T R AV E L

BUSH CRAFTS
THE AFRICAN CAMP WHERE YOU DON’
T JUST LOOK AT ART: YOU SIT ON IT,
SHOWER IN IT, SLEEP ON IT. BY LISA GRAINGER

Xigera’s guests can sleep on
the roof of the treehouse,
a three-storey tower adorned
with a steel baobab. Opposite:
the camp’s colourful interiors

HERE AREN’T MANY hoteliers who would spend
tens of millions building a tented hotel on an island
in the middle of one of the world’s biggest wetlands.
Or consider opening during a pandemic. Or allow a
lioness to take up residence and give birth to seven
cubs with dozens of builders around.
But then, not many other hoteliers can match
the Tollman family’s combination of passion for the
African wilderness and a lifetime in hospitality.
Since the South Africa-born, London-based hoteliers
Stanley and Bea Tollman bought their first hotel
in 1954 with money given as a wedding present,
they have expanded The Travel Corporation into one
of the world’s biggest hospitality companies, with 40
brands ranging from the Red Carnation hotel chain
to the Uniworld cruise line. When a chance came
up to lease Xigera camp, which is on the biggest
island in Botswana’s Moremi Reserve, Stanley, 90,
couldn’t resist, and set about building what his
daughter Toni calls “the dream: Africa’s ultimate
safari camp”, which opened in December.
Having holidayed in the bush since the 1970s,
and stayed in “most of the best camps – Jao, Mombo,
Jack’s, Abu”, Stanley had very precise ideas about
what he wanted from Xigera (pronounced “kee-jera”).
First, the architect Anton de Kock explains, “it had to
be tented, but with air conditioning – and very, very
comfortable”. Second, it had to be “the ultimate safari
camp, where you could do what you liked, when you
liked: everything was centred around you, the guest”.
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It could not be khaki or have anything black in it;
it needed to be colourful. And, Toni says, it had to
“touch your senses – so that everything you feel or
smell or see will affect you in a positive way”.
Which is why everything in the palatial
12-bedroom canvas lodge takes its inspiration
from nature: from the shape of the roofs, modelled
on the way an owl looks in flight, to the hue of the
canvas, which mirrors the groves of ancient trees –
giant jackalberries and crotons, sausage trees and
marulas – that shade the tents. “Normally,” De Kock
explains, “architects like building monuments to
themselves. But this is different. It’s about nature,
which is why when you look at it, its undulating
roofs seems to disappear into the environment.
Because it’s not about us.”
If from the outside the camp’s focus is nature,
inside it is art. With the help of Julian and Trevyn
McGowan, of Southern Guild gallery in Cape Town,
Toni commissioned every item in the camp, from
the rugs on the floor to the mugs in the minibars to
the massive bronze sculpture that is the centrepiece
of the fire pit; all made by artists and craftsmen

from across Africa. The idea, Toni explains, is that
you don’t just admire the art, but sit on it, drink
from it and, in the shower, stand on it. Some of
the artists are world-renowned: Porky Hefer, who
created “human nests” in which guests can nap;
Cecil Skotnes, the abstract painter, whose work is on
display; Conrad Hicks, the blacksmith who cast the
fire pit sculpture and Stanislaw Trzebinski, who
moulded the bronze-legged tables in the dining room.
For many of the less-well-known artists, this
camp was the “opportunity of a lifetime” to put their
work on the world stage, McGowan says. The arborist
Adam Birch, for instance, spent six months living in
the camp, creating furniture from 130 fallen trees.
Bronze Age, a foundry in Cape Town, created all the
basins, the shower floors engraved with waterlilies,
and the bespoke bedroom cabinets, each of which is
engraved with the shape of a different tree. Chuma
Maweni, a ceramicist, was commissioned to make so
many pieces that he has been able to afford his own
studio. “This is the biggest collection of limitededition African design in the world,” McGowan says.
“It’s a really big deal. And because it all comes from

Africa, from Ghana to Zimbabwe to Swaziland, it has
an important message: that you don’t need to import
anything to create a world-class camp in Africa – we
have it all here.”
Like many of the Tollmans’ other Red Carnation
hotels, the interiors are a characterful mix of colours,
textures and styles: wingback chairs and elaborately
carved four-poster beds alongside challenging
contemporary art and opulent Pierre Frey fabrics.
While this will not be to everyone’s taste, McGowan
says: “I think because the architecture is so pleasing,
and the experience is so delicious, and the suites
are so generous and the access to the outdoors is
so immediate, everyone will warm to it. It’s like a
timeless club: always with the right place to put your
glass, the right cushion, beautiful food. So it feels
very relaxing.”
For those who want a bush experience without
air con and glass, the design team also created what
is possibly the most inventive treehouse in Africa:
a three-storey conical tower set behind a life-size
“baobab” made of steel. Guests can choose between
sleeping in the open air on the rooftop or zipping up

canvas “walls” in the bedroom below, with only
lamps and the stars for light. While its design is
contemporary, it was partly inspired by paintings of
baobabs by the 19th-century landscape artist Jacobus
Pierneef, who Toni says is her father’s favourite
artist. “And partly because my mother insisted that
a safari camp wasn’t a safari camp without a
treehouse, as it has such romance.”

W

HILE THE CAMP’s design is unlike any other,
it isn’t Xigera’s only USP. Bea Tollman is known
for the hearty but healthy food she oversees in all
their hotels, from spiced curries and fresh salads
to an elaborate afternoon tea. The spa, which has
a gym and yoga studio, is the first in Africa to
use natural products by Tata Harper as well as the
Tollmans’ own range. And thanks to Mike Myers, the
general manager, who has guided the Tollmans for
a quarter of a century, there’s every toy a guest could
want, from glass-bottomed kayaks and double-decker
boats for sundowners to bespoke safari vehicles.
He also carefully selected the guides for their
knowledge: two are experts on lions and leopards,

one worked closely with elephants and a fourth was a
museum employee.
The wildlife, Myers tells me over Zoom, as the
family show me around the camp, “has been the best
I have ever seen in the Moremi”. Not only did a
lioness have cubs in camp, but a leopard, too, under
Villa 2. “And we’ve seen a lot of elephants: sometimes
300 in a day.” Plus, he adds, because it’s rainy season,
the birdlife has been “absolutely incredible”, from the
pied kingfishers, after which the camp is named, to
rarer Pel’s fishing owls whose hoots echo at night
amid the cackle of hyenas and the harumph of hippos.
“Plus all the impala and warthog are having babies
right now, which are pretty cute.”
Having spent his life taking clients to camps all
over Africa, he says this one is “the dream”. While
fishing, walking and night drives aren’t allowed in
the national park, they are a 20 minutes drive or a
boat trip away. Best of all, guests can do what they
want when they want. “In most camps, your day’s
activities are set,” Myers says. “Here, it’s set up
so if you want to go out early and have an exquisite
picnic breakfast, then do yoga, or snooze and

go out later, you can do that. It’s up to you.” Toni
hopes that guests will want to spend more time in
camp, enjoying the wenge-wood map table of the
Okavango Delta that’s been handcrafted using metal
and leather, the giant bejewelled chess set and the
nap nests, which her mother insisted on having.
Or, if they want to see behind the scenes, they
can visit the extremely comfortable staff quarters,
where more than 100 employees live, the Tesla
solar farm that powers 95 per cent of the camp,
and the reverse-osmosis plant that filters pure water
from 12 boreholes.
When her parents visited in December, she
says, their favourite things were “the number of
diverse spaces that are pockets of peace” and
eating under the stars. And even though she has
defied her father’s ban on black by cladding rooms
in charred Japanese cedar, he gave the living art
gallery the thumbs up, and declared it “perfect”.
Given that every inch was made to his exacting
specifications and the project cost him $35 million,
so it should be.
xigera.com

THREE OF THE BEST REDESIGNED FAMILY-RUN SAFARI CAMPS

XIGER A

‘Everything is inspired by nature; the roofs are modelled
on the shape of an owl in flight’
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JACK’S CAMP
Botswana

LONDOLOZI
South Africa

COTTAR’S 1920S CAMP
Kenya

When the legendary crocodile hunter Jack Bousfield
lived in the Makgadikgadi Pans, he spent his nights in a
small two-man tent and his days tracking animals with
San friends. A quarter of a century later, the tented
desert camp built in his memory by his son Ralph is full
of the romance of those early safari days, alongside
modern comforts such as plunge pools, yoga platforms
and bed-cooling systems. The camp was rebuilt last
year and the nine khaki-coloured tented bedrooms
are now twice the size of the old ones, and even
more richly adorned, with antiques, lavish throws,
four-poster beds and cabinets full of the Bousfields’
discoveries, from fossils and Stone Age tools to
lions’ teeth. The real draw here, though, is the desert,
which has white salt pans, clusters of giant baobabs
and unpolluted night skies lit by the Milky Way. It
is home to families of meerkats that might, if you
sit still for long enough, climb on to your head (the
views are better from high up).
From £1,040 per person, naturalselection.travel

The Varty family, who own Londolozi, have long been
involved with conservation projects; 30 years ago they
founded Conservation Corporation Africa, now known
as andBeyond, a luxury safari company that focuses on
reponsible tourism and works with local communities.
Set within the Sabi Sand private reserve, beside Kruger
National Park, the five stylish contemporary camps
are surrounded by wildlife, including leopards and
rhinos, to whose protection every guest contributes
by staying. It is easy to see why Nelson Mandela chose
Londolozi to escape the paparazzi after his release
from prison. The latest Varty generation, the fourth to
lead the camp, have built a wellness centre with life
coaches, therapists and shamans, who they say help
guests to connect on a more spiritual level to nature.
“The restoration of the planet will only come out of
a profound shift in human consciousness,” Bronwyn
Varty says. “What we try to do is help support guests
to make this shift, using nature and wildlife.”
From £830, londolozi.com

There are few families in Africa with more safari
experience than the Cottars; their first guests arrived
in 1919, the family flew with the aviator Beryl Markham
and the children grew up with lions, leopards and
chimpanzees as pets. Five generations later, Calvin
Cottar’s camp, in a 7,600-acre private reserve, is still
one of the finest in the Maasai Mara. Although the
tented camp is old-school in look – antiques, Persian
rugs, candlelit bathtubs, retro cameras (which are said
to have shot the first coloured footage in the area) –
the camp is one of the most forward-looking and
eco-friendly in Kenya. Because the family has strong
relationships with the tribes among whom they live,
their community projects are impressive; activities,
accompanied by Masai guides, range from foraging
for medicinal herbs (with a hunter-gatherer tribesman
whose life-story has had 9.2 million views on YouTube)
to tracking endangered pangolins – as well as,
of course, walking and driving in the Maasai Mara.
From £775, cottars.com
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