

to human population pressures, initiatives such as establishing and retaining privately 

protected areas, including the NamibRand Nature Reserve, are invaluable contributors 

toward achieving these critical biodiversity safeguards.

Not only is the extensive amount of land available for conservation in the Namib des-

ert important for land conservation, it is critically important for biodiversity. Migrating 

wildlife in search of seasonal grazing require desert ecosystems of vast proportions. It is 

a proven scientific fact that the more open a hyper-arid desert ecosystem is, the more 

robust and healthy such a system is.

During the first years of establishing the NamibRand Nature Reserve, early efforts 

focused on rehabilitating the area into a well-managed, contiguous nature reserve. 

Enormous work went into restoring overgrazed and over-utilized livestock farms and 

returning the land to its former natural state. Hundreds of kilometers of disused track 

and roads were closed. Livestock holding pens, concrete water reservoirs , troughs, and 

more than 1,000 kilometers of fencing were removed. Invasive nonindigenous plants 

and animals were removed, and tons of rubbish and old farm equipment transported 

out. Locally extinct wildlife that once had inhabited the area—such as cheetah, red 

hartebeest, plains zebra, and giraffe—were successfully reintroduced. A true nature 

reserve was created in line with the vision of managing the area for the enhanced con-

servation of landscape and biodiversity. 

More recently our efforts have focused on promoting the Reserve and in sharing our experi-

ence and expertise with our neighbours, across the larger landscape, and with the nation 

and the world. As climate change manifests around the world, conservation and tourism 

emerge as offering the most suitable land use options for our environment. This land use 

is far more sustainable than livestock farming, which puts huge pressures on the land for 

resources such as grazing and water. Conservation and tourism also yield better returns 

for local economic development. For example, the NamibRand Nature Reserve is able to 

employ three times as many people as livestock farming ever could on the same land; con-

servation and tourism staff earn much higher salaries than their livestock farming colleagues; 

and revenue collected from both income and value-added taxes from tourism lodges is also 

much higher than funds generated from agricultural activities in the same area.

Today most of the land around us focuses on conservation and tourism. In response to 

this development, NamibRand and like-minded neighbours have come together to form 

the Greater Sossusvlei-Namib Landscape Association. The Association’s vision is to col-

laboratively manage the Greater Sossusvlei-Namib Landscape for enhanced landscape 

and biodiversity conservation, as well as for socio-economic development, and for the 

sustained benefit of the people within the landscape and the region.



inform them of the fragility and sensitivity of the unique biodiversity and habitat that 

we occupy. By aligning our footprint for minimal operational impact and sharing our 

thoughts and ideas through awareness campaigns, we’ve succeeded in securing a well-

balanced environmentally sustainable management plan. Testament to this, Wolwedans 

was the first tourism lodge in the history of the Eco Awards Namibia program to be 

certified with the maximum “five flower” accreditation on a first attempt.

We invest in wildlife conservation projects that make a difference; we invest in the 

people who enrich guests’ experiences; and we invest in the communities and indi-

vidual entrepreneurs just outside the wild areas to which we invite visitors. If not for 

our enduring purpose, we could well be just another safari company. Instead, we are the 

engineers of the “Wolwedans Way,” and we aspire to making a real difference and inspir-

ing a new way (of doing business).

Toward that end, in 2010, NamibRand Safaris established The Wolwedans Foundation 

Trust, in line with our intention of balancing profitability with people and planet. This 

became a lasting legacy that ensures we remain true to our vision. The Trust appreciates 

that biodiversity is life and that people matter. It remains the heart of our organization, 

channeling vital energy through our work and people.

Over the years, The Wolwedans Foundation has extended its reach to our young people, 

engaging the youth of Namibia with training, inclusion, and meaningful employment 

within the region. Our focus has crossed the boundaries of our immediate communities 

in the south of Namibia and is starting to spread. In Windhoek, we have the Namibian 

Institute of Culinary Education (NICE) and the Wolwedans Desert Academy (DA) in the 

NamibRand Nature Reserve. Trainees applying for our programs make a commitment 

to personal growth and self-improvement. With combined efforts, we work to ensure 

that these young people receive an inspiring educational experience that equips them 

to become healthy participants in the world.

People, planet, and profit are interwoven at Wolwedans, where we aim to achieve the 

perfect balance, recognizing that our efforts will have lasting effects for years, rewarding 

generations beyond our own. We believe that learning to do-well-by-doing-good is a 

true measure of success.

Because we see the inherent value of our local people, our community engagements 

remain important to us and to our team. We view this outlook as vital, because orga-

nizations that don’t engage their communities soon become isolated from the realities 

that face and shape their future. Developing positive relationships with and providing 

worthwhile opportunities for the local community bears unquantifiable fruits, nurtur-

ing personal development through education and training. We work to provide a safe, 

healthy, and fair working environment for our employees, taking care to meet high 

standards for our entire team. 

Our journey continues to evolve as we seek out new and innovative ways to uplift and sup-

port the people who make Wolwedans happen. Even before trainees have become team 

members, we’ve begun to instill values and pride in them at the entry level at our academies.

It is no surprise that Namibians refer to their country as the land of the brave. At 

Wolwedans we’ve dared to make bold choices, to build seemingly impossible struc-

tures, and to be imaginative, always finding ways to bring life into the Namib—and 

these actions all set us apart. We take education as seriously as we do water conser-

vation in our ancient and elusive environment. As pioneers of living-classroom voca-

tional training, we have established a symbiotic ecosystem of education and hands-on 

Your travel matters… So make choices that matter… Travel ethically and be part of 

Namibia’s future legacy …. Sentiments such as these, in keeping with the philosophy of 

the NamibRand Nature Reserve and the spirit of the Wolwedans Collection of camps and 

lodges, would never have been expressed if not for the foresight and forward-thinking  

ideals maintained by my father, the late Albi Brückner (1930–2016), who founded the 

220,000-hectare-plus private nature reserve that constitutes NamibRand today. It is in 

honor of Albi Brückner, and in his memory, that we continue to keep his legacy alive, 

and it is our hope that in doing so we will encourage and inspire others to do the same, 

wherever they may find themselves and whatever their like-minded pursuits.

To experience Wolwedans is to experience a true conservation success story.  

We believe that travel provides the best form of education. By investing time and 

resources into creating an authentic, informative travel opportunity, we aim to engen-

der in our visitors a depth of feeling, meaningful experiences, and a sense of intrigue so 

that they might get a closer view, savor a richer taste, and seek a deeper understanding 

of Namibia’s astonishing landscape and fiercely resilient environment.

A collection of small camps and lodges in the NamibRand Nature Reserve, a private 

nature reserve located in the Greater Sossusvlei Namib Landscape (GSNL), Wolwedans 

is a Namibian original, a model of sustainability and conservation. Our lodges and 

camps are designed so that, theoretically, they could be broken down and removed 

without leaving a trace. And, as members of The Long Run, one of the world’s largest 

sustainable development initiatives led by nature-based businesses, we have made a 

commitment to supporting the BIG(GER) picture in all we do and especially in how we 

do it. We strive to go from ordinary to extraordinary in four simple steps which we call 

“The 4Cs”: commerce, conservation, community, and culture. We’re proud to work from 

an economic base that supports local employment and shares the benefits of tourism 

with local communities, all while ensuring that wild places are safeguarded in Namibia 

and setting an ethical example for ecotourism worldwide. Promoting low-impact tour-

ism, while maintaining the integrity of the Pro-Namib ecosystem, is at the center of all 

our Wolwedans ventures.

Our adherence to the principles of The Long Run dovetails well with the model of 

the four Cs, with the Wolwedans focus on those four pillars influencing all our con-

siderations around planning , projects , and people. In relation to commerce, we have 

identified various ways to help sustain the commercial side of our business that make 

our initiatives around conservation, community, and culture both possible and relevant. 

With our focus on guest experiences, authentic catering , quality service, high levels of 

technical competence, and—importantly—resource efficiency, we put forth key deliv-

erables underpinned by a dynamic and professional team who contribute to effective 

financial management.

Over many years we have come to realize that our goals can only be achieved with con-

scious mindfulness. Discovering one’s purpose can be as rewarding as living life to the 

fullest, and it is this level of passion that drives us toward realizing our vision: supporting 

and strengthening Namibia through the success of an enterprise that builds upon her 

human capital, conserves her environment, and showcases her cultural attributes, for 

the long run and in keeping with The 4Cs.

The land on which our infrastructure is built continues to keep an ancient contract 

with its custodians, who include us. In order to keep our end of the bargain, we must 

make our commitment to all conservation efforts in the NamibRand Nature Reserve a 

top priority. Through the effort and energy put into educating our team, guests, and 

partners about our unique ecosystem, we have developed various engaging ways to 
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experiential training within the travel experience, providing world-class education to 

young Namibians in the fields of hospitality and craftsmanship. This is our Wolwedans 

hallmark. This is The Wolwedans Way.

We strive to “make things happen” as they say, and so we celebrate culture by pre-

serving our national heritage, pursuing cultural exchange programs through engaging 

platforms, and encouraging creative expression and social cohesion through sports 

and recreation—all while developing wisdom through knowledge and crafting cultural 

awareness interventions that help to highlight our commitment to this very important 

aspect of our business.

The Wolwedans Way is a unique ethos created to generate well-being in our team of 

hosts and trainees, comfort and exclusivity in our guests, and positivity in our business 

methods and employees. We call it “our compass,” and it is centric in all we do. The 

needles of this compass are guided by these four values: honesty, fairness, creativity, and 

positivity. We have brought these elements into our practices on all levels. Our opera-

tions invest in local people by training a new generation of guides, cooks, and conser-

vationists as well as businessmen and women. 

We love what we do. For us, offering life-changing experiences that transform travelers 

while connecting them to our region of the world leads to increased respect and love 

for Namibia’s natural environment. This has been our ethos for over 20 years. We know 

that the actions we take toward providing travel opportunities and building properties 

must always keep in mind the health of our planet. As a member of Global Ecosphere 

Retreats (The Long Run), Classic Safari Camps of Africa, and the International Dark-

Sky Association we continue to work toward a world where travelers grow from pas-

sive consumers into active participants and genuine custodians of our environment. 

Even tourism, if misdirected, can become an exploitative, extractive industry. Making 

a thoughtful investment over the long term in the responsible and sustainable means 

toward regional promotion ensures the preservation of wildlife with positive benefits 

for local communities.

stephan r .  brückner

Founder and Chief Executive Officer, Wolwedans



e X P lo r i n g  nAT u r Al  B e AuT y

Months later I returned to Chile to show Doug my photographs of the Namib desert and 

he grew excited yet again about the landscapes he and Kris had previously visited. It was 

then that we became determined to publish a NamibRand landscape book and decided 

that the volume would be a tribute to Albi Brückner and to his conservationist’s vision so 

fully realized in the act of creating the NamibRand Nature Reserve and protecting it for 

future generations. 

Sadly, Doug and Albi died before this book could be published—neither will ever hold it 

in his hands. Therefore, as a photographer and editor, my intention has been to dedicate 

every image, every texture and luminous experience portrayed within the book to Albi, for 

his vision and generosity in giving NambiRand to humanity and allowing that ecosystem’s 

natural cycles to take their course. In addition, I dedicate these pages to Doug, who has been 

one of the most extraordinary people with whom I have shared time in this story we call life, 

and who never stopped amazing me with his breadth of vision, the strength of his convic-

tions, and his perception of beauty in every environment.

Areas like NambiRand, with their incredible beauty and relevance, must be protected 

because they belong to all humanity, all species, and all organisms—especially those who 

will inhabit the planet in the future. We need more beings like Albi and Doug, as well as 

many more protected natural areas. Wildlands conservation is everyone’s responsibility. We 

hope this book serves as an inspiration to encourage readers to get closer to natural beauty 

and at the same time move them to take part in conservation actions.

antonio vizcaíno

Founder and photographer of America Natural

NamibRand Nature Reserve is a privileged corner of the planet. When you’re there, you inev-

itably reestablish your intrinsic connection to nature. The NamibRand landscape’s beauty, 

magnificence, and power take us beyond time’s borders, where past and future no longer 

exist, where life takes place in the here and now. It is a landscape that both connects us to 

the beginning of life and allows us to understand our existence as a celebration of nature. 

Undertaking exploration in search of natural beauty has given meaning to my life, awakening 

in me a clear consciousness of what it means to be alive, and made me recognize that, as a 

human being, I am one more expression of life, as are all other species and organisms with 

which I share planet Earth.

I came to landscape photography and book publishing as a way of expressing and sharing 

natural beauty’s fleeting moments. My relationship to the landscape is established through 

aesthetic values created by light, photography’s raw material. Creating photos allows me to 

connect with the place I’m in, though this happens slowly. At first my perception is visual. As 

I explore in greater detail, the facets of perception multiply, as if all my senses and spirit have 

been overcome by the beauty to which I’m exposed. There’s a rhythm to the process. First I 

have to find the places where I intuit something can happen. Then I need to be in that place at 

different times of the day, or for several days, to perceive the change produced by light, to wait 

for that exceptional event to happen. When it does, I experience a sensation of fleetingness, 

of the impermanent, of constant change. I acknowledge the privilege of living that moment 

and being able to create an image that I can later share. These special moments have shown 

me that shooting a decent photo is relatively easy. But creating extraordinary images is not so 

much about the photographer as it is about the moment and the interaction. 

I’ve enjoyed the privilege of visiting some of the most beautiful places in the world and 

producing images to awaken sensibilities and call up a love for the natural among those who 

have a chance to contemplate them. I believe images of the beautiful can be transformative. 

Being constantly exposed to natural beauty has profound effects. It expands my sensibility; it 

makes me vulnerable; and it brings out a desire in me to share, care for, and protect sites sub-

ject to such a fragile balance, so that future generations can also live beside and within them. 

This has led to both a commitment to conservation and real work to support as much. 

Regardless of their value as documents, artwork, or archives for our memories, photographs 

exert a major influence over our feelings. In particular, landscapes portrayed through pho-

tography can reveal subtleties in the natural world we hadn’t previously appreciated, and at 

the same time convey a rush of beauty that arouses in the viewer sensations that otherwise 

would not have surfaced. Landscape photography provides an instrument for recognizing 

ourselves as well as the questions we contemplate within the world. 

Parallel to the awe I experience in light of its beauty, when I explore a place like NamibRand, 

I am infused with a nostalgia that comes from living something that is all but lost. I’ve 

photographed a lot of the planet’s best conserved and most beautiful natural areas, but 

those places always seem like small islands that have survived human civilization’s destruc-

tive impact. I believe these now-protected sites, like NamibRand, are our last link with nature 

before we see it utterly transformed. Today there are just a handful of places where biodiver-

sity’s balance and harmony still exist. We’re not just seeing species extinction; now it is com-

plete ecosystems that are disappearing. At least right now we have the choice to protect 

these areas in an attempt to save all life’s diversity.

Generally on my first visit to a region, I arrive with no expectations, instead remaining open 

to the wonder of the new. But in the case of travelling to NamibRand, it wasn’t that way— 

I had high expectations. Before my visit, I had met up in Chile with Kris and Doug Tompkins, 

conservationists and creators of extraordinary national parks. They were on their way back 

from NamibRand and they described their astonishment regarding the Reserve’s landscapes. 
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FAi ry  ci r c le s

Mysterious bare circles in the sand dot the landscape along the edge of the Namib 

desert stretching from the northwestern Cape into southern Angola. These bare circu-

lar patches have been named “fairy circles,” and they support little flora, and thus they 

represent an integral part of the distinctive landscape of the NamibRand Nature Reserve. 

Dune valleys and grassy plains are often speckled with fairy circles, making NamibRand 

the ideal place to view these unique phenomena. 

While numerous scientists have researched these circles, no one yet has been able to 

ultimately determine their cause or purpose. Various theories have been suggested in an 

effort to explain their origins, including euphorbia poisoning, animal dust baths, meteor 

showers, termites, and underground gas vents. 

How refreshing it is to know—in this modern world of advanced research, innovative tech-

nology, and information networks—that Nature can still keep some of her secrets.

Danica shaw

Chef Executive Officer of the NamibRand Conservation Foundation
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For over 40 years, the wilD Foundation has protected wilderness and wildlife world-

wide by connecting their needs and the benefits they provide to the well-being of 

human communities. And, by working across institutional and cultural divides to build 

a common vision for the conservation of wild nature, wilD strengthens environmental 

leadership capacity. A pioneer in diverse and practical conservation solutions, the wilD 

Foundation understands the important role of private and community-managed wild-

lands, and provides critical support to private landholders preparing to dedicate their 

property to the protection and sustainability of life-giving nature.

www.wild.org

A nonprofit organization, the namibrand conservation Foundation nurtures envi-

ronmental conservation, learning, and research undertaken on the NamibRand Nature 

Reserve and in the southwest Namib region by educating decision makers, the general 

public, and young people in environmental and ecosystem conservation, natural resource 

sustainability, and biodiversity protection. Comprised of all landowners whose proper-

ties form part of the Reserve, the namibrand nature reserve association includes 17 

former livestock farms that have joined together to form a single, holistically managed 

nature reserve. The overall Strategic Vision of the namibrand nature reserve is to man-

age the Pro-Namib area for the enhanced conservation of landscape and biodiversity. 

www.namibrand.org

tompkins conservation is the umbrella name for the diverse range of conservation 

initiatives directed by Kristine McDivitt Tompkins and the late Douglas R. Tompkins 

through their family foundations and other nongovernmental organizations. In col-

laboration with governments and other partners, tompkins conservation efforts have 

helped establish more than a half dozen new or expanded national parks in Chile and 

Argentina. Current projects would, if successful, create at least five more. These parklands 

protection efforts are complemented by an ambitious program of rewilding, helping to 

reintroduce missing species and processes back into these conservation lands.

www.tompkinsconservation.org

america natural is a communications initiative that uses photography, book produc-

tion, large-format public-space exhibitions, interactive installations, and environmental 

education campaigns to raise and strengthen awareness about nature’s intrinsic value 

in society. Cofounded by photographer and editor Antonio Vizcaíno, whose work is 

devoted to disseminating natural beauty in order to foster a new, more respectful culture 

regarding nature, the initiative works in collaborative partnership with an array of foun-

dations and private sponsors. In the last two decades, america natural has produced 

29 publications, including Water, Forest, Mountain, Wildlands Philanthropy, Monte León 

National Park, Yendegaia National Park, and México: Landscape and Spirit. 

www.americanatural.org






