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GEAR COOLERS

3   Römer (60 ℓ)
This locally made box was hands down the best performer in the ice test and 
it blew the competition away in almost every other aspect. It’s designed by a 
refrigeration technician, who’s also an avid Wild Coast fisherman – and it shows. 
The walls are “roto moulded” from tough plastic (much like an expedition kayak) 
and the box is so strong that you can park a Land Rover on it – check out the video 
on their website. Other clever features include unbreakable rope handles, metal 
hinges and rubber fasteners, and a fridge-like rubber seal. 

The only drawback is its immense size but fortunately Mr Römer is busy 
working on a smaller 40 ℓ version. My name’s on the waiting list… 
R1 650 direct from  romercoolerboxes.co.za

4   Igloo Island Breeze (57 ℓ)
This wheelie cooler with trolley handle is chunky but well made. The wheels and 
handles feel like they could withstand years of abuse and the lid clicks closed to 
form a good seal. The walls are solid and it performed well in the ice test.

The main drawback is its rotund shape and general bulkiness: It would take up 
a lot of space in your boot. There’s a 25 ℓ box (R800) that is also big for its capacity. 
R1 200 at selected Hirsch’s, Tafelberg Furnishers and Stax stores  
(  ninaj@weber.co.za)

Play it cool  
No one likes warm beer. And it’s a disaster if your chops defrost before  

you get to Pretoriuskop. A cooler is one of the most important  
travel necessities. We put 11 boxes and bags to the test. 

WORDS NICK DALL PICTURES JON MINSTER

 HARD BOXES 
We filled each cool box with ice, closed it and measured the time until the final cube had dissolved. 

1   Big Jim (25 ℓ) 
Big Jim was the smallest and cheapest hard cooler we tested, but it still out-
performed all the soft coolers. At 25 ℓ it’s perfect for a weekend away, especially 
if you’re going to have a fridge at your final destination. The hinged lid stands up 
nicely when open and secures tightly under the handle when closed. There are 
indentations on the inside of the lid to accommodate 2 ℓ bottles standing upright, 
and cupholders on top of the lid to rest your beer. At this price, it’s a steal.
R140 at Pick n Pay, Game and Checkers  saleisure.co.za

2   Coleman 54QT Combo 
This combo set comprises a 51 ℓ cooler, a six-pack cooler and a 1,8 ℓ jug. The main 
attraction is the big box, but to be honest I expected more from such an established 
name. The walls are thin and the hinges look like they’ll snap in no time. A larger 
volume of ice should always outlast a smaller volume, hence it performed better 
than the Big Jim, but it didn’t come close to the other big coolers tested.  

As for the supporting cast? The six-pack cooler makes a good camp seat and has 
space for an ice brick if you don’t mind drinking your Castle from a can. And the jug is 
okay. This is one of those cases where buying in bulk isn’t necessarily a good thing.
R1 000 at Cape Union Mart and other outdoor retailers and supermarkets  

 coleman.eu/co.za

75 hours  
(about three days)

106 hours  
(about four days)

120 hours
(five days)

our pick!

179 hours  
(more than a week!)

 HOW TO KEEP THE COLD IN & THE HEAT OUT 
•  A cool box that is packed full stays cold for longer than one that is half empty. 

Don’t put warm stuff inside. Freeze your meat and cool your drinks first. 
•  Something will always leak or melt in a cool box. Pack “fragile” food in separate 

ziplock bags. Put frozen meat at the bottom of the box, with a thin sheet of 
polystyrene or a Sunday newspaper on top, then put your fresh stuff and 
cooldrinks above. Your meat will stay colder for longer.

•  Fill a 2 ℓ cooldrink bottle or a papsak with water and freeze it. Keep this in  
your cool box for extra chill. When it melts, you’ll have cold water to drink.

•  Most times, food in a cool box goes off because the box is opened and 
closed too often, letting warm air inside. If you can, take two boxes along: one 
for stuff you use daily (like butter and beer) and one for food that should 
stay as cold as possible for as long as possible, like braai meat. Open the 
second box as seldom as you can. 

•  Drain the water from the bottom of your cool box as often as possible. 
(Hygiene, people.) 

•  When storing your cool box, leave the lid ajar and put a container filled with 
bicarbonate of soda inside to absorb moisture and keep it fresh.

1 3

2 4

When this 57 ℓ beast is 
full, you’ll be thankful 
for its wheels… 

These holes allow you to 
strap the box down in the 
back of the bakkie and 
still open it – genius! 
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our pick!
 If you want to use mains power 
you have to use this clubby external 
transformer, which is a bit irritating.

61 hours 
(two and a half days)

52 hours
(just over two days) 

our pick!

 SOFT BAGS 
Soft coolers are lighter and smaller than their hard-body cousins. But are they any good at keeping stuff cold?

 Leisure Quip Ice Cold cooler (18 ℓ) 
This cooler performed almost identically to the Cadac in the ice test, but it’s better 
in most other ways. It’s collapsible for easy storage and it has an easy-access lid. 
It’s treated with antimicrobial stuff to stop it getting mouldy and the shoulder 
strap is slightly off-centre, which makes the bag more comfortable to carry.  
R300 at Game and Makro  011 822 4150 (Leisure Quip) 

 Meerkat All Day cooler (21 ℓ)
The Meerkat is the sturdiest of the soft coolers tested. It has a tough shoulder strap 
and the zips run smoothly. The inner lining seems more durable than the others, 
which probably explains why it did the best in the ice test. It’s coming out in neutral 
khaki tones soon. If you’re not a hunter, perhaps wait until then to buy one…
R400 at 4x4 Megaworld and  smart-tent.co.za (free delivery to major cities)

 Cadac 24-can cooler
This old faithful performed better than I thought it would, especially considering 
its meagre price tag. The trademark navy and grey design is easy on the eye and 
the three outer pouches are useful. It retained ice for just over two days and it 
didn’t leak at all. The only negative is its flimsy shoulder strap. 
R150 at Sportsmans Warehouse and Outdoor Warehouse  cadac.co.za

52 hours 
(just over two days)

48 hours
(two days) 

 PLUG-IN COOLERS 
If you don’t want to spend thousands on a proper portable 
fridge, consider one of these “thermoelectric” coolers. Each one 
can run from a car’s cigarette lighter or from the mains. 

Like a fridge, but not as successful, a thermoelectric cooler 
is designed to make stuff colder, so we filled each one with 1 ℓ 
bottles of cooldrink at room temperature (21° C) and measured 
the temperature of the liquid over a nine-hour period using an 
industrial thermometer.

 Camp Master (40 ℓ)
From the outside this looks like a conventional cool box, and – based on the 
temperature tests – it pretty much is a conventional cool box. Having said that, 
it’s fairly inexpensive for its size and it’s sturdier than the Bush Baby and the 
Mobicool. It has an internal transformer, easy-stow cables, removable internal 
compartment dividers and decent-sized wheels.

However, it took ages to do almost nothing. This is probably because it’s so 
big and – like the Mobicool – the mechanics are in the lid. But frankly, what 
good are excuses when your beer is warm?
R1 300 at Makro, Builders Warehouse and Game  campmaster.co.za  

AFTER 3 HOURS: 16.5° C  
AFTER 9 HOURS: 11.2° C

 Bush Baby (12 ℓ)
The Bush Baby was the best-performing thermoelectric cooler. The numbers 
don’t lie – this is the only thermoelectric box tested that you could use like a 
fridge, to store meat for an extended period of time.

It has adjustable digital temperature controls, it comes in a travel bag and  
it’s slim enough to fit in the boot of a Suzuki Jimny (pictured). 

It’s not as slick or well finished as the other two, but it does what it’s meant  
to do admirably.
R1 400 at Checkers 

AFTER 3 HOURS: 8.7° C 
AFTER 9 HOURS: 0.6° C

 Mobicool (24 ℓ)
Mobicool is the most widely available brand of thermoelectric cooler in South 
Africa. The range comes in a whole host of shapes and sizes, all with gimmicky 
features. This medium-sized box comes with a (slightly wobbly) trolley handle 
and small wheels – great if you want to lug beers around the airport, but not 
much use in the places I like to camp and picnic. 

You can see that some thought went into the design (depressions in  
the lid for 2 ℓ bottles to stand upright, internal transformer, cables that  
stow in the lid) and it’ll keep your beer cold, but to be honest I’d thought  
it would do better.
R1 400 at Cape Union Mart  mobicool.com

AFTER 3 HOURS: 11° C  
AFTER 9 HOURS: 6.5° C

 Fill this compartment 
with ice to keep your 
Cokes cold. 

 Camp Master chair cooler (18 ℓ)
This is a great idea but unfortunately it’s poorly executed. The chair part is 
comfy and relatively sturdy, but the cooler leaked like a sieve and performed 
worse than its similarly sized peers in the ice test. It will serve you well if you’re 
going to the cricket, but for a longer camping trip, you’ll be disappointed.
R300 at Makro, Builders Warehouse and Game  campmaster.co.za

 When not in use, 
the cables fit neatly 
inside the lid.
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GEAR we test

Albertus van wyk is the editor of 
our sister mag Drive Out and he’s 
an ardent camper, despite having 
three young children. Here’s how 
he stays on top of things during 
school-holiday camping trips.

I started off with a 1975 VW Auto Villa, but a succession of mechanical 
nightmares and its poor off-road capabilities soon convinced me to get a 

double-cab bakkie. I bought an old Hilux and loved it, but for the first few years 
my family’s camping style was serious overkill. We had cupboards galore and an 
enormous 6,5 x 4 m canvas tent. Hell, we slept in a queen-sized inflatable bed 
with spider legs! These days I try to be as minimalist as possible. If it doesn’t fit  
in the bakkie, it’s not coming. And if we don’t use something more than once on  
a trip, that thing is left behind next time. 

We recently tested cool boxes at Drive Out and the Techni Ice Cooler (from 
R2 100 at Outdoor Warehouse) came out tops by a long margin. It’s expensive,  
but I’m saving up for one.

If you want your stuff to stay cold, don’t let the kids open and close the cooler 
all the time. It helps to make the actual box cool before you pack it, and fill any 
remaining space with plastic bottles of frozen water.

The flip ’n Braai is one of those ideas you wish 
you’d had yourself. 

What is it? Side-by-side rotating grids and a frame. The grids can be turned 
independently of one another, eliminating the age-old problem of not being 
able to crisp the ribs without burning the chicken skin. Best of all you only  
need one hand – use the other one to “sip ’n braai”. 
How does it work? Easy. Just pull the grid towards you to flip it and push it 
away to lock it into place again. 
Who would want one? Anyone who prefers a closed grid and who often 
braais more than one type of meat. Although the grids are all identical, you  
can buy one, two, three and four-grid combos for a variety of braais, including 
built-in braais and “drum” braais. We tested a two-grid, free-standing model, 
which sells for R710.
Is it good value for money? Definitely. It’s a brilliant idea and the grids 
are made from thick, food-grade stainless steel. All the small details are 
meticulously constructed.
R365 – R1 420 depending on the combo  flipnbraai.co.za

 Coghlan’s Cooler Dry
This clever gadget clips to the side of 
your cool box and keeps the lid ajar 
when you’re not using it, to prevent 
mould and odours. You could make 
something yourself that does the same 
thing, but hey – it’s only 50 bucks.
R50 at most outdoor shops  

 eigerequipment.com

 Techni Ice 
This flexible alternative to ice bricks 
can also be used as a heat pack for 
muscle injuries (pop it in the microwave 
instead of the freezer) or you can cut 
it to size to wrap around a bottle. It’s 
clever, sure, but it didn’t seem any more 
effective than conventional ice bricks, 
and it’s much pricier. The manufacturers 
claim it will last for years but it seems 
a bit delicate to me. One pack contains 
three sheets – you’ll need six sheets for 
a family sized cool box. 
R180 at Safari Centre  techniice.com 

 Le Creuset wine cooler 
I’ve had one of these simple, stylish 
gel-filled sleeves for years and it 
works brilliantly while you’re actually 
drinking your wine. Tests backed this 
up: My bottle of sauvignon blanc 
increased in temperature by a mere 
0.3° C during the first 30 minutes, but 
it went up more than 2° C in the next 
half hour. Drink up! 
R200 from Le Creuset shops  

 lecreusetshop.co.za

 Big Jim & Cadac ice bricks
There’s not much separating these 
two. The Cadac looks better and the 
Big Jim stays cold a bit longer, but it’s 
much of a muchness. Buy five for R100 
and you’ll have ice bricks for life.
R20 each at most supermarkets and 
outdoor shops

 Woolworths 3 ℓ tote
This pretty bag makes a good lunch 
box or picnic helper. There’s space for 
a sarmie and a cooldrink. Or perhaps a 
few Smirnoff Spins. Be warned though: 
It’s leakier than the Arms Deal and it 
doesn’t keep stuff cold for very long. 
R50 at Woolworths  

 woolworths.co.za 

 COOL ACCESSORIES 


