
My hands shook at the breakfast table the 
morning before I flew to Africa for the first 
time. “What the heck am I doing?” I remember 
asking myself over and over. I’d been to remote 
Indonesia and all over Australia and New Zealand, 
but Africa? I had just turned 21 and my best 
friend and I had quit university and booked flights 
with plans to spend four months wandering 
around the southern African coastline. Our travel 
agent, Christine, had said: “Africa gets under your 
skin,” and I’d wondered what she’d meant. 

We landed in Zimbabwe in a tiny plane. The 
red dirt that hemmed the runway was adrift in 
the damp air and as we shuttled into the town 
of Victoria Falls, baboons crossed the road in 
front of us – we were a long way from home. 
We walked out to the waterfall, where the spray 
was so heavy it was like rain coming from below. 
There were no fences by the edge of the cliff 
that tumbled into the deep crevasse of the           
Zambezi River. 

Within a few days we’d settled a little into the 
rhythm of life in Vic Falls and one afternoon, as 
we sat at a local pub, we started talking to some 
guys who lived in the township around the corner. 
They invited us with them to the barbershop 
where one of them worked. We trotted with 
them past the low canopy of the flea market 

and into the collision of small concrete houses 
that backed onto each other along the unpaved 
roads. At the barbershop we met a woman called 
Blackie who invited us for lunch at her house. 
We walked past kids who looked on wide-eyed, 
stopped at a local bar to share some corn beer 
and then on to Blackie’s tiny house. She cooked 
for us as we sat in her yard in the sun. 

Her house was two rooms: a kitchen-slash-
living area and a bedroom that was all bed. It was 
neat, albeit a bit tight. She pulled out a handful 

of faded photographs and flicked through them 
with us. Pictures of her daughter as a baby, her 
husband who she hadn’t seen for a year.

“Next time you’re here, you can stay with me,” 
Blackie said. “This is a girl’s house.”

I’ve never been back to Zimbabwe. But if I ever 
find myself in Victoria Falls I think I might still 
remember how to find that barber shop. 

From there we took a long, arduous train ride 
south, spent days on a bus cutting down the 
guts of the vast South African landscape until we 
kissed the sand on the beach in Port Elizabeth 

and spent the whole winter in Jeffreys Bay. Our 
four-month trip turned to seven as we changed 
our flights, then cancelled them again as it 
became more and more clear what our travel 
agent Christine had meant. Africa was deep 
under our skin. Six years later, I have spent almost 
two and a half years on the continent, visited 
10 African countries and, even as the pandemic 
trucks on, Africa is still alive in my restless sleep. 

It seems strange to think back to that morning 
before I first flew out, spilling my long black on 

its saucer. It’s the danger of a single story I guess               
– if we’re told the same story over and over again 
about a place, we start to believe it’s the only 
one. Life in Africa is not easy for many people, 
nor is it as easy as booking a flight to Bali and 
checking into a villa if you’d like to go there. But 
the sense of adventure and the experience of 
travelling there is far more rewarding than that. 
And being a woman traveller has let me into the 
homes of people like Blackie. 

While we’re repeatedly told how dangerous it 
is to be a woman out there in the wild, I highly 

doubt Blackie would have brought two young 
Australian men back to her house for lunch. 
At times we were vulnerable during that trip 
that took us in a tiny Hyundai up the coast of 
Namibia, then to the long, untouched coastline 
of Mozambique and in subsequent years to the 
southwest of Madagascar and beyond. But I was 
always scooped up – an elderly Mozambican 
woman caring for me when I had malaria; the 
alchemy of meeting Algeria’s only woman surfer; 
sharing lunch with ladies in their huts among 
the dunes in the scorching Malagasy afternoon,            
and so on. 

This isn’t a call to go naively into a war zone 
(although I did do that once too, but that’s another 
story). Rather, it is a call to perhaps dig a little 
deeper into the fear that we’re conditioned to 
believe and go see for ourselves. People are going 
about their lives in these places – chasing their 
dreams, trying to find each other, trying to get 
famous, working as accountants, telling their kids 
off for not helping wash up and all of the details of 
day to day life that is worth thinking about before 
we revert to fear. Travelling in Africa taught me 
that. People like Blackie taught me that. 

We’re told to be afraid, but travelling as 
a young woman should be a reason to be 
emboldened. As far as I can tell, anyway. 
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cancelled them again. She was right. Africa was deep under our skin. 
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