
I blame National Geographic. 
Those with an affinity for 
adventure often do.

With a cover the color of sunflower 
petals and glossy pages filled with 
images of a world outside of my 
own, as a child I was rendered 
defenseless against the magazine’s 
ability to instill a ceaseless sense 
of wonder. 

With a turn of a page, I bore 
witness to giant red trees that 
made ants of men; exotic animals 
free to roam in habitats devoid 
of metal bars; a waterfall so 
wonderful it was described as 
being gazed upon by angels in 

flight; and a girl dressed in tattered 
rags with fiery eyes that skewered 
the soul. Images like these lifted 
the veil that shrouded my suburban 
upbringing. 

Where were these places? Who 
were these people? I had to find 
out. 

Eventually, my curiosity about the 
world morphed exploration through 
reading into real-life adventures. 
Having had the privilege to travel 
to 33 U.S. states and 30 countries 
spanning five continents, what 
began as inquisition now borders 
on obsession.

Travel has introduced me to the 

variants of life and left me with 
individually-tailored talismans of 
enlightenment, but there are still 
so many places to go, so many 
people to meet and stories to hear.

If each place is a piece of the 
puzzle, then - hopefully - the more 
I see, the more I will understand 
about the world and my place in it. 
That has always been the allure of 
travel for me. 

Kara Silva of St. Charles is features 
editor for our sister publication, 
the Kane County Chronicle. In the 
pages that follow, Silva takes us 
on a photo journey to some of her 
favorite destinations.
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A BACKPACKER’S GUIDE TO AFRICAN SAFARI

I n Africa, the dirt gathers beneath 
your nails, gets under your skin 
and seeps into your soul. It’s an 

awe-inspiring place, where great 
difficulty comes in describing such 
a love affair in mere words. A safari 
through the Southeastern portion of 
the continent can be a life-changing 
experience, but one that often comes 
at a hefty price. 

It’s no secret that travel is expensive, 
but an African safari can very well 
break the bank.

In 2008, Travel & Leisure Magazine 
reported a safari as costing an 
estimated $800 to $1,000 a person, 
per day (on average). Africa is not 
a destination exclusive to wealthy 
travelers. Learning how everyday 
people live in different parts of the 
world doesn’t (and shouldn’t) require 
a robust bank statement. If anything, 
having an exceedingly luxurious travel 
itinerary can remove one further from 
the truth of a place and its people. 

So, if funding a safari is the problem, 
the answer is overlanding. 

Instead of flying from place to place - 
and by also sacrificing luxury lodging, 
five-star meals and overtly-lavish 
excursions - an overlanding vehicle’s 
ability to cover great distances on 
land, make a trip to Africa more 
feasible.

Considered the backpacker’s form 
of safari, overlanding utilizes large, 
truck-like modified vehicles - off-
terrain RVs, if you will - that seat 
about 30 people and carry all the 

necessary accompaniments for tent 
camping and cooking, on a tour that 
can last anywhere from one week to 
two months. Hundreds of overland 
trucks traverse the African landscape 
between South Africa and Kenya 
(and beyond) each year, cementing 
overlanding as a popular alternative to 
the traditional safari experience. 

The South Africa-based overlanding 
outfitter Nomad Africa Adventure 
Tours began making overlanding 
trips in the ‘90s with two employees 
and a single truck. Today, more than 
40 trucks and 150 employees have 
joined the operation, according to the 
Nomad website.

Nomad’s 13-day tour of Zimbabwe, 
South Africa and Botswana will 
cost roughly $1,700 (not including 
airfare) and includes overnight 
accommodation in tents (or - at an 
added cost - hotels), most meals, 
transportation and excursions and 
activities, such as a full-day safari 
via 4x4 vehicle in Kruger National 
Park, a visit to Victoria Falls, guided 
bush walks in the Okavango Delta 
and game-viewing by boat along the 
Chobe River.

When it comes to travel to Africa, 
budget doesn’t mean not as good, it 
just means less expensive. 

For more information about Nomad 
Africa Adventure Tours, visit 
nomadtours.co.za.

-Kara Silva

TOP: While viewing a sunset during a 
walking safari in the Okavango Delta in 
Botswana, a harem of zebras grazes nearby. 

LEFT TO RIGHT: Soweto – short for South 
Western Township – in Johannesburg, South 
Africa. A “poler” maneuvers a mokoro boat 
in the Okavango Delta. Dinner is prepared 
over a campfire during a three-day camping 
trip in the Botswana bush. Breakfast is 
served in Kruger National Park in South 
Africa. Taryn Hegi (left) and Kara Silva pitch 
a tent in the Okavango Delta.
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BANGKOK: Bustling Bangkok is a 
cosmopolitan capital city with an 
electric nightlife. Because Bangkok is a 

transportation hub, and launch pad for other 
inter-country attractions, the question isn’t 
will you visit but how long will you stay? For 
serious eats, hit the streets. The city has been 
considered a street-food Shangri-La by irreverent 
chef and travel-savvy writer Anthony Bourdain. 
For a more refined dining experience (dress-
code applicable) the five-star Mandarin Oriental 

Hotel - where writers like Joseph Conrad (“Heart 
of Darkness”) and Graham Greene (“Journey 
Without Maps”) used to hang out - boasts 
spectacular views of illuminated boats crossing 
the Chao Phraya River by night.

AYUTTHAYA: What once was declared one of the 
most magnificent cities on earth now is a city 
in ruin. Located just 50 miles north of Bangkok, 
Ayutthaya is an archaeological masterpiece 
situated on an island surrounded by three rivers. 
Founded in 1350, the UNESCO World Heritage 

site is fit with myriad temples, monasteries 
and palaces that are best visited via tuk-tuk. 
For about $15, a tuk-tuk driver will provide an 
all-day, whirlwind adventure, allowing travelers 
to explore the crumbling sites of the former 
Siamese capital city at leisure.

PHUKET AND ITS ISLANDS: Phuket is a 
mountainous island blanketed by rainforests and 
sprinkled with beautiful white-sand beaches; it 
also is the jumping off point for island hopping in 
the Andaman Sea. Traveling by long-tail boat (the 

TRAVERSING THAILAND 
FOUR PLACES TO VISIT WHILE IN THIS SOUTHEAST ASIAN HOT SPOT

“gondolas” of Southern Thailand) through Phang 
Nga Bay to witness limestone towers protruding 
from pristine waters is a must. Popular island 
stop-offs on the way include Phi Phi Leh Island, a 
film location for “The Beach” - the backpacker’s 
cult classic starring Leonardo DiCaprio - or 
channel Britain’s favorite secret-service agent 
by visiting “James Bond Island” (Khao Phing 
Kan) to see scenes from “The Man with the 
Golden Gun.” For a bit of monkey mayhem, visit 
Wat Suwan Kuha (or “Monkey Temple”), a cave 

temple with a large, reclining Buddha statue that 
is completely overrun by monkeys. Vendors sell 
food to visitors to feed these little miscreants, so 
expect to be climbed on and stolen from if food 
is involved. 

CHIANG MAI: The elephant is a prominent 
symbol of Thailand, and if riding an Asian 
elephant bareback through a lush jungle sounds 
enticing, then Chiang Mai is the place. Located 
in northern Thailand, Chiang Mai is a flourishing 
city surrounded by mountains that serves as a 

base for backpackers and tourists looking for 
adventure. After spending a day at an elephant 
camp, exploring hilltribe villages, rafting on 
bamboo floats or mountain biking through a 
maze of opulent temples and falling ruins, relax 
on the terrace of the Four Seasons hotel. Listed 
in Patricia Schultz’s “1,000 Places to See Before 
You Die,” the 20-acre resort’s romantic Elephant 
Bar boasts stunning sunset views of what 
resembles a northern Thai village.

-Kara Silva

LEFT: Long-tailed boats, known as the “gondolas” of southern Thailand line the 
shore of an island in Phang Nga Bay. 

CLOCKWISE: Monks snap photos of Wat Chaiwatthanaram, formerly a Buddhist 
temple, in Ayutthaya. An opulent statue at the Grand Palace in Bangkok. Dinner 
and drinks at the outdoor restaurant On The Beach at Panwa Beach in Phuket. A 
hut seen in one of the hill tribe villages of northern Thailand. 

BOTTOM: Kara Silva boards a tuk-tuk taxi in Chiang Mai.
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MISSION TO MOUNT FUJI
MANEUVERING JAPAN’S MOST POPULAR ATTRACTION

Witnessing the dawn of a new day from 
the very symbol of Japan - Mount Fuji 
- deserves a prominent position on any 

bucket list. 

Mount Fuji is an active volcano and the tallest 
mountain in Japan at 12,380 feet. Serving as the 
Land of the Rising Sun’s most popular tourist 
attraction, Mount Fuji receives roughly 200,000 
climbers to its summit each year.

The official climbing season takes place from July 
to mid-September, when weather is temperate and 
facilities and trails are open. The word “climbing” 
is being used very loosely. The journey to the top is 
more of an uphill hike, but the higher altitude can 
greatly affect your pace.

Traditionally, the Mt. Fuji ascent is completed at 
night with flashlights, glow sticks and anything 
else that will emit light. The reason for this is to be 
among the first people in the world to witness the 
coming of a new day. Hostel-style huts en route to 
the top provide food, basic medical supplies and a 
place to sleep.

Often, overnight climbers begin the ascent from 
the fifth station rather than the volcano’s base, as 
that’s as far as paved roads go. In total, there are 10 
stations, or checkpoints.

The mountain has four different fifth stations from 
which to choose to begin the climb to the top. 
Climb times slightly vary for each trail; the shortest 
possible ascent time clocking in at four hours. 

Once you’ve made it to the 10th station, you’ve 
made it to the top for a world-class sunrise. Expect 
hundreds of people to be in attendance for such 
an event, but its popularity won’t make it any less 
spectacular.

-Kara Silva

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Travel companions Kylie McGrenera (left) and Taizo Kasuya descend Mount Fuji. Matsumoto Castle. Monks 
ascend a set of stairs leading to Kiyomizu-dera, an historic temple that was established in 778, in Kyoto.  Hot soup and tea after 
ascending Mount Fuji.

BOTTOM RIGHT: Travelers Kara Silva (left) and her sister, Kylie McGrenera, wait at a bus stop after visiting the Jigokudani Monkey Park.
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