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Power to the people
These days we’re so dependent on our phones and cameras that keeping them charged is 
a priority when we’re on the road or in the bush. Here are the best charging solutions for 
everyone – from a minimalist camper to a wannabe overlander.
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  Blue Sea Dual uSB Charger 

Most modern cars come with USB ports, but 
if – like me – your car was made before Justin 
Bieber was conceived, then you’ll only have 

a cigarette lighter. This gadget gives you 
two USB ports for the price of one, 

so you can charge your phone and 
your GPS at the same time. Or 
your wife’s phone and your son’s 
GoPro. Remember to pack the USB 
cable for each device you want 
to charge.

R250  bushpower.co.za

  Motor Monkey 

The car charger you can buy from the guy at 
the William Nicol on-ramp is rubbish quality 
and it might even damage your phone’s 
battery. Also, you’ll need a different charger 
for every phone, which can get tricky on a 
family holiday. 

Enter the Motor Monkey – it’s the smallest 
car charger in the world and it comes with 
tips for just about every model of phone, PSP, 
satnav and MP3 player. (Tips are different 
connectors for your various gadgets.) 

The “auto-shut” technology prevents 
overcharging, and you can leave it plugged 
into your cigarette lighter without draining 
your car battery.
R200  capeunionmart.co.za

  Solar Monkey & Solar nut 

This entry-level solar charger is ruggedly 
made and the panels can be attached 
to your backpack so you can charge 
your devices while you walk. Although 
it’s designed to charge phones and 
iPods, you’ll struggle to charge your new 
Samsung Galaxy S4 or iPhone 5, both of 
which draw lots of power. It also charges 
very slowly, but that’s okay if you have  
time to spare.

It comes with a Solar Nut, a little battery 
that can be used for emergency power (15 
minutes talk time or 24 hours on standby) 
when it’s cloudy or at night. 
R500  capeunionmart.co.za

Sun CoMPuterWall SoCket Car

  SunFire Solar laPtoP  
 Charger 

A laptop requires a lot more juice than a 
phone, so finding a portable solar char-
ger worth recommending wasn’t easy. 
What I like about this one is that it in-
cludes a potent built-in battery that you 
can charge using mains power if the sun 
hasn’t been playing along. This battery, in 
turn, will charge your devices.

You can charge one laptop and  
two USB-supported gadgets (like a 
phone or iPad) simultaneously, but make 
no mistake: Solar charging your Dell 
juggernaut from dead flat will take days. 

In fact, to fully charge the internal 
battery you'll need to use the mains.  
The sun will only give it a 75% charge.
R2 000  sustainable.co.za;  

 sunfire.co.za

  energi to go XP2000  
 travel kit 

This battery pack can be charged from 
the mains, through your computer 
or via your cigarette lighter. The 
manufacturer claims it will keep its 
charge for a year but it’s probably best 
to charge it to full capacity before you 
go somewhere wild. Just to be safe. 

It comes in a nice travel case, 
which holds all the cables and tips in 
place, with a South African two-prong 
plug and a UK three-prong plug. The 
battery itself is very compact and it’s 
got a handy indicator showing how 
much juice is left. 

It will work for a weekend hike 
but it’s not much use if you’ll be away 
from a 12 V or 220 V power source for 
days on end.
R500  singerphoto.co.za

  MeanWell 300W inverter 

This clever thing takes 12 V power and 
turns it into 220 V. In other words, you 
can use your car’s power to charge 
things that usually need a wall socket, 
like a laptop or the battery of your big 
Nikon camera.

If your car doesn’t have a dual-
battery system (most don’t), it’s best 
to use the inverter while the engine is 
running so as not to drain the battery. 
That being said, there is an alarm to 
warn you when your car battery is 
entering dodgy territory, or if you’re 
trying to run too many things off it. 
R570  bushpower.co.za

For a road trip or a multi-day hike



GEAR POWER
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For a bundu-bashing mission
If you’re going off the radar, a dual-battery system for your 
car is a must. Basically, it’s an extra battery to run your camp 
necessities, like your fridge and lights, which is charged as you 
drive (or from a solar panel or 220 V mains). This leaves your 
primary battery ready to perform its main task: starting your  
car when you’re deep in the Richtersveld. 

Installing this stuff on your own can be quite tricky – rather 
get a pro at an off-road shop to do it for you. 

 The battery 
monitor
 viCtron Battery Monitor 

One of the biggest problems of running 
a dual-battery system is knowing how 
much power you’ve got left. 

The old-fashioned colour-coded 
monitor on the National Luna battery 
box is a good indicator, but if you don’t 
know a watt from a volt, this monitor is 
much safer. 

It gives a plethora of data that  
allows you to make better decisions, like 
when you should replace your second 
battery or whether you should turn off 
your fridge at night. 
R2 192 from CTEK  011 447 1370

 The battery
 DiSCover 100a  
 DeeP-CyCle Battery 

The first thing you need if you're putting 
your own system together is a battery.
But which battery is best is a contentious 
subject among off-road experts. It seems 
as if a battery is only as good as its owner 
allows it to be. 

Be that as it may, this Discover battery 
(which has been available in South Africa 
for less than a year) is more tolerant of 
abuse than others on the market. It also 
has a much higher cycling capability (you 
can discharge and recharge it more often), 
so it works well in conjunction with the 
CTEK charger.
R2 190  safaricentre.co.za

 The charger
 Ctek DC/DC   
 Charging SySteM 

CTEK claims to make “the smartest 
battery chargers in the world” and there 
is little dispute in this regard. 

While a traditional solenoid makes 
a valiant effort to equalise the charge 
between your starter battery and your 
additional battery, this charger takes it 
10 steps further. Its primary goal is to 
protect your starter battery, but while 
you’re driving it will send more charge 
to your additional battery. 

A nine-hour charge using a tradi-
tional solenoid can be achieved in  
two and a half hours with this bad boy. 
R3 290 CTEK  011 447 1370

 Solar power
 naMiB 83W Solar kit 

A solar panel works well to charge your 
second battery when you're not driving, 
like when you've reached your campsite. 
And while batteries might be a source 
of contention, most experts agree that 
when it comes to function, one solar 
panel is as good as another. 

What sets this one apart, however, is 
that it only weighs 3,4 kg and it rolls up 
into a bag about the same size as a 9 kg 
gas bottle. It works in partial shade and it 
comes with all the wires and connectors 
you need. The downside? It’s much more 
expensive than a rigid panel. 
R5 400  safaricentre.co.za

 Bigger iS Better 
When it comes to batteries, 
size does matter. The capacity 
of a battery is measured in 
milliampere-hours (mAh) – how 
many milliamps are discharged 
in an hour. 

To put things in perspective, 
a standard BlackBerry battery 
weighs in at 1 150 mAh, an entry-
level D-SLR camera is powered 
by a 1 500 mAh battery and most 
laptops use a 4 400 mAh battery.

 What aBout My  
 CaMera? 
A camera with a removable bat-
tery is one of the hardest things 
to charge using portable power 
as you need to use a charger that 
plugs into a wall socket (220 V). 
Most solar and battery-powered 
chargers use USB power. 

There are some cameras 
(like most GoPro models) that 
charge via USB, but if you’re in 
any doubt, the safest option is 
to buy a few spare batteries and 
charge them when you get to  
a place that has reliable power. 
Or use an inverter.  

The thing on the left of the 
monitor is called a shunt. 
It gets mounted wherever 
your second battery is and 
attaches to it, sending data  
to the monitor (left), which  
is installed somewhere on 
your dashboard.

The National Luna box 
doesn't come with a 
battery. A suitable option, 
recommended by the guys  
at Safari Centre, is a high- 
cycle battery made by First 
National Battery (pictured 
behind the box). It retails for 
about R1 800.

 The all-in-one 
solution
 national luna  
 PortaBle PoWer PaCk 

Choosing and installing all the parts 
for a dual-battery system can be 
complicated. To make life easier,  
the boffins at National Luna have 
taken out the guesswork and made  
an all-in-one battery box with a slide-
lock lid, solenoid charger and basic 
battery monitor. 

It's good for a smaller vehicle 
that doesn’t have space to house 
an additional battery in the engine 

compartment. Just squeeze it in 
wherever you have space and strap 
it down securely – all the charging is 
done while you drive. 

When you get to your campsite  
you can plonk it in your tent, caravan  
or trailer and use it to power your 
fridge and lights. 
R2 400 (without cables or installation)  

 safaricentre.co.za
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MY STUFF
andrew St Pierre White has written 13 books about 4x4ing and published 17 highly detailed overlanding maps. He 
is, in short, "Mr 4x4" and his online forum  4xforum.com is a mine of information. He has spent years driving, crashing, 
and fixing vehicles and he says the only thing that sets him apart from others in his field is that he writes it all down.

What is it? It’s a pint-sized (literally) 2 450-lumen flashlight, 
which comes with four specialised batteries that you recharge 
by plugging the whole torch into the wall. It runs for 52 hours 
on its lowest setting and for one hour on turbo. The only 
problem is that after about 15 minutes on turbo, it gets too hot 
to hold! It comes with two chargers (two-prong and cigarette 
lighter) and a carry case.

Why would you want it? 2 450 lumens must be seen to be 
believed. Of all the products I’ve tested, this is the most amazing. 

It’s effectively two torches in one as it delivers a concentrated 
spotlight plus a darkness-drenching radiant light. I stood it on 
my desk and it lit up my whole office.

verdict? The kids’ school fees can wait. Buy one. The insane  
thing is that this isn’t even the top-of-the-range Nitecore 
torch: the Tiny Monster 25 retails at just over R5 000 and 
pumps out 3 500 lumens! 

r3 950  nitecoresa.co.za

i never travel without… My Leatherman Wave. I was so 
impressed when a cameraman on a shoot was able to open 
his fuel-tank drain plug with one that I vowed to get my own. 
That was 20 years ago and I’m now riding my second Wave, 
only because the first one was stolen.

I also always take two paper maps with me on expeditions: 
an InfoMap for a broad overview and a Tracks4Africa map 
for detail. A GPS can get you into a lot of trouble and should 
only be used to confirm the co-ordinates that you’ve already 
established on a paper map. 

My favourite power solution…  Until about three years 
ago it was impossible to charge a deep-cycle battery that 

had been drained by more than 60 %. Then the CTEK DC/DC 
Charger came along. (See previous spread – Ed.) 

The day I got mine I deliberately ran my battery flat. The 
next day I drove for just one hour and the battery was charged 
to a level that would have taken four days of solid driving 
using an older system.

Biggest waste of money… If you’re starting out in the  
4x4 game, don’t go into a store and allow the salesman to 
convince you to buy a fridge, a high-lift jack or a winch. In time 
you may come to need all of those things, but for starters just 
carry a cool box, a pump, a spade and a spare fan belt – and 
get out and play.

WISH LIST
I thought it was a universally accepted 
truth that when the sun goes down, it 
gets dark. But the guys at Nitecore don’t 
seem to have got the memo. To call the 
tiny Monster 15 a torch is an insult – it’s 
a hand-held lighthouse!

The Tiny Monster 15 packs 
the light from five and 
a half 40 W bulbs into 
something the size of a 
can of deodorant. 


