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AFRICA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Namib desert dunes, Namibia | Pascale Gueret/shutterstock ©

When I think of Africa, the continent I am from and the one I call home, Richard Mullins’ quote instantly comes to mind: ‘I envy the man who has not yet been to Africa – for he has so much to look forward to’. To me, Africa is a place of opposites. It has some of the driest places on Earth, such as the Sahara and Namib deserts, but it’s also a continent of countless waterfalls, including the stunning Victoria Falls. Africa is known as the cradle of civilisation, with the pyramids of Egypt and the north as evidence, but it’s also the continent with the world’s youngest people.

Mazuba Kapambwe

@iamthezuba

Mazuba is a travel writer from Lusaka, Zambia, who lives in New York. Her articles have been featured in Condé Nast Traveler, AFAR, Fodor’s and more. She wrote the Botswana, Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe and Zambia chapters of this guidebook.
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My favourite experience is a walking safari in the pioneering South Luangwa National Park, Zambia. It’s a thrilling experience to get outside of the vehicle and track animals on foot.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Africa.
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Cruising on the Black River (pictured) in Adjarra, Benin, is bliss. As the dugout canoe slides slowly on the river’s calm surface, you’re flanked on both sides by a forest of raffia trees, and nature at its most pristine state; motorised boats are banned, so everywhere is quiet – except for the birdsong in the distance. If you need a place to reflect and meditate, you’ll find the perfect setting here.
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Pelu Awofeso

@peluawofeso

Pelu Awofeso is a Lagos-based writer and author of five books on his travels around Nigeria. He wrote the Nigeria, Niger, Benin and Togo chapters of this book.
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Watching day transition into night across Marrakesh’s Djemaa El Fna (pictured) is absolutely magical. Time seems to not exist here: storytellers, acrobats and dancers draw crowds as they have for centuries, and smoke from food carts swirls in lamp light. Watching the spectacle from a rooftop terrace while listening to the prayer call and drinking sweet mint tea is something that should be experienced by every traveller at least once.
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Narina Exelby

@narina.exelb

Narina is a South African writer who seeks out quiet spaces but is regularly surprised by the delight she finds in exploring cities. She wrote the Lesotho and Morocco chapters of this guidebook.
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There are so many beautiful spots around Cape Town, but my favourite is Cape Point (pictured). Standing on the rocks at the tip of the peninsula, buffeted by the wind, feeling the waves pounding on the cliffs below, it’s at once raw, powerful and hope-filled; though rough at the edges, like Cape Town itself, it’s forward-looking and filled with energy and beauty.
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Mary Fitzpatrick

@maryfitztravel

Mary is an Africa-based writer. She wrote the South Africa, Namibia and Uganda chapters of this book.
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Lac Abbe (pictured) in Djibouti is nothing short of otherworldly – its giant limestone pillars look like something out of a documentary filmed on Mars. Watching steam billow up through the carbonate chimneys at sunrise is more than ethereal – it’s a vivid reminder of how mystical our planet is, and how blessed we are.

[image: jpg]

Neema Githere

@take.back.theinternet

Neema, born in Nairobi, Kenya, is an artist and writer. She wrote the Djibouti, Angola, Kenya, Rwanda and Madagascar chapters of this guidebook.
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The world is just starting to discover Parc National Nouabalé-Ndoki (pictured), in the Republic of Congo. There’s nothing like waiting in the rainforest for the moment an elephant, a family of gorillas or even a leopard emerges. This is what the rest of Africa used to be like.
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Anthony Ham

@AnthonyHamWrite

Anthony is the author of The Last Lions of Africa. He wrote the Cameroon, Congo, Tanzania, São Tomé & Príncipe, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, Libya, Burundi, Burkina Faso, Mali and Mauritania chapters.
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Algeria’s vast desert is one of the world’s most awesome landscapes, and seeing the prehistoric rock art and petroglyphs in the Tassili N’Ajjer (pictured) is a humbling experience. It puts contemporary politics in its fleeting context and reminds you of the long arc of time, and the empires that have risen and fallen since these images were painted.
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Paula Hardy

@paulahardy

Paula has been writing guides and articles about East and North Africa for over 20 years. She wrote the Algeria, Tunisia, Somalia and Ethiopia chapters.
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I was fortunate to cover West Africa’s long, dreamy coastline for this book, so the beaches were always going to play a starring role. With golden sands and sun-warmed waters, they did not disappoint, especially Ghana’s Busua (pictured), with its old-school backpacker vibe mixed with surf schools and beach bars.
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Trent Holden

@hombreholden

A writer for Lonely Planet since 2008, Trent wrote The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau and Senegal chapters of this guidebook.
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Malawi’s Liwonde National Park (pictured) is a magical place. As a kid, I spent an unexpectedly adventurous night there when our car got stuck in thick black soil in the rain. Last time I visited, we saw a cheetah lazily eyeing a banquet of antelope, lion footprints in the dust, a family of elephants and myriad whirring dragonflies.
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Helena Smith

helenasmith.co.uk

Helena is a writer and photographer. She wrote the Malawi, Central African Republic, Chad, Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan and South Sudan chapters.
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Robertsport (pictured) in Liberia is one of my favourite places in Africa. I first went there 15 years ago, when the road was held together by wooden bridges that would come undone in the rainy season. It’s a magical place. After dark, the water lights up with phosphorescence, mirroring the immensity of the night sky.
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Katherina Grace Thomas

@klgthomas

Katherina is a writer and medical anthropologist. She wrote the Cabo Verde, Côte d’Ivoire, Eritrea, Liberia and Sierra Leone chapters of this guidebook.
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There’s a snort in the long grass and out trots a warthog. Soon, another appears, followed by the rest of the family, snout to tail. They stop when they see me and then march on by, unphased by a hiker sharing their highveld home for a day. This is what I love about eSwatini’s magnificent Malolotja Nature Reserve (pictured) – we only get to borrow it.
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Jenny Walker

@jennywalkertravel

Dr Jenny Walker is a higher education consultant and author. She wrote the Egypt, Mozambique and eSwatini chapters.
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WEST AFRICAN NATIONAL PARKS

From tropical rainforests to volcanic outcrops, West Africa is an extraordinary sweep of iconic African terrain, and it’s more than capable of holding its own when it comes to national parks, with the focus primarily on the conservation of endangered species,

National Park Fees

Some parks accept cash payments at the entrance gates, while others require fees to be paid online. Check the website of the national park you are visiting beforehand.
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Best Time to Visit

The best time for West Africa’s wildlife viewing is from November to March. The lack of abundant water sources leads wildlife to congregate near water, making them easier to spot.
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Guide or Self Guided?

To get the most out of your national park visit, it’s best to hire a guide. All-inclusive lodges have their own guides who will accompany you on every walk and/or drive.
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Hippo, Loango National Park, Gabon | Lee Dalton/Alamy Stock Photo ©



BEST NATIONAL PARK EXPERIENCES
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Come to 1 Loango National Park (pictured) in Gabon for one of Africa’s most celebrated parks, where you’ll commune with gorillas, see hippos surf and play with forest elephants.

Discover the Côte d’Ivoire’s best-kept secret at 2 Parc National de Taï, home to endangered species such as western chimpanzees and pygmy hippos.

Track elephants on foot in the blissful savannah landscape of 3 Mole National Park, Ghana’s undisputed highlight.

Head out on safari to spot the West African lion at 4 Parc National du Niokola-Koba, in Senegal’s far east.

Sail on a boat safari in 5 River Gambia National Park to see crocs, chimpanzees, hippos and Guinea baboons.







EAST AFRICAN SAFARIS

Welcome to the true home of the African safari, where wildebeest, shadowed by zebras, stampede in their millions across the earth; where lions, leopards and cheetahs, hyenas and wild dogs roam free in search of their next meal. This is a wild realm of extraordinary landscapes, peoples and wildlife.
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Elephant, Ngorongoro Crater, Tanzania | Robin Batista/shutterStock ©

Booking an East African Safari

In terms of how far in advance to book an East African safari, the earlier the better is the answer. Some popular camps and parks fill up early, meaning bookings need to be made at least six months in advance.

The History of Safaris

Modern-day safaris evolved from hunting trips conducted by Europeans in different parts of Africa. Major Sir William Cornwallis Harris from England is considered the first person to undertake an African safari. He did so in 1836.


BEST SAFARI EXPERIENCES
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Witness the stampede of zebra and wildebeest in Kenya’s 1 Maasai Mara, a bucket-list item for every nature-lover.

Spot the Big Five on safari in northern Tanzania’s 2 Ngorongoro Crater (pictured), a lost world that’s alive with possibility.

Track mountain gorillas in their natural habitat in Rwanda’s 3 Volcanoes National Park.

Come to the starting point of the Great Migration in Tanzania’s 4 Serengeti National Park, which means ‘endless plains’ in Masai.

Bump through 5 Queen Elizabeth National Park on safari, and experience Uganda’s plains, forests, lakes and wetlands on one memorable trip.







WONDERS OF SOUTHERN AFRICA

This is an astonishingly diverse region: from snow to desert to water, the landscape never ceases to amaze. One day, you’re skiing down mountains in Lesotho; the next, you’re chilling island-side in Madagascar; and after that, you’re tasting wine in Cape Town’s sumptuous vineyards. It’s all here.

Fancy a Beer?

Southern Africa has a whole host of great regional beverages. Try the local beers in Namibia (Windhoek), Zambia (Mosi), Botswana (Okavango), Zimbabwe (Zambezi), South Africa (Castle Largar) and Malawi (Kuche Kuche).
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Highs & Lows

Southern Africa has a subtropical climate. The coldest country in the region is South Africa, with lows of -15°C. In the Namibian Desert (above), temperatures can reach over 40°C.
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History

Although Southern Africa’s history stretches far back into the mists of time, the only records today are intriguing fossil remains and an extraordinary human diary of Stone Age rock art.


BEST SOUTHERN AFRICA EXPERIENCES
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Leap off the Victoria Falls Bridge that straddles Zimbabwe and Zambia at 1 Victoria Falls, one of the world’s largest waterfalls.

Abseil the cliff beside Lesotho’s famous 2 Maletsunyane Falls, which, according to the Guinness World Records, is the longest commercially operated abseil on the planet.

Savour some of Africa’s best wines in the 200 vineyards that dot the landscape of Cape Town’s 3 Winelands Region.

Spot the wildlife congregate at watering holes in Namibia’s 4 Etosha National Park, where sightings are almost guaranteed.

Visit the greatest medieval city in sub-Saharan Africa, the World Heritage-listed 5 Great Zimbabwe – one of the nation’s most treasured sights.







FABULOUS FESTIVALS

Whatever time of year you visit Africa, there will be a festival happening. Some are traditional ceremonies practiced by ethnic groups to mark the harvest or worship a deity, while others celebrate music in all its genres, from EDM and hip hop to world music. Food and wine festivals are also commonly held.

Have a Listen

The continent is packed full of incredible musical artists who have performed at festivals at home and abroad. So give Angelique Kidjo (pictured above), Youssour N’Dour, Sampa The Great and Salif Keita a spin before your board that plane.
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A One-Man Festival

Held in Lagos, Nigeria every October, Felabration honors Fela Aníkúlápó Kuti, the founder of Afrobeat. Held in his former residence, it features performances by his children, Sean and Femi (pictured above).
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Know Your Genres

Rhumba is from the Democratic Republic of Congo, while kwaito and amapiano hail from South Africa. Tanzania lays claim to bongo flava, while West African genres include Afrobeats (Nigeria) and coupé-décalé (Côte d’Ivoire).
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Carnival, Luanda, Angola | AMPE ROGERIO/AFP via Getty Images ©


FABULOUS FESTIVAL EXPERIENCES
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Dance amid the riot of colour and song that is Luanda’s 1 Carnival (pictured) to really understand Angola.

Join in the celebration of 2 Harare’s many festivals for a celebration of everything Zimbabwe, from world music to arts to food.

Sway with 40,000 of eSwatini’s bare-shouldered, ankle-rattling women at the annual 3 Umhlanga Reed Dance.

Learn about music, dance and nomadic culture at Morocco’s 4 Festival International des Nomades, usually held in March.

Feel the pulse of 5 Accra’s thriving arts scene with Chale Wote, AfroFuture and Accra Food Festival all competing for your attention. This is the real Ghana.







MOUNTAIN HIKING

Africa’s landscape is heaving with mountains, and avid hikers will find a plethora of options, from summiting snow-capped Mt Kilimanjaro in Tanzania to the alpine meadows of the Atlas Mountains in Morocco. Southern Africa also has worthy offerings, from Mt Nyangani in Zimbabwe to Drakensburg in South Africa.
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Hiking, Table Mountain, South Africa | laranik/shutterStock ©

Remembering Joshua Cheruiyot Kirui

In May 2024, a Kenyan mountaineer named Joshua Cheruiyot Kirui, who aimed to be the first African to climb Mt Everest without supplementary oxygen, died on the route up. He previously summited Mt Kilimanjaro and Mt Kenya.

Hike with the Girls

Morocco’s first female certified mountain guide, Hafida Hdoubane, leads all-women tours up Morocco’s peaks. @hafidatrek


BEST AFRICAN MOUNTAIN EXPERIENCES
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Ascend the summit of 1 Mt Kilimanjaro, Africa’s tallest mountain, and feel the wonders of being at 5895m.

Scale 2 Mt Nyangani, Zimbabwe’s highest peak, and view the Honde Valley, the Pungwe River Valley and Gorongosa National Park in Mozambique beneath you.

Hike to the snow-topped summit of Morocco’s 3 Jebel Toubkal to stand on North Africa’s highest mountain.

Float with the clouds kissing the sides of Cape Town’s 4 Table Mountain (pictured) as you summit a glorious peak.

Hike amid elands and mountain streams in Lesotho’s 5 Ts’ehlanyane National Park.







ISLAND FUN

Africa is surrounded by beautiful bodies of water, from the stunning Indian Ocean to the glorious Red Sea, and from the wild Atlantic to the balmy Mediterranean. Its coastline is as varied as it is vast, with the islands that dot the perimeter offering picture-postcard waters, fun-filled activities and lots of beachy lazing.

Spice Tours to Scuba Diving

There are plenty of activities on Africa’s islands to fill your days and nights. Embark on a spice tour in Zanzibar, or go scuba diving on the islands surrounding Madagascar.
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Car Free?

In Lamu Island, located off the coast of Kenya, no cars are allowed. To get around, locals rely on donkeys, and traditional sailboats are used to travel throughout the archipelago.
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Island Literature

Africa’s islands have provided deep inspiration for contemporary African literature, including The Dragonfly Sea (2019) by Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor and Gravel Heart (2017) by Abdulrazak Gurnah.


BEST ISLAND EXPERIENCES
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Revel in the peace of the East African island of 1 Zanzibar, hugged by the Indian Ocean and graced by amazing beaches and UNESCO sites.

Island hop Kenya’s 2 Lamu Archipelago for car-free exploring and cool Swahili charm.

Explore the island archipelago of 3 Cabo Verde, home to towering volcanoes and soft sand beaches. Surfing and kite surfing, nightlife and delicious food abound.

See the poster child for Indian Ocean perfection on Madagascar’s lush 4 Île Sainte Marie.

Embark on an itinerary of outdoor adventure on the gorgeous islands of 5 São Tomé and Príncipe.







GORILLAS, APES AND CHIMPS

Primates are our closest relatives. Unfortunately, they are also one of the most endangered species in Africa, due to poaching, the bushmeat trade and the loss of habitat through deforestation. Countries such as Uganda and Rwanda have embarked on dedicated programmes of conservation for their primate populations, and visits to the sanctuaries and reserves are both humbling and educational.

Almost Extinct

The bonobo (pictured above) are referred to as ‘Africa’s forgotten ape’ due to their remote location in the rainforest of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. There are an estimated 15,000 to 20,000 bonobos remaining in the wild.
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Rwanda’s Ape Permit Policy

To protect the endangered gorillas of Volcanoes National Park in Rwanda, only 96 permits are issued a day. So book as early as possible.
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Gorillas in the Mist

The gorillas of Rwanda and Uganda were made famous in the 1988 film, Gorillas in the Mist, based on the story of American conservationist and primatologist Dian Fossey.
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Mountain gorilla, Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, Uganda | GUDKOV ANDREY/shutterstock ©


BEST APE EXPERIENCES
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Go on a gorilla trek in Rwanda’s 1 Volcanoes National Park, where you’ll see families of protected gorillas.

Sit with the unperturbed chimps of the 2 Mahale Mountains in Tanzania and treasure a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

Track chimpanzees in Uganda’s 3 Kibale National Park, home to over a dozen species of primates.

Take a boat safari down the 4 River Gambia National Park and spot the 130 primates which have been re-introduced to the area.

Meet silverback gorillas at Uganda’s 5 Bwindi Impenetrable National Park (pictured),where more than half of the world’s remaining mountain gorillas live.







UNESCO JEWELS

Africa has 103 sites on the UNESCO World Heritage Sites list, 56 of which are cultural, and 42 natural. In 2023, five new sites were added, including Gedeo Cultural Landscape (Ethiopia), Nyungwe Forest National Park (Rwanda), Djerba (Tunisia), Bale Mountains National Park (Ethiopia) and the Parc National Odzala-Kokoua (Republic of Congo).

UNESCO’s History

Founded in 1945, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization is an agency that aims to promote peace through international cooperation in the areas of education, science and culture.
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Damaged UNESCO Sites

After the partial collapse of the UNESCO-listed House of Wonders in Zanzibar (pictured)in 2020, Oman pledged to aid in the rebuilding efforts, as the monument was the home of a former Omani sultan.

[image: jpg]
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UNESCO’s Tentative List

UNESCO encourages countries to submit sites that are believed to be of outstanding value. African sites on this list include Ghana’s Mole National Park and Lesotho’s Thaba-Bosiu National Monument.


BEST UNESCO EXPERIENCES
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Lose yourself in the Moroccan medina of 1 Fez, which got a well-earned spot on the UNESCO list in 1981.

Walk through the winding alleys of Zanzibar’s enthralling 2 Stone Town, the longest surviving Swahili town on the East African shore.

Learn about Senegal’s dark past in the Transatlantic Slave Trade on 3 Île de Gorée, located 3.5km off Dakar’s coast.

Visit the archaeological site of Tunisia’s 4 Carthage, a trading area founded in the 9th century BCE. The site has been on the UNESCO list since 1979.

Stroll among kings, queens and pharaohs in Egypt’s iconic 5 Pyramids of Giza.







ADRENALINE ADVENTURES

When it comes to adventure activities, Africa has you covered. Try bungee jumping at one of the world’s largest waterfalls, summiting Africa’s highest mountain, quad-biking through vast salt pans and surfing epic waves. And that’s before you get to the kitesurfing, mountain biking and white water rafting.
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Bungee jumping, Victoria Falls | Fotografie-Kuhlmann/shutterstock ©

Southern Africa’s Adventure Hub

When it comes to adventure, Swakopmund in Namibia provides a mix of sand dunes and Atlantic waves as a backdrop to plenty of joy-producing activities.

Snowy Peaks

While snow-capped peaks aren’t an image synonymous with Southern Africa, Lesotho’s Apriski is doing a lot to change that. So hit the slopes in June, July and August for some snowy fun.


BEST ADRENALINE ADVENTURE EXPERIENCES
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Bungee jump off the bridge or white water raft down the Zambezi River on both sides of the mighty 1 Victoria Falls (pictured).

Take the skyline across Zimbabwe’s towering 2 Mtarazi Falls, with sweeping views of the Honde Valley below.

Raft on the source of the Nile near 3 Jinja, the activities hub of Uganda.

Quad bike the 4 Ntwetwe Salt Pans of Botswana and end your adventure with a sleepout under the stars.

Dive beneath the waves at 5 Ras Mohammed National Park to see Egypt from another angle.







ARTY AFRICA

Africa has always been a source of inspiration for artists, including Picasso, whose ‘Africa Period’ dated from 1900–1906. Contemporary artists have their work exhibited in museums around the world and have recently been breaking auction records at Sotheby’s and Christie’s. On the continent, African art fairs including the Dak’Art Biennale, Art X Lagos and the 1:54 Art Fair in Marrakesh. All continue to be must-attend events for art buyers and art lovers alike.

Auction Records

Auctions for the work of African artists have been breaking records lately. In November 2023, Ethiopian–American Julie Mehretu (pictured above) became the highest-selling African artist at Sotheby’s, with a $10.38m sale.
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Doing Good

African artists often invest in other artists in their home countries. These include British-born Yinka Shonibare (pictured above), whose Nigerian heritage has led him to found the Nigerian non-profit, Guest Artist Space.
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David Lindsay on behalf of LEEDS 2023 (Leeds Culture Trust)/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 2.0 ©

Repatriation Efforts

In recent years, the European countries that looted African art and artefacts during periods of colonial conquest have been returning the stolen items, such as Germany’s return of the Benin Bronzes to Nigeria in 2022.
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BEST ART EXPERIENCES
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Held every two years in Senegal’s capital, 1 Dakar, the Dak’Art Biennale is a fascinating, month-long contemporary art fair.

Visit the 2 National Gallery of Zimbabwe and the adjoining sculpture park to get a feel for the country’s thriving contemporary art scene.

Step back in time at 3 St Katherine’s Monastery (pictured) in Egypt’s Sinai to view the 6th-century mosaic in the Church of the Transfiguration.

Soak up contemporary art in Morocco’s 4 Rabat, where the National Museum of Photography, the Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, and the Villa des Arts await.

Head to Zimbabwe’s 5 Matobo National Park to see the world’s best-preserved San art, with ancient depictions of animals and hunter–gatherers.









COUNTRIES

FIND THE PLACES THAT TICK ALL YOUR BOXES

[image: map]

Algeria

A YOUTHFUL COUNTRY FULL OF HISTORY

From breezy Mediterranean cities to ancient ruins, to a desert full of prehistoric art, Algeria is the place to come to be surprised. As the continent’s largest country, your best bet is to just join the curious and discover somewhere entirely unexpected.

Egypt

WHERE HISTORY STILL SHAPES THE FUTURE

Egypt is a country that needs no introduction, and the great icons of its Pharaonic past have never ceased to attract visitors. But before you snap your pyramid pic and leave, know that delving deeper into this dazzling, frenetic country will reap endless rewards.

Libya

THE SAHARA, ANCIENT CITIES AND CIVIL WAR

Up until 2011, Libya was one of North Africa’s most popular destinations, with ancient cities, the oasis of Ghadames and some of Africa’s most stirring desert scenery. But what was once civil war has now stagnated into a country divided between warring factions, meaning travel here is unsafe and unrecommended.

Morocco

VIBRANT CULTURE, RICH HISTORY, STUNNING LANDSCAPES

Morocco’s allure is both endless and timeless. Famed for its teeming, walled cities and labyrinthine alleyways, it also boasts plenty outside its city limits, from the famed Atlas Mountains to desert frontier towns offering camel treks into a sea of dunes.

Tunisia

SMALL COUNTRY, BIG CULTURAL PUNCH

Tunisia is changing, and visitors will be suspended between the old world of romantic Roman ruins and vintage beach resorts and a new world of possibilities birthed by the Arab Spring.

Benin

VODUN TEMPLES AND INDIGENOUS ARCHITECTURE

Claiming the status of West Africa’s Vodun capital, Benin has invested heavily in shoring up its credentials as the hub of African spirituality and indigenous religion. So come here for Zangbeto shrines, sacred forests and ancient palaces.

Burkina Faso

A WONDERFUL COUNTRY AT WAR WITH ITSELF

Burkina Faso remains off-limits to travellers, with corruption and political instability scarring this small, landlocked country. Once beloved by travellers, visitors will have to wait until Burkina Faso is safe to visit once again.

Cabo Verde

CARNIVAL AND CACHUPA, HIKES AND VOLCANOES

The gorgeous archipelago of Cabo Verde is island-hopping at its very best. The most westerly country in Africa is all towering volcanoes and soft-sand beaches, fields of sugar cane and majestic peaks, dizzying hikes and undulating sand dunes, plus electrifying nightlife and glittery Carnival celebrations. As the country’s motto goes: ‘Cabo Verde, No Stress’.

Cameroon

WHERE MANY AFRICAS MEET

Consider Cameroon a taster for Central Africa, with attractions that highlight the joy of exploring this region. Yaoundé is one of the most visually appealing cities in this part of the continent, while the coastline of the south is in the elite group of Africa’s best beaches.

Republic of Congo

FOREST PARKS, WILDLIFE AND A MIGHTY RIVER

With world-class national parks, gorgeous beaches and a charming capital city, the Republic of Congo is the ‘Next Big Thing’ in African travel. So come here before the secret gets out.


Côte d’Ivoire

ART AND MUSIC, BEACHES AND WILDLIFE

Come to Côte d’Ivoire for some of the best street food in Africa, and stay for the visual arts and live music of Abidjan, the dreamy beach towns of Grand Bassam and Assinie, the hiking trails of Man, and the protected rainforest of Parc National de Taï – one of the region’s best-kept secrets.

Equatorial Guinea

SAFARI TRAVEL’S NEXT FRONTIER

Not many travellers make it to Equatorial Guinea, but those that do are in for a treat.

Gabon

CENTRAL AFRICA’S BEST SAFARI ADVENTURES

oasting the world’s densest concentration of western lowland gorillas, the world’s largest population of forest elephants and the largest troupes of mandrills on the planet, Gabon is the nature-lover’s dream.

The Gambia

A SLICE OF AFROTROPICAL PARADISE

Along West Africa’s ‘smiling coast’, discover the glorious, 60km-stretch of coastline that overlooks the Atlantic Ocean; then venture inland for abundant wildlife in tropical forests.

Ghana

BEACHES, CULTURE AND NATURE

Famed for its beaches, culture, history and countless natural attractions, Ghana feels right at the centre of it all, and if you’re seeking out a laid-back, travel-friendly adventure, then this is the spot for you.


Guinea

WHERE THE JUNGLE MEETS THE COAST

Guinea’s off-the-beaten-path feel guarantees authentic cultural experiences that are unrivalled. With verdant forests, pristine coastline and UNESCO sites, it has a lot to offer. The country is experiencing some problems, though, so travelling here does come with challenges.

Guinea-Bissau

TROPICAL ISLANDS AND PULSATING BEATS

Situated between Senegal and Guinea, the former Portuguese colony of Guinea-Bissau is a small but vibrant nation that has long suffered from political unrest, civil war and coups. It’s also one of the world’s poorest countries. All these sad factors combined mean that Guinea-Bissau is not currently safe to travel to.

Liberia

REMOTE BEACHES, LUSH FORESTS, WARM WELCOME

In Liberia, anything is possible: take a trip back in time to explore ancient architecture; stay at swanky ecolodges and sip cocktails at sunset; hike lush rainforests for astounding views; or surf world-class waves in a veritable surfers’ paradise. Whatever your choice, the warmth and grace of Liberia are guaranteed to charm you.

Mali

ANCIENT STORIES AND ATTRACTIONS, MODERN CONFLICT

It was Mali’s strong and abiding traditions that attracted so many visitors, as well as its celebrated, storied history. But with the rise of terrorist groups in the country over the last decade, Mali is unsafe to visit, and has been for a while.

Mauritania

WHERE THE SAHARA MEETS THE ATLANTIC

Mauritania is deserted coastline and a stunning Sahara backdrop. But all of this is overshadowed by the current problems that the country is facing, meaning it’s unsafe for travellers; unfortunately, the Sahara will have to wait.

Niger

THEATRE OF TURMOIL

Niger is West Africa’s largest landlocked country, and the country’s period of short-lived political stability ended in July 2023 when the military deposed President Mohamed Bazoum. Due to the likelihood of civil disturbance and crime, as well as terrorist strongholds in certain pockets of the country, travelling to Niger is ill-advised.


Nigeria

A CRUCIBLE OF CULTURE, CONTEMPORARY ARTS AND AFROBEATS

Nigeria is colourful traditions mixed with ancient heritage; it’s the birthplace of Afrobeats and the seat of kings who wield enormous influence; it’s tropical rainforest, savannah plains and 800km of coastline; it’s everything you want from a one-of-a-kind trip. So get packing.
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São Tomé & Príncipe

SAFE ADVENTURES ON AFRICA’S FORGOTTEN ISLANDS

Life is easy on the breezy islands of São Tomé & Príncipe. With beaches that are the stuff of dreams, and a laid-back, island vibe that will have you chilling in seconds, this is the place to really unwind.

Senegal

THE WEST IS BEST

Beaches, national parks and lively cities, not to mention some of the friendliest people on the continent, make this far-flung destination on West Africa’s tip an absolute must. Oh, and bring your swimsuit.

Sierra Leone

TROPICAL RAINFOREST, ISLANDS AND RARE WILDLIFE

Be prepared, because Sierra Leone will steal your heart. Named for the mountain range that stretches from Freetown to the peninsula, Sierra Leone (‘lion mountain’) is the dream destination, boasting turquoise waters, paradise islands, sacred mountains, wild landscapes, plus epic wildlife, including chimpanzees – the country’s national animal – and pygmy hippos.

Togo

A LAND OF SEA, FORESTS AND WATERFALLS

Togo is gushing waterfalls, abundant vegetation and picture-perfect beaches. This is also a country whose history is rich and varied, and dotted throughout its stunning landscape are poignant cultural and remembrance sites that will allow travellers to read a more detailed story of this country’s past.

Angola

SACRED LANDSCAPES AND VIBRANT INDIGENEITY

Africa’s seventh-largest country is bursting with natural splendour, a lively capital and indigenous culture. So take your pick of unique festivals, searing desert, drenched rainforests and historic kingdoms.

Central African Republic

A BEAUTIFUL BUT TROUBLED LAND

The Central African Republic’s magical landscapes, peppered with abundant wildlife, have been overshadowed by the political instability that is rife at the moment. It’s currently off the travel radar.

Chad

DESERT DRAMA AND POLITICAL TURMOIL

Chad’s sad history of conflict continues today, with this wonderfully diverse country of desert, wetlands and savannahs experiencing kidnappings, terrorist attacks and extreme unrest. It is a destination to be avoided.

Democratic Republic of Congo

NATURAL RESOURCES SQUANDERED

Despite its wild beauty and vibrant capital, the Democratic Republic of Congo is currently unsafe to visit, with violence, unrest and civil instability all prevalent.

Sudan

CONFLICT IN AN ANCIENT LAND

In its heyday, Sudan was the country that beckoned travellers, with its Red Sea diving sites and ancient pyramids. Unfortunately, the country is currently in the grip of civil war, mass displacement, ethnic cleansing and starvation, so it’s unsafe to visit.

South Sudan

AFRICA’S NEWEST COUNTRY CONTINUES TO STRUGGLE

Travel is ill-advised to South Sudan at the moment, as the world’s newest nation struggles to gain a foothold amid violence, bloodshed, civil unrest and extreme poverty.

Burundi

TINY BURUNDI IS CURRENTLY UNSAFE TO VISIT

Burundi is one of the poorest countries on Earth, and despite its green landscapes, towering mountains and famously warm welcome, the country is in the grip of political unrest and ethnic violence, meaning visiting is a no-go.


Djibouti

ANCIENT CHARM, AMAZING LANDSCAPES

Djibouti offers a portal into the crossroads of African and Arab worlds. With terrain dominated by volcanic formations, expansive deserts, as well as the lunar-like surface and crystalline waters of Lake Assal, it’s a country that promises adventure and insight, and delivers on both.

Eritrea

FADED ARCHITECTURE AND CRYSTAL-CLEAR WATERS

This is the place to get you off the beaten track. Once you glimpse the impressive array of Modernist architecture, taste the delicious food and explore the remote, pristine islands, you’ll realise that Eritrea is unlike anywhere else in Africa. A trip here is a journey through volumes of history and epic landscapes that reward the curious and respectful traveller.

Ethiopia

ANCIENT EMPIRE THREATENED BY ETHNO-NATIONALISM

The oldest independent country in Africa and the second most populous after Nigeria, Ethiopia is mostly off-limits for travellers, as the country finds itself in the grip of a dangerous ethno-political conflict that threatens the essence of the country.

Kenya

MORE THAN JUST SUNSET AND SAVANNAH

With a natural beauty that is to be revered and a history that is not to be forgotten, Kenya speaks to the breadth and complexity of the natural world and the civilisations within it. Home to the African continent’s greenest capital, as well as some of the world’s most pristine beaches, and holding the title of the cradle of humankind, a trip here is the trip of a lifetime.

Rwanda

LAND OF A THOUSAND HILLS

In reckoning with its troubled past, Rwanda is looking towards the future and welcoming visitors to its high-altitude paradise. Boasting stunning, wildlife-filled national parks, as well as breathtakingly lush landscapes, volcanic peaks, great lakes and a cosmopolitan food-and-drink scene, this country really has it all.

Somalia

NATION-BUILDING IN DIFFICULT CIRCUMSTANCES

Somalia is currently unsafe to visit. Its decades-long struggle for peace and stability amid the forces of climate change, extremism, poverty and foreign interference is set to continue. It is currently one of the most dangerous places in the world to travel to.

Tanzania

WATCH THE ANIMALS, LIE ON A BEACH

If you’re coming to Africa for safari, then Tanzania might just be the best place in which to do it. With the Serengeti, the Ngorongoro Crater, Tarangire and Lake Manyara boasting some of the most spectacular wildlife displays you’re ever likely to see, drama-filled landscapes and unforgettable memories will abound.

Uganda

BREATHTAKING SCENERY AND RICH CULTURES

Uganda’s regions offer plenty of activities at a relaxed pace. With Africa’s tallest mountain range, a section of the world’s longest river and some of the continent’s largest lakes, Uganda is the best of Africa, condensed

Botswana

ONE OF AFRICA’S BEST SAFARI DESTINATIONS

Forget the Serengeti; with Botswana’s vast wilderness, massive elephant populations, zebra migrations and numerous conservation programmes, this is the place to be for a safari adventure.

Lesotho

SOUTHERN AFRICA’S STUNNING MOUNTAIN KINGDOM

You can’t help but be charmed by Lesotho. With its mountain landscapes begging to be explored, this small country is a bastion of wilderness, tradition and hospitality that draws in hikers, mountain bikers, motorcyclists – and the intrepid traveller.


Madagascar

BREATHTAKING BIODIVERSITY AND OTHERWORLDLY TERRAIN

Perched in the Indian Ocean, Madagascar is brimming with wonders that simply defy the imagination. With a bountiful array of flora and fauna, most of which is endemic, as well as Dalí-esque landscapes that beggar belief, this is the place for that one-of-a-kind trip.

Malawi

RESURGENT WILDLIFE AND A LANGUOROUS LAKE

Malawi is guaranteed to keep you awhile. Visitors come to this small, landlocked country for its two outstanding draws: national parks teeming with wildlife, and one of the world’s most biodiverse lakes. And then they stay far longer than expected.

Mozambique

CULTURE, WILDLIFE AND WILD SAND BEACHES

Mozambique greets the Indian Ocean and continues to wow all who visit with its extensive gorgeous beaches, beautiful offshore islands and elegant capital.

Namibia

EPIC LANDSCAPES AND LOTS OF WILDLIFE

Namibia is a desert gem: a land of dramatic landscapes and fascinating contrasts, the towering sand dunes, wild national parks and wonderful coastline mean that one of the world’s youngest nations has a lot to offer. And with a forward-looking society and roads that are a pleasure to travel, you’ll almost certainly want to come back for more.

South Africa

RAINBOW CULTURES, ABUNDANT WILDLIFE, STUNNING LANDSCAPES

For South Africa, you’ll need about a lifetime to discover all within its confines. From vineyards to jagged peaks, from flagship national parks to world-class waves, from carpets of wildflowers to bustling cities, you’ll soon realise that South Africa is Africa, in microcosm.

eSwatini

CULTURE, WILDLIFE AND CRAFTS

eSwatini is all that’s wonderful in Southern Africa, packed into a tiny kingdom of ancient culture, traditional crafts, bountiful natural environments and some truly remarkable wildlife. It’s also a rewarding destination for safaris and plays a major role in the conservation of protected species.

Victoria Falls

ADVENTURE AND HISTORY

Located right between Zambia and Zimbabwe, Victoria Falls – one of the world’s largest waterfalls – is for all the adventure-lovers out there. With ziplining, white-water rafting, bungee jumping and swimming in the mighty Devil’s Pool, unforgettable, adrenaline-fuelled experiences await at every turn.

Zambia

RICH WILDLIFE, ENDLESS WATERFALLS

Home to gushing waterfalls, UNESCO sites and more national parks than you can shake a stick at, Zambia is everything you want from an adventure. And that’s before you get to the second-largest wildebeest migration in the world, and a thriving, artistic capital.

Zimbabwe

MISTY MOUNTAINS, AWESOME RUINS

Hopes for a better future for Zimbabwe are high, and tourism has started to boom here once again. With countless national parks, numerous waterfalls and flaming msasa trees, as well as its laid-back towns, lush mountains and lifeblood rivers, Zimbabwe is the place that rewards intrepid adventure.








ITINERARIES

The Overberg
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Allow: 7 days      Distance: 800 km


Take a scenic road trip through South Africa’s Western Cape on the Overberg Route, a region that spans the Hottentots Holland Mountains in the west to the Breede River in the east, and from the Riviersonderend Mountains in the north to the ocean’s edge in the south.
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Old Harbour, Hermanus, South Africa | Only Fabrizio/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1
Gordon’s Bay – [image: ] 1 DAY

Your starting point is Gordon’s Bay, a lovely little spot nestled at the foot of the Hottentots Holland Mountains. Swim or picnic at nearby Bikini Beach and soak up some sunshine before hopping back in the car.
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2
Rooi-Els – [image: ] 1 DAY

Continue on to Rooi-Els, a charming fishing village. The drive between Gordon’s Bay and Rooi-Els is breathtaking – the road seems to wind right along the cliff’s edge, offering incredible views of the coast. Spend the night in Rooi-Els.
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3
Kleinmond [image: ] 1 DAY

On your way to Kleinmond, stop at the Stony Point Penguin Colony, which is 11km from Rooi-Els and offers a serene alternative to Cape Town’s more crowded Boulders Beach. Carry on to Kleinmond, which is part of the Kogelberg Biosphere Reserve and boasts, unsurprisingly, some of the most unspoiled landscapes in the Western Cape. Spend the night in Kleinmond.
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4
Hermanus [image: ] 1 DAY

A 30-minute drive from Kleinmond will bring you to Hermanus, a former whaling town. Visit the Old Harbour Museum to learn more about the history of the place, then go on a whale watching excursion. Between June and November, the town is the stage for the southern right whale migration. The annual Whale Festival occurs in late September/early October.
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5
Mossel Bay [image: ] 2 DAYS

From Hermanus, head to Mossel Bay, the glorious western gateway to the Garden Route, where stunning landscapes and sea vistas abound. Head to Oyster Bar for mussel and oyster specials, and check out the Cape St Blaize lighthouse as part of the St Blaize walking trail (if you feel like stretching your legs). From here, you might see whales from June to November.
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6
Jeffreys Bay [image: ] 2 DAYS

Bright and early from Mossel Bay, drive further east along the coast to Jeffreys Bay, a beach town known for its surfing. The surf here is consistent (try Surfers’ Point, Kitchen Windows and Super Tubes), and the waves are also good for beginners. Also visit the Shell Museum for its exquisite array of sea shells.
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ITINERARIES

East African Safari

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days      Distance: 686km


With an East African safari, the hardest decision is choosing between Kenya or Tanzania. This itinerary covers both, beginning in Nairobi, the vibrant epicentre of one of the world’s most interesting countries. It then heads to Tanzania, home to epic safaris, wildlife and the Serengeti.
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Black rhino, Ngorongoro Crater, Tanzania | Michal Hamet/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1
Nairobi [image: ] 2 DAYS

Start in Nairobi, Kenya’s capital city. Spend the day soaking up the city’s heritage sites and museums. The next day, start your safari in Nairobi National Park – the only national park within a capital city in the world – where you can see white and black rhinos, lions and leopards and more. There are guided and self-guided tours, and the park rangers are always on hand with helpful tips.
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2
Tarangire National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

On day three, take an early morning flight from Nairobi to Kilimanjaro. A road transfer of 190km brings you to Tanzania’s Tarangire National Park, the unofficial baobab capital of the world. The park boasts the second-highest concentration of wildlife in Tanzania (after the Serengeti), and sightings of giraffes, buffaloes, warthogs, hyenas and elephants.
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3
Ngorongoro Crater [image: ] 1 DAY

From Tarangire, drive to Ngorongoro Crater, which was formed when a volcano collapsed on itself millions of years ago. It’s one of the largest unbroken calderas in the world at 19km wide. The crater boasts the highest concentration of lions in Africa, as well as wildebeest, rhinos, buffaloes and critically endangered black rhinos.
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4
Olduvai [image: ] 1 DAY

From Ngorongoro, head north to Olduvai Gorge, an archaeological site home to two million years of history. It was roughly 45km from Olduvai that the 27m long trail of hominid footprints from 3.7 million years ago were found by Mary Leakey’s team in 1976. The footprints were likely those of Australopithecus afarensis.
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5
Serengeti National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

The next day, head further north by road to the world-famous Serengeti National Park, the pinnacle of safari experiences in Africa. There are more than 400 species of birds in the park, as well as the Big Five. Dedicate two days to this park in order to maximise your chances of spotting the Serengeti’s fascinating wildlife.
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ITINERARIES

Northern Delights of Egypt & Morocco

[image: jpg]

Allow: 5 days      Distance: 3837km


In Cairo, you’ll see the Pyramids of Giza. In Morocco, you’ll go to the city that starred in the movie Casablanca (1942), then head to Marrakesh to take in the sights and sounds of this fascinating, ancient city.
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Egyptian Museum, Cairo | Anton_Ivanov/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1
Cairo [image: ] 2 DAYS

Land at the Cairo International Airport and soak up the buzz of Africa’s largest city on your first day. Stroll amid the medieval Islamic architecture and visit the Egyptian Museum, to see the tomb of King Tut. Then head on a food tour with Bellies En-Route on the second day, where you’ll be taken to lots of Cairo’s foodie favourites.
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2
Pyramids of Giza [image: ] 1 DAY

An early start is required to beat the crowds and see the wonder of the Pyramids of Giza. Be warned: nothing quite prepares you for the world’s last-standing ancient wonder up close. Among the most recognisable landmarks in the world, the necropolis is everything you expect, and more.
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3
Casablanca [image: ] 1 DAY

Fly from Cairo to Casablanca, Morocco. Spend the late afternoon visiting the impressive Hassan II Mosque, rising up on an outcrop jutting over the Atlantic, and the Abderrahman Slaoui Museum. Contemporary art can be seen at the Loft Art Gallery.
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4
Marrakesh [image: ] 1 DAY

The final stop is Marrakesh and the sights and sounds of Djemaa El Fna, the heart of the city. By day you’ll see musicians, snake charmers, traditional healers and henna artists, while at night it’s filled with musicians, storytellers and acrobats. Take time to visit the Musée Yves Saint Laurent and the romantic Jardin Majorelle.
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ITINERARIES

Explore Senegal & Ghana
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Allow: 6 Days      Distance: 222km


Experience art, cuisine, culture and history in Senegal and Ghana. Begin with a tour of Senegal, covering the country’s history during the Transatlantic Slave Trade. Then head to Accra in Ghana for a lesson on its founding father, Kwame Nkrumah, and some contemporary art.
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Île de Gorée, Dakar, Senegal | Curioso.Photography/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1
Dakar [image: ] 2 DAYS

Begin with a trip to the Musée Théodore Monod, Senegal’s main culture museum, with exhibits from across West Africa and featuring exquisite masks, statues and traditional instruments. Then head to the African Renaissance Monument that overlooks the city. The next day, explore Île de Gorée where you’ll to learn more about the Transatlantic Slave Trade at the Maison des Esclaves (House of Slaves).
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2
Île de N’Gor [image: ] 1 DAY

Take a day trip to Île de N’Gor, where Senegal’s first wave was ridden back in 1966 in the classic surf film, The Endless Summer. This is a great surfing destination, and Dakar has a thriving scene that’s given birth to plenty of local pros. Drive back to Dakar to prepare for your flight the next day.
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3
Accra [image: ] 2 DAYS

Fly to Accra, Ghana from Blaise Diagne International Airport. Visit the Kwame Nkrumah Park and Mausoleum to learn about the history of Ghana and its first president. For contemporary art, Gallery 1957 at the Kempinski Hotel is a perfect introduction to Ghana’s visual artists. Spend your evening bar-hopping the city’s many clubs and lounges.
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4
Osu [image: ] 1 DAY

Just outside Accra is the former fort of Osu Castle, a UNESCO World Heritage Site that served as one of the last places enslaved Africans were kept before being taken to ships that transported them to sugar plantations in the Virgin Islands. Tours includes the room built specifically for Queen Elizabeth II’s visit in 1961.

[image: jpg]

Truba7113/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: jpg]

+233 Jazz Bar & Grill, Accra, Ghana | Elio Stamm/Lonely Planet ©







WHEN TO GO

Africa’s sheer scale means that there’s always a good time to visit somewhere.


Africa’s climate is vast and ever-changing, depending on the proximity to the equator, ocean currents and elevation. However, when planning your travels, the most relavant aspect of the climate is the seasonal rains. In southern countries like Zambia, Malawi and Botswana, there is a clearly defined rainy season that runs from late October/early November to the end of March/early April. While this may not be the best time to see wildlife on safari, it is a great time to see the continent’s waterfalls at their gushiest, with Victoria Falls at the top of every list. From June to September, go wildlife watching in the south, and if you’re in West Africa, know that basically the opposite weather pattern prevails, with dry season falling from November to April. However, don’t be put off by the rainy season. This is one of the most budget-friendly times to travel. Some lodges in or near national parks remain open during the rainy season and slash their prices by as much as 30% to encourage travellers to visit.
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Harmattan weather conditions, Senegal | Godong/Alamy Stock Photo ©


I LIVE HERE

MANAGING WEATHER

Chideza and Tariro Mutyavaviri are the owners of Afronomads, a travel agency based in Harare, Zimbabwe @afronomadszim

To escape the winter months of Harare, Victoria Falls town in western Zimbabwe is the perfect escape due to its consistently warm weather. Conversely, to escape the heat of summer, locals head to Nyanga in eastern Zimbabwe, where the mountains and the Honde Valley provide cool air. The misty morning temperatures are perfect for hiking, horse riding and fishing.




HARMATTAN

From late November to mid-March, a cool, dry wind blows from the Sahara Desert to Africa’s northwest. Called Harmattan, this phenomenon is characterised by dusty, hazy air that resembles fog. The excessive dust, which is transported hundreds of kilometres over the Atlantic Ocean, can often cause air traffic interference.




I LIVE HERE

ZAMBIA CALLING

Emmanuel ‘Bichri’ Mwiche is a travel photographer based in Lusaka, Zambia @bichriphoto

Between April and August, northern Zambia’s waterfalls, such as Kalambo Falls, are at their peak and are easy to photograph. It’s also harvest season for sweet potatoes, cassava and groundnuts. There are traditional festivals that celebrate the harvest.

It’s also a great time to camp, as Zambia enters the cooler season. My favorite place to pitch a tent in northern Zambia is Mutinondo Wilderness.
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SNOW IN AFRICA?

One of the most common misconceptions about the weather in Africa is that it’s always hot. However, in some mountainous parts of Southern, North and East Africa, it actually snows. In Lesotho, the mountains of Maluti, which are 3222m above sea level, are beautifully snow-capped.

The Best Festivals in Africa

Felabration

This music festival honours the founder of Afrobeat, Nigerian artist Fela Kuti. His sons Femi and Seun and their bands, as well as plenty of other artists, perform at the former musician’s home outside Lagos. October

Safiko

Saint Pierre, the capital city of the Réunion Islands, hosts the annual Safiko Music Festival, with more than 50 artists performing across three days. June

Lake of Stars

Taking place on the banks of Lake Malawi, this music and arts festival features performers from across the continent. September

Zanzibar International Film Festival

Hundreds of African and international films are screened at this week-long festival in Stone Town, Zanzibar. There are also musical performances. July

Wonderfully Quirky Festivals


Voodun

In Benin, the Voodun Festival celebrates ancestors and natural spirits. Dancers and drummers perform rituals while attendees wear colourful robes. January

Timkat

Across Ethiopia, the Timkat Festival is celebrated by Orthodox Christians. It honours the baptism of Jesus Christ in the Jordan River by John the Baptist. January

Kuomboka

Commemorated by the Lozi ethnic group of Zambia, this festival sees the Litunga (king) and his people moving from the flooded Barotse Plains to higher ground in two large boats. March/April

Kwita Izina

Baby gorillas that are born in Rwanda’s Volcanoes National Park are named by celebrities. The ceremony honours the gorillas and the rangers who protect them. September

Climate Change

The effects of climate change have had a large impact on Africa. The El Niño climate pattern has caused heavy rains and flooding in East and Southern Africa, as well as more periods of drought in areas that had previously experienced sufficient rainfall.

Weather through the Year
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HIGH SEASON • LOW SEASON • SHOULDER SEASON •
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Consult individual country chapters for details on their high, low and shoulder seasons







GET PREPARED FOR AFRICA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Clothes

Linen and cotton For safari trips, pack linen and other breathable fabrics like cotton. Dark shades of green or brown are also recommended, as this ensures you’ll blend into the environment. Blue should never be worn on safari as the colour attracts tsetse flies.

Sun hat and sunglasses To keep the sun at bay, ensure you always have protection for your head and eyes.

Loose-fitting clothing To enter religious sites such as churches, loose fitting clothing and covered shoulders are required to show respect.

Long skirts and trousers In large cities, people are more liberal, but you should still wear long skirts and trousers in place of short skirts and shorts.

Scarves In countries that have large Muslim populations, women are expected to cover their hair with a scarf before entering religious places of worship.


Manners

Displaying respect is extremely important. Always greet people before asking them for the price of an item or for directions. When meeting people of authority (such as a traditional leader), you may be expected to kneel as a sign of respect.

In some cultures, you may not be permitted to shake hands with women. It is best to observe how the residents of a city interact, and then try to follow their example.




READ
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An African History of Africa: From the Dawn of Humanity to Independence (Zeinab Badawi; 2024) Seeks to subvert narratives.
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River Spirit (Leila Aboulela; 2023) A coming-of-age story set in Sudan in the 1880s, prior to British colonisation.
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His Only Wife (Peace Adzo Medie; 2020) Set in Ghana, this novel follows Afi after her arranged marriage to a rich big-city man.
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Long Walk to Freedom (Nelson Mandela; 1994) The autobiography of South Africa’s first democratically elected president.




LANGUAGE

Africa’s myriad ethnic groups speak several hundred local languages, many subdivided into numerous distinct dialects.

The people of Nigeria, for example, speak around 500 languages and dialects according to the Ethnologue report, while even tiny Guinea-Bissau has around 20 languages.

Consequently, common languages are essential, and several are used. These may be the language of the largest group in a particular area or country, such as Hausa, or a language that has spread beyond its original geographical boundaries due to trade, such as Swahili.

The former colonial languages (English, French and Portuguese) also serve as common languages and have official status in many African countries.

In some areas, the common tongue is a creole – a combination of African and European languages.
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WATCH

Young, Famous and African (Wesley Masilo Makgamatha; 2022) This Netflix show follows a Pan-African group of celebrities as they navigate love, family and careers.

Black Girl (pictured; Ousmane Sembène; 1966) Sembène’s directorial debut is set between Senegal and France and deals with migration, race and colonialism.

Atlantics (Mati Diop; 2019) Set in Dakar, two lovers have to deal with migration and a host of other threats to their relationship.

A United Kingdom (Amma Asante; 2016) The love story of Botswana’s first president, Sir Seretse Khama, and his British wife, Ruth.
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LISTEN

Bongo Flavor
This music genre is from Tanzania and developed in the 1990s. Tune into artists such as Diamond Platnumz, Nandy and Harmonize.

Amapiano
 South Africa’s amapiano emerged in the early 2010s and features a mix of kwaito and jazz. Listen to Uncle Waffles, DJ Sbu and Black Motion.

Afrobeats
The widely popular Afrobeats originated in Nigeria, with artists such as Tiwa Savage, Wizkid, Davido and Burna Boy proudly flying the flag.

Rhumba
Hailing from the Congo of the 1930s, chief artists include Fally Ipupa, Koffi Olomide, Papa Wemba and TPOK Jazz.







THE FOOD SCENE

From east to west, north to south, the food scene in Africa is unique, delicious and evolving. Here’s how to eat and drink like a local.
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Each African country provides food and drink experiences that are shaped by geography, climate, culture and attitudes. For rich, fish-based cuisine that’s as fresh as the day it was caught, head to the countries bordering the Indian Ocean, such as Mozambique and Madagascar, where the fruit of the sea has to be tasted to be believed, while the cuisine of the more landlocked countries is shaped by the animals that roam there. This is especially true for Botswana – one of the largest beef exporters in the world – where meat-based dishes like seswaa, mogodu and vetkoek will have you coming back for more.

When it comes to beverages, fermented drinks are the thing. Usually made from corn or grain, they are a popular refreshment. So make sure to try munkoyo, a traditional, cereal-based beverage made from corn and extracts from the roots of the Rhynchosia minima, and served everywhere in Zambia. In the north, camel-milk drinks are popular, and if you’re in Rwanda, try ikivuguto, a milk-based, sour-tasting beverage.

Staples & Specialities

Many African cuisines are based around a staple carbohydrate such as corn, which is typically converted into a fine white powder and sometimes bleached white. It is then cooked to a porridge-like consistency. Corn-based dishes include pap (South Africa), ugali (Uganda, Kenya and other East African countries), nshima (Zambia) and sadza (Zimbabwe). In West Africa, cassava-based options are more common. Other grain-based foods include couscous, popular in North African countries like Morocco, and fonio, which is a West-African version.

Migration and colonial influences have also shaped the cuisine on the continent in myriad ways. For example, the Indian influence (from the Indian labourers who toiled on the railways in the south) is evident in dishes like bunny chow, enjoyed in South Africa. In the eastern countries, this Indian influence is also seen in the use of chapati. You’ll find croissants in Francophone countries like Senegal and Côte d’Ivoire, and in Botswana, a heavy bread called phaphatha is served at breakfast.

While many African dishes are meat-based, vegan and vegetarian travellers will be happy to discover that vegetables also feature heavily in some cuisines here. In Morocco, chickpea stews are widespread, likewise in Ethiopia where you’ll also find inguday (a mushroom-based dish) and tikil gomen (a mix of cabbage, potatoes and carrots). In Zambia, kalembula is a popular veggie dish, comprising boiled pumpkin leaves that are then fried up with onions and tomatoes. The kale version of this dish, cooked with ground peanuts, is called ifisashi.
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Traditional Meets Modern

As with anywhere, diets on the continent have continued to evolve. In today’s times, chefs continue to adapt traditional cuisine for audiences whose tastes are shaped by travel, immigration, the influence of fast food and demanding lifestyles. In contrast, more traditional chefs are trying to convince people to go back to the food of their ancestors. But there are two chefs in particular who are changing the way we think about food in Africa.

Hailing from Dakar, Senegalese chef Pierre Thiam has been educating the world about the benefits of fonio, a West-African couscous-like grain that has constantly been dubbed the next superfood. Fonio doesn’t require fertiliser to grow, and it’s super easy to prepare and has multiple uses, from desserts and salads to stews and soups.

Meanwhile, in Rwanda’s capital, Kigali, Dieuveil Malonga’s restaurant, Meza Malonga, serves food that’s been dubbed ‘Afro-cuisine’.

Ingredients are grown in the town of Musanze and the menu features flavours and spices from Cameroon, Nigeria and more. For four months every year, Malonga and his team travel to other African countries to get inspiration.

[image: jpg]

Fonio flour | Katrinshine/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


[image: jpg]

Forodhani Night Market | Nowaczyk/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

GTCO Food & Drink Festival

This three-day food and drink festival in Lagos, Nigeria, features tastings and chef-led masterclasses. It’s usually held in March.

The Lentil Festival

Taking place every October in Cilaos, Réunion, this festival celebrates the island’s rich lentil heritage.

Ichilanga Mulilo

This Zambian food festival is a more private affair reserved for men who are about to be married. Visitors can gain an invite to this event by booking an experience with Jiranileo Food Tours (jiranileo.com).

Forodhani Gardens Night Market

The Forodhani Night Market (pictured) is held every evening in Stone Town, Zanzibar, with the fried octopus and sugarcane juice the stand-outs.

Stellenbosch Wine Festival

This popular wine region of South Africa hosts an annual festival in early August featuring roughly 60 wine vendors.




Best African Dishes

DOROWOT

This Ethiopian chicken stew is served with a hard-boiled egg and flatbread.

DIKGOBE

Beans, lamb and corn are the basis of this much-loved dish from Botswana.

EGUSI

With spinach and dried fish, egusi is a soup that’s served in Nigeria and Cameroon.

MCHUZI WA SAMAKI

Tanzanian fish curry with coconut, cloves, and tumeric.

KOSHARI

This Egyptian favourite features spiced lentils and rice, cooked with chickpeas.

LASOPY TONGOTRO’OMBY

Slow-cooked cow feet, pumpkins, beans and leeks, from Madagascar.

GALINAH ASADA

From Mozambique, flame grilled chicken marinated in a chilli sauce called Piri Piri.

BANKU

A street-food staple in Ghana, a mix of fermented corn and cassava dough and hot pepper.




Specialities


Street Food

Suya

This is a West-African street-food staple featuring grilled meat (typically beef) seasoned with a spicy blend of peanuts and spices, and served kebab-style.

Rolex

Common street-food dish in Uganda, rolex consists of chapati filled with a vegetable omelette and parcelled up into a roll.

Snacks

Plantain Chips

Plantains (similar to bananas) are deep fried till crispy and then salted. This is the go-to snack served in West and East Africa.

Puff Puff

These deep-fried dough balls are served for dessert or as a snack in West Africa. The East African version is called mandazi.

Bunny Chow

Originating in Durban, South Africa, this snack is consists of a loaf of unsliced bread with the insides removed and replaced with a mutton curry.
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Dare to Try

Mopane Worms

Hairy caterpillers are deep-fried till black and eaten as a snack in many parts of Southern Africa. The addition of tomato and onion turns them into a lovely side dish.

Nyama Choma

Nyama Choma translates to ‘barbecue’ in Swahili and features bite-size grilled goat meat pieces, which are pre-marinated. It’s popular in Kenya and Tanzania.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Thieboudienne

The best thing about this rich, fish-based dish – referred to as the national meal of Senegal – is that it’s typically served on one plate, with each person given their own spoon.

Jollof Rice

Made from parboiled rice, tomatoes and peppers, this spicy West African dish inspires friendly jollof wars in Senegal, Nigeria and Ghana.

Tagine

This North African stew (goat, chicken, lamb or beef) is slow cooked and takes its name from earthenware pot it’s cooked in.

Shiro

This accompaniment to injera (a spongy Ethiopian flatbread) is a chickpea-based dish served in a bubbling cauldron.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

Rainy Season
Mushrooms are plentiful during rainy season, as are leafy vegetables and fruit such as mangoes (pictured). In some countries, certain insects like the inswa (flying ants), are deep-fried in sunflower oil.
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Dry Season
During the dry season, hunted meat such as venison is widely eaten. Biltong (pictured), a dried, salted meat cut into strips, is very popular.
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Cold Season
Soups are eaten at this time of year to ‘warm the body’, and usually consist of butternut squash, or West Africa’s pepper soup – a spicy option made from tripe or goat meat.
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THE OUTDOORS

Enjoy Africa’s great outdoors, from hiking its the tallest mountains to ziplining the Mturazi Falls.
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Many travellers to Africa are drawn to the continent for its endless wide-open spaces, with hiking and biking giving you the chance to see parts of countries that few see on a day-to-day basis. If you’re looking for bigger thrills, there is also plenty of fun for adrenaline-lovers, from bungee jumping over Victoria Falls – Africa’s most famous waterfall – to white water rafting on the Nile in Uganda, from surfing the waves of the Atlantic in Senegal to skiing in Lesotho’s snowy peaks. It’s all here.

Walking and Hiking

Get your steps in by hiking some of Africa’s highest mountains. You can go for glory at Mt Kilimanjaro, the continent’s highest mountain, which is located in Tanzania. Every year, about 35,000 attempt to summit it, and standing at a towering 5895m above sea level, the journey up is a long one. Note that it’s a serious climb, and definitely not for the faint of heart (or the unfit).

For a slightly less arduous hike, Volcanoes National Park in Rwanda will reap rewards, as it’s also teeming with gorillas. Up north, the Atlas Mountains in Morocco are a popular hiking location. Imlil, located about 65km south of Marrakech, is the gateway town to the mountains. You’ll interact with Berber communities here, who earn income as guides, run accommodations and support the tourism industry in the area.

In southern Africa, a great hiking option is the Drakensburg Mountains, a range whose highest point is 3475m above sea level and which extends 1122km from northeast to southwest. The mountains are found in South Africa and Lesotho. Hikes range from short day-hikes to multi-day adventures. Keep an eye out for the bearded vultures, antelopes and baboons that you’ll likely spot along the way.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Penguin Colonies

At Cape Town’s Boulders Penguin Colony, watch African penguins guard their eggs and tend their chicks.

Elephant Orphanages

Due to constant poaching, many elephants are left orphaned and vulnerable. Organisations like Game Rangers International in Lusaka (Zambia) allow travellers to learn about conservation. See gamerangersinternational.org.

Beach Time

For relaxation, head to the beaches of Madagascar for some blissful island life.

Steam Train Adventures

Take the luxurious Rovos Rail in South Africa to destinations including Namibia, eSwatini, Mozambique and Zimbabwe.

Water Safaris

Sail downriver in Chobe National Park and spot elephants and countless birds.



Cycling

Known as the Land of a Thousand Hills, Rwanda is a perfect destination for avid cyclists. Popular trails include the 227km long Congo Nile Trail, which runs parallel to the eastern shore of Lake Kivu, along dirt tracks and trails, and through tiny villages and picturesque towns. The starting point is Rubavu and the end point is Rusizi, and Rwanda Bike Tours organises trips on this trail, and across the country. Rwanda also hosts the annual Tour du Rwanda in February, which has been in existence since 1988.

Those who want less challenging bike tours can book tours in Victoria Falls town in Zimbabwe. Arranged by various operators including Bamba Bikes, Wild Horizons and Falcon Safaris, these tours last for roughly two hours and are a good way to get the lay of the land.

Horse Riding

Traverse gorgeous landscapes from a different vantage point, atop a horse. Go on a horseriding safari in Botswana’s Okavango Delta, or in the vast Namibian Desert. In Zambia, the Simalaha Conservancy stretches over one of the world’s largest conservation areas, the Kavango Zambezi Transformation Conservancy Area. This includes five countries (Angola, Botswana, Namibia, Zambia and Zimbabwe) and is a joy to explore on horseback.
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ROOM TO ROAM

In Zambia, the Simalaha Conservancy stretches over one of the world’s largest conservation areas




Bigger Thrills

ABSEILING

At 204m, this is the longest commercially operated abseil on the planet, and it’s at Maletsunyane Falls in Lesotho.

ZIPLINING

Zipline and skywalk at the Mturazi Falls, located in Nyanga, eastern Zimbabwe. These are the highest falls in the country.

BUNGEE JUMPING

The Victoria Falls Bridge between Zambia and Zimbabwe, is a great place to bungee jump. You’ll have the falls behind you.

WHITE WATER RAFTING

Take to the rapids on the River Nile in Jinga, Uganda, which is also the source of the famous river.

DIVING

Dive Egypt’s Shark and Yolanda Reefs in the stunning Ras Mohammed National Park, among 250 species of coral.

SURFING

Head to Senegal’s Île de N’Gor, where the country’s first wave was ridden back in 1966 in the classic Endless Summer.

QUAD BIKING ON THE PANS

Explore the vast and quiet Ntwetwe Salt Pans of Botswana on a quad bike tour.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Africa’s best outdoor activities.
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AFRICA

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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Algeria
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A YOUTHFUL COUNTRY FULL OF HISTORY

Epic Algeria is full of surprises from breezy Mediterranean port cities to vast Roman ruins, a cosmopolitan musical heritage and a desert full of prehistoric art.
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Massive Algeria is Africa’s sleeping giant. It is the continent’s largest country with a deep history full of artistic Neolithic pastoralists who painted pictures across the desert; indigenous Amazigh tribes who gave rise to the great Fatimid empire; mercantile Phoenicians who established multicultural ports along the 1200km coastline; Roman empire builders whose ruined imperial cities remain remarkably intact; Muslim missionaries who buried one of the Companions of the Prophet at Biskra; and on through Christian Crusaders, savvy Ottoman corsairs, French colonisers, European adventurers and Arab nationalists.

And, yet, despite this impressive historical pedigree these days Algeria receives barely two million annual visitors – a fraction of the 14 million that visit Morocco – and the general perception of the country is of a vast desert with a violent modern history of revolution (1954–62) and civil war (1990–98). But consider the fact: nearly half of Algeria’s population was born in the past 25 years and other than a 30km border area, the country is officially deemed safe to visit.

Visa restrictions have eased, it’s a quick short-haul flight from Europe, and there are a flurry of new routes from Johannesburg and Addis Ababa, with more to come from Amsterdam and even New York. The British Backpackers Association recently voted Algeria one of the world’s best adventure destinations.

So, why not join the curious and discover somewhere entirely unexpected?

[image: jpg]

Roman mosaic, Timgad | Sofoklo/SHutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

ALGIERS

Casbah and the capital

GHARDAÏA & THE CENTRAL OASES

Unique time capsule and date oases.

TASSILI N’AJJER & THE HOGGAR MOUNTAINS

Surreal rock forests.




Find Your Way

Algeria is roughly the size of Western Europe and is within a three-hour flight of many European destinations. Ninety percent of Algerians live in northern cities which are connected by good air, rail and road links. To reach Saharan highlights, flying is the best option.
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Plan Your Time

You can spend a week touring the coastal cities and Roman ruins. To do the coast and see a bit of the desert you’ll need two weeks. For a deep dive, plan on three weeks.
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A Coastal Itinerary

A week is just enough time to explore the capital and coastline. Start in Algiers and day trip to the ruins of Tipaza and the archaeological museum of Cherchell. Head to Annaba, where St Augustine preached and taught, before landing in Constantine. From there, visit Roman ruins at Timgad and Djemila, before returning to the capital.




A Desert Itinerary

In two weeks you can see the coastal cities and Roman ruins and then return to Algiers and fly to the oasis town of Ghardaïa. Spend a couple of days exploring the ksours then fly to the desert town of Djanet. Adventure into the extraordinary Tassili N’Ajjer National Park for a multiday tour of its epic sand dunes, wind-eroded rock forests and rock art.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

MARCH–MAY

Northern highlands and Roman ruins are covered in flowers. April brings unpredictable sand storms in the desert.

JUNE–AUGUST

Beaches and resorts fill with holidaying locals. People weekend in hilltop Tlemcen. The desert is dangerously hot.

SEPTEMBER– NOVEMBER

Oases celebrate the date harvest and temperatures drop to 25-30°C. Texploration.

DECEMBER– FEBRUARY

Winter is cold and rainy on the coast. In the desert, days are a pleasant 20°C, but nights are very cold.




Algiers
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CONTEMPORARY CULTURE | PERIOD ARCHITECTURE | COLONIAL HISTORY


Despite the youthful nature of its four million inhabitants, Algiers is a city so endowed with history it will forever be married to its storied past. Since the Phoenicians established a trading post in the 3rd century BCE, this Mediterranean capital set above a sweeping crescent bay has been home to Imazighen (Berbers), Romans, Vandals, Arabs, Ottomans, Moriscos and French. They all left their mark in the textured architecture, tasty Maghrebi cuisine and fusion folk music that wafts out of cafe windows. In front of the harbour is the confounding 16th-century Ottoman Casbah. When the French arrived in 1830 they encircled it with Parisian-style boulevards, added a lush botanical garden and a replica Notre-Dame basilica on a shelf of the Bouzareah hills. In answer to it, the huge Martyrs Monument bookends the south of the city centre, commemorating those who died fighting to free the country from colonialism in 1962.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Casbah

2National Museum of Antiquities & Islamic Arts

SIGHTS

3Ali La Pointe Museum

4Bardo Museum of Prehistory & Ethnography

5Dar Mustapha Pacha

6Djema’a Ali Bitchine

7Djema’a Ben Fares

8Djema’a el Djedid

9Djema’a el Kebir

10Djema’a Ketchaoua

11Grande Poste

12Museum of Modern Art Algiers

13Museum of Popular Arts & Traditions

14Palais des Raïs

SLEEPING

15ABC Hotel

16Afric Hotel

EATING

17Dar El Mahroussa

18El Djenina

19Le Normande

20Le Repere

21L’Etalon

22Stah El Bahdja

23Café Tantonville




GETTING AROUND

Taxis and buses run from Algiers airport to the city centre. The ride takes 20 to 30 minutes; agree the taxi fare in advance. From the port, taxis are best. Once in town, most tourists can get by on foot, on the metro or by using ride hailing apps Yassir and Heetch.

The metro is useful when travelling east–west from Place des Martyrs to Jardin d’Essai. Algiers is built on a very steep hill. To access hilltop neighbourhoods there are several cable cars.
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To explore contemporary culture and find out what’s on in Algeria, check out The Casbah Post (thecasbahpost.com), a cultural webzine that explores the country’s heritage and diversity, as well as reporting on current cultural events.



A World Heritage Labyrinth

Casbah: the heart and soul of the city

Like an Escher painting, the Casbah is a maze of staircases and dead ends, its walls painted with murals of National Liberation Front (FLN) heroes like Ali La Pointe, who fought the Battle of Algiers (1956–57) in its streets and is commemorated in the small Ali La Pointe Museum. For a sense of the bitterness of that war watch Gillo Pontecorvo’s film of the same name which was shot in situ.

You can explore the Museum of Popular Arts & Traditions and Dar Mustapha Pacha, which displays illuminated manuscripts. The unusual Byzantine-Moorish Djema’a Ketchaoua was the central mosque which the French converted to the city cathedral in 1845. Likewise, the Italo-Byzantine Djema’a Ali Bitchine (1622), commissioned by a Venetian convert, has been both mosque and church, while Djema’a Ben Fares was a synagogue. Like all Algiers mosques they are open to non-Muslims. Originally, the Casbah tumbled to the waterfront but the French demolished the lower half to create a parade square (now Place des Martyrs). Still, the 1660 Arabo-Andalusian Djema’a el Djedid (New Mosque) and the older Djema’a el Kebir (Grand Mosque) remain. The latter was built in 1097 by Yusuf ibn Tashfin who co-founded Marrakesh. Finally, walk past the harbour to find the waterfront Palais des Raïs, which houses the arts centre, Bastion 23.

Adventurable (@adventurable) offers tours after which you can lunch at Le Repère or at Dar El Mahroussa or Stah El Bahdja, the house of woodworker Khaled Mahiout.


KING OF THE SEA

Although the Casbah sits atop the Phoenician city Ikosim, its present incarnation is the work of Hayreddin Barbarossa. Born in Lesbos (now Greece), he was one of the most savvy naval strategists of the 16th century and a scourge of Christian France, Italy and Spain.

Known to them as the ‘Pirate of Algiers’, he and his brother ʿArūj (or Oruç) captured Algiers in 1516 and established the Regency of Algiers, the first independent pirate state. He built the citadel and enclosed it within defensive walls, and under his rule the city became a refuge for persecuted Muslims and Jews fleeing the Spanish Reconquest.



Explore Palace Museums

Ancient history in artful surroundings

The beautiful original minbar (pulpit) of the Grand Mosque is now in the National Museum of Antiquities & Islamic Arts, which also has some incredible Roman mosaics alongside Islamic art. Across the road, the Bardo Museum has a poorly signed prehistoric and ethnographic collection but is worth a visit to admire the Ottoman-era Summer Palace which is composed of lovely courtyards and lush gardens.

Eating in Algiers: Our Picks

El Djenina: A pretty restaurant decorated with ornate stucco and tiles serving Algerian and French classics. $$$

El Boustene: A restaurant in a park with a fabulous view near the Martyrs Monument. Known for their whole salt-crusted fish. $$$

Le Normande: A cosy classic in the city centre where Algerian chef Farid serves French cuisine, including oxtail stew and roasted guinea fowl. $$$

L’Etalon: One of the few bar-restaurants known for live music. Food is a mix of French and Algerian. The mechoui (slow-roast lamb) is a highlight. $$


Turn-of-the-Century City

Contemporary life in a French Colonial downtown

The French-built downtown is characterised by boulevards lined with white Haussmann apartment blocks. They are supplied with pâtisseries like Café Tantonville, wrought-iron lamp posts and Baroque water fountains. The Grande Poste is a neo-Mauresque landmark. From here wander Rue Larbi Ben M’Hidi to browse boutiques and bookstores. The Galeries de France department store houses the Museum of Modern Art (closed at the time of research). To the south (take the metro at Grand Poste) is the 1832 Hamma Botanical Garden and the Musée National des Beaux Arts, which displays work by Gauguin and Monet, as well as some lovely Algerian miniatures.
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Monuments With a View

Different perspectives of the city

The 92m-high Makam Echahid (Monument of the Martyr) is the city’s most striking landmark and occupies a fantastic position (get the cable car). Next to it, the Musée National du Moudjahid documents Algeria’s bitter liberation struggle between 1944 and 1962. At the other end of town, on another hilltop, is the neo-Byzantine Notre Dame d’Afrique, a Catholic cathedral, built by the French in 1872 to face its twin in Marseille.


BEST DAY TRIPS FROM ALGIERS

Tipaza

Famous for its romantic Roman ruins overlooking the sea. Stay beachside at Corne d’Or and eat shrimp at Le Dauphin.: Cherchell

Once the Roman town of Caesarea, Cherchell has a museum exhibiting fine Roman sculpture and mosaics.

La Madrague

A scruffy fishing port known for its super seafood. Try Chez Saveur or Le Cercle Nautique.: Blue Dream

Set out on the Blue Dream (@blue dreamyachting), which departs La Madrague for a day-long cruise with a slap-up lunch.

Ain Taya Beach

This golden stretch of sand is the best beach near the city and there’s a great seafood restaurant at Hotel Turquoise.



Sleeping in Algiers: Our Picks

Sofitel Algiers: Algier’s most luxurious option next to the Hamma garden and Fine Arts Museum. It has a pool, gym and three restaurants. $$$

Lamaraz Arts Hotel: A swish high-rise with spectacular city views, smart rooms, a full-service spa and a great restaurant on the top floor. $$$

ABC Hotel: While it won’t win any prizes for charisma, this family-run hotel is in a quiet central location close to most sights. $$

Afric Hotel: A period hotel with a vintage soul and sea views near the Casbah. Rooms are simple and the hospitality warm-hearted. $




Beyond Algiers
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Algeria’s magnificent coastline features cultured contemporary cities, sunny steppelands scattered with Roman ruins and secretive mountain communities.


Algeria’s northern coastline stretches a long, languid 1200km and is fringed with sandy beaches lapped by incredible turquoise seas. Ninety percent of Algerians live along this littoral in liberal-minded Oran, medieval Tlemcen, pretty seaside Annaba, football-mad Setif, and spectacularly sited Constantine, draped across rocky pinnacles above the Rhumel River. Scattered around them on the high plateau are the ruins of imperial Roman cities such as Timgad and scenic Djemila, almost entirely devoid of tourists. They sit in the forested foothills of the Tell Atlas which remain a stronghold of fiercely independent, indigenous Amazigh tribes who still speak Tamazight and once held sway over the entire area in the ancient kingdom of Numidia.


Places

Oran

Tlemcen

Constantine

Annaba

Djemila

Timgad




GETTING AROUND

Most travellers use the network of Air Algérie flights to make the best use of their time. SNTF trains run along the coast with the most frequently travelled routes being to Oran (four to five hours), Setif (3.5 hours), Constantine (seven to 9.5 hours) and Annaba (seven to 10.5 hours, one sleeper service). Download the SNTF app for timetables. Some long-distance trains depart from Agha Station. Trains also run to Tlemcen from Oran. Otherwise, road transport is best to reach inland cities sites.



OranTIME FROM ALGIERS: 4 hrs 30 mins [image: jpg] & [image: jpg]

Catch the vibe in this port city

Nobel Prize–winning Algerian author Albert Camus complained that Oran was ‘the capital of boredom’, yet the city inspired his two masterpieces, The Plague and The Stranger. Certainly Oran lacks big sights, but it is a city of compelling atmosphere. Case in point: the gorgeous seafront balcony of the Ibn Badis garden, which will be an enduring memory.

The garden is backed by the weathered Bey’s Palace (1340) and the Hassan Pasha Mosque (both under renovation) built by the Ottomans who took the city from the Spanish in 1708. They developed Quarter Sidi El Houari, the old casbah, where you’ll find the mausoleum of Sidi el Houari, the patron saint of Oran – a site of devoted daily pilgrimage.

 

An Art and Architecture Walk

You can take a nice walk from central Place du 1er November with its lion-flanked French Town Hall and Art Nouveau Abdelkader Alloula Regional Theatre down elegant Boulevard de la Soummam to Brasserie Le Cintra – Camus’ favourite haunt. Then zigzag to the crowded Bastille Market, Oran Library (housed in the old Sacré Coeur Cathedral), and the Abdullah bin Salem Mosque (under renovation) to admire the epic 1918 Mauresque façade of what was North Africa’s largest synagogue. End in Musée National Ahmed Zabana which has a collection of Modernist Algerian painting and regional decorative arts.
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The Virgin and the view

The Chapel of Santa Cruz is for Oran what Christ the Redeemer is for Rio, a pilgrimage site honouring the Virgin for saving the city from cholera in 1847. It sits in the shadow of the 16th-century Santa Cruz Fort on the wooded Murdjadjo hill and has spectacular views over the city. You’ll need a taxi to reach it.


PRIZE-WINNING FICTION

Marché Mdina Jdid is a market district, but it was built in 1845 for the indigenous population. Harun, the protagonist of Kamel Daoud’s, The Meursault Investigation, lived here.

The book is an answer to Camus’ The Stranger and a clever work of postcolonial reappropriation. It tells the same story but from the opposite perspective, Harun’s. He retells the story of the murder of his brother, the unnamed Algerian, shot callously by Meursault in Camus’ novella. Through his retelling, Daoud explores the ruling power’s indifference to the indigenous population, their literal erasure from the story, and the power of stories whose perspectives can shape our views long after the colonist has departed.



TlemcenTIME FROM ALGIERS: 5 hrs 30 mins [image: jpg]

Discover Granada’s Almoravid twin

Tlemcen is an architectural jewel of medieval mosques and palaces set amid a green pine forest, a two-hour drive south of Oran. In the 12th and 13th centuries it rivalled Fes, Tunis and Granada and traded gold from Timbuktu and salt from Taghaza with Europe. This explains the hybrid Hispano-Moorish architecture of the Almoravid’s splendid Great Mosque (1082) and the El Mechouar Palace, which echoes Spain’s Alhambra. On the western edge of town there are also the ruins of Abou Yacoub’s military camp, El Mansourah (1299), with a 40m-high minaret that is the perfect twin of the Giralda in Seville.

 

Out of town pilgrimage

Tlemcen remains a spiritually significant city thanks to the Tomb of Sidi Boumediene, located 1.6km southeast of the city centre. It is dedicated to Sufi mystic and poet Boumediene who died in 1197. Ibn Khaldun, the great Arab scholar and philosopher, also studied at the mosque in the 1370s. From here it’s a short 10 minute drive to the El Ourit waterfalls and a half-hour drive to the stalactite-filled Les Grottes de Beni Add.


ALGERIA’S DIVERSE MUSIC
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Andrew Farrand (@ibnibnbattuta) is the author of The Algerian Dream: Youth and the Quest for Dignity. These are his musical picks:

Ya Rayah: Reinterpreted by modern rock star Rachid Taha, this traveller’s ballad is a classic of chaâbi – the Muslim-Jewish fusion style.

Zwit Rwit: A toe-tapping tune from modern maestro Idir, who champions the Kabylie region.

Nouar: Cheikha Rimitti is the godmother of raï, the bawdy, synth-heavy genre that launched from the nightclubs of Oran in the 1990s.

Disco Maghreb: An international megastar’s homecoming hit from DJ Snake. The music video offers a hidden side of Algeria.

Tahabort: Imarhan are a new generation Touareg band livening up the ‘desert blues’ in their native Tamahaq.



ConstantineTIME FROM ALGIERS: 4 hrs [image: jpg]; 50 mins [image: jpg]

A city set on a pinnacle

To reach Constantine, you have to snake up switch-back mountain roads that duck through tunnels blasted in the rock to reach this impregnable city. All around it a vertiginous ravine plunges 200m to the frothing Rhumel River, spanned by natural rock arches and improbable bridges like the Sidi M’Cid, once the highest suspension bridge in the world.

The main pleasure of Constantine is admiring this extraordinary setting and snapping pictures of the city and gorge from its sky-high bridges. The most thrilling is the wobbly, 2.5m-wide Mellah Slimane footbridge. Otherwise, walk up to Monument aux Morts, a WWI cenotaph modelled on Trajan’s Arch at Timgad, from where you can look down on the gorge and town.
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A Museum, Mosque and Palace

The Berber Numidians built the first city in the 4th century BCE before the Roman’s renamed it Cirta in 300 CE. The National Museum of Cirta houses some fine Roman mosaics while the pretty painted Palace of Ahmed Bey is full of fine Ottoman decorative arts. It was completed in 1835 just two years before the city fell to the French. Finally, take the tram to see the magnificent Emir Abdelkader Mosque, Algeria’s most elegant mosque and the country’s first contemporary Islamic university.

Sleeping & Eating in Oran: Our Picks

Royal Hotel Oran: The elegant, Art Deco Royal is Oran’s most luxurious digs with a restaurant, tea salon and spa. Free airport shuttle. $$$

Hotel Colombe: Oran’s Best Western has modern rooms, excellent service and a generous breakfast. A 20-minute walk to central Place d’Armes. $$

La Comète: A vintage Oranaise restaurant with white-jacketed waiters and a menu of salads, fresh fish and a fantastic paella on Friday. $$$

La Bastille Market: Browse this epic food market for stalls selling karentika (chickpea spiced batter) or sfendj (deep-fried doughnuts). $


AnnabaTIME FROM ALGIERS: 6 hrs [image: jpg]; 1 hr [image: jpg]

Contemplate St Augustine’s global influence

Charming seaside Annaba – a two-hour flight from Algiers or drive from Constantine – is often overlooked, which is a shame. It’s where Amazigh theologian St Augustine – one of the most important Fathers of the Western Christian Church – taught and wrote works that influenced the development of Christianity. He was bishop of Roman Hippo Regius (also Hippone) now a flower-filled ruin at the edge of town. On a hill above the ruins is the Basilica de Saint Augustine, built by the French in 1900 not far from the basilica where Augustine taught. It is still tended by Annaba’s Augustinian community and a site of Catholic pilgrimage.

DjemilaTIME FROM ALGIERS: 3 hrs 30 mins [image: jpg]

Mountainside ruins and mosaics

Djemila, ‘the Beautiful’, sits on an undulating hillside in the Petite Kabyle Mountains. It was the Roman colony of Cuicul set strategically between Cirta (Constantine) and Sitifis (Sétif). The ruins are utterly lovely and small enough to breeze around in half a day, but you may find yourself lingering in the well-preserved temples or sitting enjoying the solitude in the 3000-seater amphitheatre. Veteran soldiers enjoyed a fine retirement here in fountain-filled villas whose fabulous mosaics floors fill the on-site museum.

Most people visiting Djemila travel by car from either Constantine (1.5 hours) or Sétif (1 hour). Sétif has more mosaic floors in its excellent National Archaeology Museum.

TimgadTIME FROM ALGIERS: 5 hrs 30 mins [image: jpg]

North Africa’s Pompeii

Roman Emperor Trajan built the colony of Timgad in 100 CE for veterans of the Third Augustan Legion who subdued North Africa. It sits at a crucial pass through the Aurès Mountains and gave Rome control of access to the Sahara. It’s an awesome site, laid out on an exposed, flat plateau like a chessboard. Come prepared, as an exploration of its forums, temples, markets, bath houses, theatres, libraries, law courts and villas will take a full day. Then there’s the on-site museum with 200 stunningly well-preserved floor mosaics.


BEST SIGHTS AROUND TIMGAD

Mausoleum of Medracen: An archaeological mystery, this 59m-wide dome is thought to be the tomb of Numidian King Madghis (300–200 BCE).

El Kantara Gorges: A geological tear in the rocky plateau, just 40m wide and 120m high, beloved by European painters.

Biskra: Known as the town of two million palms, Biskra is famous for its deglet nour dates.

Sidi Okba Mosque: The mausoleum of Okba Ben Nafaa, the early Muslim conqueror who carried Islam across North Africa and founded Kairouan.

Balcons de Ghoufi (Rhoufi): An orchard-filled river valley with steep canyon walls dotted with troglodyte cave dwellings inhabited until 1970.



Sleeping in the Northeast: Our Picks

Novotel Constantine: An easy walk to the main sights and with a pool. Ask for a room with mountain views away from the street. $$

Hotel Tadj El Mouada: A small, central hotel in Sétif opposite the park and near the Archaeology Museum. Upper-floor rooms have nice views. $$

Sheraton Annaba: This luxury glass tower is a 20-minute walk from Hippo Regius and has fantastic sea views from its outside pool. $$$

Trajan Hotel: A new hotel next to the entrance of Timgad. Rooms are large and comfortable and the restaurant serves tasty Algerian cuisine. $




Ghardaïa & the Central Oases
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OASIS CULTURE | MUD-BRICK ARCHITECTURE | SAND SEAS


As you travel 500km south, the grassy steppelands of the northern littoral give way to salt marshes, regs (stony desert) and ergs (dunefields). The Grand Erg Oriental (Great Eastern Dunefield) sits east of Wadi Righ, an underground river that feeds oases like Touggourt on Algeria’s eastern border. On the western border is the Grand Erg Occidental (Great Western Sand Sea) and the Saoura oasis valley where rust-red Timimoun occupies what was a critical junction of the trans-Saharan caravan route from Timbuktu to Tlemcen.

In between these two massive dunefields is the lovely M’Zab Valley, home to a distinct community of Mozabites in five mud-brick ksours (walled citadels) known collectively as Ghardaïa. They are Algeria’s fourth largest Berber tribe and are adherents to the conservative Ibadite sect which broke from mainstream Islam 900 years ago. They observe unchanging social codes, wear distinctive clothes and permit entry to outsiders only with a chaperone.


GETTING AROUND

Ghardaïa and Timimoun are served by several flights a day from Algiers. There’s also one weekly flight to Timimoun from Oran, which means you can create a nice itinerary between Oran, Tlemcen and Timimoun. There’s a good network of buses connecting all major cities but bear in mind journey times can be very long (19 hours from Algiers to Timimoun with a stop in Oran). Buses also connect Ghardaïa to Tamanrasset (20 hours), which is the gateway to the Hoggar Mountains.




[image: ] TOP TIP

When visiting Ghardaïa’s villages you’ll need to respect the rules laid out by the local community, which include having a chaperone/guide, dressing modestly, no pictures of people and no smoking or dogs within the ksours.



A Secretive Desert Citadel

Discover a country within a country

Built between 1012 and 1350, the Pentapolis of the M’Zab Valley is a unique collection of five mud-brick ksours (citadels) – El Atteuf, Bounoura, Melika, Ghardaïa and Beni Isguen – now merged together. To explore them you’ll need a guide and chaperone who you’ll find vital for their insights into this unique world of esoteric customs and desert-adapted architecture.

At the first bend in the M’Zab River is the oldest settlement El-Atteuf (meaning ‘turning point’) with its 12th-century Sidi Brahim Mosque that inspired Modernist architect Le Corbusier. The town is designed as a fortress with the mosque at the centre around which village houses spiral in concentric circles to the ramparts. Each house is identical and designed to reflect familial structures and satisfy the egalitarian structure of oasis society. All the ksours follow this pattern.


What’s more, the mud brick acts as a natural coolant against the fierce desert sun, while narrow lanes and high-sided walls maximize shade and create an atmospheric interplay of light and shadow. To add to the scene, you’ll pass women wrapped head-to-toe in the traditional white woollen haik while men wear extravagantly pleated trousers called saroual loubia. Weaving is a traditional craft here so look out for carpets in Ghardaïa’s market. The villages of Bounoura and Melika also have cemeteries with unique Mozabite funerary monuments. And Beni Isguen, the southernmost and most insular village, has the best views of the oasis from the mosque.
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El Atteuf | Cortyn/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Great Western Dunefield

Oasis life and dune-bashing

Timimoun is a spectacular desert oasis set at the edge of an escarpment overlooking a sebkha (salt pan) and the undulating dunefields of the Grand Erg Occidental. It’s miles from anywhere and feels like landing on the moon, the red town rising from the earth like a wind sculpture. It’s a place to dip your toe into the desert, wander the oasis, explore the weather-worn ksour and visit the colonial-era Hôtel de l’Oasis Rouge, which now houses a small arts and culture centre.


OTHER NOTABLE OASES

Beni Abbès: The capital of the Souara oasis has a centre for Saharan research and the hermitage of French soldier-monk Foucauld.

Taghit: A picturesque town set beside the blond dunes of the Grand Erg where you can trek, quad-bike and see some petroglyphs.

Tiout: A 9th-century mud-brick oasis town and important RAMSAR wetland producing 71 date varieties.

Touggourt: A Saharan oasis at a juncture of the trans-Saharan caravan route with a fortress mosque and four royal tombs of the Ben Djellab.

In Salah: Set in the ‘Triangle of Fire’, In Salah was the link between the two north–south caravan routes and is divided by a creeping dune.



The Sebkha Circuit

Desert touring and adventure activities

Around Timimoun is some stunning desert scenery, which you can explore on a 75km loop called the Sebkha Circuit and can be done in a day. It takes you on a rollercoaster ride over towering dunes to abandoned villages crumbling in the heat, as well as the salt lake and deep red caves, where you’ll have lunch. There’s also quad-biking and sandboarding closer to town, which you can arrange through your hotel or at the tourist office near the market.
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S’Boue Festival

Prayers, camel parades, song and dance

Timimoun is also famous for its celebration of the annual S’Boue Festival, which occurs seven days after Moulud (the Birth of the Prophet) and lasts seven days and nights. It draws thousands of Algerians, particularly people from the surrounding ksours (villages), who come to celebrate at the mausoleum of Sidi El Hadj Belkacem. Days are filled with prayers, camel parades, ceremonial shows of horsemanship, sacred Ahellil songs, poetry and traditional dances. The festival also offers the opportunity for communities and individuals to resolve differences that may have arisen during the year.

Sleeping in the Oases: Our Picks

Maison Traditionnelle Akham: A traditional plaster dwelling in Ghardaïa with pretty terraces and a pool. $$

Maison d’Hôtes Taskift: Rostom’s charming home with simple rooms is in the Beni Isguen oasis. He is full of insights about Mozabite culture. $

Dar El Hakim: A charming Timimoun hotel with stylish rooms. Staff are helpful arranging local activities, and the food is great. $

Hotel Gourara: Timimoun’s big hotel sits on a hill with views of the dunes from the terrace. Rooms are modern and there’s a pool. $$




Tassili N’Ajjer & the Hoggar Mountains

DESERT LANDSCAPE | PREHISTORIC ART | TUAREG CULTURE


Algeria’s trump card is its extraordinary Saharan landscape of rust-red ergs (dunefields) and black regs (flat stony terrain) that spread across an area nearly the size of Mexico. It is one of the hottest places on earth and is home to 3.5 million people, most belonging to the Imazighen Tuareg tribe. In the past, the Tuareg ranged freely from southern Libya through Algeria to Niger, Mali and Burkina Faso. They founded wealthy Timbuktu, spread Islam across North Africa and once controlled the trans-Saharan trade routes thanks to their knowledge of its water wells and gueltas (rock pools).

The latter are a key feature of the Tassili N’Ajjer and Hoggar Mountains, whose water-filled canyons shade ancient Saharan cypress and myrtle trees. They are remnants of a prehistoric steppeland where wild mega fauna once roamed 10,000 to 15,000 years ago alongside early Neolithic pastoralists. Their carmine red paintings and petroglyphs of cattle and wild animals remain preserved all over the rocky pinnacles of the Tassili n’Ajjer National Park and the home of the Haggar Mountains, Ahaggar National Park, now both UNESCO World Heritage Sites.


GETTING AROUND

The gateway’s to the Tassili n’Ajjer and Ahaggar National Parks are Djanet and Tamanrasset. Air Algérie offers regular flights from Algiers to both. Access to both national parks requires a permit which will be obtained by your government-approved tour agency. Arranging a tour with a local agency is currently fairly easy and can be sorted within a day or two on the ground. There is no public transport in the parks nor is independent travel permitted.




[image: ] TOP TIP

All travellers touring the southern desert require an agency escort, designed to ensure your security. Visas can be issued on arrival in Djanet and Tamanrasset if flying direct but only with pre-arrangement on an organised tour.



The World’s Oldest Gallery

See prehistoric art in the desert

The desert town of Djanet is the gateway to the Tassili N’Ajjer National Park. Otherwise known as Tadrart Rouge, this extraordinary 72,000-sq-km desertscape encompasses a surreal sandstone rock forest littered with 15,000 prehistoric petroglyphs and carmine-coloured rock paintings depicting herds of elephant, giraffe and buffalo. They are startlingly beautiful and look so fresh it seems as if the artists must have just left camp.

To see all of Tassili’s treasures you’ll need 10 days, but tours of five to six days are also possible. Some head southeast to the Tadrart massif where there’s the painted canyon of D’In-Djarena and the blond dunes of Moul N’Aga. Other tours head northwest to the Erg Admer dunes, the sandstone canyon of Essendilene and the rich painting sites of Dider and Idaren, with their images of antelopes, giraffe, rhino and oxen. A must-see final stop is Tagharghart with its Weeping Cows, each crying a single tear provoked it is said at the sight of their waterhole drying up.

Deep Time in the Hoggar Mountains

Contemplate eternity at world’s end

Week-long camel treks and longer 4x4 tours depart north from the hub of Tamanrasset into the Ahaggar National Park. They ascend the high plateau of Assekrem (2728m), which translates as ‘the end of the world’. Aristocratic French soldier Charles de Foucauld retired to a hermitage here in 1911 to contemplate the divine from a tiny mountain chapel. Stay at the basic hostel to see the most spectacular dawn over the tumult of the Atakor Massif. Then move on to the gueltas of Issakarassen and the paintings of Wadi Mertoutek and Oued Houat, spending the nights bivouacked beneath a trillion stars. It’s a journey you won’t forget.
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THE HIGH PLACE

Older and more elemental than Tassili, the Hoggar Mountains are volcanic basalt buttes and mesas – some rocks here are 1.7 billion years old – that rise vertiginously from the desert floor to the peak of Mount Tahat at 2908m.

Locals know it simply as Atakor: the High Place. In between the immense rocky monoliths river valleys sweep southwards on their way to southerly Lake Chad. They harbour acacias, tamarisk, olive and palm trees and are lined with more petroglyphs and paintings of giraffes, elephants, ostriches and charioteers, thought to be the Garamantian ancestors of the Tuareg.






Arriving

The vast majority of visitors arrive in Algeria by air with pre-approved visas, which need to be applied for at least two months in advance of travel. Taxis are your best option for getting to the city centre. It’s also possible to arrive by ferry from France and Spain. Crossings are long (10 hours from Alicante and 20 hours from Marseille) and disembarkation slow.


[image: jpg]

Ferry, Algiers | hamdi bendali/Shutterstock ©

Visas & Connections

The vast majority of visitors arrive in Algeria by air with pre-approved visas, which need to be applied for at least two months in advance of travel. Taxis are your best option for getting to the city centre. It’s also possible to arrive by ferry from France and Spain. Crossings are long (10 hours from Alicante and 20 hours from Marseille) and disembarkation slow.

Air

Most international flights arrive at Houari Boumediene Airport in Algiers or Es-Senia Airport in Oran. There are also direct flights from Paris and Marseille to the desert town of Djanet. Air Algérie has a good network of routes throughout north and west Africa.

Land Borders

Algeria shares land borders with six other countries – Morocco, Tunisia, Libya, Niger, Mali and Mauritania. All but the Tunisian border are closed and/or dangerous for overland travel (see sahara-overland.com). From Tunisia, Nafta–Taleb Larbi is the most popular crossing, otherwise you can cross on the coast at Tabarka–El Kala.


Money
Currency: Algerian Dinar (DA)

CASH & TIPPING

Algeria is mostly a cash economy. ATMs are only common in larger northern towns and there are none south of Ghardaïa. Sometimes they don’t work with foreign cards so bring euros. Tipping isn’t widespread, but tip guides and drivers the equivalent of an extra day’s payment for each week worked.

BLACK MARKET

The black-market exchange rate is significantly better (50% in some cases) than at banks. Ask locals where you can change money, but if you choose to use it, be aware that you’re breaking the law, with all the risks that entails.

CREDIT CARDS

Credit cards can only be used in big hotels and at car-rental companies.








Getting Around

Algeria is huge and drives between main centres typically take between 2.5 and 4 hours. As a result, most travellers get around by air. Along the coast there is a west–east train network although journey times are similar to driving. Long-distance buses go everywhere, including to Tamanrasset, and are reasonably comfortable. Buy tickets in advance, particularly for Saharan routes.
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Flights

National carrier Air Algérie (airalgerie.dz) offers extensive, reasonably priced and punctual domestic services, including to Djanet, Tamanrasset and Ghardaïa. Tickets are bookable online. You’ll need to present your passport or government-issued photo ID. Arrive two to three hours before departure.

Public Transport

Algeria has extensive public transport, but it isn’t very efficient due to heavy traffic. There’s a metro with a single line in Algiers which reaches most of the important sites in the city. Buses are prolific but very slow.

Car

Driving yourself anywhere in the country officially requires an agency escort, but it’s not strictly enforced in the north, even with numerous police checks. However, avoid driving after dark. Agency escorts with their own car charge around €150 per day, otherwise its €90 per day (plus €50 to €100 per day to travel to meet you).

Train

SNTF (Société Nationale des Transports Ferroviaires; sntf.dz) trains run east from Algiers to Bejaia, Constantine and Annaba (seven to 10 hours) and west to Oran (four to six hours) and from there to Tlemcen (2.5 hours). Trains are fairly modern and at least as fast as road travel.

Taxis/Rideshares

Taxis can be hired individually, or shared, and hailed on the street. Otherwise find them outside the larger hotels. Hotels can also arrange pick-ups. Yassir is the most useful in-country taxi app. Drivers don’t speak English so some French helps.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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In the north, fuel stations are common; in the south fill up in all major towns.
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Roads conditions are good; road signs are in Arabic and French.









Egypt
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WHERE HISTORY STILL SHAPES THE FUTURE

The great pharaohs, and their hopes of immortality, have left behind monumental wonders that need little introduction. Look beyond their legacy to find Egypt’s beating heart.


[image: jpg]

Pyramids of Giza | givaga/Shutterstock ©

Egypt is a country that colours outside the lines. No matter how many times you visit, you’ll never quite understand how it functions, and it’s this chameleon character, fed by 5000 years of civilisation, that defies a simple explanation. It can be awe-inspiring, frustrating, frazzling and deeply kind, all in the space of a few hours. But if you lean in –rather than keeping it at arm’s length while you snap your pyramid pic and leave – travelling here will reward you more than a thousand times over.

Of course, you’ll want to visit the great icons of Egypt’s Pharaonic past with its totemic pyramids, its carved and painted tombs at Luxor’s Valley of the Kings, and in the temples dotted along the Nile. You’ll also want to discover that Egypt has an equally rich heritage of Coptic art, best experienced in situ at St Katherine’s monastary in the Sinai and in the Eastern Desert monasteries.

But an even richer legacy is the one gifted by nature – in the wonders of the Red Sea, the stark beauty of the huge Western Desert and the fertility of the Nile Valley – that continues to shape Egypt.

So yes, the ancient past is likely to be what draws you in, but it’s how modern Egypt, its people, culture and energy, sits side-by-side with this lauded history that will keep you coming back.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CAIRO

History-rich home of the pyramids.

LUXOR

Temples, tombs and the Nubian Nile.

SINAI

Marine gardens, Coptic roots and Bedouin soil.

ALEXANDRIA

Cultural city and desert adventure.




Find Your Way

Egypt is defined by the Nile. This great river anchors the country in Africa, while its desert hinterlands link it culturally and spiritually to the Middle East. We’ve chosen four hubs that help reveal Egypt’s twin characters.


[image: jpg]


Plan Your Time

Don’t be tempted to cram too many big sights into a short trip. If you make it all about the ancients, you’ll hit ‘pharaoh fatigue’ very quickly. Instead, change the pace and activity.
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Felucca (Egyptian sailing boat) | givaga/Shutterstock ©


If You Only Do One Thing

With a long weekend in Cairo, it’s more about what you’re going to have to leave out rather than what you’re going to see. The Pyramids of Giza are normally top of the list, so devote a half-day to them and make sure to spend time exploring the Coptic Museum and the city’s Islamic treasures around Khan El Khalili. Reserve half a day for a Saqqara excursion.




Nine-Day Nile Classic

After some time in Cairo, take the overnight sleeper train to Luxor, allowing at least two days to visit Karnak on the east bank of the Nile, and the Valley of the Kings on the west bank. Board a dahabiyya (houseboat), cruise boat or felucca (traditional sailing boat) bound for Aswan and relax on the Nile. Explore the Temples of Abu Simbel and the Nubian south before returning to Cairo.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

MARCH–MAY

The khamsin wind blows sandstorms all across Egypt, making visibility impossible for hours at a time.

JUNE–SEPTEMBER

Desert temperatures rise to around 35°C. It’s party time on the Red Sea coast, however, with good diving conditions.

OCTOBER–NOVEMBER

Best months for desert activities, and the soft light is perfect for photographs.

DECEMBER–FEBRUARY

High season brings some price hikes and crowded sites. It can also be cold at night.




Cairo
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PYRAMIDS | ISLAMIC & COPTIC HERITAGE | THE NILE


In the 14th-century, the historian Ibn Khaldun wrote that Cairo surpassed anything one could imagine. That’s as true today as it was then. You can’t believe Cairo’s frenetic, ever-pulsating energy until you’ve walked Downtown, with its overworked air-con units, faded grandeur, bellowing car horns and roar of the muezzin’s call to prayer. You might think this city can’t possibly function. But somehow it does, despite – or perhaps because of – the energy derived from being the largest city in both Africa and the Middle East.

You may be overwhelmed on your first encounter with Cairo, but this city rewards as much as it befuddles with its iconic Pyramids of Giza, splendid medieval Islamic architecture and ancient churches, booming streetlife and late-night crowds. Spend time here and along the northern reaches of the Nile, and you’ll understand why Egyptians call Cairo Umm Ad Dunya – the Mother of the World.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Coptic Museum

2Egyptian Museum

3Khan El Khalili

SIGHTS

(see 3)Bab Al Ghouri 

4Cairo Tower

(see 1)Church of St Sergius & Bacchus 

(see 1)Hanging Church 

5Mausoleum-Madrassa of Qalaun

6Midan Tahrir

7Museum of Islamic Art

8National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation

9Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

(see 6)Bellies En-Route 

10Dok Dok Landing Stage

SLEEPING

11Carlton Hotel

12Holy Sheet Hostel

(see 17)Horus House Hotel

13Tahir Plaza Suites

EATING

14Abu Ahmed Couscous

(see 3)Al Halwagy 

15Bayt Elmoazz

(see 3)Farahat

NIGHTLIFE

(see 3)Fishawi’s

SHOPPING

(see 3)Atlas

16Fair Trade Egypt

17L’oiseau Du Nil

18Nomad

19Yehia El Khawanky & Sons




GETTING AROUND

Cairo can be negotiated by metro and taxi, and it’s walkable within neighbourhoods. Whatever people may tell you, you can get to the Pyramids of Giza using public transport. Take Metro Line 2 (Direction: El Monib) to Giza, or hop on one of the microbuses heading down Sharia Al Haram to the roundabout beside the main entrance gate. To reach Saqqara and destinations along the northern Nile, hiring a taxi for the day is best.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Cairo is enormous, so it’s worth orientating before heading out. Downtown radiates from the Nile’s east bank, with Khan El Khalili to the north and Coptic Cairo to the south. Across the Nile, the Giza Plateau and Pyramids are 15km southwest, on the city’s desert rim.



Up-High City Views

Zoom up Cairo Tower

For 360-degree views across the central city with the Nile below,head up the 187m-high Cairo Tower, which was built in 1961 and resembles a stylised lotus plant with its latticework casing. On your way to the entrance, stop and admire the huge banyan tree in the middle of Sharia Al Borg. For the clearest vistas, come in the late morning after the haze burns off, or in late afternoon when it’s often possible to spy the Pyramids. The Cairo Tower is open 9am to midnight.

Sail on the Nile

Take a felucca ride

Reserve time for heading out onto the river to see Cairo from a different angle. The most gentle and traditional way to do this is to hire a felucca (Egyptian sailing boat) for an hour or so. Head for the Dok Dok Landing Stage on the Nile Corniche, in front of Garden City’s Four Seasons Hotel, in the late afternoon, about an hour before sunset, and bring refreshments. Prices subject to haggling.

The Last of the Ancient Wonders

Visit the Pyramids of Giza

The Pyramids of Giza are among the most recognisable landmarks in the world, but nothing quite prepares you for seeing the world’s last-standing Ancient Wonder up close.

The Great Pyramid of Khufu is both the largest in Egypt and the oldest on the Giza Plateau. Get up close to check out the mammoth stone blocks (each weighing 2.5 tonnes). Built as a tomb for Khufu (reign c. 2589–2566 BCE), the pyramid originally stood 146m high when it was completed (c. 2570 BCE), but after 46 windy centuries and the loss of its limestone casing, it’s now 9m shorter. Exploring the interior is an unforgettable experience and worth the LE440 (students LE220) ticket, though if you suffer from claustrophobia or have mobility issues, maybe give it a miss.

As you walk towards the Pyramid of Khafre (the only pyramid still capped with its original polished-limestone casing), you may think it looks taller than the Great Pyramid, but it’s not. It comes in at 136m high. The illusion is due to it standing on higher ground. The burial chamber still contains Khafre’s large granite sarcophagus (reign c 2558-2532 BCE).

Just to the east of the Queens’ Pyramids (the three small pyramids at the eastern base of the Great Pyramid) is the eastern cemetery, containing the Tomb of Meresankh III (wife of Khafre and granddaughter of Khufu), and the Tombs of Qar and Idu (high officials). Don’t miss visiting these tombs with their eerie carved statues, decorated false doors and bas-reliefs. The Tomb of Meresankh III is the only ticketed tomb (LE50; students LE25).

At 62m (originally 66.5m), the Pyramid of Menkaure is the smallest pyramid of the trio, about one-tenth of the bulk of the Great Pyramid. Pharaoh Menkaure (reign c. 2532–2503 BCE) died before the structure was finished, and if you look around the pyramid’s base, you can spot several courses of granite facing that were never properly smoothed.

Almost as famous as the pyramids is the Sphinx, with its brickwork paws and haunches.

It’s accessed through Khafre’s Valley Temple. The ancient Greeks dubbed this sculpture the ‘Sphinx’ because it resembled their mythical winged monster who set riddles and killed anyone unable to answer them.

The pyramids are part of a vast necropolis (best entered after 8am to avoid roaming dogs) dedicated to ancient Egypt’s 4th dynasty. Extra tickets (for pyramid interiors and tombs) can only be bought from the entrance gates, so decide what you want to see before heading in and note that the only public toilets are on the Great Pyramid’s north side.
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I LIVE HERE: A CULTURAL INDUCTION THROUGH FOOD

Leila Hassaballa is co-founder of Bellies En-Route and explains her company’s philosophy. @belliesenroute.

We use food as a medium to showcase a different side of Egypt and act as a starting point to talk about Egypt and Egyptian culture. We want to show a different side to the country that gives visitors the opportunity to enter into a dialogue and helps them have a more meaningful experience.

As well as that, we’ve set out to create a tourism model that both protects and supports the local businesses we use, paying them fairly and making sure that our tour visits are a help to them rather than a hassle.




GOLD ON SHOW

All the international museum talk may be about the Grand Egyptian Museum GEM, but Downtown’s Egyptian Museum is not to be missed and, unlike the GEM, is fully open. A selection of Tutankhamun’s tomb treasures are on display here until the GEM gets fully up and running.



A Showcase of Ancient History

Visit Egypt’s grand dame museum

While Giza’s GEM may generate headlines, this grand dame of a museum, the Egyptian Museum, simply potters along being Egypt’s major ancient history showcase, as it has done since it moved to this location in 1902. The ground-floor galleries sweep through ancient Egypt’s history in chronological order, while on the first floor the galleries are arranged by theme.

Among the many highlights are the Narmer Palette (Gallery 43), displaying the unification of Upper and Lower Egypt for the first time in 3000 years of Pharaonic history. Look out for the statues of Zoser, Khafre and Ka-Aper, the silver coffin of Psusennes and the death masks of Yuya, Thuya and Tutankhamun. The latter, and other famous finds from the tomb of the young pharoah, will move to the GEM when it opens.

If a visit gets too much (there’s A LOT to see), exit and return on the same day using the same ticket. The museum is a short stroll from famous Midan Tahrir. Gaining international recognition with the 2011 Revolution, the square has been the focal point of Downtown for over 150 years.


ANTICIPATING A GEM

Imagine an exquisitely curated assembly of gold coffins, faienced jewellery, chairs, chariots, canopic jars and that great golden death mask – in short, all the wonderful things that were discovered in the tomb of Tutankhamun – and you’ll begin to have an idea of how special Egypt’s newest museum will be when it opens. The Grand Egyptian Museum (GEM) in Giza will be devoted entirely to Egypt’s Pharaonic era and the entire cache of Tutankhamun’s funerary articles.

Until it officially opens, for the sum of LE1000, visitors are allowed to tour GEM’s exterior gardens, grand lobby, staircase and gift shop, but not the museum’s galleries. See visit-gem.com for details and don’t take grand announcements about imminent openings too literally!



Don’t Eat Before This

Discover Cairo through food

Put on your comfy walking shoes and elasticated trousers for a food tour run by Bellies En-Route (belliesenroute.com). Packed with insider know-how on the favourites that keep central Cairo running, the tours put local culture centre stage as you munch through family-run canteens, famed coffee roasters, traditional patisseries and tiny ta’amiyya (Egyptian variant of falafel) and pastry stands.

The tours, which have a no-food-waste policy (leftovers are given away) run from Saturday to Thursday and cover eight stops over five hours. Pre-book the small-group tour.

Two Aged Churches

Visit the Hanging Church & Abu Sarga

Fustat, the Coptic area of Cairo, is packed with prescious treasures, including the 9th-century Hanging Church, which gets its name because of its suspension over the Water Gate of Roman Babylon. Entering the interior with its three barrel-vaulted, wood-roofed aisles, resting on 13 pillars, feels like entering an upturned ark. The church has 110 icons, including an 8th-century painting of the Virgin Mary known as the Coptic Mona Lisa. Not as famous but even older is the Church of St Sergius & Bacchus (aka Abu Sarga). Dating from the 5th century, it was built over a cave where, according to Coptic tradition, the Holy Family are said to have taken shelter during their flight into Egypt to escape persecution from King Herod’s Massacre of the Innocents.


CAIRO’S BEST CRAFTSHOPS

Yehia El Khawanky & Sons: This store has been making handcrafted, ornately decorated shisha pipes since 1891.

Atlas: Handcrafted high-quality jewellery since 1948, with designs inspired by Islamic and Pharaonic designs.

Fair Trade Egypt: Crafts from across Egypt, including Bedouin rugs, hand-weaves, Fayoum ceramics and Nubian beads.

Nomad: Specialist in traditional Bedouin and Amazigh crafts as well as high-quality silver jewellery.

L’Oiseau Du Nil: Contemporary takes on ancient crafts, with funky handbags, accessories, homewares and clothing.




EXPLORE COPTIC ARTISTRY

If you want to see more Coptic art on your trip, make sure to visit St Katherine’s Monastery in the Sinai and the Monastery of St Anthony in the northern mountains of the Red Sea Coast.



Be Dazzled at Coptic Heritage

Antiquities at the Coptic Museum

One of the most important collections of Coptic antiquities in the world, the Coptic Museum, with its elaborate wood-carved painted ceilings, houses the famous frescoed niches from Saqqara’s Monastery of St Jeremiah and the Monastery of St Apollo at Bawit. Take time to examine the friezes and column capitals from Ahnas, with their scenes from Greek mythology.

Resting Place of the Pharaohs

The National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation

In 2021, Egypt’s royal mummies were transferred to their new home in the National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation (NMEC) in a regal procession. The museum is more than its prized collection of pharaohs though; it’s attempting to encompass the entire sweep of Egyptian heritage under one roof. The exquisite pieces, all cherry-picked for display, highlight different facets of ancient Egypt’s culture, from the detailed Old Kingdom wooden statues of men grinding wheat to the Ptolemaic-era gilded-stucco coffin of the priest Nedjemankh. The series of vault-like rooms are the final resting place for some of Egypt’s most famous pharaohs and queens.

Islamic Treasures of Northern Cairo

Souqs and dervish devotion

Northern Cairo is full of Islamic treasures, at the heart of which is the medieval souq of Khan El Khalili (open 9am until late, from midday Friday and Sunday) – a warren of skinny lanes and hidden courtyards where Cairene merchants have been plying their trade since the 14th century. You can buy pretty much everything here, from handcrafted copper crescent moons to plastic pyramid keyrings. Thread your way along the narrow alley of Sekat At to experience the souq’s commercial heart, pausing to admire the elaborately carved medieval gates of Bab Al Ghouri.

While in the area, make time for the Madrassa & Mausoleum of Qalaun – a gem of Mamluk Cairo. This soaring religious complex is the work of Sultan Qalaun, who founded the Mamluk dynasty in 1279. Buy a combination ticket at the mausoleum to cover the monuments along Sharia Al Muizz Li Din Allah, showcasing Islamic architecture at its finest.

To put these treasures in context, don’t miss the nearby Museum of Islamic Art, which houses a superb collection of Islamic art, including frescoes, ceramics and carved plaster so fine it looks like lace.
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Cairo’s Oldest Coffeehouse

Visit charming Fishawi’s

After navigating Khan El Khalili, there’s no better place to rest your weary feet than Fishawi’s, located along a narrow passage off Sekat At Badistan. In business since 1773, it’s reputed to be the oldest ahwa (coffeehouse) in Cairo. Relax with a cold karkadai (hibiscus drink) and admire the interior’s clouded mirrors, copper tables and dusty chandeliers while chatting with the vendors trying to convince you to henna your hands or buy a scarf. Frequented by tourists, it remains a beloved, working ahwa.


FUSTAT & COPTIC CAIRO

When the conquering Arab army rolled into Egypt in 639 CE, they founded their capital, Fustat, beside the Roman fortress of Babylon.

Even after the Fatimid conquest in 969 CE, Fustat continued to prosper as a commercial hub for the new walled capital of Al Qahira. Fustat’s heyday only ended in 1168 when it was burnt on the orders of the caliph in an attempt to halt the Crusader advance.

Today, this area is known as ‘Coptic Cairo’ in recognition of the Egyptian Christians (known as Copts) based here.

One of the world’s oldest communities of Christians, Copts date their establishment to Mark the Evangelist’s visit in 50 CE. Also known as ‘Old Cairo’, the area is a treasure-trove of Christian art.



Eating in Cairo: Our Picks

Farahat: For anyone looking to eat grilled pigeon, or pigeon stuffed with spiced rice, head to this locally famed haunt. $

Al Halwagy: This place has been serving up delicious ta’amiyya (Egyptian variant of falafel) plates for nearly a century. $

Abu Ahmed Couscous: Restaurant famed for dishing up its couscousy (couscous, coconut, nuts, raisins and sugar, topped with hot milk). $

Bayt Elmoazz: Great home-cooked dishes; located at the NMEC. Try the mahshi kurumb (stuffed cabbage leaves cooked with dill and semna). $$




Beyond Cairo
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Find adventure in lesser-visited pyramids, look for whales in the desert and enjoy Pharaonic, Nile-side temples without the crowds.


If you’ve caught the pyramid bug, you’ll like Saqqara, home to Pharaoh Zoser’s Step Pyramid and headline-grabbing excavation finds – it’s Cairo’s most popular half-day excursion. Tag on ancient Abu Sir and Dahshur to make a day of it, or head further afield to Fayoum’s pyramids – mere youngsters compared to the journey into geological time at Wadi Al Hitan – and the glorious temple complexes of Abydos and Dendara. Economic hardship and limited opportunities have dogged the northern Nile Valley for decades, and sporadic outbreaks of social unrest still occur here. Those willing to negotiate the resultant security restrictions will find that the rewards of travelling in this less-touristed region compensate for the extra effort and inconveniences entailed.


Places

Saqqara & Around

Fayoum

Wadi Al Hitan

Qena

Abydos




GETTING AROUND

Destinations around Cairo are best visited by either hiring a taxi/private driver or taking a tour. Fayoum is a two-hour drive from Cairo and is the gateway for Wadi Al Hitan. Tours can be booked through fayoumegypt.com.

Commonly referred to as ‘Middle Egypt’, the northern Nile Valley follows the river as it meanders in leisurely curves for over 600km between Cairo and Luxor. Abydos and Dendara require an overnight stop in Qena, or they can be visited on tour from Luxor.



Saqqara & AroundTIME FROM CAIRO: 1 HOUR [image: jpg]

Cairo’s best day out

The vast necropolis of Saqqara, enclosed by a 1645m-long panelled limestone wall, was the final resting place for pharaohs, their royal court and sacred animals for more than 3500 years, and it’s famous for the Step Pyramid of Zoser. Built c. 2650 BCE, this highly significant 60m-high structure is the world’s earliest stone monument and, with finely painted tombs and catacombs, it makes for a great half-day excursion.

 

Remote pyramid adventures

Fancy horse-riding around some pyramids? Forget Giza, and aim instead for the pyramids of Abu Sir. Atmospheric rides are offered through KFB Stables (kfbstables.net) at this lesser-visited site with its slumping 5th-dynasty pyramids. If you time it right, you can watch the sun sinking over the crumbling ruins on your return.

Giza’s pyramids a bit tame? Then visit Dahshur. This pyramid field, 10km south of Saqqara and 19km from Abu Sir, is where you get to clamber, bent double, on hands and knees, into the belly of a pyramid. Your knees wobble and thighs complain, but if you reach the top burial chamber of the Bent Pyramid, you’ve completed the most thrilling pyramid experience of them all.


FayoumTIME FROM CAIRO: 1 HOUR 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Fayoum’s pyramid circuit

The oasis of Fayoum is surrounded by pyramids. First head for the Old Kingdom Pyramid of Meidum, 45km to the northeast. From here, move 33km southwest to the lumpen remnant of the Middle Kingdom Pyramid of Al Lahun. The interior was opened to the public in 2019, and you get to head deep under the surface to explore the series of tunnels, with bats flitting overhead.

Another 16km west, back towards Medinat Al Fayoum, you arrive at the Pyramid of Hawara. The mud-brick core of this Middle Kingdom pyramid sits on the north side of the Bahr Yusuf (Yusuf Canal) that connects Fayoum to the Nile. Tickets for each pyramid are LE60. The easiest way to see all three pyramids in one swoop is to hire a driver.

Wadi Al HitanTIME FROM CAIRO: 3 HOURS 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Whale fossils in the desert

Surrounded by low tawny cliffs and punctuated by sculpted rock formations, Wadi Al Hitan is one of the world’s most important fossil sites. From the visitor centre, the 3km walking track weaves between fossil sites dating from the Eocene epoch that, 40-odd million years ago, would have been on the seabed of the shallow Tethys Sea. Here lie well-preserved archaeoceti (primitive whales) and the skeletons of Basilosaurus and Dorodontus (both rather fierce water predators). The Fossil & Climate Change Museum does a good job of explaining the mind-boggling geological history and exhibits an 18m-long complete skeleton of a Basilosaurus.

QenaTIME FROM CAIRO: 6 HOURS 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Dendara’s heavenly constellation

Visiting the Temple of Hathor allows you to see Pharaonic temple decoration as it would have originally looked – vivaciously coloured and crackling with energy. With restoration ongoing, Egypt’s artistry feels alive here. Look out particularly for ceiling paintings of sky goddess Nut. Also famous here is the Dendara Zodiac that maps the ancient world’s night sky. The alignment of the celestial bodies (occuring once in 1000 years) allowed historians to date the bas-relief to 50 BCE.

AbydosTIME FROM CAIRO: 6 HOURS 40 MINS [image: jpg]

New artistry at Abydos

The great limestone temple at Abydos is the glorious work of Seti I (reign c. 1294–1279 BCE) and his son Ramses II (reign c. 1279–1213 BCE). It showcases some of the finest paintings you will see in Egypt. Built less than 50 years after the Amarna ‘heresy’ (when Pharaoh Akhenaten broke with tradition by creating a new religion and artistic style), this temple represents an attempt to revive the old ways of worship and art. Don’t miss the Gallery of the Kings, where the walls show Seti I, his eldest son (the future Ramses II).


CERAMICS OF TUNIS

One defining feature of Fayoum is the aged tradition of pottery making. Dating back to Pharaonic times, potters combine the clay with straw to make it porous and then use a hammer-and-anvil technique to form spherical water jars called bukla, baked in wood-fire kilns. The beauty of bukla is that they allow the liquid inside to evaporate, keeping it cool.

Given the critical importance of water storage and transportation for communities living on the desert fringe, potters have kept the secrets of their craft within their family for generations.

One Fayoum village bucking the trend, however, is Tunis. Earning an international reputation for ceramics that feature motifs from nature, Tunis pottery is prized by collectors.






Luxor

[image: jpg]

TOMBS | TEMPLES | NILE CRUISING


The wonders of Luxor need little introduction. Clustered around the Nile, the magnificent ancient temples of the east bank and exquisite tombs of the west bank represent one of the world’s most dense clusters of antiquities. So complex is the ancient narrative here it can take lifetimes to fathom. For the Egyptologists, who can be seen digging around ancient Thebes, it’s a lifetime of hope weighed against uncertain reward – as it was for the ancient Egyptians who invested mightily in the afterlife with no promise of success.

For visitors on punishing itineraries, the focus similarly falls on the past – and the next stop of the tour – leaving little space for the present. There is an antidote, though, in the much-underrated activity of sitting still. Along the Nile there are sanctuaries of shade, delivering steaming glasses of mint tea and the chance to watch modern Luxor go about its business.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Karnak

2Luxor Temple

3Valley of the Kings

SIGHTS

4Colossi of Memnon

5Deir Al Medina

6Luxor Museum

7Medinat Habu

8Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut

9Mummification Museum

10Ramesseum

11Tomb of Nefertari

12Tomb of Seti I (KV 17)

13Tomb of Tutankhamun (KV 62)

14Valley of the Queens

15Workmen’s Village

ACTIVITIES

16Alaska Balloon

17Magic Horizon

SLEEPING

18Beit Sabée

19Bob Marley Peace Hotel

20El Mesala Hotel

21Iberotel

22Marsam Hotel

EATING

23Al Gezira Hotel

(see 22)Marsam Restaurant 

24Paris Restaurant

NIGHTLIFE

25Cafe & Restaurant Maratonga

ENTERTAINMENT

26Karnak Sound & Light Show

INFORMATION

27Antiquities Inspectorate Ticket Office




GETTING AROUND

Luxor is defined by the Nile and it still divides the modern city of the east bank from its more rural twin on the west.

A frequent public ferry service and colourful motorboats cover the short hop between riverbanks while feluccas (Egyptian sailing boats) offer longer trips. On the east bank, taxi drivers compete with the owners of barouches (horse-drawn carriages) to win fares.

On the quieter west bank, three-wheeled tuk-tuks shuttle visitors around the antiquities.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If visiting multiple sights a Luxor Pass, purchasable only from Karnak and the Valley of the Kings, is useful. It’s valid for five days and covers all archaeological sites. Payable in US dollars only.



Luxor’s Namesake Temple

Visit Luxor Temple

Stroll along Luxor’s Corniche at sunset, or trot through town by carriage at night, and your eye is irresistibly drawn towards a lotus-pillared apparition that appears so weightless in its grace and beauty it almost seems to float above the ground it occupies. This is Luxor Temple and, for many, it’s likely to be the first of the ancient Egyptian antiquities encountered on a visit to the city. So intrinsic is this temple to the character of the area that it even gave the city its modern name, as a corruption of the Arabic ‘Al Uqsur’ (The Fortifications).

Built by New Kingdom pharaohs Amenhotep III (reign 1390–1352 BCE) and Ramses II (reign 1279–1213 BCE), this splendid complex came alive once a year during the inundation of the Nile. Stand at the foot of the Avenue of Sphinxes, by the temple’s entrance, and picture the spectacle of the statues of Amun, Mut and Khonsu brought in procession from Karnak to be reunited here as part of the Opet Celebrations – festivities captured in magnificent relief in the temple precinct.


Celebrating the Cult of Amun

Karnak’s world-class heritage

Within view of the Nile, Karnak is a spectacular complex of decorated temples, including the Temple of Amun, protected behind massive, monumental pylons (gateways). Conceived, constructed and expanded by many great pharaohs over 1500 years, Karnak was Egypt’s most significant place of worship. Today, it’s the highlight of a visit to Luxor.

The most affecting feature of Karnak is the Great Hypostyle Hall, a forest of 134 columns (resembling papyrus) that leads to the magnificent 30m-high Obelisk of Hatshepsut and the sacred Sanctuary of Amun beyond within the Amun Temple Enclosure. Stop for tea at the Sacred Lake, where priests of Amun bathed for ritual purity, and look for the Fallen Obelisk of Hatshepsut. Walking seven times clockwise around a giant scarab here is rumoured to bring good luck.

For an inspiring approach to this large, sun-baked complex, walk to Karnak from the Luxor Temple via the Avenue of Sphinxes, the 3km ancient thoroughfare linking Luxor’s two great sights.


GODLY RICHES

Imagine the wealth involved in owning 276,400 hectares of agricultural land, 65 cities, 83 ships and 421,000 cattle.

This all belonged to Karnak – centre of the cult of Amun – at the height of its power, when the princes of Thebes ruled all of Egypt. This royalty worshipped the local god Amun-Ra and the temple, the biggest in Karnak, was built as his dwelling place on Earth, flanked by those of his wife Mut and their son Khonsu.

Although sacked by Assyrians and Persians, the magnificent edifices at Karnak – contributed to by around thirty different pharaohs from the Middle Kingdom to Ptolemaic times – was considered a wonder, even in ancient times.



Get Up Close with Mummies

Visit the Mummification Museum

The Egyptians were masters in extending their sense of self beyond the grave. Visit the Mummification Museum and learn about the rituals involved in trying to cheat death – all comprehensively described, from the sprinkling of water, the smearing of skin-preserving resins and the sophisticated extraction of innards. It’s poignant to see the leathered feet of the wizened dead, and it’s a hard heart that can look at the tiny, wrapped mummy of a baby crocodile and not grieve just a little for its untimely death.

The Majesty of the Valley of the Kings

An ancient burial site

As a UNESCO World Heritage Site, the arid Valley of the Kings; last entry around 4pm) is isolated but seldom quiet. Perhaps it was ever thus as workers chiselled their way through rock, building ‘The Place of Truth’ for the pharaohs of the New Kingdom (1550–1069 BCE). Despite theft, floods and mass tourism, the magnificent royal tombs burrowed into the cliffs are undeniable treasures.

Fair warning: a visit can be hot and tiring, compounded by fellow visitors elbowing through narrow tomb corridors or frustrating the queues behind. All are united, though, in a common desire to engage with antiquity. But how, without a PhD in Egyptology or a knowledgeable guide, to do so? Read signboards for tomb highlights and learn image basics (a king wears sandals, a god does not; one cartouche denotes a noble, two a king).


TREASURES OF TUTANKHAMUN

Four chambers containing jewellery made of gold and faience, carved furniture, canopic jars, musical instruments and chariots were found in Tutankhamun’s tomb, most of which are displayed today in the Egyptian Museum, with a few pieces in Luxor Museum.



Tombs Modest & Magnificent

Tombs of Tutankhamun & Seti I

Tomb KV62 in the Valley of the Kings is arguably the most famous in all Egypt. Overlooked by tomb robbers and archaeologists until Howard Carter’s epic discovery in 1922, the Tomb of Tutankhamun was discovered intact, with most of the burial paraphernalia undisturbed. With the treasure now in museums, only the sarcophagus and gilded wooden coffin containing the young pharaoh’s mummy remain in situ. Apart from its contents, KV62 is modest in every way, as Tutankhamun died young and his tomb was hastily made. In contrast, the Tomb of Seti I, built 70 years later, reflects the flourishing of arts under the reign of Seti I, the son of Ramses I. Cut 137m into the rock, its spectacular interior is well worth the extra fee.
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Tomb of Seti I | Kirk Fisher/Shutterstock ©

Tombs of Queens & Princes

Valley of the Queens

Arguably the most beautiful in Thebes, the Tomb of Nefertari, one of the five wives of Ramses II, is a highlight of the Valley of the Queens. The valley’s name is something of a misnomer, as other family members, including the young princely sons of Ramses III, were also buried here.

About 1km into the valley, a road climbs to a small, beautifully proportioned Ptolemaic-era temple, the name of which – Deir Al Medina – is often used to refer to the neighbouring Workmen’s Village. Applying the skills honed on the necropolis of their royal patrons to their own burial sites, some of the artisans’ tombs here, topped by mud-brick pyramids, rival those of royalty.

Luxor’s Atmospheric Gems

Explore west bank temples

Some of the most atmospheric sites in Luxor lie at the edge of the fields, where plain meets mountain. Take the magnificent Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut, stretched out elegantly along the foot of the mountains. One of the most lovely buildings in all Egypt, it befits a woman considered ‘beautiful and gifted’ in her own time. Ramses III’s elaborate memorial temple of Medinat Habu is glorious in the golden light of sunset, while the Ramesseum, the massive memorial complex of Ramses II, is famous for its fallen colossus.


Visit any of these temples, all within a five-minute taxi drive of each other, early in the morning (before 9am) or late in the afternoon (after 3.30pm), when they are not only at their honey-coloured best but are also less crowded with tour groups. Tickets for all three temples are available from the Antiquities Inspectorate Ticket Office on the west bank of the Nile, near the Colossi of Memnon.


I LIVE HERE: TOMB TIPS

Professor Kent R. Weeks, Egyptologist

Aged eight, Professor Weeks decided he wanted to become an Egyptologist. His Theban Mapping Project (TMP), operating from the Theban Community Library, has led to significant discoveries, including KV5 – the largest in the Valley of the Kings. He’s the most celebrated Egyptologist of today and shares his tomb tips with us.

Download the TMP website (thebanmappingproject.com) to your phone to get comprehensive guides to Valley of the Kings’ tombs; spend the extra fee for KV9, the lesser-visited tomb of Ramses V/VI, with beautiful, well-preserved decorations.

Bring a guidebook and torch to fully appreciate the Tombs of the Nobles; the Tomb of Nefartari, although expensive, is the Valley of the Queens’ masterpiece.

Visit Howard Carter’s House for a faithful facsimile, and cheaper experience, of Tutankhamun’s tomb.



Heaven Bound

Balloon over Luxor’s West Bank

The excitement begins at the launch site as the great hulks come alive from their listless piles on the ground, with generators fanning hot air and dragon blasts of fire bringing heat to a chilly morning. The ground crew holds the beast at bay while basket wires are clamped, and suddenly, like a puff of breath on a dandelion, the balloons disperse. After the drama of departure, the flight (over the west bank’s jewels of antiquity) is almost an afterthought.

Despite the slightly chaotic appearance, Luxor ballooning is carefully regulated. Passengers book the day before and are collected from their hotels before dawn for a 40-minute flight, taking place between 7am and 9am. Reliable agencies include Magic Horizon and Alaska Balloon. A flight costs between US$80 and US$150 per person and some agencies set age, height and health restrictions.
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Balloon ride over Luxor | Brittany Olson/getty images ©


WHISTLING STATUES

The average weight of an adult African elephant is around 2 tonnes. Imagine, then, 500 elephants stacked together, and you have some idea of the weight of each of the Colossi of Memnon, soaring 18m above the plain on Luxor’s west bank.

These magnificent monuments, cut from a single block of stone, appear to guard the gateway to Thebes, the burial site of the ancient Egyptians. In fact, they were designed to sit at the entrance of the ruined funerary temple of Amenhotep III.

As the sun comes up, these east-facing figures may no longer whistle (attributed to a crack after the 27 BCE earthquake) but they do seem to stretch into the warmth of the day.



Eating in Luxor’s West Bank: Our Picks

Al Gezira Hotel: Popular with resident archaeologists, this rooftop restaurant serves Egyptian fare with Nile views. $$

Marsam Restaurant: The tree-covered courtyard makes for a relaxing lunch at this historic hotel near the Ramesseum. $

Paris Restaurant: With a terrace view of the Colossi of Memnon, the Paris Restaurant serves delicious home-cooked fare. $

Cafe & Restaurant Maratonga: In a delightful garden, this old favourite has a commanding view of Medinat Habu. $




Beyond Luxor


[image: jpg]

Defined by water – the Nile and Lake Nasser – the region between Luxor and Egypt’s southern-most city of Aswan is best explored by boat.


The part of the Nile between Aswan and Luxor is picture-perfect, with lush farms edged by the desert and a string of late Graeco–Roman antiquities. But nowhere is the Nile more beautiful than at Aswan – the ancient guardian of Egypt’s southern gateway. While the river runs unimpeded 850km to Cairo, Aswan sits beside the granite boulders of the First Cataract. Impassable to boats, this barrier was for centuries the natural border between Egypt and Nubia, the powerful southern kingdom that controlled trade from sub-Saharan Africa. One of the world’s earliest tourist destinations (Thomas Cook’s Nile tours began in 1869), Aswan is a hub for exploring the Nubian islands and the relocated temples of Lake Nasser.


Places

Edfu

Kom Ombo

Aswan

Lake Nasser




GETTING AROUND

There are train, bus and plane links between Luxor, Aswan and Abu Simbel. You can also hire a private car and driver at a reasonable cost for visiting Edfu and Kom Ombo. But the most inspiring way of seeing the glorious Nile valley and the 5250 sq km of Lake Nasser (created by the building of the High Dam between 1958 and 1970) is by boat, easily bookable through any tour agency.



EdfuTIME FROM LUXOR: 2 HRS 30 MINUTES [image: jpg]

Avenging patricide in Edfu

Midway between Luxor and Aswan is the town of Edfu, the site of the magnificent Temple of Horus (the falcon god) – the best-preserved of the ancient world. Built between 237 and 57 BCE by the Ptolemies, it marks the spot (according to legend) where Horus defeated his murderous uncle, Seth, to avenge the death of his father, Osiris. Examine the pylon carvings of Ptolemy XII smashing the skulls of his enemies and enjoy the perfume laboratory (in the inner Hypostyle Hall).

Kom OmboTIME FROM EDFU: 2 HRS [image: jpg]

Godly reptiles

Picturesque Kom Ombo was an important military base and trading centre in the Ptolemaic period (332 BCE–30 BCE), and capital of the first Upper Egyptian province. Elephants, as well as gold and ivory, were traded here between Nubia and Egypt, and in recent times, many Nubians relocated here when their homeland was flooded by the creation of Lake Nasser.

The Temple of Kom Ombo honours the crocodile god, Sobek, who was believed to reside here, beside fellow crocodiles who basked on this bend of the Nile in ancient times. Look for the well-preserved carvings of Sobek on the columns in the Hypostyle Hall and the 22 mummified crocodiles in the Crocodile Museum. Of interest, too, is a cartouche of early surgical instruments (scalpels, saws, forceps, specula, scissors, and medicine bottles), illustrating Egypt’s supremacy in early medicine.


FINDING NUBIA

Nubia was once a powerful kingdom that controlled trade south of the Sahara and was the source of copper, ivory, ebony and gold: the name ‘Nubia’ comes from the ancient Egyptian nbw, meaning ‘gold’.

The area between the Nile’s First and the Second Cataract is known as Lower Nubia, while further south in Sudan, between the Second and Sixth Cataracts, is Upper Nubia. The ancient Egyptians called Nubia Ta-Sety, the ‘Land of Bowmen’, due to the Nubians’ exceptional archery skills.

Nubians speak their own language, Nobiin, used by only 600,000 Nubians and is considered endangered. There’s no standardised orthography for it. Efforts to revive the Nubian alphabet are part of wider endeavours to reclaim Nubian identity.



AswanTIME FROM LUXOR: 3 HOURS 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Explore downtown Aswan

Promenading Aswan’s 3km Corniche is a favourite local pastime due to the gorgeous sunset views of Elephantine Island and the desert beyond. Head out after a siesta and you’ll find yourself sinking into the relaxed Aswan atmosphere, where a one-hour walking route easily becomes a two-hour amble.

Divert from the corniche to the Sharia As Souq, Aswan’s old bazaar, which on warm evenings comes alive with strolling families out enjoying some window-shopping. Then dip into another Aswan highlight, the Hanafi Bazaar. The shelves of this favourite store are crammed with Nubian swords, baskets, amulets, silk kaftans and a treasure trove of African beads.

Having picked up the perfect souvenir, walk along to the beautifully designed Nubia Museum. Created to preserve the many Nubian artefacts rescued from Lower Nubia before it was flooded by Lake Nasser, the museum is well-curated and tells the story of southern Egypt from the Nubian perspective. Exhibits are displayed in huge halls, where clearly written explanations take the visitor from 4500 BCE to the present day. Among the museum highlights are 6000-year-old painted pottery bowls and an impressive quartzite statue of a 25th-dynasty priest of Amun in Thebes with distinct Kushite (Upper Nubian) features.

After an hour’s engagement with history, you’ll have earned a sundowner at the Old Cataract Hotel & Spa. Built by Thomas Cook and opened in 1899 on a bluff overlooking Elephantine Island, it has hosted many illustrious guests – including Agatha Christie, who lived here for a year in 1937 while writing her bestselling Death on the Nile.

Lake NasserTIME FROM ASWAN: 3 HOURS 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Cruise in a lunar landscape

Lake Nasser is one of the world’s largest artificial lakes. To give you an idea of its immense size, the flying distance from London to Cairo is 3524km, while the lake’s circumference is 7844km. It was created as a result of the construction of the High Dam between 1958 and 1970, which aimed to control the Nile’s epic annual inundation of flood water and support increasing cultivation in the lower Nile Valley. While it did this with great success, it also flooded all of Lower Nubia’s valleys, villages and ancient monuments.

Tour the lake by cruise ship or motorboat and spot a crocodile – an estimated 5000 live here. It’s a great way to arrive at the Temples of Abu Simbel, gliding slowly towards the immense, immutable colossi of Ramses II in the morning sunlight. African Angler (african-angler.net) offers houseboat safaris led by knowledgeable guides.
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Temples of Abu Simbel | Nik Norzawani Nik Zakaria/Shutterstock ©


Visit Egypt’s most famous monuments

Set in a spectacular location overlooking Lake Nasser, the Great Temple of Ramses II and the smaller Temple of Hathor, which together make up the Temples of Abu Simbel, are among the most famous monuments in Egypt. Together they represent two incredible feats of engineering. First, their epic construction in 1255 BCE on Egypt’s distant southern frontier; second, the modern marvel of maneuvering that saw them moved to higher ground in 1968 to save them from being submerged by the rising waters of the High Dam.

The Great Temple was aligned in such a way that on 21 February and 21 October, Ramses’ birthday and coronation day, the first rays of the rising sun would illuminate the figures in the inner sanctuary. Since the temples were moved, the phenomenon now occurs one day later, on the 22nd.

At 30m high, it’s hard to fathom that the complex was once buried beneath the sand, until 1813, when Swiss explorer Johann Ludwig Burckhardt caught sight of the smiling baboons on the top lintel.


THE NILE’S BEST CRUISES

Dahabiyya

Beloved by the rich and the royal, double-masted dahabiyya (houseboats) are the most romantic vessels on the Nile.

Nour el Nil

Vintage-style dahabiyya with eight to ten cabins furnished in bohemian style. (nourelnil.com)

Nile Dahabiyya Boats

Tranquil sailing and luxury furnishings; run by Luxor locals. (nile-dahabiya.com)

Cruiser

For a shorter cruise, start in Aswan and head north. Sailing with (rather than against) the Nile’s strong current shaves off time and expense.

MS Sudan

A historic cruiser built as part of Thomas Cook’s steamer fleet in 1885. (steam-ship-sudan.com)

MS Philae

Owned by luxury-brand Oberoi, this is the best cruiser on the Nile. (oberoihotels.com/nile-cruise-philae).



Eating in Aswan: Our Picks

Nubian Dreams: A terraced restaurant on Elephantine Island serving Nubian tagines, jerk chicken and cardamon coffee. $

Panorama Restaurant & Bar: Atop the Mövenpick tower is one of Aswan’s best restaurants, serving North African cuisine with great views. $$$

Solaih Nubian Restaurant: Overlooking Philae Temple, Solaih serves comforting Nubian food, all cooked on an open fire. $$

Kafana Restaurant: Sit beside the water on Elephantine Island and tuck into kofta (spiced mincemeat on a skewer) and camel tagine. $




Sinai

[image: jpg]

DIVING | DESERT HIKING | MARKETS


For holidaymakers, the Sinai is all about the sun. For pilgrims, it’s more about the mountain and it’s connection with an ancient prophet receiving the word of God. The ancients passed through the Sinai on trading routes, in a search of a promised land and, subsequently, in retreat to remote mountain hideouts.

Only in the past half century has the emphasis changed from land to sea, with intensive tourist developments at Sharm El Sheikh and smaller hubs at Dahab and Nuweiba. Camps and resorts now dot much of the rocky coast to Taba. These destinations revolve around the water, not least through world-class diving and snorkelling in the underwater coral gardens of the Red Sea. With so much to enjoy from the beach, relatively few head inland, except on popular tours to St Katherine’s Monastery and Mt Sinai that offer a reminder that the Red Sea is also defined by its adjoining desert.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Mt Sinai

2Ras Mohammed National Park

3St Katherine’s Monastery

SIGHTS

(see 8)Al Sahaba Mosque 

(see 5)Monastery of St Anthony 

(see 5)Monastery of St Paul 

4Sharm El Sheikh Museum

ACTIVITIES

(see 4)Camel Dive Club 

5Cave of St Anthony

(see 4)Oonas Dive Club 

SLEEPING

6Dar Dahab

(see 3)Monastery Guesthouse 

(see 3)Sheikh Mousa Bedouin Camp 

7Umbi Sharks Bay Diving Village

EATING

(see 4)Fairuz

(see 8)Fares Seafood

NIGHTLIFE

(see 4)Camel Bar & Rooftop 

(see 8)Farsha Mountain Lounge 

SHOPPING

8Sharm Old Market




GETTING AROUND

Taxis are the fastest way to get around Sharm, but they drive a hard bargain – expect to negotiate a lot. Rideshare service London Cab Egypt (londoncabegypt.com) makes a good alternative, as do the microbuses that ply the main roads. Cheap buses connect Sharm with Cairo, but it’s more convenient to organise transport to and around Sinai through trip operators or private taxis.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Sinai’s geopolitical location makes security an issue. Numerous roadside security stops, passport checks, convoys and under-car inspections are the norm, and all activities require permission. All tour agencies, hiking outfits and transport companies organise permissions with a day or two’s notice. Come prepared with lots of copies of your ID.



The Charms of Sharm

Museum, mosque and market

Most of Sharm El Sheikh’s attractions lie under water, but for an afternoon’s break from the sea, head first to the Sharm El Sheikh Museum. This modern museum houses some important Ottoman antiquities but is mostly a showcase of Pharaonic treasures.

A 15-minute taxi drive west from the museum brings you to Al Sahaba Mosque, worth a visit for an exuberant display of domes, minarets and elaborate brickwork. Leaving this modern place of worship before sunset prayer, step across the road into Sharm Old Market, which, despite its name, is a small, scrubbed-up grid of wide shopping streets that comes alive after sunset.


Underwater Magic

Sharm El Sheikh’s diving spots

Sharm El Sheikh’s many diving centres (including Camel Dive Club, Oonas Dive Club and Umbi Sharks Bay Diving Village) offer magical Red Sea adventures. There’s good underwater visibility (about 20m to 30m) year-round, with temperatures peaking around 28°C in summer and dipping to 22°C in winter. Key dive sites include Pinky’s Wall (named for the raspberry-hued Alcyonarians; Gardens (manta rays); and Tiran Island (gorgeous reefs).

The Red Sea’s Most Famous Dive Site

Coral and fish galore

One of the most famous dives in the Red Sea is the Shark and Yolanda Reef in Ras Mohammed National Park (RMNP), 20km from Sharm El Sheikh. The Red Sea is home to more than 250 species of corals, 8% of which are found nowhere else in the world, and most, if not all, of the 1200-some species of fish can be seen at RMNP. Diving trips to RMNP can be organised through Sharm operators. Glass-bottom boats also offer coral viewing several times a day and are bookable through your hotel or with a boat operator such as Sharm Happy Tours (sharmhappytours.com).


SINAI-ONLY VISAS

If you are visiting the resort towns on the coast of the Gulf of Aqaba coast and won’t be going to mainland Egypt, you can stay in Sinai for 14 days on the Sinai-only visa.

This means you won’t need to buy an Egypt visa. The Sinai-only visa allows travellers to visit Sharm El Sheikh, Dahab, Nuweiba, Taba and St Katherine, but you cannot go to Ras Muhammad National Park.

The Sinai-only visa is available at the airport in Sharm El Sheikh and the Egypt–Israel border crossing at Taba. If you arrive at Taba and plan to visit mainland Egypt, you must purchase a visa online in advance or at an Egyptian embassy abroad.



An Ancient Hideaway

The ornate St Katherine’s Monastery

Tucked into a sandy valley among lofty peaks, ancient St Katherine’s Monastery (sinaimonastery.com) is a popular day trip from Sharm El Sheikh and Dahab, albeit complicated by many checkpoints. Founded around 330 CE, St Katherine’s is considered the oldest continually functioning monastic community in the world, and religious observance – not tourism – is the priority here.

Inside the walled compound, the ornately decorated 6th-century Church of the Transfiguration is famed for its 6th-century mosaic while a descendant of the original burning bush, from which the Angel of the Lord is said to have spoken to the prophet Moses, grows behind the church. Opening times are from 9 to 11.30am, Monday to Thursday, and on Saturday; modest dress required.

Pilgrimage to the Peak

See sunrise from Mt Sinai

Known locally as Gebel Musa (Mt Moses), Mt Sinai is revered by Christians, Muslims and Jews, all of whom believe it was here that God delivered his Ten Commandments to the prophet Moses, who allegedly spent 40 days and 40 nights on the summit.

The mountain is easy and beautiful to climb. The more popular of the two ways to reach the top is along the 2.5km Camel Trail, beginning at the trailhead at the car park of St Katherine’s Monastery and ending near Elijah’s Basin. From here, the ascent is more challenging, with 750 steep steps to the summit, which most people generally aim to reach by sunrise.

Mandatory Bedouin guides are available at the site, or you can arrange an overnight trip with Wilderness Ventures Egypt (wilderness-ventures-egypt.com).

Eating & Drinking in Sharm El Sheikh: Our Picks

Fairuz: Huge menu of delicious Lebanese mezze and Middle Eastern favourites; served on a terrace. $$$

Fares Seafood: Sharm institution for good value seafood. Pick your fish from the selection on ice. There’s another branch at Sharm Old Market. $$

Farsha Mountain Lounge: A jumble of knickknacks, floor cushions and Bedouin tents. At night, lanterns glow and the air is filled with chilled music.

Camel Bar & Rooftop: Low-key place to start off the evening, especially for divers looking to swap stories from down under.




Beyond Sinai
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Transport hub Hurghada is the main Red Sea destination beyond the Sinai, offering a sociable gathering point for spots less travelled further south.


Relaxing can be taxing, especially around Hurghada’s resort strip, where package guests arrive in their thousands. For those looking for respite from all that enthusiastic energy, holing up in nearby El Gourna or retreating to more southerly shores around the tiny coastal town of Marsa Alam is recommended. Neighbouring the Wadi El Gemal National Park, the resorts here offer lower impact, more eco-friendly lodges that stretch towards an area termed the ‘Deep South’. For an even deeper sense of retreat, follow Coptic monks inland on a tour of two monasteries. Founded 1600 years ago, these fascinating complexes grew around the hermitages of St Paul and St Anthony, and the appeal of asceticism remains alive today.


Places

Hurghada

Marsa Alam

Eastern Desert




GETTING AROUND

It’s best to navigate Hurghada by taxi. For day trips, most visitors choose a single Hurghada resort and organise day trips from there. For the pioneering few, however, it’s possible to travel the coast road using bus and taxi – patience and time allowing. At the time of writing, locations south of Berenice were off-limits to foreigners. Overland access to the Red Sea from the Nile is restricted for foreigners to a single route from Luxor. The ferry between Sharm and Hurghada is currently suspended.




WHERE TO DIVE RESPONSIBLY

Pioneered by environmentalist Hossam Hassan, diving responsibly is a mantra of the ‘Deep South’. Hassan’s highly reputable company, Red Sea Diving Safari, has the region covered, with camps at Marsa Nakari, Wadi Lahami and Marsa Shagra.



HurghadaTIME FROM LUXOR: 4 HRS [image: jpg]

Hurghada city tour

All-inclusive packages make it hard to venture beyond the resorts, but Hurghada has lots to explore, and it comes alive in the evening. Start with a trip to Hurghada Museum (open until 9pm). Housing beautiful artefacts from recent Egyptian history, it also showcases gems of antiquity, and beautiful Coptic art. Next, head to Ad Dahar Souq, in the most ‘Egyptian’ part of the city, and join the throngs of local shoppers haggling for textiles. In contrast to the cramped lanes of the bazaar, the pedestrianised Hurghada Marina in Sigala, Hurghada’s visitor hub, offers a breezy sunset stroll.

With themed restaurants and dockside bars, it’s a perfect spot for sundowners. End the trip with dinner at the famed Star Fish.


RESCUING THE RED SEA

Since 1992, when dive centres clubbed together to set up the Hurghada Environmental Protection & Conservation Association (HEPCA), Red Sea reefs have enjoyed legal protection.

In fact, public-awareness campaigns and lobbying of the Egyptian government has resulted in the whole coast south of Suez becoming a protectorate.

Positive action by HEPCA began with introducing mooring buoys at popular dive sites to prevent anchorage on coral. More ambitious conservation projects have followed: in 2009, the NGO took over responsibility for waste management in the southern Red Sea.

This has been so successful that it’s now seen as a model for solid-waste management in Egypt. Check preview.hepca.org for participation opportunities.




Marsa AlamTIME FROM HURGHADA: 3 HRS 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Red Sea encounters in the south

There’s a cheer from an incoming boat – someone has just accomplished a 100th dive. Meanwhile, at the jetty, an elderly man takes tentative steps into the water and is greeted with a cheer every bit as warm-hearted. This is the spirit of Marsa Shagra Village, a diving camp near Marsa Alam dedicated to positive underwater experiences, responsible diving, simple but good food and a range of tranquil accommodation options, from tents to chalets. Even a North Sea diver with 3000 dives under their belt is expected to spend day one on paperwork and a check dive – a precaution appreciated by most as part of the log-keeping discipline of this diving fraternity.

Marsa Shagra is one of many well-run diving clubs along the Marsa Alam coastline. This outfit outperforms most in its dedication to preserving the underwater environment and promoting sustainable tourism.

Eastern DesertTIME FROM HURGHADA: 3 HRS 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Community in the desert

Pilgrims come from all over the world to visit the tomb of St Paul the Anchorite, known as the first hermit of the Christian faith. Although no longer reached at the end of an arduous journey across unforgiving desert, the 5th-century Monastery of St Paul, built around the saint’s hermitage, is still off the beaten track, hidden in the northern mountains of Egypt’s Eastern Desert. There are currently 120 monks in residence. Several parts of the monastery, including the chapel and original refectory, are open to visitors, but it’s the miracle of water that has made life here possible, and visitors are shown where it issues in unchanging volume from the rock.

Opening hours vary and are restricted during Lent (the lead up to Easter). The monastery is closed during Orthodox holidays. It’s best to make the trip through a tour operator.

 

Stairway to heaven

If after climbing the 1804 steps to the Cave of St Anthony you feel the effort in your limbs, bear a thought for the monks (nine at present) who make the same ascent from the ancient Coptic Monastery of St Anthony every night for midnight mass. A tiny cave, the ascetic home of St Anthony for 80 years, lays unguarded at the top. It is barely big enough to enter, and the walls are polished smooth by the hands of countless pilgrims. From the cave entrance, the desert expands across the view.

Eating in Hurghada: Our Picks

Star Fish: Choose your fish at the entrance and let this venerable Sigala institution take care of the rest. $$

El Beet Al Masry: Select a window seat at this dazzlingly lit Egyptian grill house for a ringside view of Downtown. $$

El Zahraa Bakery: Warning – taste one piece of kunafa (vermicelli-like pastry) here, and you’ll have to have many more. $

L’imperatore Marina: A hotspot along the Marina promenade, this bar and restaurant has lots of cosy corners for a romantic, fusion supper. $$




Alexandria

[image: jpg]

CULTURE | ANCIENT HERITAGE | SEAFOOD


Founded in 331 BCE, Alexandria (Al Iskendariyya) is the stuff of legend. Its Pharos (lighthouse) of Alexandria was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World and its Great Library was the archive of ancient knowledge. Alas, fate dealt the city some cruel blows. The Great Library was torched in 48 BCE and the lighthouse collapsed in 1375 CE.

Today, the original Alexandria lies buried beneath two millennia of urban evolution and is surrounded by a coastal sprawl of seasonal resorts frequented by Egyptian holidaymakers. But this remains a city of dreams for many, its university attracting aspirational undergraduates, its port booming and its population of 5.5 million expanding rapidly. As the city sits at the forefront of the global climate crisis as one of the 10 most vulnerable in the world, it may retreat inland, towards the great Western Desert that at present is populated only by a few scattered (but exciting-to-visit) oases.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bibliotheca Alexandrina

SIGHTS

2Fort Qaitbey

3Kom Al Dikka

4Villa of the Birds

EATING

5Abu Ashraf

6Koshary Masrawy

7La Veranda

8Mohammed Ahmed

9Samakmak

NIGHTLIFE

10Délices

Shopping

11Al Midan Fish Market




GETTING AROUND

Alexandria is well connected with Cairo by train and bus. There are two train stations in Alexandria – the main one is Misr Train Stration, about 1km from Midan Ramla. Go Bus and Blue Bus operate to and from town, and the main bus station is Al Moaf Al Gedid, several kilometres south of Midan Saad Zaghloul. Taxis and microbuses are the best options for getting around the city and beyond.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Think of Alexandria’s main tram station at Midan Ramla as the city centre. The main shopping streets, Sharia Saad Zaghloul and Sharia Safiyya Zaghloul, run off this square. West of the station, the central Midan Saad Zaghloul faces the seafront. The main shopping areas, restaurants and hotels are clustered around these two squares.



House of Learning & Culture

Visit Bibliotheca Alexandrina

Built in the 3rd century BCE, the original Library of Alexandria was one of the greatest intellectual centres in antiquity, attracting renowned scholars such as the mathematician Euclid and astronomer Eratosthenes, who first calculated the diameter of the world. The new Bibliotheca Alexandrina – opened in 2002 – rekindles a spirit of learning in a 20,000-sq-metre reading room – the world’s largest, seating 2500 readers – and a library for the blind. The original Alexandrian library was known as the Mouseion (Shrine of the Muses) – the source of today’s word ‘museum’. The modern Bibliotheca (now a major cultural centre) builds on this connection, with four excellent museums on site. Take one of the many free library tours to admire the library’s interesting architecture, inspired by the Egyptian sun disc.


Experience Graeco–Roman Ruins

Kom Al Dikka & the Catacombs

Egypt’s only Roman theatre is located in the middle of Alexandria and was uncovered in 1967 when foundations were being laid for an apartment building on a site known unceremoniously as Kom Al Dikka – ‘Mound of Rubble’. Compared with other Graeco–Roman sites, the ruins are modest but contain interesting details, such as 7th-century graffiti supporting the Blue and Green teams of charioteers, popular at the time. The theatre was less of a hypodrome, however, and more of a venue for musical performances, wrestling and public orations.

Within the same site is the Villa of the Birds, a dwelling dating to the time of Hadrian (117–138 CE). Despite being destroyed by fire in the 3rd century, its floor mosaic of birds remains astonishingly well-preserved.

Dazzling Diamonds

The Royal jewellery collection

One of the best places to get a glimpse of the wealth and cosmopolitanism of Alexandria is the Royal Jewellery Museum. The 11,000-piece collection is housed in an extravagant villa with lavish art-deco interiors in the upmarket Zizinya distrinct. It was the home of Princess Fatma al’Zahra, the granddaughter of Muhammad Ali, the Ottoman Albanian governor who became the founding father of modern Egypt. On display is a rare diamond-and-emerald inlaid collar and a platinum crown glittering with over 2000 diamonds.

Hometown Food

Alexandrian food tours

Alexandria is more a place of experiences rather than sights. To really access local life, go on a Downtown food tour with Karim Serrie (010 0261 7885) or Rasha Aggag (010 6208 8282).

Tours start at Alexandria’s teeming fish market, continue to Anfushi Fish Market for spicy kebda Eskandarany (Alexandrian beef-liver sandwiches), and head downtown to Mohammed Ahmed’s tiny kitchen for a taste of his famous ta’amiyya (fava bean falafel) and stories of Queen Sofia of Spain dropping in. Alexandria’s version of kushari adds cumin and curry leaves to the mix of noodles, rice, black lentils, fried onions and tomato sauce – an adaptation from British soldiers stationed here during WWII – and is best sampled at Koshary Masrawy, by the harbour. The tour ends with coffee and traditional desserts at retro Patisserie Saber.


ALEXANDRIA’S RELICS OF THE PAST

A 30m column looms over the debris of Rhakotis, the original township from which Alexandria grew. Hewn from granite, the tapered column, known as Pompey’s Pillar, has been a city landmark. The forlorn pillar is all that is left standing of the once great Temple of Serapeum.

A fifteen-minute taxi drive to the seafront leads to another distinctive Alexandrian landmark. One of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, the Pharos of Alexandria was built in the 3rd century BCE. Over 100m high, it was one of the world’s tallest structures. In use for 17 centuries, the lighthouse was toppled by an earthquake in 1303 and reused in the newly restored Fort Qaitbey.



Eating in Alexandria: Our Picks

Samakmak: Delicious specials like spicy crayfish and crab tagen (stew cooked in a deep clay pot) are the hallmarks here. $

Abu Ashruf: In Anfushi, this place cooks fresh fish in front of you. Stuffed sea bass and prawn casserole are the house specialities. $

La Veranda: Steak frites and Greek youvetsi (pasta) are served with cakes from historic Delices next door in this Downtown favourite. $

Byblos: Swanky Mediterranean and Middle Eastern décor frame the delicious mix of Syrian and Lebanese food served here. $$$




Beyond Alexandria
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A world away from modern, big-city Egypt, the oases of the Western Desert invite overnight visits to reconnect with the wilds.


To the south of Alexandria, a never-never land of sand dunes rolls west from the Nile Valley, broken by limestone escarpments, gravel plains and a scattered arc of oases shaded by date palms. Although trade routes have threaded across the Western Desert since ancient times, it was only in 1958 that modern roads connected the oases, ending their isolation. Travels here are an adventure of beguiling landscapes, from the White Desert’s wind-whittled outcrops to Siwa’s mudbrick old town, encircled by palm groves.

Closer to Alexandria, the cemeteries of El Alamein are a poignant reminder of WWII. The Mediterranean coast at the desert’s northern rim has been of strategic importance for centuries: security in the whole region remains tight.


Places

Ar Rashid

El Alamein

The Western Desert




GETTING AROUND

Buses run between Cairo or Alexandria and Siwa and along the Bahariya–Farafra–Dakhla– Al Kharga oases loop. It’s easier, though, to visit the Western Desert on a tour or by hiring a taxi to and within individual oases. If you’re heading anywhere off the road and outside the oases, a 4WD and an experienced desert-driver are necessities. Travelling along the road connecting Bahariya and Siwa was forbidden for foreign travellers during our recent visit, meaning a backtrack through Cairo is required.



Ar RashidTIME FROM ALEXANDRIA: 2 HRS 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Decoding the past

For a good day out from Alexandria, head to Ar Rashid – a significant Nile port in Ottoman times. Historic Ottoman mansions here are built in Delta style using small red and black bricks with ornate mashrabiyya (latticework) balconies. The most impressive is the House of Amasyali, built in 1808.

In 1799, the Rosetta Stone – the most significant find in the history of Egyptology – was unearthed by a French soldier. The stone (now in the British Museum) records a decree issued in 196 BCE, written in three scripts – hieroglyphic, demotic and Greek. The trilingual inscription was the key to cracking the Pharaoh’s language of hieroglyphs. Return to Alexandria via Abu Qir and have lunch at seafood restaurant Zephyrion, in business since 1929.

El AlameinTIME FROM ALEXANDRIA: 1 HRS 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Haunting reminder of WWII

For a brief period in 1942, El Alamein commanded the attention of the entire world, when the Allies won control of North Africa. More than 80,000 soldiers were killed or wounded in the Battle of El Alamein in October 1942, fought between Field Marshal Erwin Rommel (the celebrated ‘Desert Fox’) and Bernard Montgomery, leader of the Allies. Alamein was the last defensible position before Cairo – and the critical Suez Canal – and the city’s war cemeteries are a reminder of the price paid. The Commonwealth War Cemetery is the largest, with 7240 graves, most of them soldiers who died.

The Western DesertTIME FROM ALEXANDRIA TO SIWA: 6 HRS 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Which desert oasis?

Egypt’s vast Western Desert stretches south from the Mediterranean coast to the Sudanese border, and west from the Nile Valley to the Libyan border. It encompasses about two-thirds of the country, and is punctuated by oases from which to explore the spectacular landscape. Given the distances involved, concentrating on one or two oases is recommended. Bear in mind: you can’t currently travel between Siwa and Bahariya oases, except via Cairo.

So which oasis to choose? Remote, relaxed and completely unique in Egypt, Siwa Oasis is a slog to get to, but rich in local traditions. Bahariya Oasis is more accessible and a grand introduction to the desert’s beauty. The town of Bawiti here is a jumping-off point for the White Desert National Park.

Few travellers make it down to Farafra Oasis with its ruined fort, or sprawling Dakhla Oasis with its mud-brick architecture. Al Kharga Oasis, once at the crossroads of vital trade routes, is almost forgotten by visitors.

 

White Desert National Park tour

The White Desert (Sahra Al Beida), a vast plateau speckled with chalk pinnacles that the wind has shaved into tall spires and cones, is the most famous segment of White Desert National Park – 300 sq km of fantastical landscapes best experienced on overnight tours. Look for the twisted knobs of black iron-pyrite, some shaped like flowers, scattered across the desert floor. Tours include food and warm camping kit. White Desert Tours in Bawiti comes recommended.


BEST TOUR OPERATORS IN THE WESTERN DESERT

Eden Garden Tours: Runs one-, two- and three-night programmes centred around the White Desert. (edengardentours.com)

Badry Sahara Camp: An old desert-hand, Badry organises tours of both the Bahariya and White Desert areas. (badrysaharacamp.com)

Rahala Safari Hotel: Based in Farafra, White Desert itineraries and multiday trips are offered that delve deep into the area. (rahala-safari.com)

Mohammed Uosrri: Mohammed is an excellent – and fun – local guide who runs a variety of trips in and around the White Desert. (WhatsApp: +2 127 6491 4540)

White Desert Tours: Operating since 1995, Bahariya-based White Desert Tours are experts in the Bahariya and White Desert. (whitedeserttours.com)



Eating in Siwa & Dakhla: Our Picks

Abdu’s Restaurant: Long-running village hub on Siwa’s main square; simple Egyptian classics and friendly service. $

OLA Restaurant: Traditional Siwan dishes, including camel, plus some European choices, served in a large date-palm garden. $$

Siwa Coffee Bar: The cutest cafe hangout in Siwa, with proper espresso, juice and cake, right on the main square. $

Shehab Restaurant: Established in Mut in 1987, Said Shehab’s meat-centric feasts and succulent shish kebab are a Dakhla Oasis institution. $



Places We Love to Stay

$ Budget       $$ Midrange       $$$ Top End

Cairo

Holy Sheet Hostel $ Friendly, social vibe; private rooms and well-designed dorms; reliable option for a soft landing in Cairo.

Carlton Hotel $$ A 1935 Downtown classic, with renovated rooms, some with balconies that still nod to its vintage.

Tahir Plaza Suites $$ Six individually styled rooms, most with balconies; inside a heritage building just steps from the Egyptian Museum.

Horus House Hotel $$ Homey, classically styled rooms in Zamalek with good amenities and staff that go out of their way to help.

Luxor

Bob Marley Peace Hotel $ An east bank institution, this backpacker favourite is within walking distance of Luxor’s train station.

Marsam Hotel $ Open your window to green fields at this historic hotel from the 1920s.

Iberotel $$ A short stroll from Luxor Temple, this perfectly located hotel has full Nile views and attractive waterfront grounds.

El Mesala Hotel $$ Roll off the ferry and onto the porch of this friendly, family-run hotel with Nile-view rooms and a terrace.

Beit Sabée $$ Enjoy home-cooked fare on the rooftop terrace of this friendly, family-run hotel.

Al Moudira $$$ Wake up to the sounds of rural Egypt in this gorgeous, Arabesque retreat.

Aswan

Philae Hotel $$ A Nile-facing hotel minutes’ from the ferry. Rooms are simple but comfortable, and staff helpful.

Baba Dool $ A lovely mud-brick house with rooms painted and furnished in traditional, colourful Nubian style.

Anakato $$ The largest Nubian lodge in Garb Seheyl, Anakato is a lively place offering lots of activities.

Eskaleh Nubian Ecolodge $$ With simple rooms and serving home-cooked food, this lodge is owned by a Nubian musician.

Eco Nubia Lodge $$ A bijou lodge on Bigeh Island with rustic rooms and an excellent terrace restaurant.

Sinai

Camel Dive Club $$ Chilled-out Na’ama Bay hub for divers and budget travellers; quiet rooms surround a courtyard pool.

Umbi Sharks Bay Diving Village $$ Bedouin-owned spot with basic rooms; feels delightfully local and laid-back.

Dar Dahab $$$ Chic beachfront guesthouse with a gorgeous interior and furniture made from natural materials.

Monastery Guesthouse $$ You can’t get any closer to St Katherine’s Monastery than these well-kept, if austere, rooms.

Sheikh Mousa Bedouin Camp $ Near St Katherine’s Monastery with large en suite rooms; arranges village tours and mountain treks.

Southern Red Sea Coast

Captain’s Inn $$ This homely hotel off the main marina in El Gouna is perfect for water-sport enthusiasts.

Marsa Shagra Village $$ Well-organised, safety-conscious and sustainable, this is a top choice for underwater and desert encounters.

Deep South $ Palm-thatched huts and support for the local Ababda people make this a traveller’s favourite.

Wadi Lahami Village $$ A camp beside mangroves, offering kitesurfing and Fury Shoal dives, including Sataya Reef (famed for spinner dolphins).

Western Desert

Al Babinshal Heritage Hotel $$ Labyrinthine brick hotel seamlessly grafted onto Siwa’s Shali Fortress; with rooftop terrace.

Adrère Amellal $$$ Off-grid, candle-lit luxe resort; the ultimate in spartan–chic living with stunning views across Lake Siwa.






Arriving

Egypt is well connected by air to the rest of the world. Cairo International Airport is Egypt’s main entry point, followed by Hurghada Airport, Sharm El Sheikh International Airport and Marsa Alam, which are served by some European airlines. Luxor Airport receives a handful of international direct flights.
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Luxor Airport | Ivan Soto Cobos/Shutterstock ©

By Land

Few tourists (with the exception of Israelis) arrive in Egypt by land. The Taba border crossing in South Sinai is the only entry/exit point between Egypt and Israel and the Qustul border crossing is the most common entry/exit point between Egypt and Sudan.

By Boat

AB Maritime (abmaritime.com.jo) runs ferries from Nuweiba and Taba to Aqaba, Jordan’s only town on its short section of Red Sea coast. Few tourists use these services, and the timetables are rarely adhered to. Most nationalities are entitled to receive a free Jordanian visa upon arrival in Aqaba.

Visas

Visas are required for all foreigners, except some Arab nationals. E-visas can be purchased from the official government website (visa2egypt.gov.eg). Visas can also be purchased – in US dollars, euros or British pounds – on arrival at approved bank kiosks within the arrival halls, before reaching immigration.


Money
Currency: Egyptian Pound (LE, EGP)

CREDIT CARDS

Cash is generally king in Egypt, although major cards are accepted in midrange and high-end restuarnats and hotels, and in large shops. In remote areas, they remain useless. If using a card, always choose to be charged in the local currency to avoid mark-ups.

ATMS

Cash machines are common in main cities, but harder to find (or inoperable) in Middle Egypt (between Cairo and Luxor) and the Western Desert oases. Most ATMs have a withdrawal lime of LE6000.

TIPPING

Keep small change on you at all times, as baksheesh (tipping) is expected everywhere. When in doubt, tip. This includes cafes, bathroom attendants, tourist site guards and mosque attendants (from LE5 to LE20). Pay 10%-15% in restaurants and top up taxi fares by 5%.









Libya

[image: ]

THE SAHARA, ANCIENT CITIES & CIVIL WAR

Sadly, Libya is not safe to visit at this time. But up until February 2011, this was one of North Africa’s hottest tickets.
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Sahara | Anna Gibiskys/Shutterstock ©

Along the coast, very well-preserved ruined cities from ancient Mediterranean civilisations – Leptis Magna, Sabratha, Cyrene – as well as the museum, markets and medina of Tripoli, drew travellers from across the world. Away from the coast, mud-brick fortresses in the Berber heartland, the astonishing oasis of Ghadames and some of Africa’s most stirring desert scenery drew a steady stream of 4WD and desert enthusiasts. The Paris–Dakar Rally even passed through the Libyan Sahara for a time.

The suicide of an itinerant trader in neighbouring Tunisia in 2010 saw widespread unrest across the region, and Libya soon descended into chaos.

What began with protests in Benghazi in February 2011 quickly escalated into a full-blown civil war. The death of dictator Colonel Muammar Qaddafi did little to quell the violence, which has since stagnated and left a country divided into warring factions. Demonstrations broke out in Benghazi in February 2011 and quickly spread throughout the country. A full-scale military conflict pitted the Libyan army against a remarkably unified opposition. With government forces consistently losing ground, rebel forces besieging Sirte discovered Colonel Qaddafi and his entourage hiding in a drainage tunnel. He was summarily executed.

After a brief period of calm as elections were held, the country began to splinter; an armed group killed the US ambassador in Benghazi, and full-scale civil war erupted. Fighting continued until 2020. Now, the country is divided between a UN-backed government in Tripoli (which controls the western third of the country) and the forces of General Khalifa Haftar (which control eastern Libya and, nominally, much of the south). Real peace is a long way off.
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FAST FACTS

Area 1,759,540 sq km

Capital Tripoli

Currency Libyan Dinar (LD)

Population 7.25 million

Languages Spoken Arabic (official), Tamazight (Berber)

Religions Muslim (96.6%), Christian (2.7%)

Time GMT/UTC +2



 

Ancient Libya

In 814 BCE, the Phoenicians founded the city of Carthage, in modern Tunisia. Over the next three centuries, they established control over many of the Mediterranean’s trade routes and built a string of ports along Libya’s coast. After a series of conflicts between Carthage and Rome, Rome finally burned Carthage to the ground in 146 BCE, symbolically sprinkling the ruins with salt and damning the city forever.

While this was happening along Libya’s western border, the Ancient Greeks were busy in the northeast. In 631 BCE, settlers from the Greek island of Thera (modern Santorini) established the city of Cyrene, with four more cities to follow shortly after: Teuchira (Tocra), Ptolemais (Tolmeita), Eusperides (Benghazi) and Apollonia. These semi-autonomous city-states came to be known as the Pentapolis (Five Cities), and Cyrene became one of the intellectual and artistic centres of the Ancient Greek world. It fell to the Romans in 96 BCE.

Having established control over much of North Africa, the Romans set about building three cities – Leptis Magna, Sabratha and Oea (Tripoli) – and adding to the Greek cities of the northeast, an area of Libya known as Cyrenaica. Leptis Magna and Sabratha enjoyed the full range of urban amenities for which Roman cities were famous – a forum, markets, amphitheatres and baths – and traders flocked to the Libyan coast from throughout the empire. But in 429 a rebellious Roman official invited the Vandals, a Germanic tribe, to Libya. The Vandals, with as many as 80,000 settlers in tow, swarmed across North Africa in 431. Just 24 years later, the Vandals sacked Rome, effectively bringing an end to the Roman Empire.

In 533 the Byzantines conquered Libya. But their hold was tenuous, and they were swept away from their few coastal strongholds by the unstoppable force of Islam’s armies in the 7th century.
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Colonial Powers

A series of Islamic rulers (and not a few pirates) held power in Libya over the centuries that followed, but it was not until the armies of the Ottoman Empire took charge in 1551 that Libya was finally united. The Ottomans, ruling through local dynasties of increasingly independent sultans, brought much of what we now know as the Libyan Sahara under Tripoli’s rule, something that had eluded even the Romans.

Growing discontent among Libyans towards Ottoman rule found expression in the 19th-century rise of the Sanusi Movement, led by Islamic cleric Sayyid Mohammed bin Ali Al Sanusi in Cyrenaica. As Ottoman power and legitimacy crumbled, the Italians stepped in, attacking and conquering Libya in a series of battles, starting with Tripoli in 1911. The Ottomans ceded Libya to Italy in 1912, and it was the Sanusis and their supporters who led the resistance. Italian rule in Libya was brutal, especially under Mussolini, with massacres, concentration camps and forced migrations; an estimated 25% of Libya’s population died as a result of Italy’s occupation of Libya. The execution of fabled guerilla fighter Omar al-Mukhtar in 1931 only served to deepen Libyans’ hatred of colonial rule.

Libya in general, and Tobruk in particular, became a theatre in WWII, until the British drove the Italians from Libya in 1943; the French seized the Saharan region in the south. In 1951, Libya gained independence, with the Sanusi king, Idris of Libya, as its leader. Libya at the time had no natural resources to speak of and was almost entirely dependent upon foreign aid. But beginning in 1959, the discovery of oil would transform Libya into one of the richest countries per capita in Africa.


LIBYA HIGHLIGHTS

Please note that all of the following attractions are currently off-limits.

Leptis Magna Incredibly well-preserved Roman ruins right by the Mediterranean. Tripoli World-class museum, medieval medina and outdoor cafes.

Ghadames Saharan oasis town with a covered labyrinth and elaborately painted homes.

Sabratha Roman ruins spread out along a Mediterranean beach.

Cyrene Some of North Africa’s finest monuments to Ancient Greece.

Jebel Acacus Superb mountains and 12,000-year-old rock art deep in the Sahara.

Ubari Lakes Palm-fringed lakes surrounded by perfectly sculpted sand dunes.

Waw an Namus Deep desert volcano with black sand and technicolour lakes..



 

Independence & the Qaddafi Years

Libya may have been stable and growing in prosperity, but unrest was increasing among Libya’s population. As living standards stagnated, the rise of the charismatic, anti-imperialist Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser caught the attention of Libya’s youth.

On 1 September 1969, while King Idris was in Turkey receiving medical treatment, an obscure group of military officers seized power in Libya. There was little opposition to the coup. Almost a week later, a 27-year-old colonel by the name of Muammar Qaddafi emerged as the head of the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC), and as the country’s new leader.

The new leader expelled the British and Americans, who had military bases in the country, and arrested or exiled opponents and members of the former government. He also closed churches, political parties and newspapers, sidelined Sanusi clerics, nationalised banks and oil companies, and expelled Jewish and Italian settlers. At the same time, the RCC spent 20 times more on development than the monarchy, and standards of living began to rise.

Qaddafi effectively dismantled the Libyan state and replaced it with a system of popular democracy based on committees open to every adult Libyan. The reality was, of course, very different. As Qaddafi’s crackdown on real or perceived opposition continued, Libyans fled. By 1979, 100,000 Libyans had fled the country. Those who remained faced critical shortages and imprisonment. For a time, Libya had the highest prison population in the world per capita.

Libya stood accused of assassinations and terrorist attacks across Europe, prompting the US to launch a 1986 missile strike on Tripoli. Two years later, Libya was accused of the 1988 bombing of Pan Am flight 103 over the Scottish town of Lockerbie, which saw 270 people lose their lives. When Libya refused to hand over the agents accused of carrying out the attack, the international community implemented wide-ranging sanctions against the Libyan government. Libya disappeared from view. Relations between Libya and the rest of the world began to thaw after President Nelson Mandela flew to Tripoli in 1997. In 2003 Colonel Qaddafi stunned the world by announcing that Libya would give up its nuclear, chemical and biological weapons programmes and open its sites to international inspections. Tourists and foreign investors began to return to Libya. The future was, it seemed, bright.
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Culture

Libya has one of the lowest population densities on the planet, resulting in some intriguing comparisons: Libya is, for example, twice the size of Nigeria, but Nigeria has 30 times more people than Libya. Or to put it another way, Libya is the size of Italy, Germany, France and Spain combined, but with the population of Denmark.

Libya is a remarkably homogenous society. An estimated 97% of its population is Arab or Berber, with many Libyans having mixed Arab–Berber ancestry. As a general rule, the country’s northwest, especially the villages and towns of the Jebel Nafusah (except predominantly Arab Zintan), is a cultural stronghold of the Berbers. In the south and west, the Tuareg (who make up less than 1% of Libya’s population) occupy desert regions (including the Jebel Acacus) with further populations in neighbouring Algeria, Niger and Mali. Another desert people, the Toubou, live in the area around Murzuq, spilling over into northern Chad. Libya is overwhelmingly Muslim – almost 97% of the population.

 

The Great Man-Made River

According to the United Nations Environment Programme, Libya is the most water-scarce country in Africa – there are just 104 cubic metres of water available for each Libyan. Colonel Qaddafi’s solution was what he, with typical understatement, described as the ‘Eighth Wonder of the World’.

This massive ‘Great Man-Made River’ (An-Nahr Sinai), which cost US$25 billion, taps into vast aquifers that have lain beneath the Sahara for anywhere between 7000 and 38,000 years. A network of nearly 3000km of pipes and 1300 wells now supplies freshwater to farms, and to Tripoli, Benghazi, Sirte and other coastal cities. Concerns remain that these underground water supplies could be exhausted in less than 100 years.

 

Geography

Libya is the fourth-largest country in Africa (after Sudan, Algeria and the Democratic Republic of Congo), and much of the country forms part of the great North African Plateau, which runs from Morocco’s Atlantic Coast to the Red Sea.

The Sahara covers an astonishing 95% of Libyan territory; sand dunes alone cover 20% of the country, and Libya’s Mediterranean coastline runs for 1770km. As you might expect from a desert country, Libya has no permanent rivers, forests cover just 0.1% of the country, and only 1% of Libya’s land is suitable for agriculture; most of the latter is along the northwestern coastal plain where, not surprisingly, the Romans built their ancient cities.

Libya has some of the most beautiful corners of the Sahara, with a range of different landforms. These include hamada (plateaus of rock scoured by wind erosion), sarir (basins in which salt is deposited after evaporation), idehan (sand seas) and, in the south, basalt mountain ranges such as the Jebel Acacus, Tibesti and Jebel Uweinat. Libya’s highest point is Bikubiti (2267m), along the border with Chad.


WARNING

Libya is unsafe to visit and has been since 2011, when the government of Colonel MuammarQaddafi fell and civil war broke out. Hostilities have largely ceased, but the country remains divided between warring factions.

Throughout Libya, there is a high risk of kidnapping, terrorism and the widespread risk of being caught up in armed conflict, a danger faced daily by ordinary Libyans. Remember that if you ignore these warnings and travel to Libya, you will not be covered by travel insurance, and you may end up endangering the lives of others.







Morocco
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VIBRANT CULTURE, RICH HISTORY, STUNNING LANDSCAPES

From ancient walled cities and exotic markets to sweeping desert vistas and majestic mountain ranges, Morocco is a land of endless allure and timeless enchantment.
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Ancient meets modern amid the old medinas (walled cities) of Morocco. The labyrinths of alleys hide centuries-old riads restored into fabulous guesthouses; couriers halter their donkeys while the prayer-call echoes across the rooftops from minaret loudspeakers.

Exotic Morocco might be Europe’s nextdoor neighbour, but culturally it’s another world and the widescreen, technicolor street-theatre of Africa and Islam can be a delightful sensory overload.

Old Tangier – retaining the edgy allure of the International Zone – has always been a first port of call. From here the ice-blue alleys of Chefchaouen tempt travellers south into the Rif Mountains, or they head down the coast past Rabat, Meknès and Casablanca to the vibrant fishing port of Essaouira. The great imperial cities of Marrakesh and Fez lure visitors by the droves. Take time to wander – and, almost inevitably, to get lost – and you’ll find hidden wonders in medina quarters that have changed little for centuries. In Marrakesh all paths converge (eventually) on the Djemaa El Fna square, often described as the world’s best never-ending festival.

But it’s not all about cities though. The High Atlas Mountains seem custom-made for hiking, with endless trails between Amazigh (Berber) villages. Then there are desert frontier towns offering camel treks into a sea of dunes that stretches into the centre of this continent of light.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MARRAKESH

The world’s greatest never-ending festival.

FEZ

Africa’s most magical medina.

TANGIER

Libertine charm of a Mediterranean citadel.




Find Your Way

At almost twice the size of the UK (or a little bigger than California), you’ll have a lot of ground to cover if you want to experience Morocco’s old-town excitement and wilderness thrills.
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Plan Your Time

The ideal Moroccan holiday might include a visit to one or two of the historic cities, a hint of the wilderness (mountains and/or desert) and a sense of the coast (perhaps Tangier or Essaouira).
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A Quick Introduction

• Fly into Marrakesh and spend two nights (minimum) in a riad in the heart of the souqs. Take a taxi up to Kasbah du Toubkal (or a homestay in the mountains) for an overnight stay at Toubkal National Park and a glimpse of the ‘Roof of Africa’.

• Catch the night train – the slow and stately Marrakesh Express – from Marrakesh to Tangier to spend a couple of days exploring the medina, the quirky old cafes of what was once the International Zone, then perhaps take a day trip to the city of Tetouan for a glimpse of the Rif Mountains.




Morocco in 10 Days

• First stop should be Fez to indulge in that first bout of culture shock in the labyrinth of the great medina.

• Book an excursion south to M’Hamid for a 1001 Nights–style glimpse of the Sahara, complete with camels and tents.

• From here, move westward in a private taxi (or bus) to the Atlantic Ocean and the beautiful port of Essaouira. Be sure to take a dune buggy excursion into the coastal hills.

• Head to Marrakesh to check out the Djemaa El Fna, indulge in some world-class souvenir shopping and to eat your fill of delicious Moroccan cuisine.




A 3-Week Journey

• Arrive in Tangier (by flight or ferry from Spain). Try not to rush south since Tangier has an appeal all of its own.

• After a few days getting acclimatised take a bus (or private taxi) to the blue city of Chefchaouen for some hiking in the Rif Mountains.

• From Chefchaouen head to stately Fez (the imperial heartland of the country) and then onwards to Rabat (the modern-day capital) via the spectacular Roman ruins of Volubilis.

• In Rabat you can board Al Boraq (Africa’s first high-velocity train), to return to Tangier.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Avoid peak midsummer temperatures. April to May and September to October are ideal for the mountains.

JANUARY

Marrakesh is at its quietest and most beautiful, with the snowcapped peaks of the Atlas Mountains looming over the blood-red walls.

MARCH

Ramadan (falling around February/March for the next few years) means evening feasts that are more sumptuous than ever.

APRIL

Spring, with wildflowers in bloom, is ideal for hiking in the Rif Mountains. Temperatures are still cool and rainfall minimal.

JUNE

Fes Festival of World Sacred Music (in Fez) celebrates spiritual music and Gnaoua World Music Festival (Essaouira) offers many free concerts.

AUGUST

Temperatures can reach 45°C and the desert can be unbearable. Head to the Atlantic or the cooler Rif Mountains.

OCTOBER

The Festival of Sufi Culture (Fez) is a weeklong series of workshops and Sufi music from across the Islamic world.

DECEMBER

Few tourists and if you book extra baggage allowance you could finance your trip with Christmas present bargains!




Marrakesh
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ATMOSPHERIC MEDINA | SCINTILLATING SOUQS | INTRIGUING ARCHITECTURE


Once an important trading centre for caravans crossing the Sahara with gold and salt, Marrakesh, the ‘Red City’, has been welcoming visitors for centuries. Travellers are drawn to the tantalising tangle of narrow streets, scintillating souqs full of treasures and truly impressive historical monuments; and they’re welcomed in traditional riads (elegant houses set around a patio), which offer accommodation to suit most budgets.

At the heart of Marrakesh is Djemaa El Fna. Once known as the ‘place of the dead’ (for the grisly remnants of criminals that adorned the walls), this square is now one of the liveliest spots on the planet. By day it buzzes with musicians, snake charmers, traditional healers, henna artists and fruit juice stands. By night the square is filled with leaping gnaoua dancers, musicians, storytellers and acrobats. Alongside the ancient medina lies the Ville Nouvelle, an elegant modern city that bursts with superb restaurants, stylish shops and art galleries.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bahia Palace

2Djemaa El Fna

3Jardin Majorelle

SLEEPING

4Le Farnatchi

5Riad Linda

6Riad Star

7Central House Marrakesh Medina

EATING

8Café des Épices

(see 2)Stall 75 

Nightlife

(see 2)Grand Balcon du Café Glacier 

9Kabana Rooftop

10La Pergola Jazz Bar

11Le Salama

12Les Jardins de la Medina

SHOPPING

(see 15)Carpet Souq 

13Les Nomades de Marrakesh

14Soufiane Zarib

15Souq Laghzel

16Souq Semmarinet




GETTING AROUND

Taxis are ubiquitous and cheap (always ask to put the meter on) and tuk-tuks, a relatively recent arrival, weave their way into the narrow alleys after the souqs have closed.

Your visit will be all the richer if you spend as much time as possible roaming the medina; fortunately, it’s flat, but the lanes are cobbled with the odd pothole, so wear comfortable shoes.

Calèches (horse-drawn carriages) offer a picturesque way to see the main tourist sites.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you’re lost in the souqs just head south and you’ll find that most major thoroughfares lead to Djemaa El Fna. Taxis are banned from the square after midday but tuk-tuks ply their trade nearby.



Drums, Trumpets & Trade

Djemaa El Fna by day

Djemaa El Fna comes to life around 10am when fruit juice stalls are wheeled in like a wagon train and the snake charmers’ flutes and gnaoua drums begin to reverberate around the square like a call to arms. Sellers of incense and cosmetics lay out their wares on the ground and veiled nquasha (henna artists) squat patiently on low stools. Your nostrils will be assailed by wafts of incense burning beside stalls selling bizarre traditional medicine. The square is easy to find but note that taxis and calèches (horse-drawn carriages) are banned from the square after midday.


The Greatest Show in Town

Djemaa El Fna by night

It is an unforgettable experience to watch from one of the surrounding rooftop cafes as the evening prayer-call echoes across the city and smoke rises from the scores of grills on the square. The food stalls, arranged in strict rows, are surrounded by the fruit juice vendors, and the entertainers are on the outer edges of the square. Some locals come for the tanjia (a speciality lamb stew, cooked for eight hours in the fire of a hammam) or a mixed grill. You could grab a brochette (kebab), a plate of olives or babbouche (steamed snails) and wander off to watch the performers and then come back for another course. Think of it as dinner, cabaret and the world’s best daily festival all rolled into one.


ANIMAL WELFARE ON THE SQUARE

International charity SPANA looks after the horses that pull the green carriages known as calèches.

The blue tags that horses wear prove that they are microchipped and regularly monitored. However, there’s no such protection for the snakes ‘charmed’ by men playing flutes who try to put them around your neck for a photo (and a tip). These snakes often have their mouths sewn shut and invariably live miserably short lives.

Likewise, the Barbary macaques – often dressed as miniature dancers – are shackled with chains and usually have had their teeth pulled out. The money you give supports this practice and the best thing you can do is say ‘no’ to discourage this cruel trade.




Get Lost in the Labyrinth

Shop in the souqs

Souq Semmarine, named after the farriers who plied their trade here, is the main souq thoroughfare running north from Djemaa El Fna. Although you’re sure to get lost – think of it as part of the adventure – it is the best way to enter the rabbit warren of Marrakesh’s souqs.

Souq Laghzel (just 200m up Semmarine in a tiny plaza off the southwestern corner of the Spice Souq) was once the souq where enslaved people were sold. Today it’s the workplace of dozens of women who sell secondhand clothes and there’s a tiny bazaar selling traditional remedies and bizarre charms.

Shops and stalls sell products that have been made in the surrounding neighbourhoods, such as brightly coloured babouches (slippers) embellished with embroidery or tiny buttons; pottery bowls; platters and tajines; clothing like djellabas (hooded cloaks), caftans and gandoras (similar to djellabas but without hoods). There are fun souvenirs such as silver teapots and trays, vast arrays of patisserie, vibrantly striped hand-woven bed throws and ‘hand of Fatima’ door-knockers and charms. Merchants sell spices, rosewater and argan oil, while others tout leather jackets, bags, belts, sandals, carpets and cushions. Wherever you shop be sure to try your bargaining skills – it’s expected, and shopkeepers will be disappointed if you don’t – but remember that it should always be done lightheartedly. A souvenir that’s purchased here in a spirit of friendship will be treasured.
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BEST ROOFTOP BARS AROUND DJEMAA EL FNA: OUR PICKS

Grand Balcon du Café Glacier: Perhaps the best vantage point for watching the performers on the square. Grab a mint tea and enjoy the show.

Le Salama: Excellent cocktails and meals (including unforgettable tajines) in an enclosed terrace with mountain and medina views.

La Pergola Jazz Bar: Elegant place at Riad Monceau serving up jazz and cocktails (try Sangria Marrakchia, Morocco Mule and Berber Mojitos).

Kabana Rooftop: Cocktails, draught beer and cool music for late evenings. The view of the Koutoubia minaret is unbeatable.

From Slave to Sultan’s Aide

Marvel at Bahia Palace

Aptly named (Bahia means beautiful), the glorious Bahia Palace is exquisitely decorated with impressive zellige mosaics, carved stucco, stained glass and painted cedarwood carvings. The earliest sections were built in the 1860s by Grand Vizier Si Moussa, a former enslaved person who became one of Sultan Hassan I’s most important aides. Try to arrive shortly after the gates open (9am) to really capture the sense of serenity in the spellbinding rooms and shady gardens. The courtyard is paved with Italian Carrara marble and surrounded by a covered walkway decorated with trelliswork. When Bou Ahmed became Grand Vizier in 1894 and expanded the palace, the rooms around the courtyard were converted into a harem for his four wives and 24 concubines. These days King Mohamed VI occasionally uses the palace for state ceremonies.

Yves Saint Laurent’s Inspiration

Wander the gardens of Jardin Majorelle

In 1924 French painter Jacques Majorelle built his family home on the edge of Marrakesh, and a century later Jardin Majorelle is one of the city’s most romantic spots. The walled garden – with exotic plants from all over the world – has alleyways, brightly coloured buildings and serene pools. In 1980 Yves Saint Laurent bought the property. Every year almost one million visitors enjoy the magical gardens, pools and palm-lined paths, yet it remains a serene spot for a stroll or tea and cake. Booking is online only, and you can combine entry to the garden with the adjacent Musée Yves Saint Laurent Marrakesh.


BEST ACTIVITIES FOR KIDS IN MARRAKESH

Amanda Mouttaki, writer of website Maroc Mama and co-owner of Moroccan Food Adventures (moroccanfoodadventures.com) has lived in Marrakesh with her three boys for more than 10 years. @marocmama

My favourite places to take the kids:

Atlas Elevation An indoor rock-climbing gym with bouldering and trails for all ages.

Marrakesh Henna Art Café Stop by for organic henna tattoos that are safe for all ages.

Meydene Experience Located on M Ave in the Ville Nouvelle, this interactive multimedia cultural experience takes participants on a journey through Marrakesh.

Arsat Moulay Abdel Salam One of our favourite places for a peaceful stroll because it’s central and has nice paths. (Sadly there aren’t too many green play spaces in Marrakesh.)



SLEEPING IN MARRAKESH: OUR PICKS

Riad Linda: Just a five-minute walk from the Djemaa El Fna is this art-filled traditional house with six bedrooms and a roof terrace. $

The Central House Marrakesh Medina: In the heart of the souqs, this popular hostel has a bar, pool and terrace with dorms and private rooms. $

Riad Star: Once home to the vaudeville star and French resistance heroine Josephine Baker, this property is ideally situated in the souqs. $$

Le Farnatchi: Ten gorgeous luxury suites, a spa and its own restaurant. Russell Crowe stayed here during the filming of Gladiator. $$$


BEST CARPET SHOPS

Carpet Souq, Rahba Kedima A great first-stop to get an idea of reasonable prices since there is a huge display of carpets for all budgets. It’s also a wholesale market with an auction every afternoon

Les Nomades de Marrakesh Five generations of carpet-makers still using age-old Berber designs techniques and materials. The Les Nomades team of skilled artisans weaves naturally dyed wool, cotton, and silk (by special order) into carpets, kilim, blankets. Prices are fixed.

Soufiane Zarib Excellent vintage and antique carpets and rugs as well as specialist one-of-a-kind contemporary Beni rugs produced by village artisans. You’ll find lovely examples of Tuareg rugs as well as Persian and Turkish designs.
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EATING IN MARRAKECH: OUR PICKS

Stall 75 Djemaa El Fna: Hearty harira soup of tomatoes, lentils, chickpeas and lamb with chebakia (pretzel coated in honey). $

Café des Épices: One of the most popular souq eateries. Great-value tajines and burgers, excellent coffee and spellbinding views. $$

Moroccan Food Adventures: Take a guided food tour (moroccanfoodadventures.com) to some unforgettable spots. $$

Les Jardins de la Medina: Lunch in the garden or dine in the elegant restaurant at this sumptuous riad. Some evenings there are music and magic shows. $$$




Beyond Marrakesh
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From Marrakesh take excursions to the Sahara Desert, High Atlas Mountains or the Atlantic coast.


As befits an historic trading post, Marrakesh is ideally suited for exploring some of Morocco’s most iconic locations. The Atlas Mountains and Toubkal National Park lie directly south, a little over an hour’s drive from the city. It will take half a day to reach M’Hamid or Merzouga (the towns that are known as the main ‘Gateways to the Sahara’) but it’s very feasible to breakfast on the rooftops of Marrakesh and to toast sunset in an oasis or a desert camp. The Atlantic dunes around the port city of Essaouira lie much closer to hand and, while the town deserves all the time you can offer it, is close enough to be a viable day trip.


Places

Toubkal National Park

M’Hamid El Ghizlane

Essaouira

Casabalanca




GETTING AROUND

Any hotel or riad can help to organise long-distance grands taxis (often far cheaper than a rental car). CTM (the biggest bus operator) and Supratours run regular services from Marrakesh throughout the region. The UK-run company Marrakesh Tickets can organise tickets in advance. If you’re going further afield consider taking the overnight sleeper train to Tangier – a worthwhile ‘day trip’ even if you return the following night.



Toubkal National ParkTIME FROM MARRAKESH: 1HR 15MINS [image: jpg]

Hike from Imlil

The snow-topped summit of Jebel Toubkal (North Africa’s highest mountain at 4167m) is the main drawcard of the Atlas Mountains. Ibrahim Tizi (morocco-local-guide.com) leads three-day treks to the summit and focuses on highland communities, including the charming Aremd village, known for its traditional Amazigh (once Berber) architecture. The Morocco Local Guide organisation can organise longer treks (a week or more) through High and Middle Atlas, and you can enquire through Kasbah du Toubkal or Imlil’s Bureau des Guides about shorter treks. The hike to the historic village and shrine of the marabout (holyman) Sidi Chamharouch (2330m) takes around four hours and follows the trail towards Toubkal and along the spectacular Aït Mizane Valley.

Another half-day hike takes you up to the pass of Tizi n’Tamatert (2279m), with views down into the Imane and Aït Mizane Valleys. Extend this into a full day by descending into the Imane Valley, passing Amazigh villages, following river courses, crossing ancient irrigation canals and traversing ancient agricultural terraces shaded by almond and walnut trees.

The hike to the Azzaden Valley is another classic. Climb to the pass of Tizi M’zik (2489m), before descending to Aït Aïssa, where you can spend the night at the Azzaden Trekking Lodge run by Kasbah du Toubkal.


KASBAH DU TOUBKAL, THE ‘ROOF OF AFRICA’

Kasbah du Toubkal was built in the late 1800s as a feudal chief’s summer palace. In 1990 a British-owned travel company bought the derelict shell and slowly turned it into a pioneering ecolodge and trekking base with some of the best views in North Africa.

Kasbah du Toubkal also founded Education for All, a Moroccan NGO that builds boarding houses through which girls from rural villages benefit from education. (Around 200 girls have gone on to university and two are applying for a PhD.)

The kasbah is one of Morocco’s most iconic locations and a stay – and guided hikes – from this famous base is also a wonderful way to support remote communities.




M’Hamid El GhizlaneTIME FROM MARRAKESH: 7 HRS 20 MINS [image: jpg]

The last oasis at M’Hamid and Erg Chigaga

M’Hamid El Ghizlane (Plain of Gazelles) is where the road dissolves into the sand and the desert takes over. It was once an important marketplace for nomadic trade and the town still plays host to the Festival International des Nomades in March, a free event that showcases nomadic culture through music, dance, gastronomy and crafts.

If you want to go truly off-piste, head to Desert Candles desert camp or book one of its wild camping tours – from one to seven nights – led by multilingual local guides.

With Wild Morocco, you can do an exciting four-day trek to Erg Chigaga or an epic six-day loop via the even more remote Erg Zahar, known as the ‘screaming dunes’. Around 56km southwest of M’Hamid, the Erg Chigaga isn’t a single erg (dune in Arabic) but a rolling sea of sand. The largest dune landscape in Morocco, its waves – which peak at 300m – snake along the horizon for 40km. Getting there is part of the adventure: go by camel and it’ll take around three days, or a 4WD can get you there in less than two hours as you bounce over hamada (stony desert) dotted with tamarisk and acacia trees, stopping for panoramic vistas and tea with semi-nomadic desert dwellers.

EssaouiraTIME FROM MARRAKESH: 2 HRS 45 MINS [image: jpg]

Essaouira medina highlights

Essaouira’s large working port is noisy, pungent and hugely atmospheric. Along with the flurry of sea-blue wooden boats, nets being repaired and the day’s catch being landed, you can see traditional vessels under construction. The boatbuilders supply sought-after fishing vessels for the entire Moroccan coast and even as far away as France. The ramparts of the 18th-century Skala de la Ville have long protected the medina from the crashing Atlantic waves, and its row of bronze cannons from a host of seafaring marauders. Today it’s a peaceful place to take in the ocean views and a prime spot to watch the sunset. Admire the local artworks decorating the walls as you climb Bastion Ouest. It’s worth climbing the last few (increasingly claustrophobic) steps for ocean and medina views.

SLEEPING IN TOUBKAL NATIONAL PARK: OUR PICKS

Berber Family Lodge: Located 3km from Imlil this family-run lodge, with lovely terraces and rooms with views, is the pick of the budget options. $

Douar Samra: Set in a beautiful garden in the peaceful village of Tamatert, this traditional house has three panoramic terraces. $$$

Riad Jnane Imlil: This family-friendly hotel in the centre of Imlil has spacious, individually decorated rooms and a swimming pool. $$$

Kasbah du Toubkal: A sustainably run hilltop kasbah, set majestically amid Morocco’s highest mountains, offering guided treks. $$$

 

Join a dune buggy expedition

Zip through the dunes and argan groves in a super-nippy dune buggy. While Essaouira-based A2A Tours offers half-day adventures, it specialises in multiday expeditions – even tailored trips that can be combined with rafting or remote skiing – among the virtually unknown dirt-tracks of the Atlas.

Although the buggies can reach speeds of up to 100km/hr, full training is given and no prior off-roading experience is needed.
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CasabalancaTIME FROM MARRAKESH: 3 HRS [image: jpg]

Visit Hassan II mosque

Casablanca is the largest city in Morocco and where business and creative industries prosper. The city is bustling, traffic can be gridlocked and Casablanca is there are few well-known tourist sites – but rising up on an outcrop jutting over the Atlantic is the impressive Hassan II Mosque. Its 200m-tall minaret decorated with lace-like marble and zellige in colourful patterns is a city landmark. It’s one of two Moroccan mosques open to non-Muslims – a guided tour conducted outside prayer times is required to gain entry.


DESERT WILDLIFE

Camels are the most obvious desert-adapted creatures, but keep your eyes peeled for others.

The tiny tracks that crisscross the sand belong to the scarab or dung beetle, which cleans up by feeding on other animals’ faeces.

The sandfish skink travels across the dunes in a swimming motion and burrows down to cooler sand when it overheats.

The nocturnal fennec is the smallest fox species and has enormous bat-like ears to help keep it cool. It lives in underground dens feeding on insects, reptiles and small mammals.

Even harder to spot are sand cats, the only desert-dwelling feline, which have extra-furry feet to cope with the hot sand.



EATING IN ESSAOUIRA: OUR PICKS

Triskala: One of Essaouira’s coolest budget eateries, with set plates (including vegetarian) created from organic produce. $

Resto Vague Bleu: A simple little bolthole, so get there early to bag a table and feast on the pick of the catch that day. Best value in Essaouira. $

Campana: Zero-waste ingredients, locally sourced and with an ever-changing menu. Try the mackerel, guacamole and sea bream bastilla. $$

Umia: Tapas-style share plates served in a chic setting on the city’s ramparts; the menu is eclectic. $$$

SLEEPING IN ERG CHIGAGA: OUR PICKS

Chegaga Berber Camp: Desert experience with traditional Berber-style tents and an opportunity to explore the desert by camel. $

Camp Al Koutban: Secluded camp, a 90-min round-trip hike from Erg Chigaga’s tallest dune. Unbeatable desert nights under the stars. $$$

Erg Chigaga Luxury Desert Camp: Eco-friendly deluxe camp with attractive tents and a lots of cultural and adventure activities. $$$

Desert Candles: This highly rated, very popular desert camp is a particularly great family option with superfriendly, multilingual guides. $$$




Fez
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HISTORIC MEDINA | DAZZLING SOUQS | IRRESISTIBLE FOOD


Home to the world’s biggest, most mysterious and mind-bendingly magical medina, Fez is a feast for the soul and senses. It’s the oldest city in Morocco (and was its capital until 1925) and Fez’s shadowy alleys create an atmosphere that feels as impenetrable and secretive as the 1000-year-old ramparts that enclose them. There’s nowhere in the world quite like it and, if you allow the city to get under your skin, it repays your patience with infinite rewards.

Surrounded by dusty, ochre-hued mountains and oceans of olive groves, this city captivates with an air of Arabian Nights fantasy. Most visitors spend all their time in the medina (Fez El Bali), the world’s largest car-free urban area. Fortified walls enclose 220 hectares of narrow alleys, homes, businesses, workshops and resplendent palaces. The words that Edith Wharton wrote in her 1917 book In Morocco sum up Fez perfectly: ‘the present is a perpetually prolonged past’.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bab Bou Jeloud

2Bab Semmarine

3Bou Inania Medersa

4Chouara Tannery

5Dar Batha Museum

6Mellah

7Royal Palace

8Zawiya Tijani

ACTIVITIES

9Hammam Seffarine

SLEEPING

10Dar Seffarine

11Karawan Riad

12Moroccan Dream Hostel

13Riad Fès

14Riad Laaroussa

EATING

15Abdou’s

16Achabine

17Café Clock

18Cafe Laglali

19Darori

20Ruined Garden

SHOPPING

21Amrani Le Maître de l’Arôme

22Dyers Souq

23Funduq Tazi

24Henna Souq

25Kessaria Souqs




GETTING AROUND

All of Morocco’s great medinas are best explored on foot and Fez – undeniably the greatest of them all – is no exception.

Taxis are widely available from just outside any medina gate and can be an ideal recourse if you find yourself lost.

Take the iconic Bab Bou Jeloud gateway as your reference point and simply ‘return to go and start again’.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Don’t make the mistake of memorising your route through the souqs by recognising shops or stalls – the alleys look disconcertingly unfamiliar after closing time. Instead look up for fixed landmarks. Inhabitants of the medinas often navigate unfamiliar quarters by recognising electrical junction boxes.



A Treasure Chest Of Handmade Goods

How to shop the souqs

Whether you’re stocking up on traditional garments in the Kessaria Souqs, looking for a cute straw basket to carry more shopping, or investing in exotic antiques to ship home, nowhere does shopping quite like Fez. Zellige is one of the city’s specialities, and these hand-cut glazed tiles are designed to form a kaleidoscope of colours and patterns. Dating from the 10th century they are now much in vogue with international interior designers. A square metre costs anywhere from Dh100 to Dh500. Head to the Potters’ Quarter at Ain Nokbi for friendly service and good prices, but be aware that prices for tableware could be cheaper in the medina at places like Funduq Tazi (halfway down Talaa Kebira) and the Henna Souq.

Around the Dyers Souq in R’cif you’ll find a huge variety of handwoven baskets, boxes and bowls out of doum palm and esparto grass, as well as beautiful lemonwood spoons and citrus juicers. For a wide range of pretty scarves, try the old funduq opposite Zawiya Tijani.

A major drawcard is the Chouara Tannery, where you can look down from terraces to watch the transformation of hide into leather. Sniff before buying: if it smells strongly the curing and processing wasn’t good. If you’re looking for bargains to ship home for a restoration project – perhaps cedarwood screens, old doors and cabinets – then the junkyard at Ain Azleten is a good place to start.
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BEST OF FEZ

Amal Ngadi is the founder of Fez Walking Guided Tours. These are her favourite spots. @fezguidedtours

Breakfast: Cafe Laglali at the top of Talaa Seghira for beghrir (Moroccan pancakes with honey) and people-watching.

Sight: Bou Inania Medersa to soak up the beauty of the Quranic schools.

Shopping: Sabra (cactus silk) scarves from a 13th-century funduq (currently undergoing restoration) near Zawiya Tijani.

Lunch: Street food in Achabine for sardines in chermoula (herb sauce) and grilled kefta sandwiches.

Hammam: The Hammam Seffarine has been in constant use as the communal bathing spot since the 14th century.

Dinner: Riad Fès for a special treat. I love its chicken m’qalli (with ginger and saffron) with daghmira (caramelised onion sauce).



SLEEPING IN FEZ MEDINA: OUR PICKS

Moroccan Dream Hostel: Highly recommended budget dorms in a central location. Staff can arrange great tours. $

Dar Seffarine: Impeccably restored 600-year-old Fassi townhouse famed for excellent home-cooked, communal dinners. $$

Riad Laaroussa: A 17th-century palace boasting 13 rooms, a pool and lawns, the medina’s best massages and a rooftop restaurant. $$$

Karawan Riad: Live like a pasha or a sultan in supersize rooms in a palatial property complete with tearoom, hammam and restaurant. $$$


Streets Made for Strolling

Walk through Fez's heart

Start at Place des Alaouites, forecourt to the Royal Palace, and walk into the Mellah (old Jewish quarter) along the main drag – nicknamed Derb Al Souq (‘Alley of the Souq’). Continue through the gold souq on Rue Sekkakine and you’ll find yourself opposite Bab Semmarine, the statuesque gateway that dates back to the 13th century. What you see today is the 17th-century restoration project of Alaouite Sultan Moulay Ismail, a bon vivant known for his ostentatious style. The giant horseshoe arch inlaid with intricate zellige mosaics was built by enslaved people and became the main entrance to Rue Fez El Jdid. Today, it’s a lively shopping street.

Continue until you pop out at the city’s former arms factory, Bab Makina, which serves as the staff entrance to the Royal Palace and one of the principal venues for the Fes Festival of World Sacred Music. Pause to contemplate the architecture and inhale the scent of orange trees outside Dar Batha Museum (closed for renovation at the time of writing) before entering the old Medina though Bab Bou Jeloud. This gateway – tiled blue, the colour of Fez, on one side, and green, to represent Islam, on the other – is a Fassi icon.

Walk 100m down Rue Talaa Kebira to end your stroll with a nus-nus (half coffee, half milk) and Moroccan pastry at the popular Cafe Clock.


MEET THE MEDICINE MAN

Fez is full of healers selling all sorts of charms and magic potions, but Si Mohammed El Amrani is among the most venerated.

His small apothecary Amrani Le Maître de l’Arôme offers perfumes for insomnia, potions for impotence and fertility, infusions for eczema, honey for asthma, and tinctures that ward off coughs and colds.

He needs 45 minutes to examine your nails, face, eyes and tongue to figure out what’s wrong. He will diagnose your conditions, prescribe remedies and set you firmly on the path to good health for the rest of your life.

Then, to be doubly certain, he’ll give you baraka (a blessing) before you leave the shop.



PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN FEZ: OUR PICKS

Ruined Garden: Blissfully shady by day, dreamily romantic by night with fire pits, candlelight and revisited Fassi street food. $

Abdou’s: No-name tea shop about halfway along Rue Machatine near Place Seffarine, serving Fez’s finest herbal tea. $

Ave Hassan Ouazzani: No-name workers’ canteens on Ave Hassan Ouazzani serve great fava-bean soup, garlic-fried eggs and hearty tajines. $$

Darori: Courtyard dining featuring traditional gourmet cooking in a warm setting. Ingredients, fresh from the local market, vary with the seasons. $$




Beyond Fez
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Fez is the perfect departure point for the historic attractions of Rabat and Meknès and the ancient Roman ruins of Volubilis.


It should come as no surprise to realise that Morocco’s great imperial city is well connected. Rabat (the modern-day capital, with a wealth of museums) is accessible in just over two hours, while historic Meknès can be easily visited on a day trip. Something of a hidden gem, Meknès is relatively devoid of tourists and retains a thriving craft tradition.

The 2000-year-old Roman ruins of Volubilis are easily accessed either from Fez or Meknès (a 40-minute drive) but since the complex is best seen in relative solitude early in the morning or in the evening, Moulay Idriss Zerhoun is an ideal base and, as Morocco’s holiest town, is an unforgettable experience in its own right.


Places

Rabat

Meknès

Volubilis

Moulay Idriss Zerhoun




GETTING AROUND

Fez is well connected by buses and well-served by long-distance grands taxis (mostly venerable Mercedes). Staff at hotels and riads can tell you where to go to find a very affordable shared taxi to transport you to Moulay Idriss Zerhoun, Meknès or Rabat. Pay for the empty seats if you want to reserve the taxi as private transport. From Moulay Idriss Zerhoun consider completing the last 5km to Volubilis in time-honoured style on a donkey.



RabatTIME FROM FEZ: 2 HRS 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Art and culture in the capital

The 19th-century fortress that looms over Rabat was renovated in 2020 to become the National Museum of Photography. Its maze of rooms display thought-provoking photography from contemporary Moroccan photographers. The Mohammed VI Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art houses a permanent display of Moroccan artists dating from the 1950s and also hosts exhibitions from renowned international artists. The Museum of History & Civilisations showcases the history of Morocco and a wonderful collection of Roman ceramics and statuary from Volubilis, Lixus and Chellah. Villa des Arts houses masterpieces by postcolonial Moroccan artists. The 1929 Art Deco architecture features zouak (painted wood) ceilings, zellige mosaics and carved cedarwood. Outside, set among cacti and bougainvillea, are sculptures by Abdelkrim Ouazzani.

MeknèsTIME FROM FEZ: 55 MINS [image: jpg]

Explore Place El Hedim in Meknès Medina

Place El Hedim, a miniature version of Marrakesh’s Djemaa El Fna, is the beating heart of Meknès medina. Bab El Mansour, grandest of all the imperial gateways, looms over the storytellers, musicians and vendors. The gate itself is adorned with two white marble columns that are thought to have been stolen from Volubilis and an inscription boasts: ‘I am the most beautiful gate in Morocco…Property and wealth are written on my front.’ Running along the western side of Place El Hedim, the Marché Couvert (Covered Market) is where locals shop. You’ll see olives in every size and hue – plain, stuffed and mixed with herbs or fiery chillies – and multicoloured mounds of spices. There are dried fruits of every description and honey-drizzled treats made with sesame, almonds, dates and pistachios.
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Marché Couvert | Juergen Ritterbach/getty images ©


CRAFT WORK FROM MEKNÈS

Damascene (or damasquinerie in French) involves etching a geometric or arabesque design into metal and inlaying it with gold or silver wire.

The craftspeople of Meknès produce some of the world’s finest examples of the artform. As a military city under the reign of Moulay Ismail, Meknès became renowned for manufacturing weapons and it is still a centre for ironwork.

You’ll also find fine embroidery with Amazigh designs and, perhaps most famously, woodcarving. You can see it everywhere, from palaces to mosques, and it is so artfully carved that it resembles the finest calligraphy on the mashrabiyas (lattice screens), where tiny pieces of wood create an open pattern that allows in light and keeps out prying eyes.



VolubilisTIME FROM FEZ: 1 HR 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Morocco’s most important Roman site

From Moulay Idriss Zerhoun (40 minutes by road from Meknès) it’s a short taxi-ride to Volubilis. But you could take the chance to cover the 3.5km more sedately on foot or even, in time-honoured style, on a donkey. The site was originally settled by Carthaginian traders in the 3rd century BCE and was annexed by the Romans in 25 BCE. It’s estimated that, at its peak, it was home to 20,000 people – and the most astounding aspects of Morocco’s most important Roman ruin are the beautiful mosaics (preserved in situ) that paint a picture of how life was lived here 2000 years ago.

The capitol, basilica and the 1300-sq-metre Forum are (literally and figuratively) a highpoint of the site. The capitol, dedicated to Jupiter, Juno and Minerva, dates back to 218 CE. The reconstructed columns of the basilica are often topped with storks’ nests – an iconic Volubilis image. Around the forum is a series of plinths carved with Latin inscriptions.

You’ll also see Roman baths, olive presses, a triumphal arch and several spectacular private residences. There’s a museum to browse and official guides are on hand to show you around. If you want to catch a sense of the serenity of the site consider staying in Moulay Idriss Zerhoun to arrive shortly after the gates open at 8.30am, or arrive in midafternoon and stay until closing (around sunset each day).
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Moulay Idriss Zerhoun | Travelsewhere/shutterstock ©

Sleeping in Rabat: Our Picks

Hotel Gaulois: An Art Deco gem featuring clean, no-frills rooms accessible via a winding staircase. The best of the budget options. $

Riad Dar Saidi: A centrally located riad with spacious air-conditioned rooms, a sunlit patio and a terrace overlooking the medina. $$

Dar Chrifa: A wonderfully romantic option in a truly palatial riad, just over 10 minutes’ walk from the beach and 1km from the kasbah. $$$

Fairmont La Marina Rabat-Salé: A chic resort-style 5-star hotel, boasting three restaurants, a bar and an outdoor rooftop swimming pool. $$$


VOLUBILIS – DON'T MISS

The Triumphal Arch The focal point of the site, built in 217 CE in honour of Emperor Caracalla and restored after the 1755 Lisbon earthquake.

House of Orpheus The largest house in the residential area with mosaics and a private baths featuring a caldarium (hot room), tepidarium (warm room) and frigidarium (cold room).

Galen’s Thermal Baths This Roman hammam had a highly developed underfloor heating system – and communal toilets, where citizens could go about their business and socialise at the same time.

House of Ephebus The banquet hall has a fascinating mosaic of Bacchus, the Roman god of wine and pleasure, in a chariot drawn by panthers.

House of the Labours of Hercules Mosaics depict Hercules’ 12 labours, several of which were alleged to have occurred in Morocco.



Moulay Idriss ZerhounTIME FROM FEZ: 1 HR 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Encounter Authentic Moroccan Life

The whitewashed town of Moulay Idriss Zerhoun perches prettily across two hills. Peaceful for most of the year, it is swamped every August when pilgrims arrive to venerate Moulay Idriss I at the country’s largest moussem (festival). Morocco’s first Islamic leader, the great-grandson of the Prophet Muhammad, fled Mecca in the late 8th century and settled near Volubilis, where he converted the locals and established the Idrissid dynasty. It’s still a sacred place for Muslims, and they say those who can’t afford the hajj (the pilgrimage to Mecca) can make five pilgrimages to Moulay Idriss instead. While the ruins of Volubilis are nearby, there are few traditional sights in town; instead, you’ll encounter an authentic slice of Moroccan life.

EATING & SLEEPING IN MOULAY IDRISS ZERHOUN: Our Picks

Grillade Albanna: One of the town’s popular kefta (meatball) joints, served with salad and fresh bread. Also, mint tea and people-watching. $

Riad Lala Zakia: Home from home and great value in a spacious family-run house with home-cooked evening meals made from the freshest ingredients. $

Dar Zerhoune: Stylish guesthouse with fusion menu of Moroccan dishes and Western twists. Roof terrace has views of Volubilis. $$

Scorpion House: Beautiful private home, opened by request only and can serve customised lunches for two to 40 people. Reservations essential. $$$




Tangier

[image: jpg]

EXOTIC CHARM | INTRIGUE | CAPTIVATING HISTORY


Tangier is a meeting place: of the Mediterranean and Atlantic, Europe and Africa, north and south. Its position drew numerous cultures who left their mark and wrestled for control, giving this gritty port city its unique character. Tangier’s medina is often viewed as the less-celebrated sister to Marrakesh and Fez, but those who take time to explore come to realise that she has a unique appeal as something of a rebel. It’s easy to catch a sense of the mystery of the International Zone years (1924–56) when Tangier lured spies, exiles and libertines and when she tugged at the heartstrings of literary gods like William Burroughs, Jack Kerouac and Paul Bowles.

The city has its fair share of historic sights, museums and (especially) hypnotic viewpoints but, even more than other Moroccan cities, the greatest thrill lies in wandering aimlessly. That – and sitting in evocative cafes that were once the haunt of literary renegades.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Grand Socco

2Ibn Battuta Museum

3Petit Socco

4Place de la Kasbah

5Tangier American Legation Museum

6Terrasse des Paresseux

SLEEPING

7Hotel Continental

8Hotel El Muniria

9Hotel Fuentes

10Kasbah Rose

EATING

11Alma Kitchen & Coffee

12Café La Colombe

13Cinémathèque de Tanger café

14El Tangerino

15Gran Café de Paris

16Omeza Coffee Gallery

17Populaire Saveur de Poisson

NIGHTLIFE

18Cafe Baba

19Cafe Hafat




GETTING AROUND

The medina is – as usual – traffic free and walking is the only option. Although the medina is relatively small, the steepness and cobbles can make for a tiring hike by the end of a day exploring. Take every opportunity to grab a reinvigorating mint tea and maybe a great hunk of mille-feuille (custard slice). Petits taxis (pale blue with a yellow stripe in Tangier) wait by the dozen outside the medina gate on the Grand Socco to shuttle you throughout the town. Consider catching one to Walter Harris Park and stroll the 5km back right along the beachfront.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Although Tangier’s medina is traffic free, be alert for the cry of ‘balak’ within the narrow alleyways. This is the shouted warning to warn pedestrians to ‘get out of the way’ as a donkey convoy of goods files past.



Get lost in Morocco’s Most Cosmopolitan City

Meander through the medina

The true enchantment of Tangier unfolds within the ancient walled medina. Rue Siaghine serves as the primary pedestrian artery linking the atmospheric Petit Socco (the small souq) to the Grand Socco. Veer toward the coastline at any point, however, and you enter a mind-boggling labyrinth of alleyways where narrow passages are adorned with hole-in-the-wall stalls and shadowy hammams, but then suddenly open out onto sunlit plazas with cafes and terraces. If you continue resolutely uphill you will – barring dead ends – eventually arrive in the vast Place de la Kasbah. Here the traditional aspects of the old city are laid out in a structured line-up: mosque, palace, treasury and prison. Bab el-Assa (‘the gateway of the stick’) earned its name from the crude dispensation of justice that once unfolded here.

The elegant five-storey mansion that houses the Tangier American Legation Museum is near Bab Merican (‘the American gate’). It was known to Mark Twain and its museum provides an unusual insight into life in this once notoriously libertine town.


The Ibn Battuta Museum provides an introduction to the man often described as ‘the Marco Polo of the Arab world’; the great Tangerine globe-trotter died here in 1368 and is buried in a tomb in the medina.

If you’re reluctant to get lost, or prefer to maximise your time, Koumila Marrakchi Mohammed (tangier-private-tours.com) is perhaps the most knowledgeable guide in the city.

EATING IN TANGIER: OUR PICKS

Alma Kitchen & Coffee: This contemporary cafe focuses on healthy dishes, with vegan options and speciality coffee. $$

El Tangerino: Beachfront tapas bar with fantastic seafood and world-class cocktails among stacked bookshelves in the bar upstairs. $$

Omega 3: Good-value restaurant offering every type of fish and seafood imaginable – fried, grilled and Spanish-style cazuela (stews). $$

Populaire Saveur de Poisson: A Tangier icon. The four-course menu is fixed, and is built around the catch of the day. $$$

Looking Down on Tangier

Drink in the views

Tangier is not a city to rush through. Take time to sit back, relax and drink in the views from some of the scenic lookouts and rooftop hangouts. Place Faro on Blvd Pasteur – still guarded by British cannons – is better known these days as the Terrasse des Paresseux (or Idler’s Terrace) since touts and con artists would once keep vigil here for arriving tourists. Even today, it’s perfect for idling some time away and gazing across the Straits through the telescopes that are mounted here.

The Hotel Continental terrace, with unbeatable views across the port and over the Straits of Gibraltar, is the best place for a café au lait. Regulars know the large terrace as ‘the continental shelf’. On the western end of the Place de la Kasbah, step through the 15th-century Bab Al Bahr (Gate of the Sea) for invigorating views along the curving coastline. It was from here that soldiers kept a lookout for invaders.

Perched high in the heart of the medina you’ll find Café Baba (where the Rolling Stones lived a high life of their own in the midst of a hashish cloud) and, further along the cliffs, is Café Hafa, another Tangier icon.

Lal Boraq versus Marrakesh Express

Speed and luxury compete for attention

Few could have foreseen the day when sleepy Tangier would become the terminus for Africa’s inaugural high-velocity railway. The Al Boraq high-speed train rockets passengers to Rabat (and Casablanca) five times a day, making the 320km journey in two hours and 10 minutes.

The venerable Marrakesh Express, meanwhile, is best experienced as an irresistibly relaxing overnight potter into the desert. Immortalised by the 1969 Crosby, Stills and Nash ballad, it is a languid, nocturnal sojourn, sleeping comfortably in a couchette (bunk bed) to arrive in Marrakesh at dawn. If you’re buying tickets at the station try to go the day before, or buy your tickets from Marrakesh Tickets.


TANGIER’S LITERARY HAUNTS

[image: author]

Anouar Majid is a Tangier-born author. Much of the drama in his novels Second Chance in Tangier and Si Yussef take place in Tangier’s cafes.

Café Tingis: With its view of the Socco Chico square in the medina, Café Tingis remains a neighbourhood joint and serves regulars and tourists.

Café La Colombe: Next to Librairie des Colonnes bookshop. Moroccans meet to watch boulevard traffic and enjoy impeccable service.

Gran Café de Paris: Reflecting Spanish (yes, Spanish) heritage, this is a timeless relic of literary Tangier during the international period.

Cinémathèque de Tanger café: Young bohemians and literary types hang out here, enjoying views of the Grand Socco.

Omeza Coffee Gallery: A favourite with lovers of artisanal coffee.



SLEEPING IN TANGIER: OUR PICKS

Hotel Fuentes: What’s lacking in luxury is made up for by balconies looking right onto the timeless cafe life of Petit Socco. $

Hotel El Muniria: Known to Beat Generation writers as ‘Villa Delirium’, this place has changed little since it was a home to William Burroughs. $

Kasbah Rose: This charming guesthouse at the edge of the Kasbah is where you might book for a quick visit and end up staying 1001 nights. $$

Hotel Continental: Once one of the ritziest hotels in Tangier, it retains an element of faded charm and offers nostalgia for the International Zone days. $$




Beyond Tangier
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Hike the craggy peaks of the less-travelled Rif Mountains, and explore a captivating blue-hued mountain town.


Once home to bandit communities that gave the word ‘ruffian’ to the English dictionary, northern Morocco’s Rif Mountains reward hikers with trails that are rarely trodden and some of the most hospitable rural communities in the country. The city of Tetouan (a day trip from Tangier) is the easiest access point to these unexpectedly green ridges, but it is Chefchaouen – with its picturesque ice-blue alleyways – that is the real drawcard of the Rif. ‘Chaouen’ (as it is called) is an ideal base from which to explore the area but for those anxious to escape the towns there are several very appealing ecolodges that offer closer access to the dramatic gorges and cork forests of Talassemtane National Park.


Places

Chefchaouen

Asilah

Tetouan




GETTING AROUND

A hire car or a car with a driver will give you the best opportunity for exploring. While buses or grands taxis will get you to the Rif towns of Tetouan and Chefchaouen, private transport will offer unique opportunities for stopping to enjoy the views. Tangier is well connected by rail, with the Al Boraq high-speed train running to Rabat and Casablanca and the more sedate – and romantic – Marrakesh Express sleeper service to Marrakesh.



ChefchaouenDISTANCE FROM TANGIER: 2 HRS 10 MINS [image: jpg]

Explore the Blue City

This leisurely stroll will take you along one of the medina’s main thoroughfares – but don’t be afraid to wander up or down a blue staircase or two; you won’t be lost for long.

Start at the fountain near Bab El Ain gateway and fill your water bottle with Chefchaouen’s crystal highland spring water (safe to drink). Keep left and follow your nose to the 16th-century Horno Bab El Ain oven, where housewives still bake their own bread. If you can keep the soaring minaret of the Great Mosque in sight you’ll eventually arrive at the buzzy main square, Plaza Uta El Hammam, and the dusky terracotta walls of the 15th-century kasbah with its gardens and museum.

Weave northward through the alleys and you’ll find the Callejon El Asri, perhaps the most picturesque of Chefchaouen’s blue alleys, and then the quaint shopping street of Avenue Hassan I with its wardrobe-sized emporiums. Refuel with a juice and a delicious crepe at Toda Creperie or rest in Plaza Zaituna (Olive Square) under the shade of an olive tree that was already growing when the nearby El Ansar Mosque was built in the 16th century. Unless a tortuous blue alley has led you hopelessly astray you’ll exit the medina through Bab El Ansar, the eastern gate. Cross the bridge to start the 20-minute climb to the Spanish Mosque for an unforgettable stork’s eye view over the legendary Blue City.

AsilahDISTANCE FROM TANGIER: 45 MINS [image: jpg]

An arty seaside town

Forty-five minutes down the coast from Fez, Asilah’s pocket-sized medina is impossibly picturesque, with dazzlingly white buildings punctuated with sky-blue paintwork. It is hard to believe it spent decades in decline, with miserable living conditions and rubbish-strewn streets. Asilah’s renaissance began in 1978 when two friends, Mohammed Benaïssa and Mohammed Melehi, planned a festival and invited 11 artists to paint the town. They left behind vibrant murals on the newly whitewashed walls. The festival’s success engendered a sense of civic pride; slowly, infrastructure improved, houses were renovated and historic buildings were restored. Today the fortified town is invaded every August by an eclectic crowd of visual and performance artists for the Cultural Moussem.

TetouanTIME FROM TANGIER: 1 HR 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Meet Tetouan’s famed artisans

On a half-day tour with Green Olive Arts you’ll be introduced to the craftspeople of the Royal Artisan School, founded in 1919. You might meet Mohammed, a third-generation metal worker, or Mariam, who will show you the differences between Tetouani and Fassi zellige (mosaics). Or the women who teach embroidery – the only all-female class – will explain the three different styles of Moroccan embroidery, hailing from Tetouan, Fez and Rabat. The artisans are passionate about what they do and use their specialist skills to restore historic Moroccan and Andalusian buildings.

 

Hike in the Rif

Morocco’s northernmost mountain range rewards the few hikers who stick around to explore the country’s greenest mountains and its hidden Amazigh (once known as Berber) villages.

The Rif – cloaked with forests – is a riot of wildflowers in spring and around 300 indigenous plants are used in traditional medicine. In some valleys you might pass fields of pungent cannabis plants – there shouldn’t be a problem, but it’s always better to explore with an experienced mountain guide, such as Hicham Boukroua (@hicham_boukroua). A good guide can also introduce you to the Amazigh communities and make your trip more memorable.


BEST SHOPPING IN CHEFCHAOUEN

La Botica de la Abuela Aladdin: This sweet-smelling store is a riot of colour, with handmade soaps, lotions and solid perfumes from all-natural vegan ingredients.

Blanket Shop: Opposite Hotel Abi Kancha it specialises in Chefchaouen’s handwoven wool blankets, along with cosy woollen djellabas (hooded cloaks).

Mr Rabia's workshop: At an unnamed workshop on Ave Hassan I, Mr Rabia paints the ornate wooden mirrors he sells, along with handmade Parcheesi board games. Just ask a local for ‘la tienda de señor Rabia’.

Blue: One of several emporiums on Avenue Hassan I offering ceramics, jewellery and beautiful woven mats.

Aboor Art and Ceramics: A beautiful little blue boutique that deals in handmade – and antique – ceramics.



Sleeping in Chefchaouen: Our Picks

Dar Swiar: A great budget option with helpful, hospitable staff, comfortable rooms and a terrace overlooking the rooftops. $

Hotel Riad Cherifa: This vibrant, traditional riad has a pool and a hammam and is perhaps Chefchaouen’s most romantic accommodation option. $$

La Petite Chefchaouen: This contemporary medina guesthouse comes with stellar views from the rooftop terrace. Also offers yoga classes. $$

Puerta Azul: A 10-minute walk from the medina, this friendly hotel has extremely spacious rooms decorated with local crafts. $$$




Arriving

Most travellers to Morocco arrive by flying into Marrakesh, Casablanca or Fez. A train connects Casablanca’s airport to the city centre every 30 minutes. Marrakesh Menara Airport is about 20 minutes from the medina. Fès–Saïss Airport is about 30 minutes outside the medina. From Spain, the Tarifa to Tangier ferry takes about one hour.
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Air

Royal Air Maroc is Morocco’s national carrier. Casablanca’s Mohammed V International Airport is the country’s main gateway, followed by Menara Airport (Marrakesh), Fes–Saïss (Fez) and Ibn Batouta International (Tangier). Visit Office National des Aéroports (onda.ma).

Sea

Regular ferries run between Tarifa and Algeciras (Spain) and Tangier. As long as your visas are in order you can just turn up at the dock and buy a ticket, but during high season (summer holidays, Christmas, Ramadam etc) it is wisest to book in advance.

Car

There are international vehicle-rental companies at the airport for those wanting to self-drive. Many travellers hire a private taxi or 4WD, with a driver.

Visas

Visas are not required for most travellers for visits of up to 90 days. Your passport must be valid for at least six months from your date of entry to Morocco.


Money
Currency: Dirham (Dh)

ATMS

ATMs are widely available but are often less reliable once outside of larger towns and cities, and sometimes empty very quickly over holidays and weekends. Try to use machines in public areas and avoid visiting late at night.

HAGGLING

Haggling is expected in the medinas. It should never degenerate into an argument. Smile and be polite. While the price should be fair to both parties remember that an extra dollar can go a long way towards feeding a family..

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Credit cards are accepted in most midrange hotels and above, and at top-end restaurants. Don’t expect to be able to pay with cards once you are on the road, however. In Morocco cash is still king.







Getting Around

Trains are a great way to travel, and buses connect to other hot spots. A grand taxi or hire car is your best bet for gett ing to smaller towns and remote areas.


Taxis

Taxis are colour-coded by city. Petits taxis (small taxis) run locally while grands taxis connect cities. In either case you pay for a seat, rather than the entire vehicle. There is an option to pay for two seats (or an entire vehicle) to increase your comfort level.

Bus

CTM, the biggest operator, connects Marrakesh, Fez, Rabat, Tangier, Casablanca and Chefchaouen. Supratours operates the route from Marrakesh to Essaouira. Marrakesh Tickets (marrakechtickets.co.uk) offers stress-free advance purchase of bus (and train) tickets delivered directly to your accommodation.

Train

Africa’s first high-speed train connects Tangier with Casablanca, via Rabat. A more sedate and timeless experience is to be had on the sleeper service that runs between Tangier and Marrakesh. Unfortunately, single cabins have recently been removed and there are now only the four-bunk couchettes.

Private Car

Most visitors with funds prefer to rent a car with driver (often easiest arranged through your accommodation). To the uninitiated, self-driving in urban areas can feel intimidating, and country roads are often potholed and fraught with the risk of wandering livestock.

Camels

Loping over undulating dunes on a dromedary is the quintessential desert experience. Approach the seated camel without suprising it into a spit! Hold on tight during mounting and especially dismounting – camels lower themselves to the ground with all the finesse of a collapsing deckchair!

Language

In any cafe in Tangier, you’re likely to hear smatterings of Spanish, French, English, Darija (Moroccan Arabic) and any of the Berber languages that are collectively known as Tamazight. Arabic would be of most use and English will only be of use in heavily tourist centres. The general rule of thumb is that you’ll get by best in Spanish along the Mediterranean coast and in the Rif Mountains and French everywhere else.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limit is 60km/h on urban roads and 120km/h on motorways.
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Payment for infractions is on the spot in cash.




Scan this QR code for advance purchase bus and train tickets.
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Tunisia
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SMALL COUNTRY, BIG CULTURAL PUNCH

A fresh creative scene is blowing through Tunisia, building on the country’s rich multicultural past and establishing a new vision of the future.
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Zitouna Mosque | Emily Marie Wilson/shutterstock ©

It’s interesting times in Tunisia, a country that feels suspended between an old world of romantic Roman ruins, vintage beach resorts and dated noughties autocracy and a new world of possibilities birthed by the Arab Spring in 2011.

With its laid-back atmosphere, it’s easy to forget the import of those events, when vegetable trader Mohamed Bouazizi launched a pan-North African democratic revolution with his tragic act of self-immolation.

It exposed long-simmering injustices and gave voice to an intense desire to construct a new way forward.

Since then Tunisia has been hard at work realising that new vision. It is the only country to transition through the Arab Spring to democratic rule. Despite setbacks along the way, it has dismantled its autocratic government, adopted a new constitution (2014), and recovered from two shocking terrorist attacks (2015) and the COVID-19 pandemic (2020–21) to emerge cautiously renewed in 2023, when it was Africa’s third most visited country.

This renewal is thanks in part to an increasingly large community of young artists, entrepreneurs and intellectuals who are redefining Tunisia in their own image, surfacing its multiethnic history and connecting it via digital networks to the broader region and savvy Tunisian diaspora, who flock home in summer.

So, come check out the cafes and clubs of Sidi Bou Saïd and Hammamet; dip your toes in the sand by the sea in the morning, then in the Sahara at night; taste fusion Tunisian– Jewish food; hike through cork forests, see flamingos on salt lakes and tour Roman ruins. Tunisia is small enough that you can almost have it all.
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THE MAIN AREAS

TUNIS & THE COAST

A cultured capital and sun-kissed coastline.

TOZEUR & THE SOUTH

Palm-fringed oases and other-worldly landscapes.




Find Your Way

Tunisia has an excellent road network and you can drive from north to south in about eight hours. Trains connect Tunis to all major cities, but it’s faster to drive. Internal flights are frequently delayed.
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Plan Your Time

There’s tons to do in and around Tunis where you can easily spend a week or 10 days. To explore the interior and enjoy quality time in the desert, you’ll need two weeks.
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Seven Days, City & Coast

Spend several days in Tunis exploring the Medina, the Bardo Museum and the souqs. Spend a day in the ruins of Carthage, the clifftop village of Sidi Bou Saïd and on the beaches of the Cap Bon Peninsula. Within a day’s drive are the Roman ruins of Bulla Regia, the hiking trails of Ichkeul National Park and the storybook kasbah of El Kef.




Dive Into the Interior

With two weeks you can make a circular tour, starting in Tunis then heading down the coast to Mahdia, Sfax and Djerba. Include a stop at the Roman colosseum of El Djem. Turn inland to the Dahar Mountains to explore Amazigh villages and ancient ksours before heading to Douz, set at the edge of the sand sea. Return to Tunis via oasis town Tozeur.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

APRIL–MAY

A lovely season when the highlands and Roman ruins are covered in flowers and the desert is at its balmy best.

JUNE–AUGUST

Summer is hot and beach resorts fill up with tourists and returning Tunisian émigrés who flock home for holidays.

SEPTEMBER– OCTOBER

A prime time along the coast with warm seas and Djerba Island packed with kitesurfers.

DECEMBER– FEBRUARY

Winter can be cold and rainy on the coast. It’s a lovely time to explore the deep desert.




Tunis & the Coast
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HISTORY | MARKETS | CONTEMPORARY CULTURE


Although Tunis is a big, busy contemporary city with 2.7 million inhabitants, it has a insouciant air. Everything here is defined by the sea and in summer its whitewashed boulevards are bathed in sunshine and bougainvillea froths over Medina walls where middle-aged men play boardgames. The city centre is split between the Medina with its markets, mosques and monuments, and the ‘new town’, a grid of streets to the east lined with neoclassical apartment blocks, built by the French in the late 1800s.

North of this absorbing nexus are the beachside suburbs of Gammarth, La Marsa and Sidi Bou Saïd, which are full of vintage villas, art galleries, terrace restaurants and alfresco nightclubs. Also here is the UNESCO-listed ruins of Carthage, the city the Phoenicians built in the 9th century BCE and the Romans razed in 146 BCE. Their treasures are now displayed in the Bardo Museum, one of the best collections in North Africa.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bardo Museum

2Medina

SIGHTS

3Antonine Baths

4Bab El Bhar

5Carthage Museum

6L’Acropolium

7Madrasa Slimania

8Punic Ports

9Roman Amphitheatre

10Roman Villas

11Souq des Étoffes

12Souq Echaouachia

13Souq El Attarine

14Souq El Trouk

15Tourbet El Bey

16Zitouna Mosque

SLEEPING

17Dar Ben Gacem Kahia

18L’Hôtel Dar El Jeld

19Maison Dedine

EATING

20Doken

21Fondouk El Attarine

22Kafteji Douiri

23La Spigola

SHOPPING

24Marché Centrale

25Souq El Berka




GETTING AROUND

Ave Habib Bourguiba is the city’s main east–west thoroughfare and is lined with cafes, restaurants and banks. Taxis are cheap for getting around, even to the suburbs of Carthage, Gammarth and La Marsa. The metro goes to the Bardo Museum and the TGM suburban train heads to Carthage and Sidi Bou Saïd (30 minutes).




[image: ] TOP TIP

Beaches at La Marsa and Sidi Bou Saïd are less crowded than those of La Goulette and Carthage. The northern suburbs of Gammarth and La Goulette are best for bar-hopping and clubbing. In June, the smart young set move to Cap Bon.



A National & UNESCO Treasure

Mosques, mausoleums and monuments

Tunis’ 7th-century Medina has been recognised by UNESCO as an outstanding piece of Arab-Muslim architecture. It’s been welcoming shoppers to its covered souqs for centuries and is the place to start exploring the city. Enter at the northeastern gate, Bab El Bhar, and make a beeline for the landmark Zitouna Mosque, set in the centre and thought to date to the founding of the city in 698 CE. Although non-Muslims are forbidden from entering the mosque, with the help of a guide you can visit one of the nearby madrassas (religious schools), such as the 18th-century Slimania. Then do a loop through the northern El Hafsia neighbourhood with its magnificent dars (courtyard mansions), mosques and zaouias (saint’s shrines) and exit at the southern end after visiting the Tourbet El Bey, a refined mausoleum full of decorative details that is the final resting place of Husseinid princes and princesses.


Picturesque Souqs

A centuries-old shopping experience

Once you’ve got the hang of the Medina and seen its sights, return for a spot of shopping. Market streets to seek out are the picturesque Souq Echaouachia, located off pretty Rue Sidi Ben Arous, with its mint-green stores full of traditional crimson-red felt hats; Souq El Attarine (Perfume Makers Souq), where you can buy scented oils and water; and, the Insta-worthy Souq El Trouk (Clothes Market), Souq El Berka (Jewellers’ Market) and Souq des Étoffes (Fabric Market), which all retain traditional workshops and are lit by atmospheric shafts of sunlight.


BEST TUNISIAN DISHES

Shakshuka

A Tunisian-Jewish stew made with tomatoes, onions, garlic, potatoes and green peppers. Try it at Dar Bellaaj in Sfax.

Couscous

North Africa’s iconic dish is hand-rolled semolina. Try it at Restaurant El Sofra in Sousse.

Lablabi

Spiced chickpea broth served over stale bread. Try it at Chez Hattab in Tunis.

Ojja

A spicy tomato-based sauce made with merguez sausage, tuna or seafood. Toro Fish in Kelibia serves it.

Slata Mechoui

‘Grilled salad’, but the key is to grill the vegetables on an open flame. Served everywhere.

Makroudh

Fried semolina flour filled with date paste. Buy them at Karouian’s Patisserie Segni.



Bardo: A Must-See Museum

Roman mosaics to write home about

Take a taxi or the metro (line 4) to the Bardo Museum. It is the capital’s best museum and houses the largest collection of Roman mosaics in the world, along with fine Punic and Hellenistic statuary, Roman bronzes, Islamic artefacts and Tunisian ceramics. The venue, too, is glorious: a Hafsid palace built in the Middle Ages and extended by the Ottomans in the 18th century. They are responsible for the grand reception rooms, some frosted with ornate stuccowork (the harem turned Treasures Room 10) and others covered in gilding (Roman Villas Room 13). Groups tour the museum around 10am so come afterwards and spend the afternoon marvelling.
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Antonine Baths | Goran Jakus/shutterstock ©

Sleeping in Tunis: Our Picks

Dar Ben Gacem Kahia: A lovely period guesthouse with mint-green accents, colourful tiling and well-chosen traditional furnishings. $$

L’Hôtel Dar El Jeld: A beautifully renovated 18th-century palace in the Medina with luxe suites, a spa and hammam, and a rooftop terrace bar. $$$

Maison Dedine: Set beside the Sidi Bou Saïd beach, this white cubist boutique hotel offers sleek rooms and an infinity pool. $$$

Dar Corniche La Marsa: An adults-only bolthole with five rooms looking out to sea. There’s a terrace with a pool and home-cooked meals. $$


A Famous Phoenician City

Epic ruins, a museum and cathedral

Carthage was one of the most famous cities of antiquity, where Queen Dido fled Pygmalion of Tyre to found her scenic capital on the tumbling Brysa Hills. From here Hannibal took his elephant-mounted army across the Alps to the doorstep of Rome. Rome never forgave them and razed the city to its foundations in 146 BCE. Much of what remains is the city they built to replace it. You can spend all day wandering across the romantic, 5-sq-km site, visiting the Punic Ports, the park of the Roman Villas, the Roman Amphitheatre, the Carthage Museum and the highlight ruins of the Antonine Baths.

On the prime Byrsa hilltop is a surprising Moorish-Gothic cathedral, the L’Acropolium, sporting crenellated towers and Gothic arches. Now deconsecrated, it was built by the French between 1884 and 1890 as a tribute to King Louis IX, who died on the beach of Carthage in 1270 on his way to the Eighth Crusade. In July and August it provides an attractive venue for events during the International Festival of Carthage.

Central Market Relevations

Local food explorations

Tunisians love food and if you do, too, hot foot it to the Marché Centrale (Central Market), a visual and sensorial feast as good as any art gallery. Here fishmongers, butchers, cheese merchants, fruit and vegetable vendors and florists compete to catch your eye with the most extravagant displays of lemons, salads, spices, dried fruits, olives and glistening seafood from all around the coast and country. In early spring, bigardier (bitter orange) and pink pelargonium (geranimum) flowers are in season and their perfume fills the halls. Stuff your bags with as much as you can carry, then retreat to the surrounding streets for a cup of freshly ground coffee.


ROMAN RUINS WORTH VISITING

Dougga

Arguably the most magnificent Roman site in north Africa, Dougga gives a beguiling glimpse of how well-heeled Romans lived.

The 2nd-century BCE Libyco-Punic Mausoleum is the country’s finest pre-Roman monument.

Bulla Regia

Famed for its extraordinary underground villas, Bulla Regia offers a rare opportunity to walk into superbly preserved Roman rooms. Many fine mosaics remain in situ, others are in the Bardo Museum.

Uthina

On the amber slopes of Mt Mekrima, Uthina is one of the Roman Empire’s oldest African cities. It has one of the largest Roman amphitheatres, which seated 16,000 cosmopolitan residents in the city’s 2nd-century heyday.



Eating in Tunis: Our Picks

Doken: Simple bistro serving Tunisian and Mediterranean dishes (many vegetarian) near the Grand Mosque. The fruit tarts are delicious. $

La Spigola: Near La Goulette port this restaurant stands out for its fresh fish and seafood, including whole salt-crusted seabass. $$

Fondouk El Attarine: Atmospheric funduq (roadside lodging) with courtyard seating and a menu of Tunisian dishes. $$

Kafteji Douiri: Serving only kafteji (fried vegetables with egg) since 1931 next to the central market. Take a ticket and wait your turn. $




Beyond Tunis
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The southeastern coast is holiday resort heaven, but dig deeper for ancient Jewish communities, pilgrim towns and historic medinas.


The sunny coastal road south of Tunis to Djerba Island offers a classic postcard view of frosty-white modern holiday resorts backing beaches lined with loungers and lapped by turquoise water. But these are ancient landscapes and beneath this modern veneer you’ll find fine architecture and serious archaeological museums (Sousse), ancient medinas (Sfax), unspoilt nature reserves (Kerkennah Islands), an almost perfectly preserved Roman colosseum (El Djem) and North Africa’s Islamic city, Kairouan.


Places

Cap Bon

Sousse

Kairouan

Mahdia

Sfax

Djerba Island




GETTING AROUND

Djerba, Hammamet and Monastir all have airports receiving seasonal international charters and domestic flights, although the latter are often delayed.

Comfortable daily trains serve Sfax and Sousse from Tunis. Otherwise, main towns are well connected with louage (shared taxis) and buses, which generally leave in the early morning. To get the most out of Cap Bon you’ll need your own wheels as the small towns and wild beaches are spread out and inaccessible by public transport.



Cap BonTIME FROM TUNIS TO NABEUL: 1 hr [image: jpg]

Enjoying the good life

Hire a car and set off to enjoy the ‘Good Cape’, Tunisia’s northernmost peninsula which reaches out like a finger almost touching Sicily 160km away. The lovely headland is covered in fragrant Aleppo pines, cypresses and citrus groves, their fruit turning golden in the sun. Charming Nabeul is the hub of the area. Base yourself here at artful Dar El Gaied or at more remote Dar Gino in the fishing town of Kelibia. Then spend the days lunching in Kelibia’s antique port beneath the Byzantine fort; shopping for polychrome ceramics, handmade rush mats, zhar (jasmine and orange blossom essence) and harissa in Nabeul’s thronging medina; wandering the clifftop ruins of Phoenician Kerkouane; and wine tasting at Domaine Neferis. The best beaches are La Mansoura and Sidi Mansour near Kelibia.

 

Holiday Hedonism in Hammamet

Stretched out across Cap Bon’s southeastern coast like a lazy sunbather, laid-back Hammamet (‘the baths’ in Arabic) is Tunisia’s original resort town. In the early 19th-century artists, movie stars and millionaires like Paul Klee, Jean Cocteau, George Sebastian and Sophia Loren flocked here to enjoy the honey-coloured medina and splendid beaches. Millionaire George Sebastian’s 1930s party villa is now the Centre Culturel International de Hammamet and hosts concerts, exhibitions and recitals, while the Festival International de Hammamet draws world music and dance stars to the open-air theatre in July and August. Otherwise, Hammamet is all about the bars and clubs, and the long golden beaches where you can lounge, water-ski, jet-ski, windsurf, horse ride and anything else your holidaying heart desires.

SousseTIME FROM TUNIS: 1 hr 40 mins [image: jpg]

Live history in the medina

Characterful Sousse with its 8th-century ribat (fortified hostel), 9th-century medina and grand, 11th-century kasbah (fort) is an architectural layer-cake. It makes for endlessly fascinating wanderings which reveal ancient mosques, churches, Christian catacombs, saints’ shrines and even a synagogue. UNESCO added it to the heritage list in 1998, recognising the unique Aghlabid military architecture realised when the city became the primary port for their capital at Kairouan, which lies 55km inland. Climb the ribat’s watchtower for spectacular views over the medina; visit the mosaic-filled Archaeological Museum in the kasbah; then wander the tangle of souqs that buzz with the medina’s 35,000 inhabitants, who continue to go about their business in a unique medieval time capsule.

 

Stroll along Boujaffar Beach

Every evening there’s a lively scene on Boujaffar Beach, which is located just north of the Port El Kantaoui Marina. Families descend for picnics on the sand, or buy their kids ice-cream from the beach shacks and promenade along the waterfront enjoying the sunset. Only a few small parts of the strip are claimed by beachfront hotels – their loungers and parasols are usually available to nonguests for a small fee.


BEST NATURAL ATTRACTIONS

Kerkennah Islands: Idyllic, unspoilt islands dotted with fishing villages and criss-crossed by cycling trails. Take the ferry from Sfax. Discoverkerkennah.com runs tours and rents bikes.

Kuriat Islands: Tunisia’s primary turtle-nesting site are the two Kuriat Islands, 15km offshore from Monastir. Day trip tours are run from Monastir harbour.

Kneiss Islands: An archipelago of tiny islands interspersed with mudflats that are a haven for migrating and wintering birds.

El Haouaria: Located at the tip of Cap Bon this village lies on a main bird migration route across the Med. Nadi el Bayazara opens for falconry displays.

Korbous: A vintage spa resort with hot springs that bubble out of the earth at 60°C. There are thermal complexes at Aïn Oktor and Aïn Echfa.



KairouanTIME FROM TUNIS: 2 hrs [image: jpg]

Understanding Islam in North Africa

In 671 BCE, Okba bin Nafi, companion to the Prophet Mohammed, led his devout army into Byzantine Roman North Africa and established the Great Mosque at Kairouan. Its minaret is the oldest in the Maghreb; its library full of ancient gold-leaf texts; and, its magnificent prayer hall is full of echoing horseshoe arches supported by 414 pillars. It is the fourth holiest Muslim site after Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem and its UNESCO-listed medina is the perfect place to begin to understand how Islam took root in North Africa. Wandering the quiet lanes of the medina is particularly lovely in the afternoon, when the sun spotlights ornate doors and casts atmospheric shadows in the streets. A multi-entry ticket includes the mosque courtyard (dress modestly), the zaouias (mausoleums) of Sidi Sahab, Sidi Amor Abbada and Sidi Abid Al Ghariani, as well as the Raqqada National Museum of Islamic Art, 10km southwest. You’ll need the best part of a day to see them. Guides can be found at the tourist office.

 

Carpet-hunting for connoisseurs

For those interested in buying carpets, Kairouan is Tunisia’s most prestigious weaving centre. The floor of the Grand Mosque is covered by some of the city’s finest works, donated by the faithful. They are made of either wool or silk and belong to a millennia-old tradition that originated with the indigenous Amazigh people with latter-day Turkish influences. For those interested in buying one, try the Société Tapis Allani, which displays both old and new carpets in the 18th-century residence of the former pasha of Kairouan.


ROMAN NORTH AFRICA

At the apogee of Roman power in North Africa (1st to 4th century CE) there were some 600 cities spread from the Nile Valley to Morocco. It was the wealthiest province in the empire after Italy thanks to the cultivation of tons of grain, fruit and olive oil.

Even tiny towns like Thysdrus, now El Djem, were rich thanks to the olive oil trade. It’s why El Djem’s residents were able to build a colosseum only a fraction smaller than the one in Rome, seating 35,000 people.

Almost perfectly preserved, it is a surreal sight rising from the sea of olive trees that surround it. The archaeological museum showcases a collection of mosaics.



MahdiaTIME FROM TUNIS: 2 hrs 30 mins [image: jpg]

An interlude in sardine city

Occupying a narrow peninsula jutting out into the Mediterranean, Mahdia is blessed with a lovely setting and whitewashed medina, which spreads the length of the peninsula to Cap d’Afrique, where you’ll find a clifftop cemetery and the 16th-century Borj El Kebir. A long sandy beach unfurls to the north of town.

It makes for a charming day trip from Sousse or Sfax. Outdoor cafes shaded by vines offer the perfect perch to contemplate the ornate arched doorway and octagonal minaret of the Great Mosque of Mustapha Hamza, built in 1772. There’s also the small Musée de Mahdia with mosaics and gold coins from El Djem; and the cobbled alleys are dotted with weaving workshops where artisans loom striped silk wedding fabrics and futas (towels). The other reason to come here is that this is Tunisia’s second-largest fishing port and lunch at Le Lido or Restaurant Darna are worth the trip alone.

SfaxTIME FROM TUNIS: 3 hrs [image: jpg]

Souq shopping with locals

Working-class Sfax is Tunisia’s second city and the one place on the coast that doesn’t depend on tourism. As such, it’s a great place to experience unfiltered contemporary Tunisian life. Its 1200-year-old medina isn’t a piece of heritage to be admired, but a living organism full of souqs where artisans ply their trades and also sell useful everyday items. Drink mint tea at Café Kemour, visit the 17th-century house Musée Dar Jellouli, which showcases traditional clothes and jewellery, and eat hearty plates of homecooked food at Dar Bellaaj, Abid Saffoud and Chouaib Le Pêcheur.

Sleeping & Eating on the Islands: Our Picks

Dar Bibine: A traditional house renovated in a chic style with a dinky pool and sun-struck roof terraces in Djerba’s Er Riadh medina. $$$

Casa Mia: Direct access to Kerkennah’s Sidi Fredj Beach, great homecooked seafood and bright sunny rooms, make this an island paradise. $$$

Espace Echarfia: Beach restaurant set on the Kerkennah Islands. Serves the freshest seafood and transforms into an evening beach bar. $$

Brik Ishak: Located in Djerba’s Jewish Quarter, this iconic place is where to go for traditional fried brik stuffed with potato, egg, tuna and harissa. $

Sleeping on the Coast: Our Picks

La Badira: A stylish adults-only resort on a peninsula just north of Hammamet with a slick infinity pool and beach access. $$$

Dar Antonia: A 400-year-old house in Sousse medina with a murmuring fountain in the courtyard and a scenic roof terrace. $$$

Muses Hammamet: A stone farmhouse set in a huge garden 14km west of Hammamet. Has a pool, tennis courts and sauna. $$

Dar Salma: A Modernist villa in a quiet Sfaxian suburb 5km from the medina. Hosts will spoil you with delicious home cooking. $$


Djerba IslandTIME FROM TUNIS: 5 hrs 45 mins [image: jpg]

Discovering the perfect holiday island

For ancient Greek writers, Djerba was the Land of Lotus-Eaters, a place so lovely once you arrived it proved impossible to leave. Many returning holidaymakers agree, arriving every year like migrating birds to sequester themselves in comfy hotels on the beautiful Sidi Mahrès beach in the Zone Touristique. From here you can venture out to the village of Houmt Souk to see the excellent Traditional Heritage Museum and the Marché Centrale where you can shop for ceramics, straw hats, carpets and local honey before returning to lounge in the sun, bike along the beach or indulge in a myriad watersports activities.
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The other side of Djerba

Long isolated from the mainland, Djerba once harboured a significant Jewish community dating back to 586 BCE. These days, just a thousand remain, tending to Tunisia’s oldest synagogue, El Ghriba, in the village of Er Riadh. You’ll need to present your passport and pass through security to enter its lovely interior. The inner sanctuary with its elevated pulpit is Saïd to contain one of the oldest Torahs in the world. Every year, on the 33rd day after Passover, a pilgrimage takes place, during which the congregation carry the holy books through the streets of Er Riadh.


AN OPEN-AIR MEDINA GALLERY

In 2014, 150 artists from 30 countries descended on Er Riadh to collaborate on a street-art project coordinated by Mehdi Ben Cheikh, then director of Galerie Itinerrance, an urban art gallery in Paris.

The result was 250 murals covering the whitewashed walls of the medina. Rodolphe Cintorino installed a giant sign ‘The Hood’ at the entrance from where the project’s name – Djerbahood – sprang.

The djerbahood.com website has a downloadable map, but it’s easy to wander through the small medina spotting murals. Some images are purely artistic while others have political messages. Time has faded many of them, adding yet another artistic dimension.



Eating in Cap Bon: Our Picks

Slovenia: The Nabeul restaurant of TV chef Rafik Tlatli is the place to sample Tunisian food with Spanish and Asian influences. $$

Le Barberousse: Fine dining with spectacular sea views up on Hammamet’s ramparts. Order seafood, especially the langoustine pasta. $$$

El Mansourah: Tables set out on a rocky headland overlooking Kelibia’s beach make a perfect spot for seafood platters. $$$

Ristorante Bellariva dalla Lina: El Haouaria’s top Italian restaurant sits almost in sight of Sicily. Exceptional handmade tagliolini and more. $$




Tozeur & the South
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LANDSCAPES | ADVENTURE ACTIVITIES | DESERT CAMPING


Southern Tunisia is a place of stark, almost alien landscapes – making it the place of choice for George Lucas’ much-loved space opera Star Wars. Fans still flock here to see where Luke Skywalker lived, krayt dragons lurked and pods raced across the salt pans. Many of the sites are in the rugged Dahar Mountains around Tatouine and Medenine where abandoned Amazigh (Berber) villages cling to precipitous cliff edges. To survive the harsh climate they dug troglodyte homes and built ksour (fortified granaries) against marauding bandits.

To the south and west, the shifting sand dunes of the Grand Erg Oriental sand sea unfurl and disappear into Algeria. It is bounded to the north by Chott El Jerid, a glittering salt depression covered in gypsum crystals that looks like the surface of the moon. The oasis towns of Tozeur and Douz sit to the north and south of it, making prime oasis bases for adventurous explorations by camel or 4WD.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Palmeraie

SIGHTS

2Dar Charaït Museum

3Eden Palm Farm

4Ouled El Hadef

ACTIVITIES

5Au Coeur du Désert

6Calèches

7Sahara Lounge

TRANSPORT

8Tozeur-Nefta Airport




GETTING AROUND

Tunisair offers several flights a week to Tozeur-Nefta Airport. There are also trains to Tozeur Station from Tunis (nine hours), Gafsa (two hours) and Sfax (4.5 hours). Local buses and taxis serve Tunis, Sousse, Gafsa and Kairouan, and connect Tozeur with Douz skirting the Chott El Jerid salt pan.

If you want to explore, join a tour or hire your own car in Tozeur. Taxis are plentiful and cheap and are useful for getting between the town centres and the Zone Touristque.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The International Oasis Festival brings the town of Tozeur alive with storytelling, traditional music, dancing and camel and horse racing. It’s the largest cultural event in southern Tunisia.



Adventuring in the Desert Capital

Cycle, hike and ride a camel

Tozeur oasis is the desert’s true capital. It’s bounded by a lush 17-sq-km palmeraie (palm grove) which you can cycle around exploring date farms like Eden Palm farm. The medieval Ouled El Hadef medina is also interesting and is dotted with small museums, mosques and shrines. Otherwise, spend your days taking horse-drawn calèches in the palmeraie or zip-lining at Sahara Lounge. Near the Dar Charaït Museum you can hire quad bikes and ride out to the Chott el Jerid salt pan. Other 4WD or camel tours to dramatic Ong Jemal, the palm-filled gully of La Corbeille in Nefta, and the Amazigh (Berber) villages of Midès Chebika and Tamerza, which perch at the edge of hikeable canyons, can be arranged through your hotel or with Au Coeur du Desert.


Seeing Mirages on the Salt Pan

Driving through another dimension

A road trip from Kebili to Tozeur road across the Chott El Jerid salt pan is a journey not to be missed. At times, the wind-driven salt piles up into great drifts by the roadside, creating the impression that you’re driving through a snowfield. It is a scene of utter desolation – dry for most of the year, when the flat depression shimmers in the heat. Mirages are common, and you’ll likely see some strange visions.

Discover Douz in a Sea of Palms

Doorway to the Great Dunefield

Tiny Douz was the centre of the caravan trade for centuries. Now it is the last stop on the tourist trail before the vast sand sea of the Grand Erg Oriental. Embark on a 4WD or camel adventure with Sahha Sahara amid rust-red crescent dunes and camp beneath a star-dusted sky. On your return, enjoy Douz’s Thursday market where you can buy deglat nour (finger of light) dates, Douz shoes and camel-hair cloaks. In December, check out the Sahara Festival, which showcases camel and Saluki dog racing in the Place du Festival near the great dune.




Arriving

Most travellers arrive in Tunisia by air at Tunis Carthage or Hammamet Airport. The latter is a hub for European charter flights. Cruises and ferries dock at La Goulette port in Tunis. Ferries run from France, Sicily and mainland Italy. From Marseille it takes 22 hours, from Palermo it is 11 to 15 hours. It’s also possible to cross the border near Tabarka from Algeria.
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Hammamet | Dmitry Eagle Orlov/shutterstock ©

Air

Tunisia has a good network of regional and international connections from Europe, the Middle East and Africa, but not the Americas or Asia. They serve the country’s three main airports: Tunis-Carthage, Enfidha-Hammamet and Monastir Habib Bourguiba. Most Hammamet resorts offer airport transfers.

Boats & Ferries

Regular ferries connect Tunis with France and Italy with services run by four companies. Compagnie Tunisienne de Navigation (ctn.com.tn) goes to Marseille and Genoa, Corsica Linea (corsicalinea.com) also serves Marseille, and Grand Navi Veloci (gnv.it) and Grimaldi Lines (grimaldi-lines.com) head to Palermo.


Money
Currency: Tunisian dinar (DT)

CREDIT CARDS

In major towns and tourist areas credit cards can be used to pay for midrange and top-end accommodation, restaurants, car hire and in modern stores and shopping malls. Outside major centres you won’t be able to use them much.

CASH & ATMS

The Tunisian Dinar is a closed currency, which means it cannot be imported or exported. ATMs are available in most towns although they may charge a fee and some will limit withdrawals to 300DT. When you depart you’ll need to convert any remaining cash into hard currency. There is an illegal black market for exchange, but it isn’t worth the risk.

TIPPING

Tipping isn’t required, but it is appreciated in local restaurants and cafes and by guides. In restaurants they often provide a saucer for customers to contribute – 10% is normal.







Getting Around

Tunisia has an extensive and well-developed local transport network including buses, louages (shared taxis), trains and a few ferries to connect with offshore islands. Prices are very cheap and taxi fares are fixed. Just about anywhere that’s anywhere has daily connections with Tunis. Renting cars is also easy and international agencies are present at airports.


Car

Hiring a car is easy and driving means you can explore the countryside at your own pace. Avis, Europcar and Hertz can all be found at the airport, though it is cheaper to organise car hire through a tour agency. Fuel and tolls are very cheap. Police rarely stop tourists, but make sure you have your passport, licence and insurance to hand.

Internal Flights

Tunisair Express (tunisairexpress.net) offers a limited number of domestic flights from Tunis to Djerba, Tozeur, Sfax, Gafsa and Tabarka. However, once you’ve taken into account the amount of time it takes to get through the airport and the flight time, it’s almost always quicker to drive.

Trains

The Société Nationale des Chemins de Fer Tunisiens (sncft.com.tn) operates the rail network which isn’t extensive, but it’s efficient enough, cheap and comfortable. The best serviced route is the north–south line from Tunis to Sousse and Sfax.

Local Transport

Tunisia has an extensive and well-developed local transport network including buses, louages (shared taxis), trains and a few ferries to connect with offshore islands. Prices are very cheap and taxi fares are fixed. Just about anywhere that’s anywhere has daily connections with Tunis. Renting cars is also easy and international agencies are present at airports.

Light Rail

Tunis has an efficient light-rail network (TGM) connecting the city centre with the beach suburbs. There’s also an extensive network of regional buses run by the national company Société Nationale du Transport Rural et Interurbain (SNTRI; sntri.com.tn). They go everywhere are punctual, fast and frequent between cities.

Taxis

Taxis are very cheap and plentiful. A red light means they are available. Prices are fixed and most drivers use the meter. If you order a cab, the meter starts when the taxi sets off. Ride-hailing apps Bolt, Careem, Yassir and Heetch can also be used.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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50km/h in built-up areas; 90km/h on the open road; and 110 km/h on motorways.

[image: gif]

When turning left off major roads there is a special lane leading right, which loops back and crosses the road at right angles.








Benin
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VODUN TEMPLES AND INDIGENOUS ARCHITECTURE

Enter a country teeming with long-held traditions, highly-revered shrines and centuries of royal history.
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Late 2022 saw the unveiling of the city of Cotonou’s 30m bronze-coated Amazon Statue – erected in homage to the world’s only all-female army. It’s been a hit since then, and it’s not just locals who throng to this piece of artistic brilliance; international tourists flock to it, too, everyone clustering around its base, smiling and posing for selfies from dawn to dusk.

But long before this shiny statue became a tourist magnet, Benin was already a pilgrimage destination, claiming the status of West Africa’s Vodun capital, and attracting thousands of travellers to the annual Vodun Festival (rebranded in 2024 to Vodun Days), an event that doubles as a celebration of the country’s ancestral deities and a memorial to the millions of lives lost to the transatlantic slave trade.

Benin is a country that has started to invest in its heritage assets. After all, it has to shore up its credentials as the hub of African spirituality and indigenous religion. The Vodun temples, Zangbeto shrines, sacred forests and ancient palaces that dot the landscape are getting a facelift, while an international museum dedicated to all things Vodun is scheduled to open in 2025 in Porto Novo, Benin’s administrative capital. The fact that the country boasts three of West Africa’s pre-colonial kingdoms – Abomey, Porto-Novo and Ouidah – is only an added advantage.
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Entrance, Sacred Forest of Kpassè | Kulttuurinavigaattori/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0


THE MAIN AREAS

PORTO-NOVO

Temples and Afro–Brazillian architecture.

ABOMEY

Palaces and royal history.




Find Your Way

Many of the touristy things you’ll want to see and do in Benin are a motorbike ride or taxi drop-off away. On average, distances between the country’s coastal towns and cities can be covered in an hour’s drive.
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Plan Your Time

A good chunk of the things you’ll likely want to see or do in Benin will be in the country’s southern half. But if you’re open to adventure, there are also many treasures up north.
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Royal Palaces of Abomey | HomoCosmicos/getty images ©


Pressed for Time

Start in Ouidah at the Python Temple. The Sacred Forest of Kpassè should be your next stop, followed by a visit to the slavery sites, including the Gate of No Return. Devote day two to the sculptures of Cotonou, beginning with the Amazon Statue. Spend the afternoon on Fidjrossé Beach. On day three, arrange a relaxing boat ride on Porto-Novo’s Black River.




A Week of Adventure

Start in Natitingou at the Musée Régional de Natitingou. Walk through the Marché de Natitingou and stop at the Musée Kaba. Travel south to Dassa-Zoume to hike to the Ogou Shrine. Next are Abomey’s Royal Palaces and 300 years of history. Then, hit Ouidah to visit the Gate of No Return. Finish your week at Porto-Novo’s Musée Honmé.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY

Vodun Days, the most significant event in Benin’s cultural calendar, is held in Ouidah on 10 January.

APRIL

Ouidah’s Festival of Dance booms in April, during the early rainy season; expect slightly warmer conditions.

AUGUST

Porto-Novo Festival runs the second week of August. It’s the ‘coldest’ month, with temperatures of 28°C.

DECEMBER

Ouidah International Carnival is held during the Christmas season. The weather is hot and dry, around 35°C.




Porto-Novo
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VODUN TEMPLES | ARCHITECTURE | ANCIENT TRADITIONS


Porto-Novo, Benin’s administrative capital, is elegantly old, and this is clear as you walk through its streets paved with interlocking stones, or as you gaze at the dynastic compounds of bungalow buildings in the city’s various quarters – home to the same generations of families stretching back four centuries. You’ll also notice evidence of later architectural influences – Portuguese, Brazilian and French – in the lagoon-side one-storey buildings.

Vodun temples and Zangbeto shrines are everywhere, too – in public spaces and residential quarters. Their presence is constant spiritual companionship to the people, young and old, of Porto-Novo. Though the temples and shrines fell into disrepair, they are now being renovated into gleaming structures.

When the Gouns arrived here in the 17th century, they instituted a 200-year kingship. A slice of the kingdom’s history is preserved inside the Palais Royal Honmé, now the Musée Honmé, which tells the story of the daily routines of the 25 kings who ruled from it.
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SIGHTS

1Jardin des Plantes et de la Nature

2Musée Honmé

EATING

3ART Residence

4Espace Coin Gourmand

5Pink Gate Restaurant




GETTING AROUND

Porto-Novo hums with the sounds of motorbike taxis, which ferry residents around the Beninoise administrative capital. Riders usually beep once or twice to get passengers’ attention by the roadside; that’s your cue to know they’re available.

Private taxis like Assimihoun Hofo (based in the Catchi area) offer intra- and inter-city services for a negotiable hourly or daily rate.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If the Black River in Porto-Novo’s Adjarra is on your to-do list, make the trip on a market day. Check with your guide first, or look at local calendars, to see which day that is. The square comes alive just before dawn, and traders from different towns come to sell farm produce.



Visit the Home of Benin’s Kings

The Musée Honmé

Take a tour of the royal-palace-turned-museum of Musée Honmé, located right by the lagoon, to get a glimpse of Benin’s rich history and see how Porto-Novo’s kings lived during their reign. Twenty-five monarchs lived here between 1688 and 1976. From the former royal palace’s meeting and ‘power’ rooms to the dining and relaxation areas, visitors can walk through numerous interconnecting doors, corridors and courts to learn what purposes they served. While most of the kings are buried in an area out of bounds to the public, six are buried within the palace, and a locked black door marks the place where the last occupant took his own life. The palace opens to a large court, where the newly crowned kings typically met their subjects for the first time after the necessary 27 days in seclusion. Entrance fees should be paid at the door, and guides are also available to hire from here.

Sail the Serene Black River

A silent, soothing drift

To really chill out, go on a morning boat ride on a pirogue (traditional wooden canoe) along the calm Black River, where you’ll be surrounded by towering raffia palms and a palpable silence, broken only by the sound of the boatman’s paddle dipping gently in the river, creating ripples and moving you slowly forward. Notice the fish bobbing around you, the floating lilies and the song of the birds. Spot the occasional monkey in the trees, and count the bearing containers (for palm-wine tapping) that are tied to the trunks. The rides, which begin at the headwater down the rough road from Marché Adjarra, typically last half an hour. They finish at the nearby town of Avranku, where you’ll meet families weaving baskets and brewing local gin. For a reputable local guide, contact Augustine Houenou: (+229 97 05 19 45).


ONE GOD, MANY DIVINITIES

As an indigenous religion and belief system, Vodun permeates every aspect of life in Benin.

Adherents carry it on their person (through Vodun dolls and facial tattoos), and you’ll find pointers to it in many homes and ancestral compounds.

Practitioners, who have to pass through an induction process, pray and offer sacrifices to the creator through a multitude of divinities believed to have various qualities, including Tolegba (the god of fertility and protection), Sakpata (the god of smallpox), Heviosso (the god of thunder) and Yemoja (the water spirit and goddess of fertility and riches).

Central to this is the Ifa/Fa, a centuries-old divination system used by Vodun priests, who are consulted for guidance.



Hear the Call of Nature

Wander through medicinal trees

A walk through Jardin des Plantes et de la Nature is worth the time, not just because of the medicinal and aromatic trees protected within its walls but also because of the history and culture it preserves: centuries ago, this forest was where people condemned to death were executed (by hanging from an iroko tree). A giant cola tree, where local priests would sit to consult Ifa, the divination oracle, stands inches from the spot.

Don’t end your experience here: return to the ticketing booth, which is within the open-air plant museum. The in-house restaurant serves simple everyday meals like couscous and rice. While you wait to be served, stroll around the garden and read the name tags on the trees. Contact Benin Todji Tours (+229 97 54 73 97; @benintodji_tours) for a recommended local guide.
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Iroko tree, Jardin des Plantes et de la Nature | Okouneva olga/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©

Eating in Porto Novo: Our Picks

Pink Gate Restaurant: This spot serves tchep, a special form of jollof (rice and vegetables with meat or fish) on Fridays. It sells out fast, so come early. $

ART Residence: A fine setting for breakfast, enjoy terrace dining and see the cityscape from your perch on the 3rd floor. $$

Espace Coin Gourmand: This is a decent restaurant that serves local delicacies like attieke (steamed rice with beans). $

Chez Houssou: Located at the Marché Adjarra, and known for its grilled pork, this spot is thronged by locals and tourists heading to the Black River. $




Beyond Porto-Novo
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From one laid-back coastal city to the next, you’ll be immersed in tales of history, spirituality and Vodun culture.


Travelling Benin’s coastal cities is fun and stress-free. In Cotonou, Benin’s largest city, and just 45 minutes from Porto-Novo, it’s hard not to be charmed by the easy-goingatmosphere of its tree-lined boulevards and beaches. The port city’s famous landmarks, from the Amazon Statue to the visual spectacle of the graffiti wall – the longest in Africa – add vibrance and colour to the cityscape.

Some 40km to the west of Cotonou lies Ouidah, the former slave port and spiritual centre of Benin’s Vodun religion. You’ll immediately notice that you’re entering an ancient town, with its Python Temple, sacred forests, shrines and markers of its turbulent history in the transatlantic slave trade.


Places

Cotonou

Ouidah




GETTING AROUND

Like Porto-Novo, motorbike taxis crowd the roads of Cotonou and Ouidah. You’ll easily spot the riders in bright yellow (Cotonou) and green (Ouidah) uniforms.

Cabs and taxis shuttle between both cities, from Cotonou’s Étoile Rouge roundabout and St Michel (a market and transport hub). Nonvi Voyage Plus also has a fleet of comfortable air-conditioned buses that frequently shuttle back and forth between Porto-Novo and Cotonou from stations in both cities.

Cotonou’s Boulevard de la Marina and Ouidah’s ancient streets are pleasantly walkable.



CotonouTIME FROM PORTO-NOVO: 45 MINS [image: jpg]

Pay homage to a female army

Cotonou’s Amazon Statue is the centrepiece of the port city’s attractions. The 30m bronze-coated statue in the Esplanade des Amazones, created by Chinese sculptor Li Xiangquin, is a contemporary rendering of a key piece of Benin’s turbulent past.

The Amazons, the subject of Hollywood’s 2022 movie, The Woman King, were part of the royal household of the Kingdom of Dahomey, founded in the early 17th century. Known within palace walls as ahosi (king’s wives), they hunted game for the ruler; over time, they became his bodyguards, living in an exclusive part of the palace (which has been preserved). By the 1840s, the ahosi numbered up to 12,000 warriors. During annual war expeditions, they wore tunics and fought with bayonets, bows and arrows.

 

Visit Africa’s longest graffiti wall

Walk along the Graffiti Wall – the longest in Africa – and note the diverse representations of Benin’s culture, history and worldview – the graffiti art includes depictions of architecture, royalty, masks and masquerades by over 40 artists from different countries in Africa.

Working solo or with a team of assistants, participating artists also painted market scenes, local landscapes, wildlife and ritual ceremonies. Stand-out works on the stretch include Dominique Zinkpe’s insignias of past kings of the Kingdom of Dahomey and Eduardo Kobra’s piece on religious harmony, titled Coexistence. The artists didn’t focus only on the past and present; they also looked into the future, too: one of the frescos reimagines the ahosi as astronauts.

Started as a project of the Effet Graff festival in early 2022, the wall remains a work in progress as more artists add to this colourful concrete canvas – a whopping 940m long.


MONUMENTS & MEMORIALS

The French gained a foothold in Dahomey in the 1860s when they claimed Porto-Novo as a protectorate. By the early 1890s, after several bloody clashes with the local army, the kingdom became a French colony, with the then-king, Béhanzin, deported to Martinique.

Dotted throughout Benin are sculptures and statues depicting the heroes of the resistance to French rule.

One such sculpture is that of a mighty warrior charging on a horse, welcoming travellers to Cotonou Airport. The warrior is Bio Guera, a hero of the resistance, who was designated a national hero in 1975.

Look out for more monuments to Benin’s historical figures, including King Behazin in Abomey, King Toffa in Porto-Novo and the warrior chief Kaba in Natitingou.



Local life at Fidjirossé Beach

Take an early-morning walk at the pretty stretch of sand at Fidjirossé Beach, which is surrounded by young coconut-palm plantations, and see local life in all its variations: watch fishermen pile onto dugout canoes and sail away on the ocean for their day’s work; watch them return just before dusk with their catch to sell to waiting buyers; on weekend mornings, spot the residents keeping fit by getting their aerobics game on; or dare to take part in the epic six-a-side football matches. The handful of cuvettes (small bars) here provides great daytime snacking, and come evening time, the beach morphs into a night-long party with music playing non-stop; whatever your idea of fun is, you’ll find it at the many bars, clubs and restaurants lining the shore. Like many on this stretch, the Family Beach and Bar Moss Club are fun hangouts.

OuidahTIME FROM PORTO NOVO: 90 MINS [image: jpg]

Meet the python people

The Python Temple is the most visited site in Ouidah and a major attraction during the annual Vodun Days in January. Twice a week, priests pray and perform rituals at the 300-year-old shrine, which is dedicated to worshipping the sacred royal python, Dangbe. Tours here last roughly 30 minutes, and tickets, obtained at the gate, cost 2000F.

Worshippers, identified by distinct scarification marks on their faces, believe that these reptiles once protected the crops of their ancestors. The rituals are open to the public, and visitors can watch, while non-initiates may offer prayers at the shrine.

The tour ends with a stop at the hut housing a dozen or so pythons. In keeping with long-held traditions, the temple is purified every seven years.

 

Visit a sacred forest

The Sacred Forest of Kpassè is named after Ouidah’s founder, King Kpassè, the 16th-century ruler of the African kingdom of Whydah. Legend has it that the king disappeared in this forest and was never seen again, but an iroko tree rose from where his body once stood. Today, priests perform ritual sacrifices at this spot on market days, while locals frequently visit to pray and worship.

As a visitor, you may touch the trunk of the iroko tree, which is wrapped in white cloth, and pray there, too, but make sure to leave a token in the bowl afterwards. A walk around the forest takes you on a near-circular route of the sculptural representations of the various divinities of the Vodun faith, including Heviosu (the thunder god), Djiklonto (the rain god) and Sakpata (the earth god). Africa Dahoney Tourism (@africadahomeytourism) gives tours of Ouidah and of the forest.
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Python Temple | iamdrissben/shutterStock ©

The route of slavery

By the mid-17th century, Ouidah had become a significant port for enslaved people, who were exploited, traded and sold by merchants here. Officials appointed by the king often assisted in this exploitation.

While some of the structures associated with the trade are being renovated, you can still take a guided walk on the route enslaved people would have taken – the Route des Esclaves. The route begins at Place Chacha, where they were auctioned and exchanged. The Branding Room is the next stop, where they were branded so as to be identified by their owners; most were then imprisoned in the Darkness Room, where they were held without food and water, sometimes for weeks; the last stop, before being marched to shore and loaded onto the waiting ships, was the Tree of Forgetfulness, which they were forced to walk around numerous times so that they would ‘forget’ their previous lives. The route ends where the magnificent Gate of No Return now stands.


ATLANTIC VIEWS

Ouidah was once at the heart of the transatlantic slave trade. By the last decade of the 17th century, it had attracted the presence of European slave-traders who built forts within easy reach of the Atlantic Ocean, with the French and Portuguese forts still standing.

By 1680, over 15,000 enslaved people were being shipped from these shores annually. By the mid-19th century, the town had processed three million enslaved people.

After the Europeans left the scene, they were replaced by Afro–Brazilian returnees, the most notable of whom was Francisco Felix De Souza, who arrived in Ouidah in the 1780s. King Ghézo (1818–58) appointed him a slave broker, supervising transactions at Place Chacha, where his house still stands.



Eating & Drinking in Ouidah: Our Picks

Alozo Terrasse: On the upper floor of an Afro–Brazilian building, and serving sandwiches and seafood. Offers views of Ouidah’s basilica. $$

Coeur D’Ife: In-house specialities include agbeli (corn and cassava meal) and catfish pepper soup. The furniture and décor are mostly upcycled. $$

Resto Miwa City: One of the go-to bars in town, it’s a thrill to sit upstairs and sip a beer into the small hours.

DDF: A short walk from MIWA City, this spot has a lively and party-fuelled atmosphere, with a DJ who knows the drill.




Abomey
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ROYAL HISTORY | INDIGENOUS ARCHITECTURE | SLAVE HISTORY


Abomey’s 300-year-old history as a pre-colonial kingdom is a story of warrior kings, sibling rivalry, palace coups and rituals. It also has a turbulent past, as a significant port town for the transatlantic slave trade.

As one academic rightly put it, in Abomey, the past is not dead, and a remarkable remnant of that past has been preserved – in the form of royal objects, art, architecture and graves – in the 47-hectare compound of the Royal Palaces of Abomey, home to over a dozen kings. A towering statue of King Béhanzin, the last royal to occupy the throne, welcomes you to Place Goho, the city’s expansive public park. Like most other settlements in West Africa, Abomey is also a migration story, with its kings and their subjects moving here some time in the mid-17th century. So, as you explore Abomey’s streets, witness the shrines and private palaces still alive with traditions, and notice the ancestral compounds planted centuries ago, where the descendants of Abomey’s earliest settlers still live.
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SIGHTS

1Musée Historique d’Abomey

2Royal Palaces of Abomey

EATING

3Cafe Royal

4Central Club

5LP Gbedossou

6New City Bar & Restaurant

SHOPPING

7Gbedagba Market




GETTING AROUND

Abomey has a few major highways, but its small communities are mostly linked by unpaved streets. Like most cities here, locals depend on privately-owned motorbikes to get around. Riders on motorbike taxis wear blazing orange overalls.

You can walk from the Royal Palace complex to historic shrines, temples and ancestral family compounds. Place Goho forks into two paved roads – lined with African mahogany – that make for perfect walking routes.




[image: ] TOP TIP

At King Agonglo’s (1790–97) private palace, in the Gbecon quarter of Abomey, keep an eye out for the king’s descendants, who carry on the kingdom’s centuries-old cloth-weaving tradition.



Experience the Royal Palaces of Abomey

The seat of kings

It was customary for every new king of Abomey to build his palace once he’d been installed. So when you arrive at the Royal Palaces of Abomey, you’ll be met by a sprawling reddish-brown complex of interconnected palaces, constructed over three centuries and spread across 47 hectares of land. The palaces of King Ghézo and his son Glélé now serve as the Musée Historique d’Abomey.

It takes about two hours to walk the sandy paths through the publicly accessible sections of the complex, including courtyards, royal tombs, spiritual sites, a cooking area, and meeting and waiting rooms.


In the distance, you’ll glimpse the fenced quarters of the Dahomey Amazon warriors (one of whom is depicted in the Amazon Statue in Cotonou). Museum staff take turns guiding visitors around for a nominal fee.

Birds of a Feather

The ritual dispensary

Where there is Vodun, there is a fetish market. You’ll find it in Abomey at the Gbedagba Market in the Djegbe district, where the smell of decaying carcasses lets you know you’ve arrived. Open daily until dusk, this is where locals seeking healing and answers to their prayers go to fetch dead, dried and living wildlife for various concoctions, as prescribed by their priests. Most of the animals here are displayed on the floor, and others on raised platforms. Traders here also sell ready-made charms for love, luck and protection.


ALL THE KING’S MEN (AND WOMEN)

At the height of its might, the Kingdom of Dahomey had almost 300 officials reporting to the king through well-defined official channels. The king presided over a vast region and needed loyal ‘lieutenants’ everywhere (aka spies, brokers, viceroys, and heads of provinces, districts, villages and wards).

The most powerful members of the king’s cabinet were the Migan and Meu, who took care of non-royal and royal affairs respectively. There was also a palace administrator, and a minister for agriculture, among others.

As many as 4000 people, primarily women, lived with the king in the palace complex, which also had an administrative body. Queen mothers and elderly princesses played important roles in this system and often supervised ritual ceremonies and the construction of royal tombs.



Inside a Pottery Verse

Vessels of the gods

Clay pots are essential items in the Vodun faith. They are produced in different shapes and sizes and serve different purposes during ceremonies. For instance, what is required for a Sakpata (the divinity of the earth) ritual may not be suitable for a Heviosu (the divinity of justice) ritual. The Pottery Museum at Bohicon (a 15-minute motorbike ride from Abomey) displays dozens of them, providing insights into their various uses.
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Vodun pottery | Fabian Plock/shutterstock ©

Eating in Abomey: Our Picks

New City Bar & Restaurant: Open-air bar and restaurant by Place Goho. It’s a spectacle at night, with music from an onsite DJ. $

LP Gbedossou: This roadside spot serves akassa (corn meal), agoun (pounded yam), aloko (fried plantain) and chicken soup. $

Cafe Royal: This small space serves sausages, croissants, tea and coffee; perfect for a quick fix on the go. $

Central Club: This is a quiet spot where you can order the regulars like spaghetti and attieke (steamed rice with beans). $




Beyond Abomey
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Prepare to be impressed by the rich traditions of Benin’s northern region, as well as some of the most remarkable tales of anti-colonial struggles of the 20th century.


Travelling northwards from Abomey, you’re headed towards regions of dense forests, plateaus and hills. This part of Benin is populated by the Bariba, Somba, Peul and Fulani people, who are chiefly farmers and nomads. On the expressway, vendors will rush at you with bowls and trays of palm oil, plantains, bananas and pineapples, which the country grows in surplus. Further ahead, around Dassa-Zoume, garri and tapioca (by-products of cassava processing and staple foods among the locals) dominate both sides of the road.

You’ll also come across numerous physical reminders of French colonial rule, including disused railway stations and colonial-era buildings. One of these is a one-storey house built in 1914, which houses the Natitingou Regional Museum.


Places

Dassa-Zoume

Natitingou




GETTING AROUND

Luxury buses travel daily between Cotonou and the cities of the northern region. Baobab Express runs three daily departures (8am, 2pm, 8pm) from the Gros Portier station in Natitingou.

ITT and La Poste have two departures (8am and 8pm). Within the region, a combination of motorbike taxis and cabs will take you to any town or village. If you’re in a group, you can rent minibuses and 4WDs, depending on your group size.



Dassa-ZoumeTIME FROM ABOMEY: 2 HRS [image: jpg]

Rock of deities

The first settlers at Dassa-Zoume were Yoruba migrants who were fleeing the multiple wars resulting from the collapse of the Oyo Empire of West Africa in the 19th century. They made their homes in the hilltops of Dassa-Zoume, protected from subsequent raids by hunter–warrior families and a coven of orisas (divine spirits); the most venerated today is Ogou, the thunder god, whose Ogou Shrine is located in a special place among the rocks and opens for sacrifices every five days. Your hike to this spot begins at the foot of the hills (in the Agbegbe district), past the homes of worshippers and the various shrines of Esu, Ibeji, Sopona and other orisas.

Halfway through the hike, you’ll have a moment to rest at a cave where ancient elders and hunters met to make important decisions about the community’s affairs.

For a guided hike of these majestic hills, contact Okry Adjadja (adjadjabinich@gmail.com; @okrytourbenin).

 

Legend of the snake king

When members of the royal family die, they’re interred in Igbo Nla, Dassa-Zoume’s sacred 65-hectare forest, after rituals have been performed on their bodies at the old hilltop palace of Palais Yaka. Legend has it that the town’s fourth king, Ogudu, disappeared into this forest and was never seen again. The sculptural representation at the entrance of the forest, where an orisa stands sentry, shows a head with the body of a snake. Throughout the year, the forest is the site of many ritual prayers and ceremonies based on Ifa divination. No evil thoughts are entertained; any requests made of the gods here must be for the good of humanity.


THINGS FALL APART

The gradual takeover of Benin began from its southern region in the 1880s, when King Toffa I of Porto-Novo asked the French to protect him from the overbearing Dahomey Kingdom. By 1890, after fierce clashes between Dahomeans and a regiment put together by the French, Dahomey ceded control of Cotonou and Ouidah to the colonisers.

Dahomey, whose monarch was the descendant of seven generations of warrior kings, would battle the French again in 1892. After 18 months of fighting, King Béhanzin – with thousands of supporters dead – surrendered. The kingdom was then absorbed info the fledgling French West Africa, thus beginning its status as a colony – a status that would last seven decades, ending after it gained independence in 1960.



NatitingouTIME FROM ABOMEY: 7 HRS [image: jpg]

A rich & varied museum

The Musée Régional de Natitingou is an excellent introduction to the pre-colonial practices of the people in Benin’s north-eastern Atakora region. Four rooms on the upper floor showcase everyday and ceremonial practices (including circumcision and gender-defined burial rituals). However, the gem in this building is on the ground floor, where wooden heads display the different facial markings of the various ethnic groups in the region. Your visit here will also be enriched by a long line of kiosks packed with arts and crafts, and the Maguz Galerie, which is overflowing with found objects. When you’re done looking around, you may want to settle down for a serving of tchouktou, the local alcoholic beverage.

 

Rebels and refugees

Between 1914 and 1917, as the French prepared to take charge of the Kingdom of Dahomey (now Benin), some communities in the northern region, led by Kaba – a warrior–chief – banded together and fought against the occupation of their territory. Operating from caves and camps, and relying on poisoned arrows and other locally crafted weapons, they were eventually routed by the superior firepower of the French army. The story of that episode is told – with archival records – at the Musée Kaba, housed in four galleries atop a traffic circle at the entrance to the city of Natitingou.

 

A bustling market

Walking into the Marché de Natitingou, you’ll immediately notice the long stretch of basins filled with mounds of grain, including millet, corn, soybeans, beans, sorghum and rice. Further along, on the paved sidewalk and in the stalls, traders sell vegetables, meat, cooking oils, fish and various household items. Itinerant vendors weave through the early-morning crowd, their wares balanced on their heads or arranged in wheelbarrows. It’s open daily but is fuller (and more vibrant) on market days.




Arriving & Getting Around

Benin’s international airport is Cotonou Cadjehoun International Airport, and this is where most travellers to the country arrive. You’ll be able to arrange for a taxi inside the terminal without fuss. A new airport is being built at Parakou, in the northern region of the country, but it’s not yet operational.
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Motorbike taxi | Emily-Jane Proudfoot/Shutterstock ©

Benin by Road

A sizeable number of visitors to Benin arrive and leave by road, through the land borders with Togo (at Hilakondji) or Nigeria (at Seme). Processing time through immigration and customs checks is generally quite short.

Motorbike Taxis

Motorbike taxis are the kings of the road in Benin, and they run all day and late into the night. A new law requires riders and passengers to wear helmets; if you’ll be in Benin for a while, do as the locals do and buy your own.

Driving Essentials

Roads in towns and cities are paved. There is respect for traffic lights here. Officials at roundabouts ensure the smooth flow of traffic


Money
Currency: CFA Franc (XOF)

MOBILE MONEY

While cash is the language of everyday transactions, a lot of business is also done with mobile money transfers, accepted at a number of hotels and restaurants (only the big supermarkets accept debit cards). You can set up a mobile money account when you buy a SIM.

GET CHANGE

While the 500 and 1000 notes will get you through many everyday transactions, be sure to always have some coins (a couple of 100F, at least) on you to pay for transport. They’ll be useful when you take a motorbike or tricycle, or when you get the munchies and need some street snacks.

TIPPING

Most restaurants in Benin are staffed with young, courteous and professional waiters who don’t earn much. There are no explicit rules on tipping, but a 1000F tip could mean a lot to service staff.








Burkina Faso
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A wonderful country at war with itself

Burkina Faso used to be the little country that could. Landlocked, with few natural resources, it was nonetheless a stable place that travellers loved to visit.
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Bobo-Dioulasso | BILDAGENTUR ZOONAR GMBH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sadly, that stability masked high levels of political control and corruption. In 2014, President Blaise Compaoré, who had ruled Burkina Faso since 1987, was overthrown after popular protests. Any chance democracy had of taking root was scuppered by military takeovers and an Islamist insurgency that spilled over from neighbouring Mali and Niger, and which now consumes much of the country’s north. Burkina Faso remains off-limits to travellers.

Burkina Faso is in deep trouble, and it’s a story that began in earnest in 2014, the year in which the people drove President Compaoré from power. The wave of optimism didn’t last long. Despite a period of democratic government, the military was never far away. Throughout these years, a vicious insurgency by Islamist groups created a climate of fear – terrorist attacks in Ouagadougou from 2016 to 2018 brought the conflict to the country’s heartland, and it has since taken over the north and east of the country.

Under the circumstances, it was remarkable that the democratically elected president, Roch Marc Christian Kaboré, was able to hold on to power from 2015 until January 2022. When he was overthrown, Burkina Faso’s new military overlords acknowledged that Islamists controlled roughly half of the country’s territory.

At the time of writing, the president was Captain Ibrahim Traoré, who had staged a military coup against Lieutenant-Colonel Paul-Henri Sandaogo Damiba, who had himself come to power in the 2022 coup. According to a charter signed by Lt-Col Damiba in March 2022, the transition back to democracy would take place by March 2025, but no one is holding their breath.

In the meantime, much of the country remains beyond the government’s control, and massacres in villages in the country’s north and east continue to occur. Elsewhere, human rights groups have also accused government forces of massacres (against villages alleged to have provided support to the Islamists) and violent political crackdowns against opponents.
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FAST FACTS

Area 274,200 sq km

Capital Ouagadougou

Currency West African Franc (CFA)

Population 22.49 million

Languages French (official), Moré, Dioula

Religions Muslim (63.8%), Roman Catholic (20.1%), Animiste (9%), Protestant (6.2%)

Time GMT/UTC



 

The Road to Independence

Burkina Faso’s history as we know it today began to take shape in the 13th century when the Mossi (who now make up just over half of the country’s population) began migrating into what we now know as Burkina Faso. They established the first Mossi kingdom (where Ouagadougou now stands), and they ruled over the country from a series of smaller outposts spread throughout the their territory. The Mossi ran highly organised states, complete with ministers, courts and a cavalry known for its devastating attacks on Mali’s Muslim empire.

During the 19th century, even the well prepared Mossi were no match for French military firepower, and the French swept Burkina Faso up as part of their broader colonial ambitions. In the beginning, France folded the lands controlled by the Mossi into the vast Colonie du Haut Sénégal et Niger (Colony of Upper Senegal and Niger). Having seized control, the French proceeded to run the Mossi kingdoms from afar, with their rule alternating between oppression and neglect. In 1919, the region, still a backwater in the French worldview, became a separate colony called Haute Volta (Upper Volta).

As was the case throughout Africa at the time, resistance grew among the Burkinabé, although many local soldiers fought and died for France during WWII. In 1958, Upper Volta became an autonomous French republic, but it didn’t last long – as it won its independence in 1960.
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Independence & Thomas Sankara

The early years of independence were troubled. The combination of historical neglect, a tiny economy dependent on France and the colonial government’s failure to educate the population and train a local political class left the country unprepared for self-government. In the first 23 years as an independent country, there were six coups and counter-coups, and regardless of who resided in the presidential palace, the real power lay with the military.

One of these coups, in 1983, brought to power Captain Thomas Sankara, a young, charismatic and ambitious left-wing military star. It’s difficult to overstate the importance of ‘Thom Sank’, as he became known. He came to power at a time when the ageing, independence-era, elite African leaders had been largely discredited. Thomas Sankara was a different kind of leader, and became known as ‘Africa’s Che Guevara’, a reference both to his radical policies and his cosy relationship with Cuba’s Fidel Castro.

From the beginning, Sankara did things differently to any other African leader. In a bid to stamp out excess, he made the modest Renault 5 the official car of the president and his ministers; he cut government salaries by 25%; and, in 1985, he dismissed most of his cabinet and sent them to work on agricultural cooperatives. He recognised the power of symbols: he changed the country’s name to Burkina Faso (meaning ‘Land of the Incorruptible’). And blitz campaigns were his trademark.

In one 15-day marathon, for example, his government vaccinated 60% of Burkina Faso’s children against measles, meningitis and yellow fever. The government also sent representatives from each village for training as front-line paramedics. Between 1983 and 1986, more than 350 communities built schools with their own labour, and the education of school-age children increased by 33%. He was also a leading advocate for women’s rights.

But Thom Sank’s policies made powerful enemies – he called rich people ‘thieves’, ordered that all rents be handed over to the government and railed against colonial policies in Africa. In late 1987, a group of junior officers (led by one Blaise Compaoré) seized power, and Sankara was killed.


BURKINA FASO HIGHLIGHTS

Please note that all of the following attractions are currently off-limits.

Sindou Peaks Other-worldly rock formations in Burkina’s lush southwest.

Tiébélé Vibrantly painted Kassena houses in a delightful village setting.

Bobo-Dioulasso A famous market, beautiful mosque and great live music.

Réserve de Nazinga Elephants, crocodiles and antelope close to Ouagadougou.

Gorom Gorom A diverse and colourful weekly market.

Ouagadougou Markets, museums and food.

FESPACO Africa’s finest (biennial) film festival, going strong since 1969.



 

The Compaoré Years

Burkina Faso’s new president, Captain Blaise Compaoré, had to walk a fine line. The late Thomas Sankara retained huge popularity among rank-and-file Burkinabé, and Compaoré had himself risen to power as a friend and co-revolutionary to the man he had ordered killed. Backed by the French, who still retained significant influence across Francophone West Africa, President Compaoré built his own power base and made sure that he looked after the military so as to keep them on his side.

With a new push for democracy taking hold across the region, Burkina Faso held elections in 1991. Compaoré ended up being the sole candidate and won in a landslide. The main opposition figure, Clément Ouédraogo, turned up dead a few weeks later. With the opposition eviscerated, Compaoré was able to largely rule unopposed, winning elections by wide margins in 1998, 2005 and 2010. By 2013, popular opinion had turned against Compaoré, and demonstrations ensued when he tried to extend his rule. The military seized power in October 2014 and ran elections the following year.

 

Culture: People & Religion

As is true of so many West African nations, Burkina Faso is incredibly diverse – among a population of 22.49 million, you’ll find around 60 different ethnic groups. And with 52% of the population being Mossi, the remaining 48% is even more varied. Among the larger and more historically significant groups are the Bobo, Senoufo, Lobi and Gourounsi in the south, and the Hausa, Fula (also called Fulani or Peulh), Gourma, Bella and Tuareg in the Sahel regions of the north and east.

Burkina Faso has one of the world’s fastest-growing populations, with an annual growth rate of 2.46% in 2023 – if a population grows by 3% annually, it will double every 20 years. Burkina’s largest cities are Ouagadougou (population 2.4million) and Bobo-Dioulasso (1.1 million), but around 75% of Burkinabé live in rural areas.

When it comes to religion, an old local joke argues that 50% of Burkinabés are Muslim, 50% are Christian – and 100% are animist. While figures are closer to 63.8% (Muslims) and 26.3% (Christians, including Catholics and Protestants), the meaning behind the joke holds: most Burkinabé retain strong animist beliefs (the belief in nature as a spirit world where ancestors reside after death).
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Culture: The Arts

With so many traditional cultures still holding way in Burkina Faso, it should come as no surprise that the country has rich traditions in painting, sculpture, woodcarving, textiles, and bronze and brass metalwork – all of which all well-represented. But where Burkina Faso really excels is in music and film.

As with many traditional crafts that arose less as artistic forms and more as central elements in ceremonies – masks, for example, were worn by participants in traditional dances to symbolise the dancer becoming an animal or mythical figure in question – traditional music very often played a ceremonial role. Modern Burkinabé musicians draw on traditional influences from home and the rest of the continent, especially Mali, Congo and Côte d’Ivoire.

 

Fespaco & Burkinabé Film

When it comes to film festivals around the world, FESPACO (Festival Pan-Africain du Cinema; fespaco.bf) belongs among the elite. To the African film industry what Cannes is to Europeans, FESPACO takes place in Ouagadougou every two (odd) years. It began in 1969 with a few short films by African film-makers who couldn’t get a screening in cinemas.

These days, hundreds of films from across Africa and the African diaspora compete for the prestigious Étalon D’Or de Yennenga, FESPACO’s equivalent of the Oscar, as well as other prizes in other categories (including TV). And while Burkina Faso may be one of the world’s poorest countries, cinemas across Ouagadougou fill to bursting during festival time. With such a strong cinema culture, it’s no surprise that Burkinabé directors often do well. Idrissa Ouédraogo (1954–2018) won the 1990 Grand Prix at Cannes for Tilä. Burkinabé directors also regularly win prizes at FESPACO, for films including Buud Yam (1997) by Gaston Kaboré and Sira (2023) by Apolline Traoré.

 

Geography

Burkina Faso’s former name of Upper Volta is derived from the country’s three major rivers, the Black, White and Red Voltas. These days, these three rivers have been renamed the Mouhoun, Nakambé and Nazinon Rivers. Each flows south out of the country and into Ghana’s Lake Volta, the world’s second-largest artificial lake. The world’s largest is Lake Kariba, shared by Zambia and Zimbabwe.

One of 16 landlocked African countries, Burkina Faso has significant variety across its terrain. In the southwest, around Banfora, regular rainfall sustains the forests and sub-tropical savannahs. Cutting a swathe through the heart of the country is the arid Sahel, a transition zone between the tropics and the Sahara Desert; the latter is increasingly crossing the border and coming to define the country’s north. According to the World Bank, just 22.3% of Burkina Faso’s soil is suitable for agriculture, although that’s an increase from just 7.8% in 1961.


WARNING

Most foreign governments currently warn against all travel to Burkina Faso, due in part to the high threat of terrorism and kidnapping. Although the brunt of the violence has been borne by the Burkinabé themselves, foreign nationals (and places frequented by foreign nationals more broadly) have been targeted in many of the attacks, particularly in Ouagadougou.

Remember also that if you ignore the unanimous advice of foreign governments and decide to travel to Burkina Faso, you will not be covered by any travel insurance policies, quite apart from putting yourself in serious danger.







Cabo Verde
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CARNIVAL AND CACHUPA, HIKES AND VOLCANOES

Rich in nature, culture, musical and culinary heritage, Cabo Verde is an island-hopping paradise
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The most westerly country in Africa, Cabo Verde rises from the Atlantic 500km west of Senegal.

The gorgeous 10-island archipelago is home to towering volcanoes and soft sandy beaches; fields of sugar cane and breathtaking peaks; rolls of sand dunes, dizzying hikes and electric nightlife. There’s surfing and kiting, natural swimming ponds, ecolodges, volunteering projects with sea turtles and fantastic food at eveyr turn.

Where else can you island hop to your heart’s content, folding in seafood suppers, cachupa stews, the bittersweet sounds of morna, jazz and glittery carnival celebrations?

From the gut-wrenching stories of the trade in enslaved people to washed-up shipwrecks and Portuguese architecture, Cabo Verde is much more than a beach destination.

Throw in the renowned morabeza (Kriolo for hospitality) and the national motto ‘Cabo Verde, No Stress’ and you’ll see why this island nation is unmissable.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SANTIAGO

Home to Praia, the seaside capital.




Find Your Way

Most travellers fly into Praia or Sal airport. From either, it’s easy to catch a domestic flight or ferry to another island. The archipelago is divided into two halves: the northerly Barlavento islands and the southerly Sotavento islands.
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Plan Your Time

There’s so much to see and do in Cabo Verde that you can tailor your travels to the time you have available. If your trip is short, stick to one or two islands.
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A Long Weekend

Fly into Praia for the Kriol Jazz Festival in April and immerse yourself in the world of jazz, morna and West African music. In the evenings, enjoy fresh seafood washed down with beer, wine or grogue (a popular Cabo Verdean sugar cane aguardente). Explore the sights of Praia, relax on Kebra Kanela Beach, and try cachupa, the national dish.




Take a Hike

Fly into Santiago or São Vicente, and hop on a ferry for Santo Antão, which offers some of the most stunning hikes in West Africa; spend a few days getting breathless and enjoying marvellous scenery.

Fly or take the ferry from São Vicente to Boa Vista (relax on Santa Mónica Beach and feast on seafood.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

FEBRUARY

Carnival happens on Shrove Tuesday (Mardi Gras). Head to Mindelo on São Vicente for the biggest celebration.

APRIL

The Kriol Jazz Festival is an annual celebration of jazz, blues and West African music in Praia.

JULY–OCTOBER

The rainy season theoretically falls now, although rainfall is less than tropical West Africa.

AUGUST

Between July and October, sea turtles nest on Santiago, Sal and Boa Vista. See hatchlings in August.




Santiago

[image: jpg]

CACHUPA | JAZZ | CIDADE VELHA


The largest island in Cabo Verde, Santiago is likely where you’ll first fly into, especially if you’re coming from Senegal in mainland West Africa. It makes a great starting point for exploring the archipelago, and has plenty of charm of its own: here you can feast on seafood, try cachupa (the delicious, slow-cooked stew that is Cabo Verde’s national dish), soak up the sounds of jazz and morna, and get to grips with the country’s painful past under Portuguese rule in Cidade Velha, a former trading station for enslaved people.

Many visitors only see Praia, but the rest of Santiago is worth your time. There are some off-the-beaten-track spots to explore, including hidden barbecue restaurants, live-music venues and local beaches. Here, beyond the tourist trail, you can get a sense of what it’s like to live in Cabo Verde, and what the national motto ‘Cabo Verde, No Stress’ means on a day-to-day basis.

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1Farol Dona Maria Pia

2Kebra Kanala beach

3Sala-Museu Amílcar Cabral

SLEEPING

4Jardim do Vinho

5Salav Guesthouse

EATING

6Annabel

7Churrasqueira Dragoeiro

8Gamboa

9Moreia Julieta

10O Poeta

11Ponto CV

12Roma Risto Pizza




GETTING AROUND

Most travellers get around using taxis or aluguers (shared minibuses), which run on regular routes around the island and the city of Praia. At the time of research there were no ride-sharing apps operating in Praia.




[image: ] TOP TIP

There are several ways, in different languages, to pronounce the name of this archipelago nation. English speakers call it Cape Verde and French speakers interpret it as Cap Vert. On the islands, and in most Portuguese-speaking countries, Cabo Verde (pronounced ‘Cabo Vair’) is the way to go.



Explore the Sights of Praia

Cabo Verde’s capital and largest city

Praia is the centre of cultural and business life for many Cabo Verdeans and members of the diaspora who fly in and out. In the capital’s centre, on a large fortress-like plateau (hence the name Platô) and overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, is an attractive old quarter with multihued streets and some interesting sights.

On Rua do Mar, the Farol Dona Maria Pia lighthouse offers a scenic view across the coastline. Over on Rua Dr Julio Abreu, Sala-Museu Amilcar Cabral honours the life and memory of Bissau-Guinean/Cabo Verdean independence hero Amilcar Cabral (1924–73). There’s a collection of photographs dedicated to the man who was one of West Africa’s greatest visionaries: at once a poet, great thinker, engineer, diplomat and revolutionary, Cabral led the independence movement for Cabo Verde and Guinea-Bissau.


Whether or not you’re shopping for lunch, the Mercado do Peixe (Fish Market) is worth a stop to see the variety of seafood coming from Cabo Verde’s waters.

With its volcanic rock backdrop, Kebra Kanela Beach is a popular local spot on weekends.

Get into the Swing of the Kriol Jazz Festival

Music and more in Praia

Carnival on São Vicente gets a lot of attention (deservingly), but the Kriol Jazz Festival is where it’s at if you’re into that sultry lusophone swing. Held in Praia, usually in April, against the salt-kissed shores of Santiago, it marries Cabo Verdean batuque, funaná and morna sounds with afro-Brazilian jazz, Bissau-Guinean blues, and wider music from across West Africa. Recent headline acts have included the epic Malian singer-songwriter Salif Keita, the Senegalese musician Ismaël Lô and the Malian kora composer Ballaké Sissoko.

And it’s not just about the music: the festival, which has been running since 2009, transcends notes and rhythms to advance the conversation on ‘creolity’ – rewriting the story of what it means to be Cabo Verdean, or to come from any Creole island nation, in these times.
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CABO VERDE: MINHA TERRA (MY LAND)
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Cabo Verde native Atchutchi Ferreira on the sounds and rhythm of his home

I grew up between the rich cultures of Cabo Verde and Guinea Bissau. My soul is intertwined with the traditions, flavours and landscapes of Santiago. My heart beats to the rhythm of the funaná and the batuque, and my taste buds rejoice with the fried moreia eel and cachupa.

The beaches of Kebra Kanela, the sounds of Quintal da Música, the trails of Serra Malagueta and the historic tales of Tarrafal and Cidade Velha are the connective tissue of my heritage. In Praia, April resonates with the sounds of the Kriol Jazz Festival, a time of music and togetherness.

I celebrate my heritage with cachupa or corn couscous, a simple and pure reminder of who I am.



Eating & Drinking on Santiago: Our Picks

Churrasqueira Chinda Veiga: Arguably the best barbecue chicken in Cabo Verde. A 20-minute drive from Praia in the town of São Domingos. $

Búzios Relax: Live music by the pool, plus grilled fish and cocktails in a lush garden setting in Tarrafal. $$

Annabel: Colourful brunch spot in Praia, known for its three-tiered brunch platters, macchiatos and caipirinhas. $$

Gamboa: Famed for its fresh tuna belly and bacalhau a lagareiro (oven-baked cod), with a formal indoor dining room. $$$


Visit Cidade Velha

Cabo Verde’s oldest town

Now a UNESCO World Heritage Site, Cidade Velha (literally ‘Old City’) also known as Ribeira Grande, is Cabo Verde’s oldest town. It dates back to 1462 and was the first colonial town in tropical West Africa.

Built by the Portuguese, it was used as a station for ships carrying kidnapped and enslaved West Africans to the Caribbean and North America. Ships from Guinea-Bissau and other parts of the West African coastline stopped here to refuel; for those who had been forced on board, it was the last place they would ever stop in their home region. Those who attempted to flee or stand up for their rights were punished at the marble Largo do Pelourinho monument in the town centre, restored in the 1960s.

The Fortaleza de São Felipe, built in 1585, is partially intact; from the top there are panoramic views out over the bay. Vasco da Gama and Christopher Columbus stopped in Cidade Velha on their travels, and you can visit the Church of Nossa Senhora do Rosário, built in 1495, that was likely standing when they passed through. It is believed to be the oldest colonial-era church in the world.

Today about 3000 people call Cidade Velha home, living among the ruins, the memories of the land and the beautiful vistas. The streets are cobbled and colourful, with painted homes, limestone walls and lush trees, especially on Rua Banana, the oldest – and prettiest – street in the town. Children play football on the beach, and you can stop for fresh seafood or fruit. For a sit-down meal, there are a few good restaurants, including Old City, which has beautiful views out over the ocean. There are hiking trails around the town and wider area.

Cidade Velha is 12km west of Praia, making it a doable day or half-day trip.


MORNA: THE SWEET ROMANCE OF DEPARTURE & LONGING

The spirit of Cabo Verde has been shaped by centuries of departure and immigration. No wonder, then, that Cabo Verde’s most recognised musical genre is morna: the bittersweet sounds of longing and homesickness.

It dates back to the 18th century in São Vicente, but is perhaps best known in the song ‘Sodade’, written by Armando Zeferino Soares in the 1950s and recorded by Césaria Évora, the queen of morna, in 1992.

The song takes its name from the lusophone concept of saudade – translated as nostalgia. Morna is performed on the acoustic violão (guitar) and cavaquinho (small guitar-like instrument)



Eating & Sleeping in Praia: Our Picks

Salav Guesthouse: Stylish, spacious, light-filled rooms named after African cities. Lovely atmosphere and warm welcome. $$

Ponto CV: On Sundays, the chef at this hip bistro makes a great cachupa, served with a cold glass of hibiscus or baobab juice. $$

Roma Risto Pizza: Wonderful Italian overlooking the ocean. The tuna tataki is a favourite, with a glass of Chã wine from Fogo. $$$

Moreia Julieta: If you haven’t tried moreia (Cabo Verdean moray eel), this traditional spot serves the best for miles around. $

Jardim do Vinho: French-run guesthouse with good breakfasts and a leafy courtyard, in Achada Santo Antonio. $$

O Poeta: Head here on Friday nights for live music and mussels, lobster and grilled octopus. $$

Churrasqueira Dragoeiro: Simple lunch spot serving up great kebabs and barbecue, along with cold beers. $

Quintal da Musica: One of the best live music venues, this atmospheric restaurant has excellent seafood and cocktails. $$$




Beyond Santiago
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Santiago is where many travellers first land, but there’s a whole archipelago out there to explore, from fiery volcanoes to lush, tranquil beaches.


Santiago is framed by Fogo and Brava to the east, and Maio to the west. Together they make up the four Sotaventos or Leeward islands. The northerly Barlaventos islands – São Vicente, São Nicolau, Santo Antão, Santa Luzia, Sal and Boa Vista – are accessible by plane or by ferry.

Northwest of São Vicente is stunning Santo Antão, with its breathtaking hikes – one of the highlights of a trip to Cabo Verde. The other Barlavento islands each embody a different kind of Cabo Verdean charm. For rolling sand dunes, beautiful shores and off-road adventures, hop over to Boa Vista. If you simply want to flop on a beach and drink cocktails, Sal’s your island.

The southerly Sotavento islands include Fogo, the spectacular fire island and tiny, floral Brava. Few visitors make it to Maio, but those who do are rewarded with quieter beaches and forested landscapes.


Places

Fogo & Brava

São Vicente

Santo Antão

Sal

Boa Vista




GETTING AROUND

From Santiago, there are ferries three times a week to Fogo, Brava and Maio. Ferries to the Sotaventos are more infrequent and affected by weather. Twice-monthly ferries will take you to São Vicente and São Nicolau.

TACV (Cabo Verde Airlines) has frequent flights from Santiago to São Vicente (twice daily on some days). The other islands are accessible by plane with the exception of Brava (you can fly into Fogo and then hop over by ferry).



Fogo & BravaTIME FROM PRAIA TO FOGO: 4 hrs [image: jpg]or 30 mins [image: jpg]

Hike a volcano

Fogo, the volcanic island of fire, and its tiny neighbour, Brava (nicknamed the ‘island of flowers’) are the two most southwesterly islands in the archipelago. Fogo, with its winding black-rock roads, is centred around its towering 2829m-high volcano, Pico de Fogo, which dominates every view. It burst back to life with an eruption in 2014, and some tremors in 2023.

You can hike the volcano, which takes about half a day, in the Chã das Caldeiras National Park. Although there have been frequent eruptions in Chã, the main cone has been inactive for more than 200 years. The most recent eruption, of Pico Pequeno in 2014–15, devastated the villages of Portela and Bangaeira; houses have since been rebuilt.

Brava doesn’t receive the number of visitors of Fogo, Santo Antão, Sal and Santiago, but it’s a charming, elegant island with sobrado (colonial Portuguese) houses and streets prone to bursts of hibiscus. Nova Sintra, its small capital, was the birthplace of Eugenio Tavares, a renowned poet and morna songwriter; he is honoured with a plaque and a museum.


São Vicente

Party in Mindelo

São Vicente is Cabo Verde’s cultural nexus, and is home to pretty Mindelo with its painted houses and gorgeous streets. The city hosts one of most vibrant and energetic carnival celebrations on Earth and there are also some great restaurants and live music venues.

Mindelo’s heartbeat is Praça Amílcar Cabral, named for the independence hero who went to school in the town. People of all ages come to the square to walk in the evenings, and you’ll often hear spontaneous live music. It has cobblestone streets, candy-coloured Portugese architecture and yachts bobbing in the harbour. With an aesthetic like that, perhaps it’s no wonder that it has produced more than its share of poets and musicians, including ‘barefoot diva’ Césaria Évora and Bana, dubbed the king of morna. It’s the ideal place to hear live morna while downing grogue.

On Rua Guerra Mendes, the excellent Núcleo Museológico Césaria Évora documents the superstar’s life and legacy through a collection of photographs, stories and treasures. The Centro Cultural do Mindelo hosts art exhibitions, theatre productions and film screenings. Rua da Libertad d’Africa runs from the oceanfront to Palácio do Povo. About 1km north via the coastal road, Avenida Marginal, you’ll hit Prainha Laginha, the pleasant town beach. It may be ringed by industrial-looking silos, but its waters are crystal clear.

Inside the Torre de Belém, Museu do Mar has a collection exploring the island’s maritime history, including shipwreck finds. Look for the 200-year-old bottles of port wine that never got to be enjoyed.

Outside of carnival time, many travellers come to São Vicente to kitesurf, swim in the natural pools at Baìa das Gatas, chill on the beach in San Pedro, swim with sea turtles or hike the 750m Monte Verde – São Vicente’s highest peak and the only real touch of green on the island.


CHã DAS CALDEIRAS

In the caldera of the 2829m-high volcano Pico de Fogo, and at an altitude of 1800m, the lunar landscape is home to several small villages.

Many of the inhabitants belong to the Associação dos Agricultores de Chã, an agricultural cooperative that largely cultivates grapes for the famous semi-sweet traditional manecon wine, apparently named after the first known inhabitant of Chã.

Viticulture in these rich volcanic soils dates back about 120 years; the wines produced here also include strong (typically around 14% alcohol content) reds, whites and rosés that are exported worldwide.

The vineyards are hauntingly beautiful; harvest time is usually between July and September.



Sleeping on Fogo & Brava: Our Picks

Casa Marisa: Ecolodge in Chã das Caldeiras, with funcos (Cabo Verdean huts) built on lava and wonderful local food. Has impressive ecocredentials. $$

Casa Alcindo & Letitia: Solar-powered and owned by expert Chã guide Alcindo, plus the homemade meals are delicious. $

Djabraba Eco-lodge: Friendly, Italian-owned lodge on Brava, looking out over the ocean and Fogo. $$


CABO VERDEAN CARNIVAL

Carnival in Mindelo is one of the most exciting parties in Africa: an explosion of beauty, rhythm, music and dance.

For a couple of days leading up to Mardi Gras, and the day itself, the town is taken over by flashes of gold, sequins, feathers, tassels, sparkles and fiery, sultry energy. Preparations begin several months ahead of time, and on the Sunday you can see the different groups practising their dance shows.

On the Monday afternoon, the whole town explodes into one huge street party, fulled by music, grogue and joy.



Santo Antão

Hiking Santo Antão

Santo Antão is such a magical, photogenic island that at times you’ll wonder if you’re on another planet. There are narrow ledges, dry stone walls, cobbled stairs and colourful houses. You’ll spot shaggy donkeys, goats, grog production, and – when you make it back down to sea level – powerful waves.

The island is a hiker’s paradise, offering some of the most spectacular hiking on the continent. The island’s deep valleys, high alpine trails and light-drenched peaks are carpeted with lush vegetation: sugar-cane fields, mango and papaya trees, breadfruit, plantain and banana trees.

Dramatic canyons, cloud-soaked peaks and vertigo-inducing drops all help to make Santo Antão the stuff of every hiker’s dreams. There are options here to suit every ability, from gentle hour-long valley walks to strenuous ascents only for the fittest and most adventurous.

Many of the hikes begin or end on the trans-island road. From here you can find a ride on a passing aluguer (minibus) or arrange for a taxi to wait for you ahead of time.

The classic hike is from the Cova Crater (1170m) with its fascinating patchwork of farms, down to the stunning Vale do Paúl. The steep downhill route, which can be dangerously slippery, passes through lush mountainside, verdant stands of bananas and fields of sugarcane, down to the country road leading to the coastal town of Vila das Pombas.

A lighter hike is along the coastal track from Ponta do Sol, the northernmost point of Cabo Verde, to Fontinhas. This hour-long walk takes you along a narrow path carved from the cliff face, which in places is very high and steep. At the end, the village of Fontinhas clings to a ridge high above its fertile valley and a small, rocky cove. From Fontinhas, you can continue the marvellous clifftop hike all the way to Cruzinha (another four hours).
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Buracona lava rock swimming pool | chriss73/getty images ©

Sleeping, Eating & Drinking in Mindelo: Our Picks

Kira’s Boutique Hotel: Friendly staff, brightly coloured rooms, a central location and a nice rooftop terrace. $$

Terra Lodge: Simple, stylish rooms with an emphasis on natural materials. Lovely views from the balconies. $$

Nautilus: The best grilled fish in town, in a great outdoor space down by the waterfront. There’s often live music. $$

Jazzy Bird: Great Mindelo jazz bar with all kinds of live music, including morna. $


SalTIME FROM PRAIA TO SANTA MARIA: 2 hrs [image: jpg] & [image: jpg]

Unwind in Sal

Sal is Cabo Verde’s tourist mecca. It’s the place to go if you’re looking to fly in and flop, and you don’t mind the crowds. It lacks the spectacular landscapes of some of the other islands, but it does have a solid restaurant scene, plenty of nightlife and some pretty beaches where you can unwind and enjoy some watersports.

You might wonder whether Sal takes its name from the salty turquoise waters that frame the island; instead it comes from the salt flats of the ancient volcano at Pedro de Lume (12km from the tourist hub of Santa Maria), fuelling the economic development of the island under Portuguese colonialism. Here, the landscape becomes surreal and lunar-like, with flashes of pink and shimmering silver. Many visitors come to float in the medicinal waters of the salt pans, soaking up their properties of release and relaxation. You can see the old salt extraction machinery of the 1805 plant and the original tunnels, and visit the small spa for a salt scrub and massage.

Other points of interest include the Museo do Sal, the Botanic Gardens and Zoo di Terra (on the outskirts of Santa Maria, just after the Fatima church), the gorgeous, quieter beach of Praia de Igrejinha at the eastern end of Santa Maria and the Buracona lava rock swimming pool (time your visit for around noon in the warmer months to see the Blue Eye natural light effect in a small underground pool).

Boa VistaTIME FROM PRAIA TO SAL REI: 1 hr 30 mins [image: jpg] & [image: jpg]

Explore Boa Vista

If each of the islands in the Cabo Verde archipelago had an epithet, Boa Vista (which translates as ‘beautiful view’) would be the desert island. With its feathery lines of beach dunes, turquoise water, stunning plains and small oases, it looks as if a slice of the Sahara somehow broke away and floated out to the Atlantic. The windblown beaches are made for surfing and kitesurfing, while the desert interior offers some fantastic 4WD off-roading and adventuring.

The capital of Boa Vista is Sal Rei (which translates as ‘Salt King’). A short walk south of the town centre is Praia Estoril, which is a great base for a day out, with its beach bars and surf spots. Praia Carlota is another fantastic little surfing community; with consistent side-shore winds, kitesurfing centres have been popping up here over the last few years. With a few days to play with, it makes a beautiful place to learn to kitesurf – and relax afterwards with some fresh seafood and a beer. On the south of the island is Santa Mónica Beach. With 11km of soft white sand and brilliant blue water, many Cabo Verdeans consider it the most beautiful beach in the country. It’s worth passing through the village of Povoaçao Velha, the Viana Desert – especially stunning under a full moon – and the oasis town of Rabil.
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Santa Mónica Beach | elenaestelles/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE FIRST MALARIA-FREE WEST AFRICAN COUNTRY

In early 2024 Cabo Verde became the first West African country to eliminate malaria, marking a major global health milestone. It is the third country in Africa, after Mauritius and Algeria, to be certified malaria-free by the World Health Organisation (WHO).

It wasn’t always like this. Until the 1950s, all of the Cabo Verdean islands were affected by malaria, especially during rainy season when there are more mosquitos.

Outbreaks continued into the 1980s, while Santiago and Boa Vista both became malaria-free in 2017. The latest achievement comes after decades of intensive efforts including surveillance, insecticide spraying, testing and treatment.



Sleeping & Eating on Santo Antão: Our Picks

Aldeia Manga: Wonderful ecolodge with adobe-and-sugarcane houses, a natural swimming pond and unreal views. $$

Casa Cavoquinho: Lovely guesthouse offering fresh meals with local ingredients and gorgeous views. $$

Kasa Tambla B&B: Has bright, airy rooms, plus good breakfasts with locally-made jams and yoghurts. $$

Casa Maracujá: Named for the delicious passionfruit in its desserts, this roof-terrace restaurant has live music and tasty food. $$


SAVE THE SEA TURTLES

Although sea turtles have been protected by law in Cabo Verde since 1987, there are many threats to their survival. With the steady influx of tourists to Boa Vista and Sal, the integrity of nesting sites has taken a hit in recent years; new construction projects, attacks by feral street dogs fed by tourists and quad biking on the beach all pose threats to their safety, as does illegal poaching for turtle meat. There are several turtle conservation initiatives underway on the islands. On Boa Vista, the Turtle Foundation employs dogs trained in poaching surveillance, and uses drones, community engagement and partnerships with local fishers. So far they are seeing a significant drop in poaching rates.



 

Observing sea turtles

Five species of sea turtles (known as tartarugas in Kriolo) live in the Atlantic off the coast of Cabo Verde: green turtles, leatherback turtles, olive ridley turtles, hawksbill turtles and loggerhead turtles.


Between June and October, female loggerhead turtles living in Cabo Verdean waters come ashore to nest, largely on Boa Vista, Sal and Maio. Remarkably, using their inbuilt magnetic compass, the females – who have a similar lifespan to humans – remember their way back to the exact beach where they first hatched. They cannot find their way to any other beach, and so their future depends upon the preservation of historic turtle nesting sites.

Ecotourism outfit Naturalia offers sustainable sea turtle tours between July and October, taking visitors to a pristine beach on the southeast coast of Boa Vista where it’s likely you’ll see these endangered gentle giants. You can also volunteer to take part in programmes supporting the recovery of these endangered populations. Between February and May they arrange snorkelling trips to Baía das Gatas, where you swim among rich coral and nurse sharks.

Over on Sal, Project Biodiversity takes short-term, young volunteers (you must be under 45) during nesting and hatching season. You can participate in night patrols or help lost hatchlings make their way from their nests to the sea (only about one in 1000 hatchlings is believed to make it to adulthood, and some die from dehydration on the beach, unable to find the ocean). Accommodation is in a simple beach camp; length of stay varies from one to three weeks.

Sleeping & Eating in Santa Maria: Our Picks

Hotel Morabeza: Family-owned, charming Morabeza has clean, bright, comfortable rooms, a nice pool and live music. $$$

Dunas de Sal: An architect-designed hotel with decent rooms and a central location, just a few steps from the beach. $$

Cape Fruit: Organic juice and smoothie bar on Rua 15 Agosto. There’s a shaded courtyard, beautiful salads, sandwiches and fruit plates. $

Atlantis: Fantastic ocean views, seafood sharing platters, grilled lobster and a good wine list. $$


CABO VERDE’S 11TH ISLAND

‘Cabo Verde has 10 islands; the 11th is the disapora’, the Cabo Verdean singer-songwriter Mayra Andrade once said, in an interview with Al Jazeera.

After many decades of migration, there are more Cabo Verdeans living outside of the country than within it. The largest disaporas are in Portugal, the US (Massachusetts, Rhode Island and Connecticut), Senegal, the Netherlands, France and Argentina.



Eating, Drinking & Kitesurfing on Boa Vista: Our Picks

Morabeza: Popular beach bar with hammocks, gorgeous sunset views and a great vibe. Perfect for long lunches or sundowers. $

Boa Vista Social Club: Well-named bar, restaurant and record shop offering small plates, guest chef pop-ups and live music nights. $$

Kite Kriol: Offers excellent kitesurfing lessons for all ages, from beginners to advanced, in several languages. Warm, friendly and professional.

Windclub François Guy: A great selection of kiting, surfing and windsurfing kit. Also organises lessons, day trips and lunches.




Arriving & Getting Around

Most travellers fly into Nelson Mandela Praia International Airport on Santiago, or Amílcar Cabral International Airport on Sal. From Nelson Mandela, it’s a 15-minute taxi ride to Praia. From Amílcar Cabral, plan on a 30-minute taxi ride into Santa Maria.
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Amilcar Cabral International Airport | Greg Balfour Evans/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Visas

Many citizens including nationals of the UK, US, EU, Canada, Brazil and others can visit Cabo Verde without a visa for stays of up to 30 days. There is an online pre-registration requirement, including an airport security fee of 3400 CVE that must be paid in advance.

SIM Cards

Travel eSIMs for Cabo Verde are available online. If you want a physical Cabo Verde SIM, CV Móvel has the best coverage on the islands, and you can buy and register a SIM from its shops. In most urban and tourist areas, there is generally a good phone signal, but this reduces in some rural and remote areas.

Island Hopping

You can island hop by ferry boat or by plane. TACV has frequent flights between most islands, usually daily or every other day. Ferry routes run from Santiago to São Vicente, São Nicolau, Boa Vista, Maio and Brava via Fogo, but there is no direct link from Santiago to Sal and you need to travel via Boa Vista or São Nicolau. Bear in mind that boats are sometimes infrequent, especially during rainy season. The website for booking inter-island ferries is cvinterilhas.cv. There are no commercial ferries operating from Senegal.


Money
Currency: Cabo Verde Escudo (CVE)

ATMS

You can find international ATMs in most urban areas.

CASH

Cash is accepted everywhere and it’s a good idea to have some on hand, especially in rural areas or smaller establishments such as roadside fruit stands.

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Most hotels and larger restaurants, shops and bars accept credit and debit cards.




DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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The speed limit is 80km/h on highways and 30km/h in towns
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The main petrol stations are Enacol and Shell






Language

While Cabo Verde’s official language is Portuguese, most people speak Kriolo, also sometimes spelled Crioulo. Portuguese is currently the language used in business, the media, medicine, signs and in schools. For everyday conversation and going about life, Kriolo is used.
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Ferry port, Mindelo | Nicolas Sanchez-Biezma/getty images ©

Kriolo

Cabo Verdean Kriolo is the oldest of the Portuguese-based Creole languages. It draws influences from several West African languages as well as Portuguese.

While some Kriolo words will be familiar to Portugese speakers, Kriolo has its own grammatical structure.

A Few Words & Phrases in Kriolo

Bom dia Hello (used during the daytime)

Boa tarde Good afternoon (used until sunset)

Boa noite Good evening/good night

Por favor Please

Obrigado/a Thank you (the o or a ending depends on the gender identity of the speaker)

Kanto ta custa? How much does it cost?

Onde estão as casas de banho? Where are the toilets?

Sabi Good, delicious

N´kré kumi cachupa I’d like to eat cachupa








Cameroon
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WHERE MANY AFRICAS MEET

Cameroon has attitude, and fortunately, it has plenty to boast about, from its fabulous coastline to its traditional heartland.
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Bandjoun’s Chefferie (detail) | LatitudeStock/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Cameroon is like a taster for Central Africa, with a handful of attractions that speak to the many joys of travelling in the region. In Yaoundé, you have one of the most visually appealing cities in the entire region, and it’s a fun and boisterous place with museums, markets, art deco architecture and a robust musical soundtrack. Douala is the place to shop for crafts, and the origin of many of the pieces you’ll see lies just up the road in Foumban and Bandjoun, two deeply traditional towns where the past feels very much alive.

Down on the coast, Limbe has diverse attractions (a zoo, botanical gardens and a rainforest-and-mangrove walk) to go with its stellar beaches, while Mt Cameroon looms beautifully on Limbe’s horizon. Down south, both Kribi and Ebodjé have candidates for the elite group of Africa’s best beaches, while the latter has the added bonus of sea turtles from December to February.

It’s impossible to discuss Cameroon without mentioning where you can’t go. Due to the danger of kidnapping, political violence and conflicts in neighbouring countries, most border regions to the north and east are off-limits, as are the Anglophone Southwest and Northwest regions. But there’s still plenty to explore and enjoy. Thankfully, those places that are safe easily reveal what a fantastic destination this is.
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Chutes de la Lobé | Harri Jarvelainen Photography/getty images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

YAOUNDÉ

Museums, markets and a national park.

DOUALA & LIMBE

Tradition, beaches and natural beauty.

FOUMBAN

Traditional culture and fun festivals.

KRIBI & THE SOUTH

Beautiful beaches and sea turtles.




WARNING

At the time of writing, the highest level of warning (‘Do Not Travel’) was being used by Western governments to warn travellers against travelling to large parts of the country. The regions deemed to be off-limits include the Southwest, Northwest and Far North regions, as well as anywhere within 40km of Cameroon’s borders with Central African Republic, Chad and Nigeria.

Buea, Mt Cameroon, Bamenda and Maroua all fall within that zone, so they too should be avoided.

The same governments recommend that you ‘Reconsider your need to travel’ to the Mid North, including N’Gaoundéré. Quite apart from the dangers involved, you won’t be covered by travel insurance if you ignore this advice. So stay sensible.




Find Your Way

Cameroon is much bigger than it looks. Getting around shouldn’t be too much of a hassle as the country has decent roads and transport infrastructure.
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Plan Your Time

With Douala and Yaoundé as hubs, divide the country into sections. Remember to check the prevailing security situations before you head beyond the major towns.
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Palais Royal, Foumban | Hemis/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Pressed for Time

Fly into Douala and stay long enough to shop for crafts in the Marché des Fleurs. Not far away is the Limbe Wildlife Centre, the Botanical Gardens, and some fine coastal walking. After a couple of days in Limbe, catch the bus to Foumban, where you’ll need a couple of days to soak up the traditional culture of the Palais Royal, with a worthwhile detour to Bandjoun’s Chefferie.




Five Fun Days

Yaoundé is your starting point, and worth at least a day to head to the Marché Central and Mefou National Park. Take the bus to Foumban and Bandjoun to see the Palais Royal and the Chefferie, then travel via Yaoundé to the beaches and waterfalls of Kribi, especially Chutes de la Lobé. On your final day, go looking for sea turtles in Ebodjé.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

NOVEMBER–FEBRUARY

High season. Every second December, the Nguon Tribal Festival is in Foumban.

MARCH

March is shoulder season, so everything will be quieter. Temperatures are warming up, but the rains are falling.

APRIL–JULY

Temperatures rise and rains fall, but this is festival time, including Tabaski, held in June and July.

AUGUST–OCTOBER

The heart of the low season sees heavy rains and fiercely hot and humid temperatures.




Yaoundé
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ART-DECO ARCHITECTURE | MUSEUMS | PRIMATE SANCTUARY


Yaoundé is one sassy city, and in the eternal rivalry between it and Douala, Yaoundé wins easily, every time. For a start, the city extends prettily across seven hills, with its many art deco architectural showpieces – mostly government buildings – interspersed with a fertile proliferation of trees that fill the many valleys and cling to the many hillsides. Look a little closer, and the peeling facades of Yaoundé’s many buildings perfectly evoke the steamy tropics to which the city very much belongs. Zero in even further, and at street level, brash Yaoundé and its confident inhabitants sway to an endless musical soundtrack and succumb to a cacophony of noise and vibrant colour. Throw in a remarkably multicultural culinary scene, and a melting pot of bustling markets and great museums, and it’s difficult not to get excited about what lies further ahead along this Cameroonian road.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Musée de la Blackitude

sIGHTs

2Musée National

SLEEPING

3Central Hotel

4Merina Hotel

EATING

5Calafatas

6La Paillote

SHOPPING

7Marché Central

8Marché du Mfoundi




GETTING AROUND

Despite being the country’s capital, Yaoundé’s Nsilmalen Airport receives fewer international flights than Douala.

To get around Yaoundé, shared taxis and motorbike taxis are the only option. They leave when full, and unless you hire the taxi all to yourself, they follow set routes and you buy just one seat.

For faster journeys, consider renting a taxi for an hour or a day – there are no meters, so the price you pay depends on your bargaining skills.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Always take a taxi after dark. While most visitors to the city encounter no difficulties, and getting around during daylight hours is rarely an issue, taking a taxi from door to door is best at night. Take special care around the Marché Central and in the streets near tourist hotels.



Visit Yaoundé’s Markets & Museums

Discover the capital’s cultural life

Yaoundé rewards those who dive right in, and the best place to do so is the Marché Central, where locals come to choose from great (and overwhelming) piles of fabric, which they then take to the nearby row of tailors. Follow their example, and you can have a made-to-measure outfit ready within two hours. Around three blocks away to the east, the Marché du Mfoundi overloads the remaining senses with tropical fruit and vegetables dominating the stalls. Both markets are open daily.

When it’s time for a change of pace, head to the Musée National, which inhabits a grand white 1930s’ villa that was once the presidential palace. The museum presents a moderately interesting skip through Cameroon’s history. Far better is Musée de la Blackitude, a fabulous private collection of the country’s tribal heritage, including a reconstructed royal chamber and plenty of fascinating sacred objects. It’s behind the stadium on Blvd du 20 Mai.


Get a Primer on Cameroon’s Primates

Visit Mefou National Park

With many of Cameroon’s national parks – Waza, Bouba-Ndjida and Bénoué, for exampe – off-limits due to their locations in the troubled north and east of the country, wildlife experiences in the country are now limited. That’s what makes Mefou National Park so important. The park is less than an hour’s taxi ride south of Yaoundé, and it protects primates rescued from the bush meat trade. Guides from Ape Action Africa (apeactionafrica.org) will show you around the spacious enclosures that house gorillas, drills, chimps and mandrills. It’s the best possible half-day excursion from the city.

SLEEPING & EATING IN YAOUNDé: OUR PICKS

Central Hotel: Central yet wonderfully quiet with OK rooms, and a spacious courtyard garden in the ministerial district. $$

Merina Hotel: Right in the heart of Yaoundé, the smart Merina has orchids in the lobby and modern, comfortable rooms. $$$

Calafatas: Yaoundé’s best bakery (it’s been around since 1935) sells an array of delicious madeleines, palmiers and croissants. $

La Paillote: This stylish Vietnamese restaurant has a charming shaded terrace and is popular with Yaoundé’s expats. $$




Douala & Limbe
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BEACHES | BOTANICAL GARDENS | WILDLIFE CENTRE


Douala won’t win any beauty contest, but it couldn’t care less. Sticky and frenetic, this place has attitude in buckets. It’s a quintessential port, and the country’s largest city and economic capital. It’s also a place where you’ll need your street smarts, but it’s here that you can take the pulse of the country and enjoy an African city that just does its own thing, whether the rest of the world likes it or not. Not far away, yet seemingly on another planet, Limbe is a charming coastal town with Mt Cameroon views, one of Africa’s best zoos, terrific botanical gardens, a rainforest walk and fine beaches. While the beaches aren’t quite as unspoiled as those of Kribi, it makes a fine and relatively relaxed introduction to the country if you’ve flown into Douala. And hopefully one day, Mt Cameroon will be safe to climb again.
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SIGHTS

1Espace Doual’art

SLEEPING

2Foyer du Marin

3Hotel Akwa Palace

EATING

4La Fourchette

5Saga African Restaurant




GETTING AROUND

Douala is easy to get to by air: there are no shortage of flights into the city, either from elsewhere in Cameroon or internationally.

Once you’re here, you can get around using shared taxis or motorbike taxis, or head for the sprawling Gare Routière Bonabéri and grab a 90-minute shared taxi ride to Limbe.

In Limbe, you’ll arrive at the main motor park, 6km northeast of town. From Limbe, you can get a ferry to Calabar in Nigeria.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Douala has a reputation for muggings, although you’re probably fine in busy areas during daylight hours. Never walk the streets after dark, and never carry your valuables with you, especially if you’re heading out to explore the city’s nightlife.



Shop for Crafts in Douala

Visit the Marché des Fleurs

Douala can be a little hard to find your way into. However, the arts are a good place to look for an entry point as you open a window onto Cameroonian life. In the town centre, the Marché des Fleurs is a fun complex of stalls selling crafts from around Cameroon. The best and most interesting pieces – some genuine ceremonial pieces, many more custom-made for the tourist and expat trade – come from the grasslands region of the country, near Bamenda. There is great variety, but look out for masks, baskets, jewellery, batik clothes and tablecloths. The rest of the market is given over to the cut flowers, while the cafes and beer bars that are part of the market are fine spots to relax and enjoy grilled fish, ndole (smoked fish and spinach) and fried plantains in the company of locals.

For a different take on the local arts scene, with a focus on the contemporary rather than the traditional, stop by Espace Doual’art.


Get Back to Nature in Limbe

A matchless menagerie

Anyone can find their way to the beach in Limbe, and you certainly won’t need our help to do so. Instead, take a look around you and the natural beauty of the area – Mt Cameroon blocking the horizon to the north, the Gulf of Guinea and the Atlantic Ocean to the west – will start to take hold.

Start with Limbe Wildlife Centre, one of Africa’s best zoos. Predominantly protecting primates rescued from the poaching and bush meat trades, the centre is a chance to see many animals – including chimpanzees, gorillas, drills and other primates – that can be downright difficult to spot in the wild elsewhere in the country. The enclosures are suitably large, the guides and zoo staff really know their stuff and there’s plenty of information on local conservation projects. Most days, the centre is filled with school children learning abut their natural heritage.

Almost across the road and just as impressive, Limbe’s Botanical Gardens are the second oldest such plantation in Africa. As much a traditional spice garden as anything, the gardens grow cinnamon, nutmeg, mango, ancient cycads and an unnamed tree that locals describe as ‘African Viagra’. There’s a small visitors centre and an area with Commonwealth war graves. Sadly, labelling is minimal, so grab a guide at the entrance. And bring insect repellent.

If the wildlife centre and gardens are a heavily curated version of the wild, the Bimbia Rainforest & Mangrove Trail, an hour south of Limbe, is closer to the real thing. The trail traverses coastal lowland rainforest of the kind that once separated Limbe from Douala, and you’ll see submerged woods, birdwatching areas and poignant reminders of the transatlantic slave trade in the form of old trading sites of enslaved people.
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Drill, Limbe Wildlife Centre | Brendan van Son/Shutterstock ©


MT CAMEROON

Mt Cameroon, at 4095m, is West Africa’s highest summit. For now, it’s off-limits and must be admired from afar. But when peace returns to Cameroon’s Southwest, this former volcano can be climbed in a strenuous two to three days, with November through to April the main climbing season.

Although it’s a trek rather than a technical climb, remember that you’re starting at sea level, so the altitude gain can be punishing.

If Buea is again safe to visit, stop by the Mount Cameroon Intercommunal Ecotourism Board, which works closely with the 12 villages around the mountain, employs many locals as guides and porters whenever tourists are in town, and runs community projects.



SLEEPING & EATING IN DOUALA: OUR PICKS

Foyer du Marin: Douala’s best-value stay is a city centre hotel, with a garden, pool, restaurant and terrific views. $$

Hotel Akwa Palace: Set in the heart of Douala and featuring plush, stylish rooms, a swimming pool and helpful staff. $$$

Saga African Restaurant: Upmarket Saga serves local classics such as ndole (smoked fish and spinach), as well as international staples. $$

La Fourchette: The varied international menu at Fourchette incudes grilled zebu fillet, goat’s-cheese ravioli and stuffed crab. Service is formal. $$$


CAMEROONIAN CRAFTS

Woodcarving lies at the centre of Cameroon’s arts and crafts traditions. The northwestern highlands in particular are famous for their carved masks and statues. These are often representations of animals, and it’s believed that the wearers of the masks can transform themselves and take on the animal’s characteristics and powers.

Cameroon is also known for its highly detailed bronze- and brasswork, particularly in areas north and east of Foumban that the Tikar people, who are known artists and storytellers, inhabit. The areas around Bali and Bamessing (both near Bamenda), and Foumban, are rich in high-quality clay, and some of Cameroon’s finest ceramic work originates here, as well as lots of intricate beadwork.



SLEEPING & EATING IN LIMBE: OUR PICKS

Bird Watchers’ Club: This charmingly secluded spot occupies a rocky promontory. Call ahead to book one of its two rooms. $$

Hotel Seme Beach: Some 18km beyond Limbe along the coast, this is good for the beach, Equatorial Guinea views and a pool. $$

Atlantic Bakery: Fuel up for the day on Limbe’s very best breakfasts, with good coffee and pastries baked fresh every day. $

Grilled Fish Stalls: This cluster of open-air grills with attached seating is next to where the fishing boats haul up on Limbe’s main beach. $




Foumban
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TRADITIONAL CULTURE | ARCHITECTURE | FUN FESTIVALS


With the deeply traditional neighbouring Grasslands or Ring Road region largely off-limits to travellers, Foumban is the best pace in Cameroon to take an immersive dive into traditional culture. Home to a still-ruling traditional Islamic monarchy, Foumban feels like a fascinating outpost of North Africa in Cameroon’s largely Christian south – it’s as if the dividing line between the Sahel and the tropics begins here.

There are lots of different ways to access traditions in Foumban, from intriguing local museums and royal and Islamic architecture to festivals that light up the city for days. Not far away, the otherwise unremarkable country town of Bandjoun is like a smaller echo of Foumban, with one of the finest examples of traditional royal architecture in the country. Don’t rush a visit here. Instead, take the time to let Foumban and its traditions work their magic on you – it’s one of the undoubted highlights of any visit to Cameroon.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Palais Royal

2Village des Artisans

SIGHTS

3Grande Mosquée

4Musée des Arts et Traditions Bamoun

SLEEPING

5Hotel Complexe Adi

6Hotel Pekassa de Karché

7Rifam Hotel

EATING

8La Saveur

SHOPPING

9Grand Marché




GETTING AROUND

Getting to Foumban from Yaoundé or Douala is a fairly uncomplicated process: up to five daily buses connect the town. When leaving Foumban, head for the bus company offices on the town’s western outskirts, around 3km from the town centre.

Getting to Bandjoun from Foumban requires a change in Bafoussam and, potentially, lots of time spent inhaling diesel fumes in bus stations. Consider renting a taxi from Foumban for the day.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Although Foumban was considered safe for travellers at the time of writing, check the latest security information before visiting. When conflict flares in the Bamenda region, it sometimes affects roads in the area, even if Foumban itself is generally fine.



Discover Foumban’s Seat of Royal Power

Visit Foumban’s royal palace

Foumban’s Palais Royal is perhaps the single-most interesting building in Cameroon. Home to the 20th sultan of the Bamoun dynasty, the sultan’s palace houses priceless treasures that tell the local history with great insight – and in a daring new space shaped like a serpent and a spider. Exhibits include an ancient feathered cloak worn only for the initiation of each sultan, beaded buffalo masks belonging to secret societies, documents written using Sultan Njoya’s script and a drinking horn made from the skull of one of his enemies.

The palace itself, visited an a compulsory tour, dates to the early 20th century, and its fidelity to German architecture makes for a strangely fairytale aspect here in the tropics. It was the work of the remarkable Sultan Njoya, who also invented a corn-grinding machine, a script for the Bamun language and a religion that fused Christianity and Islam. He had 681 wives, which made him well qualified to write his own version of the Kama Sutra (look out for it in the museum shop). The palace entrance fee includes a visit to a nearby ceremonial drum housed in a bamboo hut: it’s a huge creation topped with animal hides and carved with a double-headed serpent.

Upon leaving the palace, don’t miss the Grande Mosquée, Foumban’s main mosque, across the street from the palace.

Shop for Traditional Crafts

Haggle for a traditional souvenir

There’s something special abut a souvenir that a) comes from the source and b) still represents a valued aspect of traditional culture. Having toured the sultan’s palace, head across the street to the Grand Marché, or main market. This tangle of stalls and laneways is everything a market should be – raucous, frenetic, chaotic and a whole lot of fun. The array of crafts is impressive – take your time to choose, and haggle hard.


If you can’t find what you wanted, and even if you can, head south of town to the Village des Artisans. Yes, much of it is made for the tourist market, and most are replicas of more finely crafted originals. But every piece is filled with meaning and carries great symbolic significance. In addition to woodcarvings, feathered hats and beaded staffs are among the artefacts. And if you need a primer on the traditions that give these crafts their power, stop by the Musée des Arts et Traditions Bamoun on the grounds of the Village des Artisans.

SLEEPING & EATING IN FOUMBAN: OUR PICKS

Hotel Complexe Adi: Marked by a giant voodoo statue of a nail-studded man, Adi has basic, clean rooms and a noisy downstairs bar. $

Hotel Pekassa de Karché: Local crafts decorate this friendly place, just 200m from the palace; there’s a decent on-site restaurant. $$

La Saveur: Easy to miss near the market, La Saveur does great Senegalese rice and ndole (smoked fish and spinach). $

Rifam Hotel: Near the bus station but otherwise an excellent choice, Rifam has a range of rooms and a handy restaurant. $$

Explore the Chefferie of Bandjoun

Visit the Chief’s compound in Bandjoun

The soaring counterpoint to the Germanic grandeur of Foumban’s Palais Royal, Bandjoun’s Chefferie, 86km southwest of Foumban, is Cameroon’s most accessible showpiece of traditional architecture. At the heart of the compound, a Kapsiki Peak accessed through a ceremonial gate, is a superb bamboo structure with a conical thatched roof supported by wooden pillars. The pillars are carved with an array of figures from former chiefs, dancers, musicians and even players on Cameroon’s football team to members of secret societies. Unfortunately, you’ll have to admire it all from the outside, as the interior is off-limits. It costs CFA2500 to visit the Chefferie.

The building you see today is a reconstruction of the original, which went up in flames in 2015. Every year, local artisans clamber all over the structure to make repairs, reinforce the roofing and clean it up. Note the small huts in the compound. These are where the chief’s fifty-plus wives live with his not-inconsiderable offspring. The modern palace is to the right, adjoining a good museum (signed simply as ‘Musée’) that provides useful context for everything that you’re seeing.


FOUMBAN’S FESTIVALS

As you might expect from a city steeped so deeply in tradition, Foumban has two of Cameroon’s most interesting festivals.

Held in December every second year, the Nguon Tribal Festival is a week-long harvest festival that is marked by dancing, masquerades and much general merriment. It dates back around 600 years, making it one of the oldest continuously celebrated festivals on the planet.

Every year at Tabaski, the Islamic holiday of Eid al-Adha, Foumban attracts thousands of pilgrims for an extraordinary blend of Muslim and traditional Bamoun ceremonies, with the sultan playing a key role, parading in his white Cadillac and on horseback. It culminates with horse racing through the town, as well as drumming and dancing.






Kribi & the South
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BEAUTIFUL BEACHES | SEA TURTLES | WILDLIFE


It’s difficult to resist the call of Cameroon’s south. Everything happens at a slower pace down in these parts, especially around Kribi, which is surely the loveliest stretch of beach in the country: powder-like white sand, turquoise waters and very few other travellers. Add in an endless supply of fresh fish and cold beer, and you’re well on the way to understanding why most visitors who come here end up staying longer than planned. The south is also blessed with extraordinary natural beauty. In addition to the beaches, where dense rainforest extending from deep in the continent’s interior meets the sea, there’s a waterfall that empties into the ocean, a national park whose rainforest shelters elephants, gorillas and mandrills, and a beach where sea turtles come ashore to lay their eggs. Put simply, there are places where Africa hugs you. Southern Cameroon is just such a place.
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GETTING AROUND

The main road from Yaoundé to the south is paved and generally well-maintained – as far as Kribi, that is. Thereafter, the roads become tracks, the surface breaks up and everything takes just a little bit longer.

Once you get beyond Kribi, you may also have to hop from one town to the next in shared taxis, as longer intercity services are rare (once a day, if you’re lucky). If you can arrange your own wheels, you’ll pay a lot more, but you’ll get to where you need to be much quicker.
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At the time of writing, the Cameroon–Equatorial Guinea border was not open to foreign travellers. Locals were allowed to cross, but international visitors will need to return to Yaoundé or Douala and fly into Malabo (on the island of Bata, in the Gulf of Guinea) from there.



Chill by Kribi’s Beaches

Beaches and waterfalls

It’s this simple: Kribi is where you go for some of the loveliest beaches in Africa. If you’re just planning to lie on the beach, simply drive or take a moto-taxi along the coast south of town (the port lies to the north) and pick the stretch of sand that most appeals to you. For something a little more active, contact Urbain Mandoua (urbmand@yahoo.fr), who run day trips upriver to a local settlement and then to the stunning Chutes de la Lobé waterfall, where the water cascades right into the ocean. They can arrange a picnic lunch on the beach, which is itself a Kribi special.


Commune with Sea Turtles

Explore the beaches of Ebodjé

If you have to wait to see the best of Campo Ma’an, Ebodjé, a small fishing village 50km south of Kribi, is an ecotourism project to enjoy right now. Sign up with KUDU Cameroun (2 96 22 08 29) for a night walk along Ebodje’s pristine beach to see if you can find egg-laying turtles; six is the record for one night; they can be a little hard to contact, so start with their Yaoundé head office (info@wwfcam.org) or call their number.

If you arrange your visit to Ebodjé through them, you’ll enjoy a great package that includes accommodation in a local home, a village development fee, a meal turtle tour and even river trips and cultural evenings.


A PARK IN WAITING

On the border between Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea, mark Parc National de Campo Ma’an as one for the future.

This national park boasts 2,680 sq km of protected rainforest and has an impressive cast of rainforest mega-fauna, including western lowland gorillas, mandrills, chimpanzees, forest buffaloes, forest elephants, leopards, gorillas and mandrills.

At the time of writing, there were problems with access to the park, and there was next to no tourist infrastructure here. But long-standing work by the World Wildlife Fund, including the habituation of gorilla families, is preparing the park to become a stellar ecotourism destination, with canopy walks, river trips and guided safaris all possible again in the future.



SLEEPING & EATING IN KRIBI: OUR PICKS

Hotel Ilomba: Well-furnished, tastefully decorated beachside rooms a short walk from the Chutes de la Lobé. Great restaurant, too. $$

Auberge du Phare: This lovely place has whitewashed rooms, a palm-edged pool and an excellent seafront restaurant. $$$

Indaba: Delightful boukarous (bungalows) in a lush garden with cheaper rooms in the guesthouse itself. Close to the beach, and tours arranged. $$

Fish Market: The market at Kribi’s marina grills the day’s catch over coals, ranging from crab and lobster to massive barracuda. Bliss. $




Arriving & Getting Around

International flights fly into Douala or Yaoundé, from where roads in decent nick fan out across the country. Flying and taking the train are also possibilities, but border areas, the extreme north and the Anglophone Southwest and Northwest regions are off-limits altogether. Otherwise, Cameroon has an excellent network of roads
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right side
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Speed limits in urban areas/open roads/highways: 60/80/100 km/h
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Hire a car with driver



SIM Cards

It’s easy to buy a SIM card for an unlocked mobile phone to make local calls while in Cameroon. MTN, Camtel and Orange are the main national networks. Take your passport with you when buying the SIM.

Visas

As of 2023, all visitors to Cameroon (except those from a handful of African countries) can obtain an e-visa online (at evisacam.cm); the e-visa can, in most cases, be picked up on arrival in Cameroon.


Money
Currency: Central African Franc (CFA)

ATMS

Most Cameroonian towns have internationally enabled ATMs. It’s best to withdraw money during bank hours, as cards can often become stuck in the ATM machines and need to be extracted with the help of bank staff. Banks won’t generally offer cash advances on credit cards.

MONEYCHANGERS

Moneychangers on the street in Douala and Yaoundé will change money at good rates and without taxes or commission, but there’s always an element of risk to such transactions. Take US dollars or euros with you.

TIPPING

Tipping is rarely expected in ordinary day-to-day encounters, but it’s usually a good idea in top-end hotels (tip around CFA1500 for help with bags) and restaurants (10% for good service). Small tips for helpful taxi drivers are not expected but appreciated.







Practicalities
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Health

The Zika virus is endemic in Cameroon. Avoid visiting the country if you are pregnant or trying to conceive. There is a high risk of malaria, so protect yourself against bites and take anti-malarials. Full travel insurance that covers evacuation to the UK or South Africa is strongly recommended.

Electricity

Cameroon’s electricity supply is 220V, and plugs are mostly of the European two-round-pin variety. You’ll find a few three-pin sockets in English-speaking areas. Carry both with you, just in case.

Language

Nowhere in Africa is language such a fraught topic: although both French and English are official languages, many in the country’s Anglophone Southwest feel themselves and their language to be marginalised. This dispute goes to the heart of why parts of Cameroon are at war. Cameroon’s remarkable human diversity is everywhere on show, with 24 major African language groups spoken here.has its own grammatical structure.

LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Homosexuality is illegal in Cameroon and prosecutions have taken place. Sadly, it is inadvisable for gay couples to openly express their sexuality, and it’s best to ask for twin beds when booking hotel rooms.

Opening Hours

Banks From 7.30am or 8am to 3.30pm, Monday to Friday.

Shops From 7.30am or 8am until 6pm or 6.30pm, Monday to Friday, generally with a one- to two-hour break some time between noon and 3pm.

Government offices From 7.30am to 3.30pm, Monday to Friday.

Public Holidays

New Year’s Day 1 January

Youth Day 11 February

Easter March/April

Labour Day 1 May

National Day 20 May

Assumption Day 15 August

Christmas Day 25 December

Islamic holidays, such as Ramadan and Tabaski (Eid), are also observed throughout Cameroon; dates change annually.







Republic of Congo
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FOREST PARKS, WILDLIFE AND A MIGHTY RIVER

The Republic of Congo could be the Next Big Thing in African travel, thanks to an agreeable capital city, great beaches and world-class national parks.
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Elephant, Parc National d’Odzala-Kokoua | Roger de la Harpe/Shutterstock ©

Not to be confused with the other, scarier Democratic Republic of Congo next door, the Republic of Congo is the best safari destination that no-one has ever heard of (until recently). In particular, the two parks in the country’s deeply forested north – deliciously remote (and UNESCO World Heritage Site-listed) Parc National Nouabalé-Ndoki, and Parc National d’Odzala – are among the best places in Africa to see forest elephants and western lowland gorillas, not to mention all manner of other species, including a prolific portfolio of birds. As much as the animals themselves, the habitat – especially the fabled Central African baïs (watering holes) – has a magic all its own. If you’ve the time, money and the necessary inclination towards adventure, these two parks should be your priority.

But reaching Congo requires quite a lot of effort and expense, so it makes sense to see as much as you can while you’re here. Brazzaville is a pleasant city by Central African standards, with churches, markets, restaurants and Congo River views.

Within reach of the capital, Lésio Louna Gorilla Reserve provides a fascinating excursion where you can meet baby gorillas in person. And along the Republic of Congo’s short coastline, the oil city of Pointe-Noire offers excellent beaches and a pretty gorge close by, while Parc National Conkouati-Douli has good wildlife and even more impressive landscapes.
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THE MAIN AREAS

BRAZZAVILLE

Architecture, great meals and river views.

THE COAST

Beaches and a quiet national park.

THE REMOTE NORTH

Fabulous parks with forest wildlife.




Find Your Way

The Republic of Congo is deceptively large: if you don’t fly, getting from one end of the country to the other by ‘road’ and river can take weeks. But getting there is half the fun.
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Plan Your Time

By the time you touch down in Brazzaville, chances are you’ve already travelled a long way, so it can be tempting to rush and try see everything. But only careful planning will maximise your time here.
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Pressed for Time

Brazzaville is worth a day to enjoy the fabulous riverbank at La Corniche and Les Rapides, a morning at Marché Poto-Poto or Marché Total, and 5pm mass at Basilique Sainte-Anne. Plan two days to visit Lésio Louna Gorilla Reserve. From Brazzaville, fly to Pointe-Noire to spend time on its beaches, such as La Côte Sauvage or Pointe Indienne.




Ten Days for Wildlife

Most journeys in the Republic of Congo begin in fun Brazzaville, where you can finalise arrangements for the northern parks – best to plan this well in advance. Head north by road or plane to superb Parc National d’Odzala-Kokoua; Take three to four days here. For the rest of your trip, devote five days to glorious Parc National Nouabalé-Ndoki.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

OCTOBER–JANUARY

This is the easiest time to get around and see wildlife in the northern forest parks.

FEBRUARY

Watch sea turtles lay their eggs on the beaches of coastal Parc National Conkouati-Douli.

MARCH–MAY

The worst of the rains descend and most of the camps in the northern parks close from March to mid-April.

JUNE–SEPTEMBER

Much drier conditions and relatively low humidity make this an excellent (and more comfortable) time to visit the country.




Brazzaville
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RIVER VIEWS | EXCELLENT FOOD | LOCAL ARCHITECTURE


Cool name, cool city. For too long, Brazzaville has languished in the shadow of Kinshasa, the sassy capital of the Democratic Republic of Congo that’s visible just across the water. But Brazzaville has a charm all its own. Yes, Brazzaville is quieter than its brash alter ego on the far riverbank, but it’s also safer, has some appealing Congolese-style modernist architecture, and it’s here in Brazzaville, from the embankment, that you’ll find the best views of the River Congo. And more than any other Central African city, Brazzaville is a great place to eat out. Most travellers fly in and head straight to the parks of the interior, which is a pity: Brazzaville does not immediately grab hold of you. But the languid charm, the busy markets, the colours and steamy sub-tropical air all mean that the longer you stay, the more you’ll like this agreeable city.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1La Corniche

SIGHTS

2Basilique Sainte-Anne

3Cathédrale Sacré-Cœur

SLEEPING

4Hotel Hippocampe

5Radisson Blu M’bamou Palace Hotel

EATING

6Ilys

7Mami Wata

Shopping

8Marché Poto-Poto

9Marché Touristique

information

10Projet Lésio-Louna

11Wildlife Conservation Society




GETTING AROUND

Brazzaville is not really a city for walking, and foreign visitors are rarely seen out on foot, which is why every taxi that passes will blow its horn at you.

One option is to arrange a taxi through your hotel, but fares will invariably be inflated.

Most one-way trips around town shouldn’t cost more than CFA2000. Minibuses are much cheaper but travel along set routes and you need to know the city well to make them work for you.
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A great way to get around Brazzaville is to rent a taxi for an hour or a day to see everything. Renting for an hour shouldn’t cost more than CFA5000, while you might get a day for CFA30,000 (plus petrol) if you bargain hard.



Find the Best Congo River View

Explore the Brazzaville riverbank

The Congo River is one of the great natural wonders of the continent, and you’ll find yourself returning to it over and over again.

Begin your stroll at La Corniche, which unfurls along the riverbank and is a great place for a jaunt. On the far bank, 5km away, Kinshasa looms like a slightly frightening vision of chaos; in truth, it’s often barely visible through the haze, and it’s the mighty river itself that’s the real presence. La Corniche is best around sunset when families come out to walk and play as the sun goes down.

From La Corniche, head southwest of the centre to Les Rapides, a broad, and powerful set of surging rapids. Order a drink and some cheap food, and watch the river drama unfold from the Site Touristique Les Rapides.


Tour Markets & Modernist Architecture

Tick off Brazzaville’s landmarks

At the Basilique Sainte-Anne, the open spaces and the blend of influences – modernist, traditional African – are best enjoyed if combined with the irresistible 5pm Sunday mass. The basilica contrasts sharply with the dense tangle of lanes that surround the roiling, chaotic Marché Poto-Poto (open dawn to dusk daily). Closer to the town centre, the rather solemn Cathédrale Sacré-Cœur (1882) is Central Africa’s oldest surviving cathedral. Southwest of the centre, make use of that taxi you rented for the day and take in the sensory overload of Marché Total (dawn to dusk daily), and search for woodcarvings and weavings at the Marché Touristique (8am–5pm Mon–Sat, 8am–1pm Sun).


GORILLAS

Poaching, the bushmeat trade, and Ebola and Marburg have led to the vulnerability of gorillas.

The most endangered subspecies is the Cross River gorilla, living in the highland forests of Cameroon and Nigeria, and numbering no more than 300. Recently, the world’s population of critically endangered mountain gorillas has risen to 1004 – 400 in Uganda’s Bwindi Impenetrable National Park; 604 in the Virunga Massif, shared by Rwanda, Uganda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).

In 2008, 125,000 western lowland gorillas were discovered in the swamps of northern Congo, almost doubling previous projections. Current population estimates are 100,000 to 200,000, spread across the Republic of Congo, DRC, Central African Republic, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea and Cameroon.



Meet Baby Gorillas at Lésio Louna

Tourism and conservation

Rarely do the goals of tourism and conservation come together quite so enjoyably. A half-day’s drive north of Brazzaville, in the kind of remote corner of the country where you look at a map and marvel where your life has brought you, the Lésio Louna Gorilla Reserve is a fabulous place to visit, either as a manageable alternative to the country’s remote parks or as a complement to them. Projet Lésio-Louna (ppgcongo.org) is A joint venture between the Congolese government and The Aspinall Foundation (aspinallfoundation.org) that began as a simple conservation project – to rescue, care for and, ultimately, release into the wild western lowland gorillas. Most of the rescued baby gorillas here were sold into the pet trade or orphaned when their mothers were poached or killed for bushmeat; one look around any food market in rural Congo will show you just how widespread the demand for bushmeat remains, despite projects such as these and widespread education campaigns.

The highlight of a visit here is to chill with the baby gorillas, which really is an experience of a lifetime. Under the observation of a guide, you’ll get to play with these soulful creatures as the differences between our two species melt away. If you’re lucky, you’ll also see adult gorillas, released to roam free in the 170,000-hectare wilds of the reserve. Other highlights include hiking through the mix of savannah and forest, paddling a canoe down the Louna and Léfin rivers, and swimming at lovely Lac Bleu.

You’ll need to make arrangements at least a week in advance with Projet Lésio-Louna in Brazzaville, and a visit here really deserves a full day, and at least a couple of nights, preferably more. Sleep one night at simple Iboubikro Guesthouse, right by the Louna River, and the other camping out in the reserve. You’ll need to bring your own camping supplies, although cold drinks are available.
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THE CONGO RIVER

Running for 4700km and almost stretching from one side of Africa to the other in the process, the Congo is Africa’s second-longest river, after the Nile.

Along the way, it passes through a rainforest system second in size only to the Amazon. The Congo is also believed to be the deepest major river on earth, reaching depths of 220m in places.

No other river crosses the Equator twice, and its drainage basin covers a remarkable four million square kilometres, or 13% of Africa.

The Congo is navigable by boat for most of its length, but not along the section between Brazzaville–Kinshasa and the coast; Brazzaville’s Les Rapides marks the point where riverboats from the interior can go no further.



Sleeping & Eating in Brazzaville: Our Picks

Hotel Hippocampe: Brazzaville’s top travellers’ meeting place, with clean and comfortable rooms, and lots of info for trips. $$

Radisson Blu M’bamou Palace Hotel: The city’s only international-standard hotel has a central riverside location with great rooms. $$$

Ilys: This slice of local life serves Congolese, Senegalese and European dishes on a sandy backstreet in the Brazza suburbs. $$

Mami Wata: Brazza’s best restaurant serves European specials and also has the best and breeziest river terrace in town. $$$




The Coast
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CITY BEACHES | DRAMATIC SCENERY | NATIONAL PARK


For a country of its size, the Republic of Congo has a tiny coastline, but it’s an important one. Most of the country’s oil reserves lie offshore, out in the Atlantic Ocean, and with the country’s oil wealth has come the inevitable contradictions of rapid and uneven development: Pointe-Noire, the Republic of Congo’s second-largest city, with a population of nearly two million, is a jarring juxtaposition of conspicuous wealth, sprawling shanty towns, international restaurants and shiny SUVs. But if you use Pointe-Noire as a base for exploring the excellent beaches nearby, and as a gateway for Parc National Conkouati-Douli (which receives very few visitors), you may end up remembering coastal Congo as one of the more surprising highlights of your visit. In fact, we’d even go as far as to say that a visit to the coast is nigh-on essential for understanding one of Africa’s least-known countries.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Diosso Gorge

2La Côte Sauvage

3Parc National Conkouati-Douli

SIGHTS

4Pointe Indienne

SLEEPING

5Base Vie House

6Malonda Lodge

EATING

(see 7)Il Pepe Nero 

7Kactus Restaurant




GETTING AROUND

Getting to the coast is easier than moving around it: there are daily flights between Pointe-Noire and Brazzaville. You can even fly direct to Pointe-Noire from Paris, and from Cameroon’s Douala International Airport.

Getting to Parc National Conkouati-Douli involves renting a 4WD in Pointe-Noire, which can be expensive, or riding in a truck (a seat in the cabin or on top of the load at the back) for eight hours to Conkouati village; these trucks are the public transport here.
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To reach Parc National Conkouati-Douli in relative comfort, rent a 4WD in Pointe-Noire (CFA250,000 per day) or arrange it through the park itself; also ring ahead to let them know you’re on the way.



Head for the Congo’s Best Beaches

From Pointe-Noire to the beach

Pointe-Noire can be a little overwhelming, so head for the beach! Southeast of the city centre, on Pointe-Noire’s southern outskirts, La Côte Sauvage (The Wild Coast) can be eerily deserted on weekday mornings. But come on a balmy weekend afternoon, and you’ll see Pointe-Noire’s residents at play in the ocean and crowding the stalls that serve fresh seafood and drinks.

Another alternative is to travel 19km north of the city to Pointe Indienne, which is backed by hotels and restaurants. Order a cold beer and some fresh fish, and take up residence at a table overlooking the sand. While in the area, continue north to dramatic Diosso Gorge, between Diosso village and the coast, with its blaze of pinks, yellows and oranges.


Visit the Stunning Parc National Conkouati-Douli

A UNESCO World Heritage Sight

Parc National Conkouati-Douli is a UNESCO World Heritage Sight that’s like the Congo in microcosm. The park begins on Congo’s Atlantic shore before climbing through savannah grasslands to densely forested mountains. Poaching for bushmeat has long been a problem here, but the Wildlife Conservation Society (wcs.org) has helped turn things around – if you’re lucky, you’ll see elephants, gorillas and buffaloes.

It’s a pretty basic experience here, with rudimentary lodges and awful roads. Self-sufficient adventurers can enjoy boat rides on the Ngongo River and embark on forest hikes, witness sea turtles laying eggs (November to February), and feed chimpanzees who are being prepared for reintroduction to the wild.

Sleeping & Eating in Pointe-Noire & Conkouati-Douli: Our Picks

Malonda Lodge: This Pointe-Noire gem has thatched-roof cottages overlooking a lagoon and private beach, 18km south of the city. $$$

Base Vie House: Simple wooden lodge overlooking Conkouati Lagoon; contact the Wildlife Conservation Society about this one. $$$

Il Pepe Nero: Come to one of Pointe-Noire’s best restaurants for traditional Italian home-cooking on a delightful lawn terrace. Bliss. $$




The Remote North
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PRISTINE RAINFOREST | LUXURY LODGES | AMAZING WILDLIFE


Kactus Restaurant: This Pointe-Noire institution downtown has excellent international dishes and a sublime chocolate mousse. $$

The parks in the Republic of Congo’s isolated north are among the hottest safari tickets anywhere in Africa right now. Parc National Nouabalé-Ndoki and Parc National d’Odzala-Kokoua are like a mirage of Central Africa as it once was – at peace, carpeted in staggeringly beautiful rainforest and filled with incredible wildlife. Yes, a visit to either or both of these parks is a major expedition that can be expensive. But these two parks – especially Nouabalé-Ndoki, one of the few genuine candidates in Africa for the title of ‘Africa’s Last Eden’ – have a wonderful, lost-world quality. The parks’ remoteness and the small number of lodges keep visitor numbers down. Otherwise, this place would be crawling with safari groups, here to see the families of forest elephants marching along jungle trails and emerging into clearings where gorillas rest, feed and play. There’s only one problem: the next place you visit cannot possible match this one.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Parc National Nouabalé-Ndoki

SIGHTS

2Mbeli Baï

3Parc National d’Odzala-Kokoua

4Wali Baï

SLEEPING

5Camp Imbalanga

6Lango Camp

7Mboko Camp

8Ngaga Camp

information

9Wildlife Conservation Society




GETTING AROUND

To reach Nouabalé-Ndoki, fly to Ouesso, hire a driver to Bomassa, get the Wildlife Conservation Society to pick you up there, then wade through a swamp for 45 minutes and walk through dense jungle for two hours. Either that, or go by boat.

For Odzala-Kokoua, tours begin in Brazzaville by bus from the capital to the town of Etoumbi (11 hours), where they are met by high-clearance 4WD vehicles for the three- to four-hour journey to one of the camps within the park.
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As the parks become more popular, more and more flights are flying directly into them. Contact African Parks, a local safari company or one of the park camps, such as Mboko or Ngaga, to find out the latest arrangements.



Look for Gorillas in Parc National d’Odzala-Kokoua

Explore a stunning forest

Although it may not be obvious from looking at a map, Parc National d’Odzala-Kokoua is Congo’s most accessible park. And what a park it is!

Let’s begin with the location. In a triangle of Congo that has Gabon on one side and Cameroon on another, this national park lies well beyond where the paved road ends, where you’re so isolated that you never even see planes flying overhead. Dense forest, punctuated by the occasional clearing, extend all the way to the far horizon.

The park is overseen by the impressive African Parks (africanparks.org). Under their watch, poaching has been all but eliminated and tourism is bringing both employment and revenue to local communities. Under these conditions, populations of western lowland gorillas, forest elephants and other mammal species are flourishing, and the park is home to over 440 different bird species.

Tours are run by the park’s individual camps and include the chance to visit one of three habituated gorilla groups at Ngaga Camp. Other activities include birdwatching, nature walks, village visits, boating or kayaking to see elephants at Mboko Camp, and just chilling out at the baï (watering hole), watching the various animals come for a drink by Camp Imbalanga. Most excursions take place with an experienced local guide, and sometimes with an armed ranger from African Parks.

Deep-Forest Immersion in Parc National Nouabalé-Ndoki

The world’s best forest park?

If you could visit only one forest park in Central Africa, it’s difficult to imagine anywhere better than UNESCO World Heritage Site-listed Parc National Nouabalé-Ndoki. As recognised by the UNESCO listing, Nouabalé-Ndoki forms part of the much larger (7500-sq-km) Sangha Trinational Park, which covers both this park and neighbouring Dzanga Ndoki park in the Central African Republic, and Lobéké park in Cameroon. Together, they protect a realm of swamp forest, small creeks and rivers, and the world-famous baï (watering holes).

The wildlife here includes more than 1000 plant species, over 300 different kinds of birds, and a host of mammals, including western lowland gorillas, forest elephants, buffaloes, crocodiles, black and white colobus monkeys, dwarf forest buffaloes, bongos, leopards and duikers. Spending a day on a wooden platform overlooking Mbeli Baï or Wali Baï (the latter is best for forest buffaloes) is one of those safari days that you wish could last forever. To get even closer, Nouabalé-Ndoki also has groups of habituated gorillas (CFA200,000 per person) to visit at Mondika.


Visiting here is not easy. At the time of writing, accommodation was in rustic camps or bungalows set up by various safari companies, or in simple rooms at Nouabalé-Ndoki’s park headquarters in Bomassa. Bookings should be made as far in advance as possible through the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) in Brazzaville, or the WCS in Ouesso.

Getting around can involve difficult hikes through dense forests, and even wading through swamps. But there is an authenticity and magic to the whole experience of visiting here: few places can match Nouabalé-Ndoki for the sheer wonder of it all: travel in a pirogue (traditional wooden canoe) through tunnels of trees in silent forests; hold your breath while watching the undergrowth for the moment when an elephant or gorilla family emerge from the trees; soak up mysterious sounds as the early-morning sunlight filters down through the canopy to the forest floor.
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Travelling by Pirogue (traditional wooden canoe) | Sergey Uryadnikov/Shutterstock ©


AFRICAN PARKS

African Parks (africanparks.org) is an international not-for-profit that specialises in taking troubled national parks, often in some of Africa’s most remote areas, and helping them to reach their full potential.

African Parks has managed Parc National d’Odzala-Kokoua, in conjunction with the Congolese government, since 2010. At the time when the initial 25-year agreement was signed, bushmeat and ivory poaching were largely unchecked in the area. Twelve years later, a 2022 survey found that populations of all major species were either stable or growing.

At last count, 96% of the park’s permanent staff were Congolese nationals, and more than 60% of these come from the communities that surround the park. African Parks manages a further 20 national parks across the continent.



Learn the legend of Lac Télé

Isolated lake in barely penetrable swamp forest

Located in the unimaginably isolated northeast of Congo, few lakes have quite the same legendary status as the perfect circular Lac Télé (Lake Télé): no one knows how many western lowland gorillas inhabit the lake region’s barely penetrable swamp forests, while the forest people here continue to live deeply traditional lives.

But the greatest legend of all is the Loch-Ness-Monster-style story that just won’t go away: locals assure us that Lac Télé is home to the Mokèlé-mbèmbé, a large semi-aquatic creature that believers describe as similar to a Sauropod (a type of long-extinct dinosaur). Many have tried to prove the legend, among them Redmond O’Hanlon in Congo Journey (1996). But the stories continue to swirl.


BUSHMEAT & ZOONOTIC DISEASES

For decades, the Congolese government and international NGOs working in the country have been educating locals against buying and eating bushmeat.

This is partly to protect Congo’s precious wildlife: populations of many forest species are in a downward spiral as a direct result of bushmeat poaching. But bushmeat also poses a serious danger to human health. In Spillover (2012), David Quammen’s seminal study of zoonotic diseases, Quammen goes in search of the first human HIV/AIDS case: his compelling study suggests that the virus may have first crossed the species divide after a local hunter killed and ate a chimpanzee somewhere in the border region where the Republic of Congo, Central African Republic and Cameroon meet.



Sleeping in Parc National d’Odzala-Kokoua: Our Picks

Camp Imbalanga: Run by African Parks, this simple forest bungalow camp is close to Odzala’s Imbalanga baï (watering hole). $$$

Mboko Camp: This elegant camp of permanent tents is set on an open strip of savannah peppered with giant termite hills. $$$

Lango Camp: This stunning satellite camp of Mboko Camp overlooks a massive jungle clearing that’s often visited by wildlife. $$$

Ngaga Camp: This magical place with gorgeous furnishings lies within easy walking distance of two bands of habituated lowland gorillas. $$$




Arriving & Getting Around

The Republic of Congo has two international airports: Maya-Maya Airport in Brazzaville, and Agostinho-Neto International Airport in Pointe-Noire. Roads are generally excellent in the country’s south, less so in the north. To reach the latter, take a domestic flight to Ouesso or Impfondo and organise a days-long river journey or fly in a small charter plane into one of the parks’ remote airstrips.
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Ouesso Airport | MJ Photography/Alamy Stock Photo ©


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left side
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Speed limits in built-up/rural areas: 69/110km/h

[image: gif]

4WDs are necessary in national parks



Visas

Visitors from all but a few African countries require a visa that needs to be obtained before travelling, either from an embassy at home or in a neighbouring country. You’ll need a hotel reservation, return air ticket, and proof of yellow fever and polio vaccinations.

SIM Cards

SIM cards cost from around CFA500 and are available from the major mobile-phone providers, including Airtel and MTN; there are Airtel offices in the arrivals hall of Maya-Maya Airport in Brazzaville. You pay extra for credit. You’ll need your passport to register.


Money
Currency: Central African Franc (CFA)

The Republic of Congo uses the Central African franc (CFA), which is pegged to the euro at a stable exchange rate of CFA655.957. Conveniently, Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Chad, Equatorial Guinea and Gabon all use the same currency.

FOREIGN CURRENCY

If you’re bringing in foreign currency, euros are best, followed by US dollars and British pounds. All three can be exchanged in Brazzaville and Pointe-Noire. Elsewhere, carry more local currency than you think you’ll need. If you’re really stuck, try a business owned by Lebanese or West Africans for currency exchanges, though rates will be poor.

ATMS & CREDIT CARDS

Credit cards are only accepted at top-end hotels and restaurants. Crédit du Congo, Ecobank and BGFI Bank all have ATMs in Brazzaville and Pointe-Noire that accept Visa, MasterCard and Plus cards. Bus it’s best to always carry emergency cash, just in case.








Practicalities
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Pointe-Noire | Seth Lazar/Alamy Stock Photo ©

DANGERS & DISRUPTIONS

Brazzaville and Pointe-Noire are largely trouble-free by day but best traversed by taxi at night. Expect airport officials and the occasional police officer to ask for a gift of some kind to smooth the way. Power cuts and fuel shortages are common, but most hotels have generators.

TOURIST INFORMATION

Tourism remains a low priority for the Congolese government, but there are two basic tourist information kiosks at Brazzaville’s Maya-Maya Airport. For Congo’s parks, try the Wildlife Conservation Society in Brazzaville.

Language

In Brazzavillle, Pointe-Noire and other larger towns, you can always find someone who speaks French. Local languages include Lingala (which is also spoken across the river in the Democratic Republic of Congo) and Monokutuba. If you’re used to always finding someone who speaks English, you may be in for a shock; learn some French before you travel.

OPENING HOURS

Banks 8am to 2pm, Monday to Friday.

Offices 8am to 5pm, Monday to Friday; until noon on Saturdays. Many close for an hour or two at lunch.

Restaurants Midday to 2.30pm, and again from 6pm to 10pm.).

PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

New Year’s Day 1 January

Easter March/April

Labour Day 1 May

Reconciliation Day 10 June

Independence Day 15 August

All Saints’ Day 1 November

Christmas Day 25 December

TIPPING

Thanks to the influx of oil money and oil executives, tipping (5–10%) is expected in fancier restaurants. Guides, drivers and resort staff will also usually expect something – there’s normally a staff tips box in top-end places.







Côte d’ivoire
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ART AND MUSIC, BEACHES AND WILDLIFE

With a vibrant arts scene and some of the best street food in Africa, there’s much to unpack in Côte d’Ivoire.
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caiman | Beata Tabak/shutterstock ©

Larger and more developed than Guinea, Sierra Leone and Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire sees fewer backpackers than those neighbouring countries. Yet if you spend a little time here and linger in the restaurants and art galleries of the main city, Abidjan, with its muscular energy, it might just win you over. Abidjan has one of the best arts scenes in Africa, with some great contemporary visual arts galleries and live music venues. And while its big-city energy isn’t for everyone, the nearby beach towns of Grand Bassam and Assinie feel relaxed and dreamy.

In the west, the Parc National de Taï is one of the best-kept secrets in West Africa. The largest remaining protected area of primary rainforest in West Africa, it is home to troops of endangered western chimpanzees remarkably skilled at using a toolbox of instruments, including nutcrackers, as well as big cats and mangabeys. The park receives few international visitors, which only makes it all the more magical.

Hikers will be happy in the peaks and valleys of Man, while the desert-inspired landscapes of the north give a sense of the Sahel.
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La Dent de Man | FBilula/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©


THE MAIN AREAS

ABIDJAN

Art, city comforts, street food.

MAN

Nature, hiking and cooler temperatures than the coast.




Find Your Way

Most travellers fly into Félix-Houphouët-Boigny International Airport, 16km from Abidjan. From there, Air Côte d’Ivoire offers internal flights to Man, Bouaké, San Pedro, Korhogo and Odienné.
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Plan Your Time

Whether you’re here to enjoy the coast, travelling through the country as part of a West Africa overland trip, or heading into nature, there’s much to explore.
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Musée National du Costume | Modjou/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©


City to Beach

Fly into Abidjan and spend a couple of days exploring the city, catching live music, seeing the sights and art galleries, and tucking into poisson braisé (grilled fish) and other local dishes. Then head to the soft-sand coast of neighbouring Grand Bassam and Assinie for some beach time, fresh seafood, history and surf.




Hiking & Nature

From Abidjan, fly to Man, where you can take in the peaks and valleys and hike La Dent de Man peak. Then head south, through Abidjan again or by road, to the Parc National de Taï. Spend two or three nights, either wild camping through a travel agency or staying at the ecolodge on the edge of the park. After a visit to the habitat of the chimpanzees, continue down south for some beach time.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY

Get into the festive spirit at New Year’s on the beaches of Assinie and Grand Bassam.

APRIL

The biennial Market for African Performing Arts is held in Abidjan, bringing together dance, music and theatre performances.

DECEMBER–MAY

Dry season’s in full swing. Beach days, blue skies, fewer mosquitoes and rain-free roads.

JUNE–OCTOBER

The rainy season lasts for about three months during this period. Expect great surf, torrential storms and longer travel times.




Abidjan
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ART & MUSIC | ALLOCO & ATTIÉKÉ | ARCHITECTURE


Côte d’Ivoire’s biggest city and economic engine, Abidjan may not be the capital but it is the main hub of activity for everything from arts to cuisine to shopping. With a population of around seven million, the city is fairly spread out and can take time to get around, especially in traffic.

Le Plateau is the downtown business hub; across the Ébrié Lagoon by bridge are Treichville and Marcory. To the south is Zone 4, home to some music and arts venues. East of Youpougon – a densely populated suburb with some up-and-coming music and arts – is the Parc de Banco with its urban trails and monkeys.

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1Cathédrale St Paul

(see 2)Galerie LouiSimone Guirandou

2Goethe Institut

3Institut Français

4La Pyramide

5Musée des Civilisations de Côte d’Ivoire

SLEEPING

6Gaia’s Garden B&B

7Villa Jaddis

EATING

8Chez Hélène

9Le Bistrot Palmier

SHOPPING

10Cap Sud

11Centre Artisanal de la Ville d’Abidjan

12Marché de Treichville

13Woodin




GETTING AROUND

Many travellers and locals get around using private taxi or ride-share apps. Private taxis are orange in Abidjan; prices are usually negotiable. Yellow or blue taxis are shared (cheaper) taxis that operate on fixed routes through the city, picking up passengers as they go.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Abidjan is a great place to try Ivoirian food, from soft and crispy cubes of alloco (fried plantain) to delicious poulet braisé (grilled chicken), topped with tomato and onion.



Enjoy Abidjan’s Cultural Scene

Live music and contemporary art

If you’re into live music and art, Bushman Café is unbeatable. There are Ivorian and international musicians, DJ sets, exhibitions, and creative food and drink. The founder is a chocolatier which adds to the joy. It’s a great place to pick up on other art events happening around the city, and is also a top place to stay. Parker Place is a famous reggae bar in Zone 4, played by reggae legends including Alpha Blondy and Tiken Jah Fakoly, who took to the stage here before they were well-known. Live music happens most weekends.

Galerie LouiSimone Guirandou hosts contemporary art exhibits, including some big names in West African art and photography, as is Galerie Cécile Fakhoury. The Institut Français and Goethe Institut have film, music and exhibitions and support Ivorian art, and are worth checking out.

Eating & Drinking in Abidjan: Our Picks

Bushman Cafe: Creative and stylish space with wonderful food, cocktails and live music. $$

Chez Hélène: Popular maquis (simple restaurant) with all the Ivorian favourites, from alloco and attiéké to poisson braisé, and cold beers. $

Le Bistrot Palmier: Upmarket restaurant with beautiful dishes and design. $$$

Manawa Cafe: Crafty coffee shop opposite the American school. Has wholesome food and yoga classes. $$


Get to Know Abidjan

Architecture, museums and wildlife

Abidjan has some interesting architecture in Le Plateau, including La Pyramide. Designed by the Italian architect Rinaldo Olivieri in the early 1970s, it was the first daring structure on the Abidjan skyline and is considered a highlight of African Modernism. The Cathédrale St Paul, also Italian-designed, is a bold and innovative modern cathedral with stained glass.

To be in with a chance of seeing wildlife without leaving the city, head to the lush Parc du Banco where you can hike the well-marked trails and take in some fresh air. The area is home to duiker and several monkey and bird species, and there have been chimpanzee sightings.

Sleeping in Abidjan: Our Picks

Gaia’s Garden B&B: Lovely rooms with artistic accents set around a verdant courtyard with a pool. $$

Villa Jaddis: A good midrange option in Cocody Deux Plateaux. There are five pleasant rooms overlooking the garden. $$

Détente Hotel: Popular budget option. Friendly staff, renovated rooms and a nice courtyard. $

Villa Ayaba: Beautifully styled gem, centrally located in Marcory. $$$




Beyond Abidjan
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Wildlife, hiking, beaches and savanna, there’s much more to explore outside of the big city.


The rest of the country is wildly different to Abidjan. Even nearby Grand Bassam and Assinie, the outstretched arms of the big city, offer a welcome contrast to the fast rhythm of urban life with their pretty beaches, historic architecture, great seafood restaurants and cocktail beach bars. Head north to Yamoussoukro to get a deeper sense of Côte d’Ivoire’s political history and explore how a rural village became a capital city.


Places

Grand Bassam & Assinie

Yamoussoukro




GETTING AROUND

Large buses (some with AC) and minibuses (known as gbakas) ply routes between Abidjan and most cities and towns. Book in advance or on the spot at the bus station. Gbakas are cheaper than large buses but tend to make more stops.



Grand Bassam & AssinieTIME FROM ABIDJAN: 40 mins [image: jpg]

Walk the historic former capital of Grand Bassam

Just a 40-minute drive from Abidjan, Grand Bassam and neighbouring Assinie have become the beachy ‘burbs of the big city. On Sundays, les Abidjanais jump into cars and drive out here for brunch, beach time and surfing.

Grand Bassam is rich in history. The French colonial capital until the yellow fever outbreak of 1896, it is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and has a pretty beach – but beware the strong rip currents.

The town, once divided by the French colonial administration into quarters (governance, commerce, French housing, Ivorian housing), occupies a long stretch of land with the wide Ébrie Lagoon on one side and the turbulent Atlantic, with its swell, on the other.

Walking around town, you’ll see the Palais de Justice on Boulevard Treich-Laplene. Dating back to 1910, it was in this building that members of Côte d’Ivoire’s PDCI-RDA political group – that of the country’s first president, Félix Houphouët-Boigny – were arrested by the French authorities in 1949 during the struggle that preceded independence.

The Pont de la Victoire looks, at first glance, like just a bridge, but it is a protected UNESCO site, designed by Gustav Eiffel and inaugurated in 1928. You can visit the former Governor’s House, now the interesting Musée National du Costume; the colonial-era hospital with its decorated bridge.

Assinie, Grand Bassam’s more relaxed neighbour, has some small waves for surfing and a gorgeous white-sand beach framed by thick palms.


YamoussoukroTIME FROM ABJDIAN: 2–3 hrs [image: jpg]

Discover Côte d’Ivoire’s capital

Located 240km northwest of Abidjan, Yamoussoukro, or Yakro (as the city is affectionately known) is Côte d’Ivoire’s capital. It emerged from the Baoulé village of N’Gokro, hometown of first president Félix Houphouët-Boigny, who initiated construction in the 1960s, transforming it into what is now the fifth most populous city in Côte d’Ivoire.

The big draws here are the Palais Presidentiel with its sacred crocodile moat, and the spectacular Basilique Notre-Dame de la Paix (Basilica of Our Lady of Peace).

The Presidential Palace is the official residence of the president of Côte d’Ivoire, and you can only enter its gates with an official invitation. It was constructed during the presidency of Houphouët-Boigny and is surrounded by a moat inhabited by a float of crocodiles.

The Basilica Notre-Dame de la Paix is listed in the Guinness Book of Records as the largest church in the world.

Designed by Lebanese architect Pierre Fakhoury and based on the Basilica of St Peter in the Vatican, it was built in the 1980s using Italian marble and 7000 sq metres of stained-glass windows imported from France. There are 7000 seats in the nave and they each have their own air conditioning. Multilingual guides are on site to show you around.

The Charles Konan Banny Stadium, which seats 20,000, hosted Africa Cup of Nations football matches in 2024.
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Basilica, Yamoussoukro | Fabian Plock/shutterstock ©


THE CROCS OF YAMOUSSOUKRO

There are said to be some 300 caimans and crocodiles in Yamoussoukro, most of which live in the moat around the Presidential Palace. They were first offered to President Houphouët-Boigny in 1961 by Mali’s then-President Modibo Keïta.

Some have names – Capitaine and Chef de Cabinet among them. They are revered as sacred and totemic according to the Baoulé ethnic group, with Yamoussoukro residents coming by from time to time to sacrifice chickens and other animals, entrusting the crocodiles with their problems and seeking their mystical and spiritual wisdom.

Feeding time is usually around 5pm, when staff stop by with fresh meat. Don’t get too close: in 2012 a veteran keeper was killed by one of the crocodiles.



Sleeping & Eating in Assinie & Grand Bassam: Our Picks

Hôtel Boblin la Mer: Longtime Grand Bassam favourite that’s still charming. Clean rooms, warm atmosphere, great value. $

Assoyam: Stylish beachfront rooms in Grand Bassam with a relaxing poolside area and a very good restaurant. $$

La Case Bleue: Excellent Grand Bassam restaurant with creative energy, talented chefs and artistic design. $$

Caïa Beach Club: Where the cool kids brunch and party in Assinie. Sleek vibes, good food and cocktails by the pool. $$




Man
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PEAKS AND VALLEYS | WATERFALLS | TRADITIONS


Whether you’re passing through on your way overland from Liberia, or exploring the peaks and valleys of western Côte d’Ivoire, Man makes a pleasant stop. The cool mountain area is restorative, the food is lighter and the landscapes are muddier – especially during the rainy season – than in the south. A stop here is a chance to get into nature, enjoy some hiking and take in the views.

The urban area is busy and filled with vendors, making it a good place to stock up for the next leg of your journey. There are some arts and craft shops on Avenue du Président Alassane Ouattara.
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GETTING AROUND

Man is an eight- to 11-hour drive from Abidjan, depending on road conditions and mode of transport. If you’re coming overland from Liberia or the west of the country, allow for a two- to three-hour drive from Danané.

Get around by hired taxi or motorbike (ask for a helmet). Avoid walking at night in rural or unlit areas.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Some travellers report an abundance of eager travel guides in the Man area, so you won’t be short of options, although you’ll need to be prepared to settle on a fair price.
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Les Cascades | robertharding/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Scale the Heights & Other Delights

The heady highlights of Man

La Dent de Man is the most famous landmark in the area, rising like a jagged tooth towards the misty clouds. At 881m, it’s a steep and strenuous climb; you can hike from the village of Zoguale, 4km from Man. You’ll pass pineapple plants, banana and mango trees, and coffee and cocoa plantations. There are also some nearby waterfalls, known as Les Cascades, to swim and cool off in, surrounded by bamboo forest. Entry to the park costs 3000 CFA including the hike to La Dent and the waterfalls. There are many local guides in Zoguale.

Mt Tonkoui is Côte d’Ivoire’s second-highest peak, reaching 1223m. Most people scale it by 4WD or motorbike, following the stunning road that ribbons around the mountain. From the top, the views are spectacular: a multitude of landscapes and vistas sewn together, with the horizon stretching to Liberia and Guinea. The road begins 18km from Man; you can ask for a guide at your hotel.

108km to the north, Silakoro is among the villages north of Man renowned for traditional stilt dancing; a vibrant and rhythmic affair that offers a snapshot of celebratory traditions and their ancestral roots.


MAGICAL PLACES TO STAY IN CôTE D’IVOIRE

In Assinie, La Maison d’Akoula is an elegant hotel with a twist. It has two sleeping hubs; one on the beach and one among the coconut trees on the lagoon.

Within the Parc National de Taï, the round huts of Touraco Ecotel might be simple but they stand out for their proximity to the the park.



Sleeping & Eating in Man: Our Picks

Hôtel les Cascades: One of the best options in Man. There’s a swimming pool, restaurant and best of all, lovely views of the mountains. $$

Residence Eagle by Kaisha: Well-run, with brightly decorated rooms and AC. $$

Restaurant Délices de l’Ouest: Crowd-pleaser on the main road, with large portions of good food. $

Ariane Beach: Simple and magical sundowner spot, surrounded by greenery. Poulet frites and good Ivorian dishes. $




Beyond Man
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Savannascapes, rainforests and beaches: there’s a big country to explore.


East of Man, the green carpeted landscape gives way to patches of savannah. To the north, the land becomes drier and harder as you head towards Korhogo, baobab trees standing like sacred sentries. The north has a different feel than the south, offering a taste of the hotter climate and slower pace of the neighbouring Sahel countries. Once off-limits due to conflict, Korhogo is in the swing of regeneration and has a rich history of music, arts and textiles to explore. Art from the village of Fakaha, 15km from Korhogo, is said to have inspired Picasso on a visit there – but it was an influence that he, when later questioned, reportedly denied.

To the southwest, San Pédro and the beaches of the Gulf of Guinea await, while in the immense Parc National de Taï it’s possible to see endangered western chimpanzees with some unique talents, before drifting off to sleep beneath the deep-green forest canopy.


Places

Parc National de Taï

San Pédro




GETTING AROUND

From Abidjan, you can reach the Parc National de Taï in about a 12-hour drive. Some of the roads can be slow to navigate, especially during the rainy season. There’s a bus that leaves from the Siporex bus station in Youpagon.

Flights (1 hour 15 minutes) connect Abidjan and San Pédro.



Parc National de TaïTIME FROM MAN: 6 hrs [image: jpg]

See wildlife in its natural environment

Guidebooks sometimes overuse the old line about a destination being a ‘best-kept secret’ but the Parc National de Taï really is Côte d’Ivoire’s. Spanning 5000 sq km, making it the largest remaining protected area of primary rainforest in West Africa, Taï receives few international visitors. Designated in 1972, it has been a World Heritage Site for over 40 years and is best known for its critically endangered population of western chimpanzees who have been found to use over 26 tools to accomplish tasks, including cracking nuts.

The park is also home to populations of forest elephants, pygmy hippos, caracals, leopards, mangabeys and many more endangered species, as well as 1300 species of plants, many of which are only just beginning to be studied and are likely to hold medicinal value. One of the park’s tree species, Thaumatoccocus danielii, has historically been used in ancestral and traditional medicine and is said to be 5000 times sweeter than cane sugar. Conservation efforts are underway within the park to prevent poaching and safeguard the future of these threatened species, including camera trapping, leopard pattern identification and community engagement.


Stay at Touraco Ecotel in the Djouroutou ecotourism site, which has 10 simple but comfortable solar-powered round huts with bathrooms. From Djouroutou, there are half-day guided forest walks to see the chimpanzees, and you can also hike the sacred 396m-high Mt Niénokoué in the company of a local guide. There’s also Ecotourisme Taï, which arranges three-night wild camping trips under the forest canopy.
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Pygmy hippo, Parc National de Taï | Danny Ye/shutterstock ©

San PédroTIME FROM MAN TO SAN PéDRO: 1 hr 15 mins [image: jpg]

Unwind in a Gulf of Guinea beach town

It sounds like a tropical Caribbean beach resort, and palm-lined San Pédro is every inch the golden sand and hammock experience, Ivoirian style. Some travellers pass through here or the other Gulf of Guinea beach towns – neighbouring Grand Béréby or historic Sassandra – on their way to or from Harper in Liberia.

In San Pédro, Les Jardins d’Ivoire hotel has, as you may have guessed, a pretty garden, plus a pool and good restaurant. There’s also Le Cannelle hotel which gives Swiss chalet vibes from the outside; it has decent, clean rooms overlooking the ocean and a beach restaurant.

On the lush forested edge of Grand Béréby, an hour’s drive away, La Cascade de Trahe makes for a beautiful afternoon trip with its bamboo bridges and cool waters. You can also visit the natural pools in Tabaoulé, see the anaconda palm tree (self-styled in the shape of a snake), and spot the monkeys and crocodiles on the Nero River.


IVORIAN FOOD & DRINK: A TASTER

Côte d’Ivoire has some excellent local specialities and street food.

Alloco Deep-fried plantain, rich and sweet. Served as a savoury side dish.

Attiéké A grainlike, gluten-free dish made from grated cassava, served like couscous.

Poisson braisé or poulet braisé Grilled fish or chicken, barbecued and often served with a delicious tomato and onion topping.

Foutou Made from pounded plantain and yam and eaten with fingers.

Sauce Kopè An okra-based sauce, often made with snails, crab or meat. Some call it slimy; Kopé is the Marmite of Côte d’Ivoire – you’ll either love it or hate it.

Bissap Sweet hibiscus juice; delicious and replenishing in the heat. Order it mixed with gingembre (ginger juice) for an added kick.






Arriving

International flights arrive into Félix Houphouët Boigny International Airport, 16km to the southeast of Abidjan. There are official taxis, plus rideshare app pick-up points, near the arrivals exit.
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Travel Times

Most online maps and apps don’t take into account road conditions in West Africa, so their estimated travel times aren’t the most accurate for Côte d’Ivoire and the neighbouring countries. A good rule of thumb is to add a few hours to these calculations or ask around locally.

Air

Air Côte d’Ivoire flies from Abidjan to five cities: Man, Bouaké, San Pedro, Korhogo and Odienné.

SIMs

You can buy an Orange or MTN SIM card at the airport and in urban areas. Orange has the best coverage. If you’ll only be using data, travel eSIMs are available online for Côte d’Ivoire.

Visas

Citizens from 24 countries, including Nigeria, Singapore and the Philippines, are exempt from visas. All other nationalities must apply and pay online for a visa and bring the confirmation to the airport on arrival.


Money
Currency: West African Franc (CFA)

ATMS

There are ATMs that take international cards all over Abidjan and in urban areas. But if you’re travelling to a rural part of the country, it’s best to withdraw cash before you go.

CASH

Small restaurants and shops generally only accept cash or mobile money.

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Most medium to large hotels, restaurants and shops accept credit and debit cards.








Getting Around

The main land crossings into Côte d’Ivoire are at Elubo (Ghana) and near Tabou or Danané (Liberia). Overlanders with their own vehicle will need to obtain a laissez passer via an Ivorian embassy or consulate ahead of time.


Train & Bus

Once a week, a train runs between Abidjan and Burkina Faso’s capital Ouagadougou. There are also frequent trains to Bouaké and Ferkessédougou. Large buses (some with AC) and gbakas (minibuses) travel between Abidjan and most cities and towns.

Car

There are international vehicle-rental companies at the airport for those wanting to self-drive. Many travellers hire a private taxi or 4WD, with a driver.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Car hire is available at Félix Houphouët Boigny International Airport.
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Many travellers use private car/taxi hire with drivers.







Language

The official language of Côte d’Ivoire is French. Ivorian French is largely the same as French spoken in France, but Nouchi, a creole or slang dialect, is also widely used. French is not many people’s first language; dozens of languages are spoken throughout the country including Baoulé, Agni, Dan and Mande.


Nouchi

Nouchi is a creole or slang dialect that was initially created by gang members in marginalised communities in the 1970s. It has since risen to prominence, entering the lexicon not only in Abidjan but also in France, where it is now taught by literature professors and used in pop music.

A Few Words & Phrases in French

Je viens d’arriver. I’ve just arrived

Ou est ce que je peux trouver un taxi, s’il vous plaît? Where can I find a taxi, please?

Est ce que vous avez du jus frais? Do you have any fresh juice?

Merci beaucoup. Thank you very much.

J’ai besoin d’aide. I need help.

Passez une bonne soirée. Have a good evening.







Equatorial Guinea
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SAFARI TRAVEL’S NEXT FRONTIER

Equatorial Guinea is an adventure. Not many travellers make it here, but those who do rave about the country’s unspoilt nature.
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Equatorial Guinea is African travel the way it used to be, in the best possible way: wild and adventurous; a sense of being on the frontier and of forging a new path; a country with a faltering reputation for bureaucratic rules and unpredictable officialdom; and, above all, a recurring feeling of being on an unrelenting journey of discovery.

Equatorial Guinea is a story told in two parts. Bioko Island dominates the Gulf of Guinea, a once-volcanic upthrust that now is home to Equatorial Guinea’s capital city, Malabo.

But the human foothold on Bioko is always in nature’s shadow, from the country’s highest mountain (Pico Basile) to a deeply forested interior filled with primates and empty beaches that encircle the island.

Over on the mainland, known as Rio Muni, it’s a similar story, if a little more dispersed. In the south there’s the stunning Isla Corisco, the island time forgot. Up north, nesting sea turtles come ashore to lay their eggs (from November or December until February) on equally pretty stretches of sand. And in the densely forested interior, gorillas, mandrills and forest elephants wander the forest in great numbers in Monte Alen National Park.

Equatorial Guinea is all of these things. But above all, it’s an African journey of the kind you don’t find elsewhere much any more.
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THE MAIN AREAS

BIOKO ISLAND

Malabo, turtles and a scenic drive.

RIO MUNI

Beaches, wildlife and forests.




Find Your Way

Equatorial Guinea is divided in two, between Bioko Island and the mainland, Rio Muni. It’s possible to combine the two, but it takes time. Most travellers visit one or the other.
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Plan Your Time

It makes sense to treat Bioko Island and Rio Muni as two separate destinations, with two different itineraries. If you wish to do both, it’s just a plane flight away.
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Five Days on Bioko Island

Your first touchdown in Equatorial Guinea will almost certainly be in Malabo. Spend a day in town, then take another day to climb Pico Basile. On day three, drive around the island, passing Moka and Luba with their fine views. On the final two days, hike, look for sea turtles and enjoy a gorgeous beach around Ureca.




A Week in Rio Muni

Start with a day in Bata, then head north for a couple of days with nesting sea turtles in the Reserva Natural de Rio Campo. Next stop, spend a couple of days (more if you have them) amid the wild, magnificent and wildlife-filled forests of Monte Alen National Park. Finish up with a couple of days on Isla Corisco.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

NOVEMBER–FEBRUARY

Dry season on Bioko; turtles lay eggs at Ureca and in Reserva Natural de Rio Campo.

MARCH–MAY

Heat and humidity build, and the rainy season takes hold in April and May. Avoid travelling at this time if you can.

JUNE–AUGUST

Generally dry on the mainland (Rio Muni) which means better road, beach and forest conditions.

SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER

The last of the rains on Bioko; relatively mild temperatures and cooler in the evenings.




Bioko Island
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MOUNTAIN HIKING | FOREST WILDLIFE | COLONIAL-ERA ARCHITECTURE


Closer to Cameroon than to the rest of Equatorial Guinea, steamy Bioko is the country’s public face, and the one you’re most likely to experience.

Every journey here begins in Malabo, Equatorial Guinea’s capital and the country in microcosm. On one hand, it’s oil-rich, all gleaming skyscrapers, wide boulevards, pastel facades from the Spanish colonial era peeling under the tropical sun, everything confident and brash. And yet, the downtown area is encircled by shanty towns and its streets peopled as much by those left behind by the economic boom as by the suits of oil executives.

Beyond Malabo is where you’ll begin to fall under Equatorial Guinea’s spell. Apart from small villages in the north, nature very much holds sway: dense rainforest, white- or volcanic black-sand beaches, the volcanic Pico Basile (3012m) shrouded in cloud. Down in the far south, Ureca is home to sea turtles and primates.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Catedrál de Santa Isabel

2Parque Nacional de Pico Basile

SIGHTS

3Arena Blanca

(see 1)Casa Verde 

(see 1)Equatoguinean Cultural Centre 

4Luba Mirador

(see 5)Moka Mirador 

ACTIVITIES

5Moka Wildlife Centre

6Ureca Nature Centre

SLEEPING

(see 1)Apart-Hotel Impala 

(see 1)Hostal Morenita 

(see 5)Hotel Moca 

(see 1)Magno Suites 




GETTING AROUND

The further you go beyond Malabo, the more the roads deteriorate and the tourism infrastructure fades. Your best bet is to organise a vehicle, driver/guide through your hotel in Malabo. A 4WD is necessary for reaching Ureca.

Bioko has no scheduled public transport, but private shared taxis (which follow set routes and leave when full) connect Malabo, Santiago de Baney, Riaba, Moka and Luba. They’re crowded, slow and a great way to meet the locals.




[image: ] TOP TIP

However long you have in Malabo, factor in an extra day at the beginning to acclimatise to the humidity, which can be debilitating if you’re not prepared for it (and even if you are). It’s not really a city to walk, so make sure your car has air-con.



Unlock the Secrets of Malabo

Exploring the Equatoguinean capital

It’s worth renting a taxi for a day and start out by just driving around Malabo. As you do so, wind down the windows and let the city’s sights and sounds assail you: the smell of burning rubbish, or of a salty sea breeze; the silent passage of a black government SUV with tinted windows gliding past as the traffic parts; the storm clouds that billow menacingly beyond the city most days in the late afternoon. The assault on the senses comes also from the jarring juxtapositions between the shiny new buildings that the country’s government likes to show to the world and the grinding poverty that is the daily reality of ordinary Equatoguineans.

Having achieved an overall sense of the city and its contradictions, you can now zero in on some of the highlights. Begin with the Catedrál de Santa Isabel, on Plaza de España, a block back from the waterfront. Arguably Equatorial Guinea’s most beautiful building, the cathedral carries hints of the Gothic style favoured by Catalan architects during the late 19th- to early 20th-century span of the building’s construction; it is said that Antoni Gaudí made some suggestions during construction, although his effect is muted. The cathedral’s apricot-hued facade catches fire when bathed in the setting sun.

A block southwest of the cathedral, the bottle-green, early-19th-century Casa Verde is one of the more appealing colonial-era buildings. They’ve been planning to set up a museum on the site for as long as we’ve been visiting, but seem no closer to doing so. The caretaker will show you around in return for a small tip (eg CFA500). Also in the area, stop by the Equatoguinean Cultural Centre to see if there are any concerts or exhibitions planned (or just to connect to the free wi-fi).

Climb a Volcano

Go almost to Bioko’s highest point

Bioko’s highest point, the volcanic Pico Basile (3012m) is usually enveloped in clouds. But on those rare days when it’s not, grab a guide and head south from Malabo to the Parque Nacional de Pico Basile. The peak is almost as far as you can go in Bioko from the ocean, and the climb through thick forest is not for the unfit: the trails are uneven, and the altitude gain is constant and considerable. Enjoy the views out over the forest canopy as you climb, not least because you’ll never make it to the top: the summit is off-limits, thanks to a military exclusion zone.
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PEOPLE OF EQUATORIAL GUINEA

By far the largest population group in Equatorial Guinea is the Fang, who make up nearly 80% of the country’s overall population; their cultural stronghold is in Rio Muni, on the mainland.

Fang is one of three official languages in Equatorial Guinea, along with English and Spanish. Although they’re thought to be in the majority on Bioko Island, the Bubi People account for just 10% of the overall population. Other, much smaller groups include the Benga, Ndowe, Nanguedambo and Bisio.

Nearly 90% of Equatoguineans are Roman Catholics, a legacy of nearly four centuries under Spanish rule. That said, most people here profess both Catholicism and an adherence to traditional animist beliefs.



Discover the Wildlife of the South

Looking for sea turtles and primates

Ureca really is Bioko’s lost world. Perched where rainforest meets the sea on the island’s far southern rim, Ureca is surrounded by deserted beaches where sea turtles come ashore to lay their eggs, dense rainforest where primates found nowhere else on the planet survive, and by waterfalls a short walk from the village. Except for forest tracks open only to experienced 4WDers, Ureca is cut off from the wider world, an isolated slice of paradise.

This is one of the wettest places on Earth, receiving close to 10,450mm of rain per annum. During the dry season (November to January), turtles come ashore on the beaches at Ureca to lay their eggs. They’re watched over by the local ecotourism project at Ureca Nature Centre. Join an overnight hiking and camping trip, learn about sea turtle ecology, and see how many primates your guide can help you find.

Sleeping on Bioko Island: Our Picks

Hostal Morenita: One of few budget possibilities in Malabo’s centre. Morenita could do with an update but is otherwise excellent value. $$

Hotel Moca: Better than it appears, this Moka outpost fills with bureaucrats whenever the president’s at his palace. Pool, massage and disco. $$

Magno Suites: In the Malabo suburb of Paraiso, this boutique hotel is possibly Malabo’s best. Excellent restaurant and airport shuttle. $$$

Apart-Hotel Impala: Large and supremely comfortable rooms make this one of Malabo’s most popular hotels. $$$



Bioko Norte by Road
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The northern part of Bioko Island is quite easy to get around, thanks to its good roads. Your hotel in Malabo should be able to help you rent a vehicle and a driver.

On Bioko, most roads begin and end in 1Malabo and this one is no exception. As you leave the capital, watch the eastern horizon where Mt Cameroon (4040m) looms above the African mainland. As you continue your clockwise route around Bioko, you’ll pass through a string of small villages: enjoy the quiet scenes of children playing table football, women in bright colours carrying impossible loads to market, and the pervasive sense that you’ve left tourist Africa behind.

The road follows the coast southeast, between forests and white-sand beaches or rocky headlands. Stop by the canary yellow 2Sagrada Familia Church in Basakato (also called Basacato del Este). Next stop, 3Riaba, around two-thirds of the way down Bioko’s east coast. Riaba (population around 1000) is a military town; a quick walk will reveal a pretty little lighthouse and a pink church.

The road continues towards 4Moka, climbing past the huge ceiba trees, which double as the country’s national emblem. High-altitude Moka offers respite from the humidity; watch for a presidential palace and amazing views from Moka Mirador. At the excellent Moka Wildlife Centre, ask about guided hikes and programmes to protect nesting sea turtles

The road bucks and weaves down to west-coast 5Luba. This busy little port is close to the superb Arena Blanca where locals gather on weekends. High above town, Luba Mirador promises spectacular views of forest, mountains and ocean. From Luba, it’s an easy drive back to Malabo.






Rio Muni
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FOREST PRIMATES | REMOTE WILDERNESS | DESERTED BEACHES


Rio Muni, the mainland part of Equatorial Guinea, is about as far off well-travelled routes as it’s possible to go, and we love it all the more for it. The main town, Bata, is larger than Malabo and has a handful of minor attractions, hotels and good places to eat.

But it’s Rio Muni’s interior and coastline that really stand out. Occupying a pristine swathe of dense rainforest, Monte Alen National Park is a magical world of waterfalls, quiet forest trails and astonishing wildlife: if Monte Alen were elsewhere, it would be world-famous for what it can offer. The same is true of Isla Corisco, an island off Rio Muni’s southern coast, where rainforest and grasslands provide the backdrop to magnificent beaches. And up in the north, where Equatorial Guinea rubs up against Cameroon, the Reserva Natural de Rio Campo is the place to commune with nesting sea turtles.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Monte Alen National Park

2Reserva Natural de Río Campo

SIGHTS

3Catedral de Santiago Apóstol y Nuestra Señora del Pilar

(see 3)Obelisk 

(see 3)Plaza del Reloj 

(see 3)Torre de la Libertad 

ACTIVITIES

4TOMAGE

SLEEPING

(see 3)Aparthotel Plaza 

(see 3)Hotel Carmen 

(see 3)Hotel Finisterre San Pedro 

EATING

(see 3)Bar Central 

5La Ferme Beach

(see 3)Restaurant L’Orientale 

(see 3)Restaurant Naby 

INFORMATION

(see 3)Delegación de Cultura y Turismo, Bata

(see 3)INDEFOR-APt




GETTING AROUND

At the time of writing, getting around Rio Muni was something of an adventure. Beyond Bata, road infrastructure is patchy at best, at least in more remote areas; travel can involve long, slow journeys, usually in a 4WD.

Things are, however, changing. With the construction of a new capital city – Ciudad de la Paz, formerly Oyala – in the country’s east, expect road infrastructure to improve in this part of Rio Muni. Flights now connect Malabo with Ciudad de la Paz.
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Plan to take longer than you expect to get everywhere in Rio Muni. In the absence of any public transport, and with some of the more remote roads washed away for weeks on end, plan on at least two weeks to see Monte Alen National Park, Isla Corisco and Rio Campo.



Start Planning in Bata

Exploring a provincial city

Bata won’t win a beauty contest, but nor does it try or need to. That’s because its hinterland is so special. Beaches to the north and south, Monte Alen National Park and its wildlife and wilderness out to the east, Rio Campo up in the north: journeys to each of these begin in Bata and you can’t get to any of them without first passing through here. Hotels are the best place to ask if you’re looking for a vehicle, so plan on a few days if you haven’t already made the arrangements in advance. For Rio Campo, contact INDEFOR-AP.

While you’re in town making arrangements, stop by the rather austere Catedral de Santiago Apóstol y Nuestra Señora del Pilar to admire the stained-glass windows, and see various monuments that commemorate historical events: the Obelisk that marks Pope John Paul II’s 1982 visit to Equatorial Guinea, the waterfront Torre de la Libertad (independence) or the Plaza del Reloj (the 1979 coup). Less edifying but a lot more fun, join locals for dinner and/or lunch in one of the beachside restaurants south of town; they’re especially popular on weekends.


Find the Perfect Tropical Getaway on Isla Corisco

Leaving the modern world behind

If you wanted to disappear from the world for a few days and just lie on the beach, then Isla Corisco will have profound appeal. This is an island where phone coverage is restricted to what the wind occasionally blows in from the mainland, where life is completely disconnected from the electricity grid (there are a few generators). There’s not a lot to do in Isla Corisco, but that’s very much the point.

Known locally as Mandji, the island lies 44km off Cogo, is accessible only by ferry. Unless you can hitch a ride, you’ll end up walking everywhere. And the best place to walk is Arena Blanca, truly one of our favourite beaches in Africa with bath-warm waters, a turquoise sea, palm trees and very few people.


TOURIST PERMITS

Although they may be abolished by the time you read this, at the time of writing you still needed an Autorización de Turismo (Tourist Permit) to visit beyond the city. Apply at the Ministerio de Turismo in Malabo II or the Delegación de Cultura y Turismo in Bata.

You will be given an example of an application letter, which must be typed, printed, signed and presented with the CFA20,000 fee and a copy of your passport and visa. Allow at least one day to get the permit. In the letter, list everywhere you want to visit.

If you are stopped somewhere not on your list, you’ll be turned away. Take copies of the permit to avoid handing over the precious original.



Sleeping near Rio Muni: Our Picks

Hotel Finisterre San Pedro: This central place, has bright, clean and good value rooms. The same owners run a Senegalese restaurant next door. $

Hotel Carmen, Bata: Simple rooms here are nonethless clean and the facilities (a pool by the sea, restaurant and bar) more than compensate. $$

Aparthotel Plaza, Bata: Large rooms with dark wood and leather furnishings dominate this fine place, which also has a bar and restaurant. $$$

Complejo Turistico Las Islas de Corisco: By the beach, with a bar overlooking the ocean, this place is your only choice on Isla Corisco. $$$

Enjoy Wildlife & Wilderness in Monte Alen National Park

The forest all to yourself

If you’ve ever wondered what exploring Africa’s wild places was like before the safari industry took hold, visit Monte Alen National Park to find out. This glorious realm of montane rainforest is filled with an incredible portfolio of animals, among them forest elephants, western lowland gorillas, chimpanzees, buffaloes, crocodiles, leopards and quirky creatures such as goliath frogs. Deep in the forest, Mosumo Falls cascades from the trees like a lost forest spring, and the birdlife here is world-class, including prized species such as the blue-headed wood dove, great blue turaco and the chocolate-backed kingfisher. What makes a visit here extra special is the sense of adventure. Permits are available from INDEFOR-AP in Bata, and they may have some advice on finding vehicles or guides. Otherwise, there is no tourism infrastructure here. You’ll need to carry in all of your own equipment and supplies, and set up camp whenever you find a forest clearing. A guide is necessary – pick one up at the park gate if you haven’t made prior arrangements. And every step through the forest feels like a journey of discovery, just like going on safari used to be.
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Beaches & Sea Turtles at Rio Campo

Turtle-watching on beautiful sands

In the Reserva Natural de Rio Campo, along Rio Muni’s far north coast, you’ll find yourself in one of the most biodiverse corners of the planet. Dense rainforest begins at the water’s edge and extends hundreds of kilometres inland, sheltering all manner of wildlife species, many of which the park shares with Cameroon’s Parc National de Campo Ma’an (which is separated from Rio Campo by just the Nteem River): these include buffaloes, forest elephants, leopards, gorillas and mandrills. To round things off nicely, the reserve is also a Ramsar Wetland of International Importance, making it a fabulous destination for birders. And, of course, the beaches are simply stunning and busy only with fisherfolk.

Before leaving Bata, you’ll need to visit INDEFOR-AP in order to obtain a permit to visit. While apply, you can ask about conditions in the reserve, and whether the cabins where you can overnight in the reserve are actually open.

The turtles come ashore at various beaches along the coast to lay their eggs between December and February. To find some, contact TOMAGE (facebook.com/tortugasguinea), which operates a conservation project situated between Punta Tika and Punta Cuche in the northwest of the Rio Campo reserve.


CIUDAD DE LA PAZ

Out in the east of Rio Muni, a new capital city for Equatorial Guinea is taking shape. First called Oyala, now Ciudad de la Paz or Djibloho in the local tongue, the city, when fully functional (some government ministries have already moved here), will replace Malabo.

With a projected population of 200,000 (or around one-quarter of the country’s entire population), the city already has an airport, five-star hotel, parliament and other government buildings, presidential palace, a golf course and a six-lane highway.

Whether it succeeds like other custom-built capitals such as Brasilia or Canberra, or ends up being a white elephant like Gbadolite (in Democratic Republic of Congo, formerly Zaire) only time will tell.



Eating in Bata: Our Picks

Restaurant Naby: Part of the Hotel Finisterre San Pedro, this restaurant does fabulous Senegalese specialities - order the yassa fish or meat. $

Bar Central: Seafood, pizza and beer lead at this friendly place, drawing Bata’s expat crowd. Next door’s good for pastries and coffee. $$

La Ferme Beach: La Ferme (‘Fermay’) has a poolside restaurant on the terrace 20 minutes south of Bata. Order the fabulously fresh fish. $$$

Restaurant L’Orientale: At Bata’s seafront, this Lebanese place is outstanding; ignore the pizzas and order the Levantine gems. $$$




Arriving & Getting Around

At the time of research, all international flights arrived at Malabo International Airport. To reach Bata from Malabo, you can either fly or catch the weekly ferry. It remains unclear whether international airlines will begin using the new airport in Ciudad de la Paz.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limits on urban and rural roads: 60km/h and 110km/h.
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If you are driving, you’ll need an International Driving Permit.



Visas

All nationalities need a visa to enter Equatorial Guinea. Since July 2023, you can apply for an e-visa online at equatorialguinea-evisa.com. The application process costs US$75 per person and you should begin the process early.

SIMs

Local SIM cards are available from GETESA in Malabo and cost CFA5000. When applying, take with you a copy of your passport and visa, and two photographs. You can top up your credit in many places.


Money
Currency: Central African Franc (CFA)

ATMS

There are dozens of ATMs at banks scattered across central Malabo and Bata, but nowhere else in the country; expect that to change as Ciudad de la Paz becomes more of a city. Don’t count on finding an ATM that works. Those ATMs that do work usually only take Visa cards and give out quite small amounts (usually no more than CFA100,000 per day). Many ATMs run dry from Thursday evenings.

CASH

Although things are changing slowly, Equatorial Guinea is very much a cash economy. Make sure you have plenty of foreign currency (euros or US dollars) for large purchases such as airline tickets. You can change euros or US dollars at banks in most towns or bureaux de change in Malabo or Bata.

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Credit cards can only be used in top-end hotels and restaurants. Local airlines and car-hire agencies do not generally accept credit cards, but always ask.







Practicalities

Visiting Equatorial Guinea used to be a bureaucratic nightmare, and the country still has its fair share of officials who love their paperwork, love having it in triplicate, and like to make people sweat under their officious gaze. But things are changing slowly – the availability of online e-visas is a case in point. You may still encounter some of the insistence on no-longer-necessary paperwork in remote areas.
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Tipping

There is no culture of tipping in Equatorial Guinea, but there are exceptions. In five-star hotels and expensive restaurants, especially those frequented by expats, staff have come to expect a tip. Guides and private drivers also appreciate a tip (around 10%).

A Stable Currency

The value of the Central African Franc is fixed at CFA655 to the euro, and CFA605 to the US dollar. The same currency is used in Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Republic of the Congo and Gabon..

Language

Both Spanish and French are widely spoken throughout Equatorial Guinea, English less so, which may come as a shock to Anglophone speakers accustomed to finding English speakers wherever they go. It’s worth learning a few phrases in both languages before you travel.

Opening Hours

Shops and offices 8am-1pm and 4-7pm Mon-Fri, some open 8am-1pm Sat

Banks 8am-2pm Mon-Fri, 8am-noon Sat

Restaurants and cafes 7am or 9am-11pm Mon-Sat

Clubs 10pm-4am Thu-Sat

Public Holidays

New Year’s Day 1 January

Good Friday March or April

Labour Day 1 May

Corpus Christi Feast May or June

President’s Day 5 June

Freedom Day 3 August

Constitution Day 15 August

Independence Day 12 October

Feast of the Immaculate Conception 8 December

Christmas Day 25 December







Gabon
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CENTRAL AFRICA’S BEST SAFARI ADVENTURES

Africa’s Last Eden. Land of the Surfing Hippos. These are just some of the names Gabon goes by, and they’re all true.
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When it comes to forests, Gabon is the wildlife equivalent of East Africa’s Serengeti or Masai Mara. Gabon’s forests have an embarrassment of riches, alive with the world’s densest concentrations of western lowland gorillas, the world’s largest population of forest elephants, and the largest troupes of mandrills on the planet. Gabon is where the world’s only surfing hippos were caught playing in the ocean and where gorilla encounters could be the best on the continent. You can also see the biggest congregation of nesting sea turtles on Earth, ride in boats alongside rarely seen humpback dolphins, and track humpback whales close to shore. So many of these fabulous wildlife experiences take place in Gabon’s storied national parks: Loango, Mayumba, Pongara, Lopé and Ivindo. Getting to each gets easier with each passing year (although we love the fact that, sometimes, the best advice is still to walk 60km along a deserted beach). And the park landscapes – empty beaches, dense rainforest, idyllic clearings, rivers, waterfalls and pockets of savannah – are like having all that’s good about Central Africa in one country.

And then there are the people. Whether you’re learning about their rich cultural history in Libreville or meeting them by the beaches of Pointe Denis, in a squishy taxi-brousse or in Albert Schweitzer’s former home town of Lambaréné, they’re Gabon’s finest ambassadors and most memorable assets.
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THE MAIN AREAS

LIBREVILLE

Traditional crafts and weekend escapes.

LOANGO NATIONAL PARK

Gorillas, beaches and surfing hippos.

MAYUMBA NATIONAL PARK

Sea turtles, whales and remote bliss.

LOPÉ NATIONAL PARK & AROUND

Primates, rainforests, elephants and waterfalls.




Find Your Way

Gabon is a mid-sized African country where roads are generally well-maintained, but it’s a long way between most destinations so fly where you can. You’ll often need to return to Libreville to join up the dots.
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Plan Your Time

Gabon is not a country where you can see it all in a week. In fact, a really short visit will only leave you wanting more. Make the most of your time through careful planning.
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Pressed for Time

With only a few days in Gabon – what were you thinking? – spend a day in Libreville, then head for beaches and weekend parties in Pointe Denis, then Pongara National Park for sea turtles. If you can stretch it to a week, fly into Loango National Park for a few days, before flying back to Libreville.




Ten Days in Gabon

All Gabon journeys begin in Libreville. Spend a day in the city, another at Pointe Denis and another with sea turtles in Pongara National Park. Learn about Albert Schweitzer and his work in fascinating Lambaréné, then leave three days each for Lopé National Park and Ivindo National Park: both have apes, elephants and epic forests.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

MAY–SEPTEMBER

The Dry Season promises clear skies and milder temperatures, though afternoon storms are still common.

JULY–SEPTEMBER

The arrival of humpback whales offshore largely coincides with the late dry season (July to September).

OCTOBER–APRIL

Tumultuous Wet Season weather with frequent rain, but it can be good for wildlife watching in northern Loango.

NOVEMBER–APRIL

Another highlight of the rains is sea turtles nesting along Mayumba, Loango and Pongara beaches from November to April.




Libreville
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STREET MARKETS | VARIED CUISINES | TRADITIONAL MUSEUM


Libreville is one of Central Africa’s most appealing cities, a balmy, sultry city by the sea. If you’ve travelled at all elsewhere in Africa, you’ll notice that Libreville just feels different. It’s relatively prosperous, less frenetic and, yes, safer than many other cities in the region (although do keep your eye on your valuables and your wits about you at all times). As you walk or drive, the smell of the salty sea or the sound of catchy makossa or rumba music will accompany you.

It’s not that there’s a whole lot to do here, although you could easily spend a couple of days here enjoying the excellent restaurants, diving into the street markets, visiting the fascinating Musée Nationale des Arts et Traditions du Gabon or planning a night out. But Libreville shows a different African face to the world than you might have seen elsewhere; that alone is worth the visit.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Musée Nationale des Arts et Traditions du Gabon

SLEEPING

2Hôtel Hibiscus

3Le Leet Dorian

4Radisson Blu Okoume Palace Libreville

EATING

5La Dolce Vita

6La Voile Rouge

7Le Pelisson

8Le Voilier

9L’Odika

SHOPPING

10Village des Artisans




GETTING AROUND

Although you can walk around small pockets of the city, Libreville covers a large area and the relentless humidity means that walking is rarely the best option.

Most locals use shared taxis – you pay for une place in a vehicle going in your direction. If you want the taxi all to yourself, that’s called a course; expect to pay anywhere between CFA5000 and CFA10,000 an hour. If you’re looking for a driver, ask at your hotel.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Very few taxi drivers in Libreville know street names, except perhaps the major boulevards. When telling a driver where you want to go, use landmarks (such as the cathedral or the presidential palace), rather than street names.



Discover Gabon’s Rich Arts Culture

Visit a museum, buy a mask

Central Africa has long been considered the heartland for wooden masks and sculptures. These items were originally created not for sale, but for ceremonies in which traditionally dressed dancers wore the masks and took on the form of spirits.

Seeing such a ceremony is, of course, nearly impossible – apart from the difficulty of finding them, most have always been closed to outsiders. That’s why Libreville’s Musée Nationale des Arts et Traditions du Gabon (National Museum of Arts and Traditions) is such an important resource. On display are an amazing collection of masks and statues, as well as an unusual collection of stone carvings. Take the guided tour (in French) to really understand what you’re seeing.

If you want to take a mask home, visit the Village des Artisans, although take your time and go with a local: most of the items (and the merchants) are from elsewhere.


Learn about Bwiti Culture

Discovering forest life

A rare encroachment of forest culture into this most modern of African cities, Ebando (ebando.org) is an NGO run by Tatayo, a former French truck driver turned Gabon’s first European nganga (traditional healer). The charismatic Tatayo and his team of locals will teach you about Bwiti initiation, organise traditional Bwiti song and dance performances, and will take you on forest walks to deepen your understanding of the Bwiti and their daily lives. Ebando is 7km north of Libreville Airport, and it’s a great way to spend a day. Contact them in advance of your visit.

Sleeping and eating in libreville: Our Picks

Hôtel Hibiscus: Good midrange option with comfortable rooms on a hill overlooking Libreville’s busy Quartier Louis. $$

Le Leet Dorian: This design-conscious hotel is among Libreville’s best, if a touch overpriced; expect lots of colour and Gabonese art. $$$

Radisson Blu Okoume Palace Libreville: Libreville’s premier all-service international hotel. The location is excellent. $$$

Le Pelisson: This Libreville cafe has been an institution since 1928. Good for breakfast, lunch or dinner; the lunch plat du jour is great value. $


A PRICELESS MASK

In 2021, a French couple sold an African mask to a second-hand goods dealer for €150. The mask had once belonged to their ancestor, who had worked in the French colonial government in Gabon.

In 2022, the dealer sold the 19th-century mask, which came from a secret society of Gabon’s Fang people, to a collector for €4.2 million; the auction house declared it ‘even rarer than a Leonardo da Vinci painting’. The dealer offered the couple’s children €300,000, but they refused, arguing their entitlement to the full €4.2 million.

In late 2023, the court ruled against the couple and their children. Gabon’s government sought to have the court rule that the mask should belong to Gabon, but this, too was unsuccessful.
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Eating in Libreville: Our Picks

La Dolce Vita: Ocean views, a great bar, and fabulous seafood, pastas and pizzas. It’s a fine place to take Librevlle’s pulse. $$

L’Odika: Pan-African dishes at a restaurant in the Quartier Louis. Try the seafood brochettes with odika (acacia seed, ‘chocolate’) sauce. $$$

La Voile Rouge: The most popular of the beachside seafood restaurants, La Voile Rouge serves cocktails, fresh fish and French dishes. $$$

Le Voilier: Kitted out like a ship, and with excellent food on the terrace, Le Voillier is smart with a good wine list. Dress nicely. $$$




Beyond Libreville
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Tick off some outstanding Gabonese sights, all within a short drive, boat ride or flight from the capital.


Within reach of Libreville you’ll find the beaches and laid-back living of Pointe Denis with Pongara National Park, the closest park to the capital, also a part of the same excursion. Both of these could be visited on a day trip from Libreville, but if you stay overnight and not on a weekend, you’ll love having the place to yourself after dark.

And then there’s Lambaréné, the one-time home of Albert Schweitzer and where echoes of his remarkable life here continue.

Apart from anything else, it’s a pretty, languid tropical town and one of Gabon’s most appealing: it straddles the Ogooué River, has lakes to explore nearby, and does absolutely nothing in a hurry.


Places

Pointe Denis

Pongara National Park

Lambaréné




GETTING AROUND

Roads fan out from Libreville to all corners of the country. And where the roads take too long, you could always fly. Although generally in good condition, steady traffic and lots of trucks mean you should take care. Pointe Denis and Pongara National Park are both a short boat ride from the capital, although you’ll need a vehicle to explore Pongara once you’re there; if you’re staying in the park, lodges there offer boat transfers from Libreville.



Pointe DenisTIME FROM LIBREVILLE: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Discover Libreville’s sedate alter ego

If you want to take the pulse of the nation, hear the gossip and meet locals in a touristy setting, come to Pointe Denis on the weekend when half of well-to-do Libreville seems to decamp here: find a table at one of the beachside restaurants or lounge bars and you’ll experience an almost Mediterranean combination of music and happy chatter. For a quieter time, come instead on a weekday.

Even on weekends, the main beach is so long that if you’re willing to walk along the peninsula even a short distance, you’ll find something resembling solitude. And the fancy houses that overlook many stretches of sand are a mix of weekend beach escapes and actual residences where a whole new generation of wealthy Gabonnais live and commute across the water.

If you’re looking for something more to do, try the water sports choices – paddle boats, SUPs, kayaks – that set up on the beach on weekends and on school holidays.

Pongara National ParkTIME FROM LIBREVILLE: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Look for elephants and sea turtles

Perhaps because of its proximity to the capital, Pongara National Park is often omitted from the list of Gabon’s best parks. But make that proximity your friend – it’s a great place to visit whether it’s all you have time for or not. What we like about Pongara the most is that it captures that classic Gabon speciality of incredible wildlife right by the coast. There really is nothing quite like finding yourself on an Atlantic beach when a hippo, or a croc, or even the occasional elephant appears. The habitats, too, really thrill, with dense forest and savannah grasslands (home to elephants, forest buffaloes, red river hogs and collared mangabeys), lagoons and mangroves to go with the empty beaches. And unlike Gabon’s other vast national parks and protected areas, Pongara is a manageable size, meaning that you only need a couple of days.

One of the best things to do if you’re here between November and March is to watch hundreds of leatherback turtles appear on the beach to lay their eggs. If you miss this spectacle, watch for dolphins and humpback whales from July to October. If you stay in the park, your lodge should be able to arrange transfers and guided explorations of the park. For sea turtle excursions, contact local conservation NGO Aventures Sans Frontières Sea Turtle Information Centre (07 54 15 24), which has a visitor centre and museum.
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ALBERT SCHWEITZER IN GABON

Few Europeans have left such a lasting legacy in Africa as Albert Schweitzer, who was a doctor, missionary and accomplished musician.

Having travelled to Lambaréné for the first time in 1913, he spent much of the rest of his life (he died in Lambaréné in 1965, aged 90) building medical facilities and personally treating patients in Gabon; in some cases, he was the first person to introduce new medical advancements to rural Africa.

In 1952, Schweitzer won the Nobel Peace Prize, and he used his prize money to build a leprosarium in Lambaréné. Although not without his critics (Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe was one), Schweitzer was a fervent anti-colonialist.



Sleeping in Lambaréné: Our Picks

L’Hôtellerie de l’Hôpital Albert Schweitzer: Alongside the hospital museum and river, formally the hospital staff’s quarters. $

Mission Sœurs Bleues: This tranquil, simple little place amid lovely gardens is run by adorable nuns straight out of The Sound of Music. $

SOLF Hôtel Paul Djonguinyo: One of few midrange options, it’s a pleasant choice on a hill above the town; good fish restaurant too. $$

Hotel Ogooué Palace: This smart, small place fills on weekends but may be all yours midweek; the restaurant is OK. $$$

LambarénéTIME FROM LIBREVILLE: 4hrs [image: jpg]

Listen for echoes of Albert Schweitzer

There is a danger when talking about someone like Albert Schweitzer that we perpetuate the myth that Africa’s interests have historically been best served by ‘white saviours’. It’s certainly something to be careful of, not least in the way that it elevates the work of famous white men while ignoring the heroic acts performed by African doctors and others every day to no fanfare.

Much of Lambaréné’s life takes place on the island: the market, the port, the shared taxi stations. The north bank is where you find the Schweitzer Hospital Museum. Now a museum, this was the site of the original hospital. Count on at least a couple of hours to take the guided tour then explore on your own, taking in the photos, paintings and the simple, yet nicely preserved interiors. Other exhibits include Schweitzer’s personal belongings, and the gardens include a small menagerie where you can meet descendants of his beloved pelican Parzival. The garden also contains the graves, marked by simple stone crosses, of Albert Schweitzer and his wife Helene.

When you’re done, explore the surrounding countryside that meant so much to Schweitzer in a pirogue (traditional wooden canoe), especially bird-rich Lake Zilé and Lake Azingo with its large hippo population.


THE END OF THE BONGO ERA

In August 2024, President Ali Bongo declared himself the winner of national elections, as he and his father, Omar Bongo, had done for more than half a century (56 years in fact).

On every other occasion, the opposition had disputed close election results, only for Gabon’s army and courts to line up behind the president.

But this time was different. With oil reserves dwindling, economic conditions stagnating, allegations of government corruption and rising costs of living, the army seized power.

The news was met with more celebrations than protests. The new government, led by an army general, brought in members of the former government and opposition, and announced that new elections would be held in August 2025.



Sleeping in Pointe Denis & Pongara NP: Our Picks

Assiga Village: White-sand beaches, palm trees, a pool and large, art-filled bungalows in Pointe Denis. $$$

River Lodge Resort: Two-storey cottages overlook the river or beach in Pointe Denis. Lovely setting, fun activities; can arrange guides for Pongara. $$$

La Baie des Tortues: Miles from anywhere right on the beach, this beautiful place in Pongara NP has a great restaurant and park excursions. $$$

Pongara Lodge: The other national park option is even more remote with rustic bungalows and excursions to see whales and turtles. $$$




Loango National Park
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ABUNDANT WILDLIFE | SURFING HIPPOS | BEAUTIFUL LANDSCAPES


Clichés are thrown around carelessly when it comes to Africa’s national parks, but some places deserve it: not for nothing is Loango known as ‘Africa’s Last Eden’. In fact, it’s difficult to overstate just how special this place is. This is indeed wild Africa at its most alluring. For a start, it can be quite difficult to reach (which, of course, helps to keep visitor numbers down). Then there are the landscapes that do indeed look like a stand-in for paradise: on land, rolling savannahs yield to dense rainforest and a riot of vegetation, while out to sea islands fill pristine lagoons within sight of white-sand beaches. And reflecting that wide range of habitats, Loango has wildlife of quite astonishing diversity – if Loango has its very own ‘Big Five’ then it’s elephants, western lowland gorillas, whales, dolphins and, yes, surfing hippos. If you visit one park in Gabon, make it this one.

[image: map]


GETTING AROUND

The best way to get to Loango National Park is to arrange a transfer through your accommodation.

For the northern section of the park, drive two hours from Port-Gentil to Omboué, then a further two hours along an unpaved road. To reach the southern section, fly from Libreville to Gamba, then take a boat or 4WD to Setté Cama, on the park boundary.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The best time to visit the northern section of the park is during the September–June wet season, when animals disperse here and even elephants can be seen along the beach (usually January–April). The south, however, is best in the dry season (July–October) when animals congregate around remaining water sources.



Meet the Gorillas

Commune with western lowland gorillas

Meeting the mountain gorillas of Uganda and Rwanda has long been considered one of the great wildlife encounters. Meeting the western lowland gorillas of Loango might be even better.

Deep within the park, the Max Planck Institute of Evolutionary Anthropology, which is one of the most important wildlife research facilities in Africa, runs small-group excursions into a sanctuary where a family of wild gorillas has been habituated to human presence. In the company of Bwiti trackers, you’ll be taken on a 45-minute boat trip and then hike through the forest in search of the gorillas. Unlike elsewhere, just four travellers are allowed to visit at a time, which makes for an incredibly intimate experience. You’ll get to spend 1½ hours with the gorillas (as opposed to an hour elsewhere). And the forest terrain is generally flat, compared to steep mountain treks over in the east of the continent.


Go on a Wildlife Excursion

Looking for Loango’s animals

Seeing the gorillas is only one part of exploring Loango and its wildlife possibilities. Both of the park’s lodges, Gavilo Lodge and the outstanding Loango Lodge, have guides and vehicles to take you out onto the savannah and into the forest in a safari vehicle to look for forest elephants, buffaloes, chimpanzees, sitatungas (aquatic antelopes) and more. Bring your binoculars: the park is home to more 300 different bird species.

Loango Lodge can also arrange whale-watching boat safaris and night excursions to look for crocodiles. And yes, if you’re really lucky, you’ll see Loango’s famous surfing hippos. First described to the outside world by conservationist Mike Fay in the 1990s, Loango’s two-tonne hippos may not be all that graceful, but surf they do: wading into the ocean and opening their legs to catch the swell. Such scenes are very rare – in general hippos prefer freshwater to seawater. But it’s one of the great sights in nature when it happens.


GORILLA PRACTICALITIES

The best months for gorilla encounters are from January to May: although this is the wet season, the gorillas do not travel very widely from one day to the next.

Unless you’re in Gabon with a tour operator, reserve your gorilla observation place through Loango Lodge. As you might expect, rules are strict. children must be 15 years or older; you must wear a face mask (to protect the gorillas); and wear dark colours (no white).






Mayumba National Park
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MARINE WILDLIFE | REMOTE BEACHES | SEA TURTLES


Even getting to Mayumba National Park is an adventure. Seemingly cast adrift from the rest of the country on the remote south coast, Mayumba lies much closer to the Republic of Congo than it does to Libreville, which is at least a 14-hour drive away. Your reward for making it here is a sense of having fallen off the map. That, of course, and the wildlife.

More perhaps than any other park in Gabon, including world-famous Loango and its surfing hippos, the focus here is on the sea, on the whales and turtles and dolphins that visit offshore. And on land, the forests here shelter elephants and antelopes and more.

As an added bonus, down here traditional culture runs deep through the forest communities. As the locals like to say in these parts, the land is hushed by the spirits of the ancestors who still inhabit and watch over the forest.
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GETTING AROUND

The nearest airport to the park is Tchibanga, which has twice weekly flights from/to Libreville.

From Tchibanga, it’s a two-hour drive or slightly longer in a taxi-brousse, to the town of Mayumba. It’s an epic journey to drive all the way from Libreville – 14 hours if you’re lucky.

Once you’re in Mayumba, ask your hotel accommodation about the possibility of a transfer from town. The park authorities and your hotel should also be able to arrange boat hire and an eco-guard.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Wildlife-watching in Mayumba is highly seasonal, especially when it comes to marine sightings. To see sea turtles laying their eggs, you need to be here between November and April. Humpback whales pass along the coast from June to October.



Look for Animals on Land & at Sea

Discovering Mayumba National Park’s wildlife

If you’re wondering where all of the leatherback turtles have gone, chances are they’ve decamped to Mayumba. More than 550 of these aquatic reptiles arrive in Mayumba where they come ashore and lay their eggs between November and April. Given that many sea turtles return to the beach of their birth to themselves give birth, it’s a reminder of Mayumba’s enduring significance as a refuge for the species. It’s that simple: sea turtles depend on remote coastlines like these for survival.

With a local guide (known in these parts as eco-guards), you’ll be led to the nesting beaches where you can watch from a distance designated for not disturbing the turtles. If you’re lucky, late in the season, you may even see some of the hatchlings on their perilous night dash for the ocean.


These same eco-guards are around also from June to October, ready to take you out in a fishing boat to watch humpback whales breach the waters spectacularly. If you’re really lucky, you’ll get one of the great sights in nature as some of the largest groups of rare humpback dolphins seen anywhere on Earth swim alongside the boats. Back on land, the eco-guards – which can be arranged, with vehicles, through your accommodation – can take you out into the dense forest looking for elephants.


LEATHERBACK TURTLES

Leatherback turtles don’t have a shell but an oily, leather-like skin; they feed on jellyfish and often do so in cold water. Numbers have declined from around 115,000 to 30,000 in the past 50 years. Mayumba is their largest nesting site worldwide.



Sleeping In & Around Mayumba: Our Picks

Mbidia Koukou: Look forward to sea views, great beach, comfortable rooms and a decent restaurant here on the seaward side of the lagoon. $

Motel Mayeye Foutou: In the heart of Mayumba village, this place has simple fan-cooled rooms. Basic but well-priced. $

Likwale Lodge: This Kenyan-style beach lodge by the lagoon in Mayumba village has gardens, charming chalets and can arrange excursions (and jet skis). $$




Lopé National Park & Around
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PROLIFIC PRIMATES | FOREST ELEPHANTS | RIVERS & FORESTS


Numerous parks fill the Gabonese interior, only some of which are set up for visitors. Of those that are, none compare with Lopé and Ivindo. Both have spectacular landscapes, but the wildlife they offer elevates them into really special experiences. Framed by the beautiful Ogooué River, the UNESCO World Heritage–listed Lopé National Park is one of the best places to see primates in Africa, and with over 400 recorded bird species, it’s a brilliant place to tick off a whole number of forest species that can be difficult to find elsewhere.

Ivindo is similarly impressive, and is home to that signature Central African experience of the baï, a swampy clearing in the forest where elephants, gorillas and so many other species come down to feed and to drink. Ivindo is also known for its picturesque waterfalls.

It makes sense to visit both parks on one trip – and what a trip that will be.
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SIGHTS

1Ivindo National Park

2Kongou Falls

3Langoué Baï

4Lopé National Park

5Mingouli Falls

SLEEPING

(see 2)Kongou Forest Camp 

(see 3)Langoué Base Camp 

6Lopé Hôtelt




GETTING AROUND

For both parks, the train from Libreville gets you close enough to the parks for the park accommodation to come and pick you up (sometimes for a small fee). But it’s much easier to try and arrange a package safari tour that takes in both.

In such cases, the operator in question will arrange all transfers, guides and vehicles. Try Gabon Wildlife Camps & Safaris (gabonwildlifecamps.com).




[image: ] TOP TIP

So that you have enough time to find the forest species you’ve come so far to see, allow at least a week for both parks. It can take a day to reach either park from Libreville, half a day or more to travel between them, then an additional day back to Libreville.



Explore Lopé National Park

Primates, elephants and birds

Welcome to one of Africa’s most rewarding national parks. Most travellers begin with the wildlife, and with good reason. The forests of Lopé National Park are home to western lowland gorillas and chimpanzees, and these alone would be reason enough to visit. But the forests here also provide habitat for the world’s biggest mandrill troupes. Imagine walking through the treesknowing that you might stumble upon any of these three primate species at any time, knowing that a soulful encounter could happen at any moment. Then all of a sudden it does. You see a gorilla peering at you curiously through the undergrowth. Or a chimpanzee family stops to check you out on their passage through the forest. Or a swarm of colourful mandrills, more of them than you ever thought possible, caterwauls through the canopy overhead.


The mere possibility of such magical encounters is what make Gabon – and Lopé in particular – such a special destination.

And it’s not just primates – Lopé’s forests are thought to be home to the world’s densest concentrations of forest elephants, as many as three, in fact, per square kilometre, making sightings a very real possibility. And birders love this place for the chance it offers to see, among other species, the rare giant forest warbler, various kinds of picathartes and seven types of hornbill.


PARK PRACTICALITIES

You have two main options for visiting these two remote parks – either organise your trip through an agency such as Gabon Wildlife Camps & Safaris (gabonwildlifecamps.com) or choose to go it alone and make the arrangements as you go. Both the park authorities and lodges can arrange guides, 4WD vehicles and more. Expect to pay at least CFA100,000/150,000 for a 4WD vehicle for a half/full day.



Discover Forest Clearings & Waterfalls

Immerse yourself in Ivindo

We could wax lyrical about the sheer beauty of the pristine rainforest that carpets the 3000 sq km that make up Ivindo National Park. We could talk about the silence that envelopes you as you walk the forest trails. But we want to you to feel that same sense of child-like wonder and discovery that comes from being here and that we feel every time we visit.

The centrepiece of the park – indeed, one of the highlights of all Gabon – is the lost world of Langoué Baï. Baï is the Bwiti word for a marshy or swampy clearing in the forest where the rich mineral content of the soil and the dense surrounding vegetation draws an astonishing diversity of forest elephants. Spend a day in a hidden vantage point overlooking the baï, and watch in endless fascination as forest elephants – lone bulls who enter the clearing as if storming the bastions, or family groups where wise old matriarchs cautiously shepherd their young out into the open – emerge to graze. Western lowland gorillas are also frequent visitors, picking at vegetation and playing. Buffaloes, sitatungas, various monkey species and an endless cacophony of birds also come and go. It really is one of the most remarkable wildlife spectacles in Africa.

To reach the baï, it’s a 15km walk south along forest trails from Kongou Falls, which are in turn a three- to five-hour pirogue journey from the village of Loa Loa (17km south of Makokou). For even deeper forest immersion, pirogue for a further four or five hours beyond Kongou Falls to Mingouli Falls, a spectacular series of cascades on the Ogooué River.
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FOREST OR SAVANNAH ELEPHANTS

In 2010, scientists decided, after exhaustive study and debate, that the African elephant is actually two different species – savannah elephant and forest elephant. Forest elephants, the most common species in Gabon, are considerably smaller than savannah elephants: they’re only around 75% as tall and weigh half as much as the bulkier savannah species. Forest elephants are considered to be critically endangered across most of their range, although more accurate censuses in 2023 found that in their stronghold – the dense forests of Gabon and neighbouring Republic of Congo – there may be between 100,000 and 140,000 of them, up from earlier estimates of 60,000. Gabon is believed to have more forest elephants than any other country.



Sleeping in Lopé and Ivindo NP: Our Picks

Moabi Tented Camp: Safari tents in a mobile camp offer a fabulous bush experience within Lopé National Park; sites move each season. $$$

Lopé Hotel: Cottages overlook a bend of the Ogooué River surrounded by dramatic hills and thick woods; a pool, restaurant and loads of activities. $$$

Kongou Forest Camp: Close to Kongou Falls in Ivindo, this camp has simple wooden bungalows with shared bathrooms and a basic restaurant. $

Langoué Base Camp: Less a camp than a split-level platform set up for overnight stays overlooking Langoué Baï. $$




Arriving

Libreville’s Léon M’ba International Airport is Gabon’s gateway, including to/from Paris and across Africa. Once in Gabon, getting around by road or boat can take an age: fly when you can. For national park visits, ask your accommodation for advice.


Visas

Visitors from most countries require a visa to visit Gabon. Apply online for an e-visa at evisa.dgdi.ga. Nationals of South Africa and Morocco do not need visas. Ask for a letter of invitation (in French) from your accommodation.

SIM Cards

Local SIM cards work in unlocked phones. Buy one for CFA2500 at Airtel in Libreville and elsewhere. When doing so, make sure you take two photocopies of your passport and visa.


Money
Currency: Central African Franc (CFA)

CASH

Gabon is a cash economy: bring what you’ll need in US dollars or euros, as these are the easiest currencies you can exchange. You can change money at banks and exchange bureaus. Outside of Libreville, cash is the only option. Some tour operators or lodges may accept payment in euros or US dollars.

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Credit cards are slowly becoming more widely accepted, although their use remains restricted to top-end hotels, restaurants or shops. Banks will not allow you to withdraw money (ie cash advance) against a credit card over the counter.

ATMS

There are internationally connected ATMs in Libreville, Port-Gentil and Lambaréné, but they’re not to be relied on outside of Libreville. Many ATMs, especially in Port-Gentil, run out of cash on Thursdays as people withdraw money in time for the weekend, particularly at the end of the month.







Practicalities

Language

English-speaking travellers who have never travelled in Francophone Africa may be surprised at how little English is spoken in Gabon. Those who do speak English tend to work in the tourism or safari industry, but even then the standard of English is often rudimentary. Even basic French will go a long way here (and probably get you further than any English will).

Dangers & Annoyances

Since the 2023 coup, you’ll likely see far more soldiers on the streets of Libreville and other cities. They tend to leave travellers alone, but it does add a little visual tension to what is otherwise a pretty relaxed country.

Tipping

Tipping is increasingly expected in top-end hotels and restaurants that see a lot of foreigners (although no one will say anything if you don’t). On safari or multi-day trips, tip drivers and guides: 10% of the cost is usually appropriate.

Public Holidays

New Year’s Day 1 January

Renovation Day 12 March

Labour Day 1 May

Independence Day 17 August

All Saints’ Day 1 November







The Gambia
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A SLICE OF AFROTROPICAL PARADISE

Life’s a beach here along West Africa’s ‘smiling coast’, where in between blissed-out seaside relaxation is a destination of rich local culture, ecoadventure and wildlife encounters.
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As a country within a country, no discussion of The Gambia can take place without first mentioning the geographical quirk that sees it surrounded entirely by Senegal. Well, almost anyway, except for its utterly glorious 60km stretch of coastline overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, which also happens to be the main reason people visit this tropical West African paradise.

The smallest country on mainland Africa (with 97% of the population being Muslim), another unique aspect of The Gambia is its history as a former British colony at the very heart of what was French West Africa.

Having gained independence in 1965, it remains an English-speaking nation, making it a popular choice for Anglophone tourists who are seeking out an all-inclusive, travel-friendly beach holiday destination.

Operating on Gambian Maybe Time (GMT), the relaxed easygoing pace of life is a good and bad thing; it’s wonderful when you’re lazing on golden sands with cocktail in hand, but less so when you’re waiting hours for the ferry to arrive, in which case – like most parts of Africa – patience and good humour go a long way.

Named after the River Gambia – the reason it’s called The Gambia – voyaging upriver brings a whole new adventure, with its lush forests teeming with birds and wildlife, including chimpanzees, and all the while shedding light on a much darker chapter of its sobering past when it was part of the transatlantic trade of enslaved people.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SEREKUNDA & THE ATLANTIC COAST

Gambia’s main lure with beaches, nightlife and wildlife.

KUNTA KINTEH ISLAND

A must-visit destination delving into the dark days of enslaved people.

UPRIVER GAMBIA

Chimpanzees, hippos and mysterious stone circles.




Find Your Way

Being Africa’s smallest nation means distances here are fairly manageable with most places reachable within a day. But factor in unreliable ferry crossings, rugged local transport and unforeseen obstacles.
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Plan Your Time

Though many treat The Gambia purely as a beach getaway, don’t fall into that trap as this is a destination offering varied attractions of cultural and natural appeal.
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Three Days

Whether it’s Senegambia’s vibrant strip, chilling in nearby coastal Bakau or the southern beaches of Brufut, the Serekunda area could easily be where you spend your entire time here in The Gambia. Factor in time too for the capital Banjul’s National Museum, close-up encounters with crocs and monkeys, and ecotourism adventure further south in Tanji and Gunjur.




One Week

The coastal resort area of Serekunda is what brings in the crowds but great rewards await for those who venture further afield. Kunta Kinteh Island makes for an essential stop to learn of The Gambia’s sad past. Further upriver takes you to see chimpanzees at River Gambia National Park, enigmatic stone circles in Wassu and river relaxation and culture in Janjanbureh.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

NOVEMBER–JANUARY

Beach weather, birdwatching and Janjanbureh’s Kankurang Festival.

FEBRUARY

Head south for rural village life and culture at the Kartong Festival for traditional Gambian music and dance.

MARCH–APRIL

Apart from Easter, these shoulder season months offer great beach weather without the crowds of package tourists.

MAY–JUNE

Albreda’s International Roots Festival is held every second year. Many resorts close May to September.




Serekunda & the Atlantic Coast
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BEACHES | WILDLIFE | MUSEUMS


Ground zero for tourism in The Gambia is this northwest peninsula that brings in the masses for sunny beach holidays and fun-filled nights, balanced with ecoadventure and cultural attractions.

Most of Serekunda’s action is centred along the Strip (aka Senegambia), where life alternates between relaxing days poolside and hitting the town for cosmopolitan restaurants, cocktails and clubs. Unashamedly touristy, it won’t be to everyone’s taste, in which case the nearby coastal enclaves of Palma Rima, Bakau or Brufut offer more laid-back options with their long sweeps of golden sand.

Say what you will about the nation’s capital, Banjul, admittedly not Africa’s most exciting city, but it’s home to possibly West Africa’s most interesting museum, while nearby also offers memorable close-up wildlife encounters with crocodiles. Down south there is a string of fishing villages with nearby ecoreserves filled with primates and outstanding birdwatching.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bijilo Forest Park

2Kachikally Crocodile Pool

SIGHTS

3Botanic Gardens

4Gambia Bird Guide Association

ACTIVITIES

5Arch Tours

6Bushwacker Tours

7Gandah Surf School

8Timotours

SLEEPING

9Bamboo Garden

10Cape Point Hotel

11Coco Ocean Resort & Spa

12Luigi’s

13Ngala Lodge

14Ocean Bay

15One World Village

16Sarawally Guesthouse

17Senegambia Beach Hotel

EATING

183 Chicks & A Grill

19Akazza Garden

20Calypso

21El Sol

22Indian Zaika

(see 12)Luigi’s Pizza & Pasta House 

23Mikimba

24Samba’s Kitchen

25Scala

26Solomon’s Beach Bar

NIGHTLIFE

27Aquarius

28Chosaan

29Jokor

30Reo’s

31Rooftop Flamingo

32Wow!

SHOPPING

33Bakau Cape Point Market

34Senegambia Craft Market

35Serekunda Market

36Timbooktoo

TRANSPORT

37Mata Mata




GETTING AROUND

Banjul International Airport isn’t in Banjul, the capital, but rather in Yundum, 13km southeast of Serekunda. From the airport, a taxi will cost from D1000 to D1200.

Local bush taxis are by far your best option for short hops around town as well as negotiating day trips. Minibuses (gelli-gellis) and shared sept taxis have set routes that will get you within the vicinity of most places.
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Though it’s not known for its crime, like many late-night entertainment districts around the world, Senegambia’s strip has its fair share of bumsters (hustlers), sex workers and pickpockets. Keep your wits about you, especially towards the end of the night.



Hit Senegambia’s Strip

Eye-opening nightlife and restaurants

With its balmy beachside setting and vibrant stretch of bars, restaurants and clubs, the Senegambia Strip feels more like you’ve landed in Thailand than Africa. It’s here where folk gravitate for dinner and late-night frivolities, and while it can err on the tacky side, its pulsating mix of live music, DJs, clubs and 24-hour dining makes it hard to resist.

Even if you’re not into the bar scene, food’s a highlight, spanning delicious Gambian and fresh seafood, to authentic expat-run Italian, Spanish, French, Indian, Dutch, Greek, Mexican and Chinese.

Clubs in the area, like Aquarius, Jokor and Wow! (all open Thursday to Sunday), don’t get kicking till 1am, and while fun, things can get loose, so don’t say you weren’t warned! Chosaan is a must for live music; somewhere you can easily get stuck till dawn mesmerised by energetic Afrobeat and wild sounds of percussion-heavy mbalax. Rooftop Flamingo is a good spot to ease into proceedings with frozen margaritas and people-watching while the Western-style Reo’s has aircon and live sports on the big screen.

Eating on the Strip: Our Picks

3 Chicks & A Grill: Contemporary bar-bistro attracting a younger crowd for burgers and two-for-one happy hour cocktails. $$

El Sol: Classy steakhouse offering an eclectic menu of grilled meats, Tex-Mex classics, seafood pasta, fresh fish and prawn brochettes. $$

Akazza Garden: Enticing romantic garden setting for cocktails and menu of international and Gambian seafood and barbecue dishes. $$

Scala: Make a reservation for this Senegambia favourite, popular for fresh seafood and cold drinks enjoyed outdoors. $$


BIRDWATCHING

As number seven in the world for the highest density of bird species, twitchers will want to pack binoculars, a good zoom and a copy of Birds of Senegal and the Gambia (Borrow and Demey) to tick off some 550 species here. In Serekunda, The Gambia Bird Guide Association makes a good starting point to discuss birding tours to nearby destinations including the Botanic Gardens and Bijilo Forest Park. Easy day trips include Tanji River Bird Reserve and Bolong Fenyo Community Wildlife Reserve, while further afield Makasutu Culture Forest dazzles with 1000 hectares of wilderness and Abuko Nature Reserve is home to 250 birds including green and violet turacos, white-spotted flufftails, ahanta francolins and western bluebills.



Strike the Right Balance Between Beaches & Bars

Relaxed beach and restaurant scene

If the bright lights and brashness of the Strip is not for you, try the next beach along to check out the tamer Palma Ria. Here also caters to the package-tourist set but with a more low-key approach that delivers a mellower food-and-drink scene more attuned to beach life.

At its centre is Solomon’s Beach Bar, one of The Gambia’s originals that retains its blissful sand-between-the-toes vibe with sunbeds and a patio for cocktails, burgers and fresh seafood in between dips in the Atlantic Ocean.

Away from the beach along Palma Ria Rd other recommended places to eat are Luigi’s Pizza & Pasta House, a contender for Gambia’s best pizza; Samba’s Kitchen, run by a local celebrity chef doing Gambian and international cuisine (including a Sunday roast buffet); and Mikimba, for Lebanese cuisine and a surprisingly plush nightclub. Here also lands you on one of The Gambia’s nicest and most atmospheric beaches that’s made for those clichéd long romantic walks, leading you to Senegambia one way, and Kolo the other. There are plenty of stops along the way. As well as the ubiquitous juice shacks, whose enterprising vendors will tell you all about, there are beach bars and volunteer-run surf life saving clubs where donations are always welcome to ensure this remains a safe swimming destination. If you want to hire a board or learn to surf drop by Gandah Surf School.

Sleeping around Senegambia: Our Picks

Luigi’s: Friendly, staff, spacious and clean rooms, inviting pool, pizzeria and perfect location near the beach. $

Sarawally Guesthouse: The closest option to a backpacker in Serekunda is this relaxed family-run guesthouse that’s a 30-min walk to the beach. $

Bamboo Garden: Just about the cheapest hotel you’ll get with a pool, Bamboo also has a prime location near beach and Senegambia’s nightlife. $

Coco Ocean Resort & Spa: Luxury oceanfront resort offering five-star pampering with pool, multiple restaurants and exemplary service. $$$


CHIEF’S POND, GHANA

Kachikally isn’t the only site for sacred crocodiles (The Gambia itself has three or four different pools), but if you’re travelling in Ghana head north to Bolgatanga for its Chief’s Pond for similar unnerving close encounters.



Take in the Beach Vibes of Bakau’s Cape Point

Food and lazy beach days

A more serene alternative to Senegambia’s raucous scene is the laid-back Cape Point section of Bakau. Though you’ll still get the behemoth resorts, here has more of a neighbourhood feel that brings with it an unhurried pace of life and more genteel bay-like beaches. On the foreshore, don’t miss the casual coastal elegance of Calypso, a thatched garden restaurant with waterfront setting that’s the perfect spot to enjoy a sundowner with a menu of local seafood, Gambian dishes and bistro classics. Back from the beach, the alfresco Indian Zaika is a local favourite for its authentic curries and lively bar popular with expats.

Get Cosy with Crocs in Kachikally

Popular attraction famed for its tame crocodiles

If you’ve come to ‘experience the wilds of Africa’ then you’ll probably want to visit Kachikally Crocodile Pool in Bakau, where not so much as a single barricade separates you from dozens of free-roaming, very large crocs.

Though it’s a sacred site for locals, where crocodiles represent fertility, in reality it feels more like a petting zoo, with visitors here to pat them while posing for selfies (which we do not recommend). Though these West African crocodiles are always well fed (and not as aggressive as Nile crocs), which explains why they’re so docile, they’re wild animals, with very sharp teeth, so understand the risks involved and keep away from the water’s edge.
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Sleeping in Bakau: Our Picks

One World Village: Great budget choice with a laid-back vibe, friendly staff and a pool. A short walk to the beach, but rooms can be scruffy. $

Cape Point Hotel: Dated, but this remains a good option for more affordable resort-style lodging with pool and easy beach access. $$

Ocean Bay: One of Bakau’s larger resorts has all the mod-cons, beach views, restaurants and poolside pleasure. $$$

Ngala Lodge: Tasteful oceanfront lodge that’s kid-free; enjoy its art-filled ambience, garden, infinity pool and one of Gambia’s best restaurants. $$$


BEST SHOPPING

Albert Market: One of the few things to see and do in The Gambia’s capital is Banjul’s lively market, where among local goods and produce you can pick up sculptures, crafts and instruments. Bargain hard.

Senegambia Craft Market: A part of Senegambia’s lively strip is this market selling woodcarvings, fabrics, leather goods and jewellery.

Timbooktoo: Established in 1998, this lovely bookstore with attached cafe stocks a great range of fiction and nonfiction titles.

Serekunda Market: A wonderful opportunity to experience the colour and chaos of an African market first hand.

Bakau Market: Open-air market offering artisan-made sculptures, batiks and souvenirs.



Get Acquainted with The Gambia’s Capital, Banjul

Take in the nation’s history at its museum

Apart from taking the ferry, one of the few reasons to visit Gambia’s ramshackle, hot dusty capital is for Banjul’s wonderful National Museum. Located within a 19th-century heritage building – the former whites-only Bathurst Club (Bathurst being Banjul’s former name) used by European colonialists – nowhere in west Africa will you find a more meticulous collection detailing a nation’s history. Set over three floors and divided into five themed sections, its well-curated exhibits take you through The Gambia’s culture with artefacts including Miss Gambia winning dresses, terrifying masquerade attires and musical instruments, all while charting its precolonial culture and history, and struggle from colonial rule to independence. It’s located about 15km northeast from Serekunda.

As well as the Albert Market, the Arch 22 monument is the other main sight, a 36m-high gate commemorating the coup of 22 July 1994 (initiated by exiled former dictator Yahya Jammeh), with an observation deck offering great views.

If you’re hungry, Ali Baba Snack Bar is a local institution for tasty shwarma.
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Experience Monkey Magic in Bijilo Forest Park

Primates, nature walks and birdwatching

Just south of Senegambia’s Strip is this 51-hectare tract of protected coastal forest that’s a very popular stop for tourists wanting to see wild monkeys. Established in 1991, Bijilo Forest Park is home to three species of habituated primate including the radiant red colobus, the common green vervet and lesser-seen patas monkeys.

Though there is food for sale to give to the monkeys, do your best to keep wildlife wild and don’t feed them; it makes the monkeys expectant and aggressive towards humans. It’s also popular with birdwatchers with more than 130 species sighted here.

Escape to Brufut’s Blissful Beaches

Long empty coastline of white sandy beach

Only 6km south of Senegambia is this dreamy beach that’s just about the nicest option along this coast to escape the crowds.

Even if you’re not staying here, it’s worth spending a day lounging by rustic beach bars like Paradise Found or Vitamin Sea (which also offers camping). Otherwise the Austrian-run Leo’s offers a classy boutique guesthouse above the beach with pool, lush garden and alluring onsite restaurant.

Tick off Species at Tanji River Bird Reserve

Prized birdwatching amid diverse natural landscapes

Just north of Tanji fishing village (11km from Serekunda) lies one of the country’s best birdwatching destinations, the tranquil Tanji River Bird Reserve. Comprising diverse habitats of dunes, lagoons, mangroves, woodland and Gambia’s only archipelago, it’s home to some 300 species including many migratory birds that flock here from November to April.

Guides are arranged at the main office as well as boats to Bijol Island, which is a breeding ground for Caspian terns and a nesting site for green turtles. Back on the mainland keep an eye out for primates, spotted hyena (rarely seen), porcupine and bushbuck.


BEST TOURS

The Gambia isn’t always the easiest place to get around, so for day trips and overland excursions, it’s worth considering signing up for a tour with a local operator.

Most cover the greater Banjul area, River Gambia cruises and tours further afield to Kunta Kinteh Island, national parks and across the border to Senegal and Guinea-Bissau.

Enquire also about tailor-made excursions catering to your specific interests such as cooking, birdwatching, fishing, cycling and cultural festivals. Recommended choices include Bushwacker Tours, Arch Tours, Gambia Tours and Timotours.

For a full list visit The Gambia’s Tourist Board’s website at visitthegambia.gm.



Take in Tanji’s Cultural Attractions

Fish markets and museums

Tanji is home to Tanji Fish Market, the largest in The Gambia and a riotous affair that’s an assault on the senses with its beach crammed with colourful pirogues and a frenetic hub of commotion and smells from all manner of weird and wonderful creatures from the sea. Things are most energetic in the morning, but afternoon brings a different atmosphere with fish smoking taking place in the beachside huts.

There is also the brilliant ethnological Tanji Village Museum museum that’s 100% worth a visit for its wonderfully detailed displays covering The Gambia’s natural history, traditional arts and culture, and replica of a village compound.


THE KANKURANG

The Kankurang, a terrifying masked shaggy monster dressed in attire made from bark and leaves and brandishing not one, but two machetes, is the stuff of nightmares.

Never fear, however, the Kankurang is the protector of evil; a character that plays an integral part in the initiation rites of young men marking the transition from adolescence to adulthood.

It’s a tradition deeply embedded in Gambian culture, involving various rituals guided by the Kankurang to test courage, endurance and wisdom.

It’s a costume you’ll see across The Gambia’s museums including at the Kankurang Centre in Janjanbureh (along with other masquerades that play a role in cultural festivities). All are on display during its Kankurang Festival in January.



Embrace Ecotourism in Gunjur

Ecoadventure, nature and local culture

Managed by the grassroots Gunjur Environmental Protection and Development Group, the Bolong Fenyo Community Wildlife Reserve offers 320 hectares of protected savannah and wetland habitat home to some 150 bird species to go with marine life, fauna and reptiles; visit its website (gepadg.com) for a full list.

The ecofriendly, British-run Footsteps Eco Lodge makes for a great stay with its forest setting, freshwater pool and excellent restaurant using locally sourced produce (some grown on site). There are plenty of activities on offer and it is a pleasant 1km walk to the beach. Rooms include en-suite roundhouses using composting toilets.

Gunjur Project Lodge also has a focus on responsible tourism and offers cultural workshops in anything from batik and cooking to African drumming. It’s not far from the striking beachside Gunjur Sand Mosque. Gunjur is 33km south of Serekunda.
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Kunta Kinteh Island
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HISTORY | AFRICAN CULTURE | SCENIC RIVER LANDSCAPES


The journey across the River Gambia to visit the World Heritage–listed site of Kunta Kinteh Island makes for a harrowing, yet essential excursion to learn of its haunting history during the transatlantic trade of enslaved people.

Formerly known as James Island, this strategic river island – which opens up to the Atlantic Ocean – was officially renamed Kunta Kinteh Island in 2011 after the character from the acclaimed novel Roots. It played a pivotal role in the trade of enslaved people – from 1588 to 1807 hundreds of thousands of enslaved Africans were imprisoned here before being transported downriver to the ‘new world’, never to return. Today its fort ruins stand as a sombre memorial to its tragic past.

Most visit as a day trip, taking the ferry from Banjul to Barra from where it’s a 32km drive to the village of Albreda for the short boat voyage to the island.

[image: map]


GETTING AROUND

The ferry crossing from Banjul to Barra is crowded and has no fixed schedule, with waits anywhere from five minutes to five hours. The wait’s longer if you have a car, so if visiting as a day trip, it’s better to arrange a taxi on the north bank for the 32km journey to Albadarr where boats (D1000) leave to Kunta Kinteh Island. Another option is visiting from Bereft on the south bank, but it’s a longer, pricier boat journey (D5000).
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If journeying south from Senegal, make Kunta Kinteh your first stop so you can avoid the ferry and instead head eastwards to pass Farafeni to reach Gambia River National Park, Wassu Stone Circles and Janjanbureh before returning to Serekunda via the south bank route.



Take a Tour of Atrocity on Kunta Kinteh Island

Gambia’s centre for the trade of enslaved people

Even centuries after the last enslaved people were transported here in shackles, the chilling sense of foreboding remains as you approach Fort James on Kunta Kinteh Island via the same route as those much less fortunate before you. Today it’s no more than crumbling ruins of stone brick walls and strewn cannons, but the eerie tranquillity of its grove of still-standing 600-year-old baobabs makes you wonder if only these trees could talk, the dark tales they’d have to tell.

The journey begins in the small village of Albreda, from where you take the 30-minute choppy boat ride while keeping an eye out for dolphins along the way. On arrival, guides offer vivid accounts of its grim history as the primary shipping point for enslaved people from The Gambia, recounting the barbaric conditions endured by those awaiting the traumatic Middle Passage journey, never to return. For the African diaspora it’s an especially poignant pilgrimage filled with trauma as they trace their ancestral roots.

A significant hub for European powers vying for control over West Africa’s lucrative trade routes during the 17th and 18th centuries, today coastal erosion and severe storms has reduced the island’s size to one sixth of its original land mass.


ROOTS

In 1976 the small, unremarkable village of Juffureh was thrust into the global spotlight thanks to the release of the bestselling novel Roots by author Alex Haley.

The book follows the story of Kunta Kinte, who was captured by enslavers as a boy, and his ensuing harrowing journey from Africa to North America. It was a cultural phenomenon that spent 22 weeks atop the New York Times bestseller list and its TV adaption swept the Emmys.

Though the author’s claims of being related to Kunta Kinteh are contentious, regardless of what’s fact and what’s fiction, its legacy remains vital in fostering an understanding and appreciation for African Americans tracing their origins.



Visit Museums on the Mainland

Museums and colonial relics

Back on dry land, in and around Albreda, you’ll find dilapidated colonial ruins, including remnants of a 15th-century Portuguese chapel, but most interesting is the National Museum of Albreda that offers a moving account of the trade of enslaved Africans, including heartwrenching displays of chain locks.

Despite there being little to see in the small village of Juffureh, it remains a popular stop as the birthplace of Kunta Kinteh, despite him being a fictional character based on the author’s ancestors in the novel Roots. Near the ferry landing in Barra is the coastal Fort Bullen museum, a fort built by the British following the Abolition Act of 1807 that played a pivotal role in enacting the end of the trade in enslaved people in the 19th century among other European nations.


OTHER WEST AFRICAN SOMBRE SIGHTS

Ghana’s entire ‘Gold Coast’ is lined with forts that were used for the trade of enslaved people, of which Cape Coast Castle is its most famous. In Senegal, Île de Gorée’s Maison des Esclaves is likewise a hugely significant site to learn and never forget.






Upriver Gambia
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CHIMPANZEES | WORLD HERITAGE SITES | SCENERY


Not quite a journey into the ‘Heart of Darkness’, but the upper regions of the River Gambia definitely lead you to more exotic realms as you wind through the wilds of West Africa. Here among its river bends are lush jungle landscapes home to chimpanzees, nearby enigmatic ancient stone circles and a sleepy island town with a fascinating history.

The River Gambia National Park is the most popular stop, where, despite being known as Baboon Island, chimpanzees are very much the stars of the show. But the jungle-fringed river scenery itself is worthy of a visit.

The World Heritage–listed Wassu Stone Circles are like a low-key Stonehenge, an ancient site that still has archaeologists stumped over the origin. The island city of Janjanbureh, meanwhile, is an intriguing stop filled with cultural attractions that rewards those who make the journey this far.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1River Gambia National Park

2Wassu Stone Circles

SIGHTS

3Chimpanzee Rehabilitation Project

4Kankurang Centre

ACTIVITIES

5FairPlay

SLEEPING

6Chimpanzee Rehabilitation Project

7Kairoh Garden

8Musa’s Garden Riverside Lodge

9Reliable Guesthouse




GETTING AROUND

Just over 260km east from Serekunda, the River Gambia National Park, nearby Wassu and Janjanbureh (300km) are all fairly easy to reach if coming by private car or tour. If coming from the north from Barra, it makes sense to combine it with Kunta Kinteh Island, but factor in the extra hours to cross the ferry from Banjul.

Direct GTSC buses leave from Barra along the north bank to disembark at Wassu (five hours) from where you’ll get a taxi to Kuntaur for the national park.
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If you’re here to see the chimpanzees don’t hesitate in forking out a bit extra to stay at the Chimpanzee Rehabilitation Project Camp. Be aware, however, it’s only possible to stay here on weekends, so plan ahead.



Take a Boat Safari in the River Gambia National Park

Astounding natural beauty and wildlife

Nowhere will you see the River Gambia more scenic and pristine than in the namesake River Gambia National Park. Comprising five islands, boat cruises here (arranged through your lodge) wind along its s-bends fringed with lush verdant jungle home to chimpanzees, some of west Africa’s best birdwatching, grunting hippos, Nile crocodiles, manatees and Guinea baboons among other primates.

Other than the Chimpanzee Rehabilitation Project Camp, the riverside Kairoh Garden in Kuntaur is a wonderful scenic budget option, while Reliable Guesthouse in nearby Wassu is also popular.


Ponder the History of Wassu’s Stone Circles

Ancient Senegambian stone pillars

Surrounded by mystery and intrigue are the UNESCO World Heritage–listed Wassu Stone Circles. Dating back some 1500 years, of the four stone circle sites found across The Gambia and Senegal, Wassu’s are the best known and here you’ll find them in varying configurations from circular arrangements to free-standing, ranging from 1m to 2.5m tall. Its small museum offers an interesting overview of their background, including archaeological digs that indicate they were used as burial grounds. There’s enough discrepancy in the theory, however, to bring debate among archaeologists of their origin and purpose.

A short walk from the stones, Reliable Guesthouse is exactly that, and the irrepressible owner Sulayman will sort you out with nearby tours to River Gambia National Park.


BEST PLACES TO SEE CHIMPANZEES

Other national parks in Africa to see wild chimpanzees include Mahale Mountains in Tanzania, Nyungwe in Rwanda and Kibale in Uganda.



Take Things Slow in Janjanbureh

Fascinating history and river scenery

Another superb location to enjoy the peacefulness of river life is the sleepy island township of Janjanbureh. Formerly known as Georgetown, this once colonial administrative centre was established by the British in 1823 and later used as a settlement for liberated enslaved people, mainly Creole coming from Nigeria, Ghana and Sierra Leone. Today you’ll find colonial relics about town – including one of the original houses of freed enslaved people – but otherwise birdwatching and river cruises are the main attractions here. Highly recommended British-owned FairPlay can arrange hiking and kayaking excursions as well as cruises into the Gambia River National Park.

Don’t miss the Kankurang Centre dedicated to The Gambia’s intriguing masquerades, and aim to visit in January for it must-see Kankurang Festival.

For accommodation, Musa’s Garden Riverside Lodge makes for a scenic, affordable choice.


CHIMPANZEE REHABILITATION PROJECT

Extinct in The Gambia since the early 1900s, the Chimpanzee Rehabilitation Project (CRP) has achieved remarkable success, reintroducing over 130 of these captivating primates – genetically 98.8% similar to humans – back into the wild. Established in 1979, CHP rescues injured and orphaned chimpanzees to rehabilitate and release in the national park that live across four communities on three islands. Sightings are exclusive to river safaris, with prime viewing at 3pm, when they feed along the riverbanks. Primate expert Janis Carter, the project’s founder, remains actively involved, making its safari camp the best spot to stay, with expert guides leading boat safaris and guided walks.






Arriving & Getting Around

Visas are free on arrival for the vast majority of nationalities, however there’s a catch: those arriving by air get slugged a US$20 ‘airport security fee’ payable at both arrival and departure, but if paid in dalasis it’s cheaper. If arriving overland from Senegal there’s no fee but you’ll still need to show your yellow fever certificate. Sim cards and ATMs are both available on arrival at the airport.
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Senegal-Gambia border crossing | Charles O. Cecil/Alamy Stock Photo ©

By Air

Banjul International Airport is in Yundum, about 15km southeast of the coast. Direct flights arrive via Dakar with Air Senegal, while Royal Air Maroc, Vueling and Brussels Airlines also operate flights.

In the high season there are also direct flights from the UK booked through the tour operator Gambia Experience.

By Land

The Gambia shares three borders with Senegal. The Amdallai/Karang crossing is for the Dakar–Serekunda route, while for southern Senegal, use the Jiboro/Seleti border to Ziguinchor. The Sabi/Vélingara crossing connects to Senegal’s Tambacounda for Parc National du Niokolo-Koba.


Money
Currency: Gambian dalasi (D)

ATMS & CASH

The Gambia is very much a cash economy.

In the larger towns you won’t have any issues accessing cash in ATMs using your bankcard, including at the airport. As a general rule always have enough cash on you to last you a few days. As a backup it’s not a bad idea to carry foreign currencies such as the British pound, US dollar, euro or west African franc (CFA), which are all generally accepted or exchanged for delasi.

CREDIT CARDS

The only place you can expect credit cards to be accepted is in the tourist areas of Serekunda and the high-end resorts and hotels, but even then it’s not a given.




DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Police checks are common so be sure you have the correct paperwork (particularly if coming from Senegal).
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Roads are for the most part in good condition.







Language

English is the official language, and though widely spoken, more commonly used languages are from The Gambia’s local ethnic groups including Mandinka (comprising around 34%), the Fula (around 22%) and the Wolof (about 12%). Smaller groups with distinct languages include the Diola – also spelled Jola (11%), the Serer and Manjango. Toubab meaning foreigner is one word you’ll probably pick up early.


[image: jpg]

Banjul International Airport | Colinmthompson/shutterstock ©

Mandika basics

Hello Asalamu Alikum

Goodbye Fo Waati Koteng

Good morning Esama

Good afternoon Etinyang

Good evening I Wuraara

Good night Suto Yediya

How are you? Kori tanante?

Thank you Abaraka

How much? Jelu?

Yes Haa

No Hani

Wolof basics

Hello Salaam aleekum

How are you? Nanga def?

I’m fine, thank you Maangi fi rekk, jërejëf

Goodbye Mangi dem

Yes Waaw

No Déedéet

Please Bu la neexee

Thank you Jërejëf

You’re welcome Amul sólo

Sorry Baal ma







Ghana
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BEACHES, CULTURE AND NATURE

Where latitude 0 meets longitude 0, this tropical West African nation at the centre of the earth is famed for its beaches and culture, along with natural attractions and storied history.
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Like digging your fingers into a steaming hot bowl of fufu (Ghana’s beloved national dish), this is a destination well worth getting your hands dirty for as you immerse yourself in its rich broth of cultural flavours and experiences.

One of West Africa’s – and indeed the entire continent’s – most vibrant, colourful and hassle-free destinations, Ghana’s long been a favourite for those seeking a more laid-back travel-friendly adventure.

An unquestionable highlight for many is its long blissful coast of golden sands, making Ghana the perfect place for a tropical beach escape.

But beyond the beach is a diversity of landscapes, from the open savannah of Mole National Park (home to wild elephants) to the Volta region’s forested mountains and waterfalls. Its culture-filled cities, including the lively capital Accra, are home to great museums and a burgeoning arts scene, all accompanied by the infectious groove of highlife, the soundtrack to the nation.

As the first sub-Saharan African nation to break free from colonialism, declaring independence from British rule in 1957, Ghana has long been proud of its role as a leading light for Africanisation.

No more so than in recent years with its initiative to commemorate 400 years since the dark chapter of the transatlantic trade of enslaved people by opening the ‘door of no return’ with its ‘Year of Return’ to encourage African diaspora worldwide to visit Ghana to reconnect and embrace their roots.

[image: jpg]
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THE MAIN AREAS

ACCRA

Capital and cultural hub.

CAPE COAST

Golden beaches meet hard-hitting history.

WEST COAST BEACHES

Sun, surf and palm trees.

MOLE NATIONAL PARK

Savannah of wildlife-filled nature.

KUMASI

Ghana’s second city with proud Ashanti heritage.

VOLTA REGION

Waterfalls, hiking, lake resorts and primates.




Find Your Way

Accra’s centrally located Kotoka International Airport is the main point of entry for most visitors to Ghana; it is also useful for domestic flights. Ghana has land borders with Côte d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso and Togo.
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Plan Your Time

In terms of time and distance Ghana is a mostly manageable destination to get around. Many highlights lie within a few hours’ drive of one another, and for anything further, domestic flights can save you time.
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One Week

Plan on two days in Accra to take in the capital’s highlights including its National Museum and Osu Castle. Head west to Cape Coast to learn of Ghana’s harrowing past in the trade of enslaved people at its haunting castle, before moving along to the canopy walk at Kakum National Park, and the blissful sands of Busua or Axim.




Two Weeks or More

Two weeks is a realistic timeframe to do Ghana justice. After enjoying Accra and the coast, travel north to Mole National Park for elephant encounters, Larabanga’s mudbrick mosque and cultural-filled towns of Tamale, Bolgatanga, or Kumasi further south. Leave time for the lush mountains and waterfalls of the Volta region.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY–MARCH

Peak season continues with hot, dry days perfect for the beach and wildlife watching.

APRIL–MAY

Rainy season makes travel harder but it’s a good time to enjoy lush landscapes as well as the unique Aboakyer Festival.

JULY–SEPTEMBER

Harvest festivals Fetu Afahye (Cape Coast) and Homowo (Accra), and arts festival Panafest (Cape Coast).

DECEMBER

Festivals and parties make ‘Detty December’ the time to visit Ghana, especially AfroFuture for music lovers.




Accra
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ART & CULTURE | SHOPPING | BEACHES


Ghana’s rambling capital may not be winning any beauty awards anytime soon, but with its mix of cultural attractions, food, nightlife and city beaches, Accra’s a city that’ll grow on you.

It’s not the easiest place to pin down. Lacking any skyline resembling a city centre, it can feel like a congested, dusty sprawl. However, colourful neighbourhoods like historical Jamestown and Osu step in to add some character and vitality; the latter with great food and nightlife.

As well as museums and monuments, Accra has plenty more to keep you busy. It’s not all rosy, however, and visits to Osu Castle and Ussher Fort is where you’ll learn of the area’s sad chapter as the centre of the trade of enslaved people.

Accra’s modern arts scene is a highlight and don’t miss an opportunity to catch live music or festivals featuring highlife bands. And though life in Accra can be frenetic, its string of beach bars await as a blissful escape.
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SIGHTS

1Accra Sports Stadium

2ANO Centre for Cultural Research

3Berj Art Gallery

4Brazil House

5Dikan Centre

6Fort James

7Franklin House

8Gallery 1957

9Independence Square

10Jamestown Lighthouse

11Jubilee House

12Kwame Nkrumah Park and Mausoleum

13National Museum

14Noldor Artist Residency

15Osu Castle

16Ussher Fort

17W.E.B. DuBois Centre

ACTIVITIES

18+233

19Front/Back

20Palm Moments

SLEEPING

21African Vibrations Hostel

22Kempinski Hotel Gold Coast

23Rising Phoenix Magic Beach Resort

24Somewhere Nice

25Urbano Hotel

EATING

26Buka

27Rockz Waakye

28Sandbox Beach Club

29The Mix

NIGHTLIFE

30Firefly

31JamesTown Cafe

32Jamestown Coffee Company

33Kona Cafe and Grill

34Republic Bar & Grill

SHOPPING

35Artists Alliance Gallery

36Centre for National Culture

37Global Mamas

38Lokko House

39Makola Market

40The Shop Accra

41Woodin




GETTING AROUND

Kotoka International Airport is just 5km north of the ring road, but don’t underestimate Accra’s notorious traffic. A 20-minute taxi trip can take hours.

Ride share is the most convenient way of getting around, and options include Uber and Bolt; download both to find the faster, cheaper option. Many drivers prefer cash.

Shared taxis and tro-tros (minibuses or pick-ups) travel on fixed runs such as Danquah Circle, 37 Circle and Nkrumah Circle (usually just called ‘Circle’), the centre of Accra’s public transport universe.
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The airport is the best place to pick up a SIM card, and if travelling throughout Ghana MTN is your best option.



Discover Ghana’s Heritage

Fascinating history at the National Museum

The natural starting point for those wanting an overview of Ghana’s rich history and culture is the well-curated National Museum, where guided tours take you through its many archaeological highlights. Finds range from stone arrowheads and trade beads to elaborate gold weights and Komaland terracotta figurines dating from the 6th century excavated from shrine mounds in the Yikpabongo region.

The museum covers precolonial history of Ghana’s ethnic groups and kingdoms, detailing fascinating cultural practices, before looking at the trans-Saharan trade, Islam influences and independence, covering the period from when it was known as the Gold Coast under British rule to becoming Ghana in 1957. Temporary cultural exhibits upstairs and art exhibitions are always worth a look.


Honour the Legacy of Kwame Nkrumah

The mausoleum of Ghana’s first president

The nation’s most significant monument is this grandiose memorial dedicated to Ghana’s first president, and one of Africa’s great leaders, Kwame Nkrumah (1909–72). Given this is the man who ended British rule, it’s fitting the grounds here are on the former British colonial polo grounds. The Kwame Nkrumah Park and Mausoleum has recently undergone a multimillion-dollar facelift with resplendent landscaped gardens of water features, statues and the centrepiece mausoleum where both his and his wife’s remains are interred.


There’s also an underground museum showcasing his life. It features important pieces like his presidential desk and details his unceremonious ousting in a coup d’état in 1966, exiled to Guinea (where he became honorary co-president), never to step foot in Ghana again.


KWAME NKRUMAH

Voted by BBC listeners as ‘African of the Millennium’, Kwame Nkrumah played a pivotal role in Ghana becoming the first sub-Sahara nation to gain independence.

Envisioning a continent free from colonial rule, he was a key figure in the Pan-African movement.

Nkrumah had long dreamed for a sense of common identity and shared destiny among individuals of African descent.

Known as Nkrumaism, his political ideology incorporated elements of Marxist–Leninist theory, and given Ghana’s alignment with the USSR at the time, many believe the CIA were behind the coup d’etat leading to his ousting.



Explore Monumental Independence Square

Vast sight commemorating Ghana’s Independence

Standing at the symbolic heart of the nation is Accra’s grandiose Soviet-style Independence Square. Also known as Black Star Square, it’s a wonderful example of tropical modernism – a postcolonial architectural style developed in West Africa in the 1940s – that was commissioned by Kwame Nkrumah to mark Ghana’s independence. Dominated by an enormous McDonalds-like arch and Eternal Flame of African Liberation lit by President Nkrumah, it’s one of Africa’s largest squares. Most climb its imposing Black Star Gate for views over the square. Despite the pomp, unless you’re here for one of its nationalistic holiday celebrations, this vast, empty parade ground is lacking in atmosphere.


For a different kind of ‘Black Star’, the nearby Accra Sports Stadium hosts Ghana’s national football team (known as the Black Stars), which is where, come game day, you’ll find some of the world’s most passionate supporters.
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Sleeping in Accra: Our Picks

Somewhere Nice: Popular backpacker choice in a relaxed residential area; dorms and private rooms, small pool, bar and activities. $

African Vibrations Hostel: Excellent choice with comfortable rooms and dorms, helpful staff, restaurant and location close to Osu’s nightlife. $

Urbano Hotel: In the heart of Osu is this well-priced hotel with mostly basic rooms, but a rooftop pool, courtyard, terrace bar, restaurant and gym. $

Kempinski Hotel Gold Coast: One of Accra’s most luxurious 5-star options has its own in-house gallery, boutique mall and rooftop bar. $$$

Learn about WEB DuBois

Museum home of the Pan-Africanist civil rights activist

An interesting stop to learn more about Ghana’s role in the pan-African movement is the WEB Dubois Centre, a museum in the former home of African-American civil rights activist DuBois (1868–1963). He moved here in later life – at the ripe old age of 93 – becoming a citizen of Ghana, where he lived for two years to work on the Encyclopaedia Africana. Guided tours take you through the house where you’ll learn of his life, and see where he’s buried in the mausoleum outside the house.

Put Your Finger on Accra’s Art Scene

21st-century African art at its finest

In recent years Accra has emerged as one of Africa’s most exciting art hubs with a new generation of talented artists on show across its galleries and grassroots collectives. Thanks to international exposure, names like Amoako Boafo (whose work was exhibited in outer space decorating Jeff Bezos’s rocket and is described by the BBC as a ‘superstar in the art world’), sculptor Kwame Akoto-Bamfo (who has his open-air Nkyinkyim Museum in Ada Foah) and Araba Opoku have boosted Accra’s cachet with works mixing traditional and contemporary styles.

Art spaces exhibiting local and African artists to look our for are the suave Gallery 1957, with its three spaces showcasing local and African abstract artists; the contemporary Nubuke Foundation, within a Brualist building; Noldor Artist Residency, inside a former pharmaceutical factory; the well-respected three-storey Artists Alliance Gallery, in a seaside villa; the upmarket ADA Contemporary Art Gallery; Berj Art Gallery, with diverse local works; Dikan Centre, Ghana’s first photography gallery; and ANO Centre for Cultural Research, with an interconnection of art, music, poetry and live performance.

You’ll also find streetside canvasses by local artists at the Centre for National Culture and National Museum.


ACCRA’S FESTIVALS

Few places do the silly season better than Accra with its ‘Detty December’: a packed schedule of music festivals and cultural events from mid-December. Ones to look out for:

AfroFuture: The music festival formerly known as Afrocella has rebranded for copyrights reasons but remains one of Africa’s premier music arts festivals.

Chale Wote Street Art Festival: Vibrant week-long celebration of Ghanian arts and culture held in August.

PANAFEST: Two-week festival in late July celebrating African culture and unity.

Accra Food Festival: Culinary carnival in September for Ghanian cuisine.

Nkabom Literary Festival: Poetry, arts, literature, jazz in December.



Eating in Accra: Our Picks

Rockz Waakye: Owned by hiplife pioneer Reggie Rockstone, this vibrant spot serves waakye (rice, plantains, meat, spaghetti & egg). $

Living Room: Perpetually packed garden restaurant with folk digging into fufu stews, jollof rice and grilled tilipia. There’s often live music. $

Buka: Come for hearty plates of jollof rice, tilapia and groundnut served on a scenic terrace. $$

The Mix: Classy menu of Afro-fusion cuisine blending Ghanian, West African and international flavours to go with creative cocktails. $$$


FANTASY COFFINS

If you’re looking for something different, coffin art is a thing in Ghana, where you’ll find extravagant caskets in the shape of anything from airplanes, musical instruments and Coca-Cola bottles to cigarettes and cars, all commissioned by buyers to transport themselves to the afterlife in style.

It’s an art form that dates to the 1950s and is attributed to pioneer Ga craftsman Kane Kwei. Today you’ll still find workshops specialising in such coffins by craftspeople living near Accra along the coast from Nungua to Labadi.

Famous visitors include former US presidents Bill Clinton and Jimmy Carter, while Conan O’Brien visited and had a coffin made of himself! The documentary Paa Joe and the Lion (2016) is a great watch.



Live the Highlife with Live Music

Catching infectious grooves of highlife and Afrobeat

Whether it’s blaring from a boom box in the Maroka Market, thumping from a tro-tro or at one of Accra’s world-class music festivals, highlife is a music genre that takes centre stage as the soundtrack to Ghana.

A mishmash of ever-evolving sounds, highlife has its roots in the 19th century when Ghana’s traditional palm wine guitar and calypso merged with the colonial sounds of marching bands and church music. In turn, it was further influenced by jazz, blues, funk, disco and hip hop, along with Afrobeat, to create today’s highlife sound.

Legendary artists to add to your playlist include Ebo Taylor, Charles Amoah, Daddy Lumba, ET Mensah, Slim Young, Afro Moses, McGod, Tony Sarfo, Los Issifu and His Moslems, Waza-Afriko and Awurama Badu.

Popular venues with live bands include +233, Kona Cafe and Grill, Firefly, Republic Bar & Grill, Piano Bar, Front/Back and Alliance Française, while DJs on Thursday nights at Labadi Beach and Palm Moments pull in the crowds.
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Tour the Former Fort of Osu Castle

Enslaved history and Ghana’s head of government

Overlooking the Atlantic Ocean’s Gulf of Guinea is the colossal Osu Castle, a UNESCO World Heritage Site where hundreds of thousands of enslaved Africans were shipped off to the Virgin Islands to work on sugarcane plantations. It’s only recently opened to the public, and today guided tours take you through its painful and storied history.

Originally known as Christiansborg Castle, it was built by the Danes in 1659 before passing hands from Portuguese, Swede, British and Awakmu rule. As well as being used for trading gold and ivory, its role in the trade of enslaved people was its main purpose, and visits take in the dungeons and ‘door of no return’ where enslaved people were rowed out to where the main ship was docked awaiting them. Though heavily modified compared to the castles in the Cape Coast area, the pervading sense of melancholy here remains forbidding.

After serving as the British colonial administration for the Gold Coast (as Ghana was then known), after independence the castle became the seat of the Ghana government and the official president’s residence, which it remained until 2013 when it was relocated to the current Jubilee House.

Tours include visits to the room built specifically for Queen Elizabeth II’s visit in 1961, and the presidential office last used by paranoid military leader Jerry Rawlings, who required clear sight-lines for comings and goings.

See How the Other Half Live

A look into Accra’s glitterati scene

Among Accra’s gritty street life of vendors, dusty traffic jams and oppressive heat there’s a more cosmopolitan side to the city. By night, lively Osu is Accra’s most happening hangout and attracts a colourful, art-loving crowd to its varied restaurant scene and pulsating nightlife. Most of the action takes place in the side streets off its main thoroughfare Oxford St, where you’ll find vegan restaurants, indie boutiques, coffee roasters, galleries, clubs and live bands.

Heading north, other well-heeled neighbourhoods include leafy East Legon, the diplomatic area of stately Cantoments and luxurious Airport City, all with a mix of designer clothing, shiny malls, microbreweries and slick rooftop cocktail bars.


NANA ASAMENI

A fascinating aspect of a visit to Osu Castle is the story of how Nana Asameni – chief of the Akwamu Empire – successfully infiltrated the castle to seize power from the Danes in 1693.

An inside job, it was a meticulously orchestrated plan where after mastering Danish and disguising himself as a cook, Asameni grabbed the opportunity to lead his men in a successful takeover. Duly appointing himself ‘Governor of Christiansborg Castle’ the Danish flag was lowered in place of the Akwamu flag, where it remained for 1½ years.

Negotiating its return for 1600 pieces of silver, Asameni famously pocketed the castle keys, now housed in Akwamufie’s Bogyawe Palace, where his legacy endures, immortalised in bronze.



Walking Tour of Jamestown’s Community

Character, colour and friendly locals

One of the most spirited, tight-knit communities you’ll find not just in Accra but anywhere in the world is the colourful fishing community of Jamestown. The capital’s oldest neighbourhood, today this impoverished area’s historical buildings lie in a dishevelled state, a decay that echoes the haunting legacy of its colonial past and its grim role as centre of the trade of enslaved people.

Drop by JamesTown Cafe (not to be confused with Jamestown Roaster in Osu), a welcoming culture centre where as well as checking out artworks, getting a beer and local food, you can join one of the highly recommend walking tours to check out Jamestown’s vibrant streets. It’s a poor area, so a walking tour is a good way to support the local community while meeting friendly locals as you pass ubiquitous boxing gyms and mural-splattered street football pitches. JamesTown Cafe also offers pub crawls, which can be a fun way to meet fellow travellers and catch local highlife bands.


AFRO–BRAZILIAN TABOM PEOPLE

There aren’t too many good stories coming out of the era of the trade of enslaved people but the Tabom people’s return to Ghana is one rare tale signifying hope and resilience. Following the 1835 Male Uprising in Bahia, Brazil, many Yoruba Muslims (descendants of enslaved Afro–Brazilians) embarked on a reverse migration to their ancestral homeland of Ghana; it was ironically facilitated by the British onboard the SS Salisbury. Arriving in Jamestown, only speaking Portuguese, they got the moniker ‘Tabom’ from the commonly uttered phrase ‘Tá bom’ (‘it’s OK’) and their legacy lives on in historical remnants like Brazil House (the first house built by freed enslaved people) and heroes like former featherweight boxing world champion Azumah Nelson, who embodies the warrior spirit of the Tabom people.



Visit Jamestown’s Historical Landmarks

Forts and lighthouses

Making up part of the inscribed sites on Ghana’s World Heritage List are Jamestown’s seafront forts, where kidnapped Africans were imprisoned before being shipped off to the Americas. Dating to 1649 the Dutch-built Ussher Fort – which was named Fort Crèvecœur before the British took power – is the only one open to the public to take in its sombre history of enslaved people. Fort James (named after King James II) is currently closed to the public. As well as harbouring enslaved Africans it was used as a prison as recently as 2008 and was where Ghana’s first president, Kwame Nkrumah, was incarcerated as a political prisoner from 1950–51.

Other ruins include the 17th-century Portuguese Franklin House (originally named Fort Vicentia), where enslaved people were auctioned in its courtyard, and Brazil House, shedding light on the Afro-Brazil Tabom people.

Dating to the 1930s, the red-and-white striped Jamestown Lighthouse is another iconic landmark. Though you can no longer enter, it’s still operational and powered by solar lights. It overlooks the ramshackle fishing harbour – soon to be the site of a new US$50 million Chinese-funded development.
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Ready Yourself for Makola Market

Experience the energy of a West African market

Just when you were thinking Accra was relatively chilled for an African capital, you arrive at its raucous open-air Makola Market. Here things really ramp up, a sensory overload of not just sounds and smells, but also general commotion as you squeeze down narrow alleyways clogged with vendors selling shoes, secondhand clothes, tropical fruits, fresh produce and dried fish. Look out for bold colourful African wax print fabrics (mostly) made by local women, including kente clot. You can take the fabric to tailors to get clothing made.

It can be a little overwhelming so it’s not a bad idea to organise a guide to help you navigate the market and assist you with bargaining, and lessen your chances of being pickpocketed. Otherwise it’s phones away and backpacks on front, before diving in headfirst to experience Ghanaian culture like no other.


BEST ACCRA SHOPPING

Global Mamas: Fairtrade, handcrafted products, including clothing, beads and batik, made by local women from communities across Ghana using traditional methods. It’s also known for its handmade shea butter soaps.

Lokko House: Get the latest street fashion by urban Ghanaian designers.

The Shop Accra: Hip boutique run by two local sisters selling jewellery, fashion accessories and skincare products made using black soap, shea butter and baobab oil.

Wild Gecko Handicrafts: Jewellery, textiles, clothing and handcrafted items from across Ghana and west Africa.

Woodin: Stylish Ghana wax print fabrics, as well as ready-to-wear clothes and locally designed accessories.



Drinking in Accra: Our Picks

Republic Bar & Grill: An Accra institution attracting a mixed crowd for enticing cane-spirit cocktails enjoyed streetside.

Heritage Craft Brewery: Ghana’s first microbrewery offering quality seasonal and core craft beers made onsite to go with pizza by the slice.

Jamestown Coffee Company: Hip, cavernous cafe that roasts its own coffee onsite using beans sourced from Ghana’s Volta region.

SkyBar25: Swanky rooftop cocktail bar atop west Africa’s tallest building. Reservations recommended.


Bargain Hard for Local Crafts

Unmissable shopping stop at the Centre for National Culture

If flying out of Accra, your last stop should be the Centre for National Culture, the city’s one-stop shop for local handicrafts. Though it involves running the gauntlet of spruiking vendors across countless stalls, there’s plenty of wonderful arts and crafts and fabrics on offer from all over Ghana (including Bolgatanga baskets) as well as across West Africa and beyond including beaded items from Cameroon and Burkina Faso and masks from the Democratic Republic of Congo.
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KEJETIA MARKET, KUMASI

If you thought Makola was hectic check out Kumasi’s Kejetia Market, the largest in west Africa with some 10,000 stalls, which after developments is set to double in size.



Hang out at Accra’s Beach Clubs

The relaxed coastal side of the capital

If you’re wanting truly pristine beaches you’re going to have to head west, but in the meantime Accra’s beach clubs offer wonderful respite from the heat and city commotion.

Most famous is Labadi Beach (GH₵20 entrance fee), a few clicks east of town popular for its (mostly) clean, well-maintained stretch of sand fronted by beach bars and festive scenes of football matches, horse rides and swimmers cooling off in the Gulf of Guinea. If you’re looking to party drop by on Thursday nights where the action kicks on till sunrise. Other times the Place is a relaxed spot to enjoy a sunset, pizza and cold beer with the sand between your toes. The Polo Beach Club is a more upmarket version popular with the Instagram set for its pool, DJs and quality menu.

Closer to the city, Sandbox Beach Club is another swanky beach club with a pool, and without an entry fee it’s a great place to while away an afternoon.

While Accra’s central city beaches are often dirty and full of rubbish, don’t miss Rising Phoenix Magic Beach Resort for its relaxed vibe on the clifftop overlooking the coastline with regular reggae and basic backpacker accommodation.

Escape to Kokrobite Beach

Surf, yoga and music

If you’re seeking an upgrade on Accra’s beaches, take the 30km drive west to get your first real glimpse of Ghana’s golden coast as you hit both recommended Bojo Beach and the even more relaxed fishing village of Kokrobite. Popular among locals, backpackers and NGO workers Kokrobite’s clean patch of sand and beach bars makes it a relaxed weekend getaway.

Here you can learn to ride a wave at Mr Bright’s Surf Shop, Ghana’s first surf school set up by pioneer surfer and boardshaper Brett Davies. The shop also hires out boards for some of the best lefthand beach breaks in Ghana, and yoga classes are also on the cards. It is based at Big Milly’s Backyard, a backpacker-friendly beach resort which hosts drumming and dancing performances on Fridays and lively highlife dance parties on Saturdays.


SURFIN’ GHANA

It was on Labadi Beach in 1966 that the global surfing community was first introduced to Ghana’s waves in the legendary surf doco Endless Summer. Once no more than a fishing village without a board in sight, today the scene has blossomed into a thriving community centred on the western beach town of Busua. Accra’s Kokrobite beach has waves too and the surf camp set up by expat Brit Brett Davies, who was instrumental in establishing Ghana’s surf scene. It’s not all about the boys, with organisations like Surf Ghana and Obibini Girls Surf Club empowering local female surfers to get out on the water and spawn a new generation of local wave riders. It’s a subject explored in documentaries Yama (2023) and Obibini (2023).






Cape Coast

[image: jpg]

HISTORY | BEACHES | CULTURE


One of Africa’s most harrowing yet essential and culturally significant stops is a visit to Cape Coast to learn about the haunting past of the transatlantic trade of enslaved people. Of Ghana’s 27 heritage-listed fortifications used for enslaved people, this is the biggest and most well-preserved site and stands as a poignant reminder of a tragic history.

Having passed through the hands of the Portuguese, Swedish, Danish, Dutch and British, Cape Coast is one of Ghana’s oldest colonial settlements, but before that it was the residing place of the indigenous Oguaa people. After the period it was used for the trade of enslaved people, it served as the nation’s pre-independence capital under British rule and today Victorian-era crumbling forts and buildings (including a bust of Queen Victoria) are still standing.

These days it’s a scenic and laid-back seaside fishing town of around 200,000 (Ghana’s sixth-largest) that allures with its arty vibe, tropical beaches and the prestigious University of Cape Coast – one of West Africa’s finest.

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1Cape Coast Castle

ACTIVITIES

2Global Mamas

SLEEPING

3Baobab Guesthouse

4Oasis Beach Resort

EATING

(see 4)Oasis Beach Restaurant 




GETTING AROUND

Located 120km southwest of the capital, count on a three-hour bus ride from Accra and one hour from Takoradi.

Most accommodation is close to the fort, making it a mostly walkable town. Nearby attractions of Kakum National Park (30 minutes by tro-tro), Anomabu and Elmina (both 15 minutes) could all easily be combined as a day trip by taxi.




[image: ] TOP TIP

As with many beaches along Ghana’s west coast, swimming can be dangerous with rips, undertows and rocks; avoid venturing out beyond waist-deep. Also take care when visiting some of Cape Coast’s less-visited forts, as muggings occur and it’s highly advisable to be escorted by a local guide.



Take in the Tragic Castle History

‘A source of hope’ – Barack Obama

The most visited of Ghana’s sites where enslaved people were held is the hulking whitewashed 17th-century Cape Coast Castle, which sits ominously overlooking the Gulf of Guinea. Its dungeons make for heavy-hitting viewing, delving into the darkest recesses of humanity as the site where hundreds of thousands of kidnapped Africans were held and brutally treated before being sent away to the Americas never to return.

The informative museum details the castle’s history, which was like a colonial version of musical chairs: the Portuguese were the first to establish a trading post here in the 15th century before the Swedes took over to build the first permanent wooden structure in 1653. The Danes next took control to build a stone fort which passed hands to the Dutch before being conquered by the British who built the current structure in 1664.

Sign up for Traditional Cultural Activities

Drumming and art classes

Established in 2003 with the aim of empowering local women, Global Mamas provides an excellent platform to engage in various hands-on Ghanaian cultural activities, from making fufu to mastering the art of batik and participating in African drumming workshops. Baobab Children Foundation is another impressive social enterprise actively supporting the local community. Based at the Baobab Guesthouse, you can pick up locally made batik and jewellery, and fabrics that can be whipped into beautiful clothing items right on-site.

Sleeping & Eating in Cape Coast: Our Picks

Oasis Beach Resort: This wonderful beach option caters to all budgets - dorms, garden huts and sumptuous air-con seafront rooms. $

Oasis Beach Restaurant: This beachfront resort is Cape Coast’s best for both fresh fish and sunset drinks. $

Baobab Guesthouse: Basic yet character-filled rooms where all profits go to disadvantaged children. Vegetarian restaurant. $

Kokodo Guesthouse: A bit back from town is this converted house turned modern villa with spacious, colourful rooms set in a tropical garden. $$




Beyond Cape Coast


[image: jpg]

A great base to explore coastal attractions and jungle surrounds, mixed in among the dark truths from the Gold Coast’s history.


Another big part of Cape Coast’s allure is its location as a gateway town for both nearby sights and the rest of Ghana. The canopy walk in Kakum National Park is one of the country’s most-visited attractions and is well within reach for those seeking jungle adventure. It’s balanced by the more melancholy landmark of Assin Manso Ancestral Slave River Park and two World Heritage historical forts that shed further light on the dark days of colonialism. Elmina Castle is one of the most well-known and best-preserved castles and if it didn’t have such an awful legacy, it would make for a spectacular sight, while Anomabu’s Fort William was one of the largest exporters of enslaved people along the west coast of Africa.


Places

Elmina

Assin Manso Ancestral Slave River Park

Anomabu

Kakum National Park




GETTING AROUND

The historical forts of Elmina (10km) and Anomabu (20km) are both easily reached by public transport with plentiful tro-tro passing in either direction. However, if you’re wanting to tick off both as a day trip then hiring a car is the way to go. Likewise for Kakum National Park (31km) and Assin Manso Ancestral Slave River Park (54km); both can also be visited en route to Kusami if heading north.



ElminaTIME FROM CAPE COAST: 20 mins [image: jpg]

Exploring Elmina Castle (St George’s)

Ghana’s second most famous castle to Cape Coast’s, the World Heritage Elmina Castle was originally built as St George’s Castle by the Portuguese as a trading post in 1482, making this the oldest European building in sub-Sahara Africa. Captured by the Dutch in 1637 and expanded upon, it was around this time that enslaved people replaced gold as the main commodity and storerooms were converted into dungeons. Here guides take you through the horrendous conditions before arriving at the chilling ‘door of no return’ and the enslavers’ auction rooms in the former Portuguese church.

 

Don’t miss Elmina’s other attractions

Other sights in Elmina include the Portuguese-built, Dutch-occupied Fort Coenraadsburg (Fort St Jago) that sits just above the castle, the historical Dutch cemetery and the Elimina Java Museum dedicated to Belanda Hitam (Black Dutchmen), the 3000-plus Ghanaians recruited to fight in Southeast Asia in the East Indies during the 19th century.

A good way to explore Elmina is with Ghana Ecotours, whose walking tours go beyond the main sights to take in the extraordinary commotion of the fish markets, the town’s colonial heritage and indigenous culture at its posuban (shrine).

For a different perspective, get out on the water with Elmina Boat Cruise for a guided tour on the Atlantic Ocean.


Assin Manso Ancestral Slave River ParkTIME FROM CAPE COAST: 1 hr [image: jpg]

Pay respects at this sombre site

An important day trip north from Cape Coast is a visit to the sobering Assin Manso Ancestral Slave River Park. Hundreds of thousands of captured enslaved people were marched long distances (for up to seven months) barefoot in chains through harsh conditions across Ghana, Benin, Burkina Faso, Togo and Niger to this historic market for the trade of enslaved people. On the Memorial Wall of Return, African diaspora add their names to reclaim their roots.

AnomabuTIME FROM CAPE COAST: 20 mins [image: jpg]

Wander through Fort William (Fort Anomabo)

The relaxed coastal fishing community of Anomabu is well worth a visit for its historical Fort William, built by the British in 1753. It was one of the major players in the transatlantic trade of enslaved people, purpose-built for the industry and in fact the centre of the British involvement from where some 280,000 Africans departed, mainly to Barbados.

Though not as visited as Cape Coast or Elmina, its more dilapidated dungeons evoke a more fearsome feel, appropriate for what it is. Guides will take you through its cruel history. It also served as a prison until 2000.

The Memorial Garden of Return provides a stirring sight in the foreground, with sculptures of great Ghanaians created in 2019 to honour African diaspora returning to retrace their heritage.

Kakum National ParkTIME FROM CAPE COAST: 45 mins [image: jpg]

Take a walk on the wild side

An hour’s drive north of Cape Coast is the 375 sq km protected tropical rainforest reserve of Kakum National Park. It’s one of the country’s most visited attractions and brings in a lot of day-trippers for its main attraction, the canopy walkway, comprising seven rope suspension bridges extending 333m at a height of 40m above the lush forest floor. To avoid the crowds, get here first thing in the morning or late afternoon (open 8am to 4pm) and stay clear of weekends.

Though many visit as a day trip, if you want any chance of spotting any of its 300 species of birds, 600 species of butterflies and 40 mammals (including elephants) it’s worth spending a night here to delve into the park proper.


HISTORIC FORTS

Superbly documented by the Zamani Project (zamaniproject.org), the chain of 37 forts and castles (the terms are used interchangeably) along Ghana’s coast were built during the 17th century by European powers (British, Danes, Dutch, French, Germans, Portuguese and Swedes) as trading posts to store gold, ivory and spices. Later as the trade of enslaved people took over, they were expanded into prisons to hold enslaved Africans. Enslaved people were packed into dark, overcrowded and unsanitary dungeons for weeks or months at a time, and thousands died. When a ship arrived, they were shackled and led out of the forts to waiting boats through the ‘door of no return’ to embark on the Middle Passage to the New World.



Eating & Sleeping Around Cape Coast: Our Picks

Lemon Freedom: At Elmina Castle, this chic restaurant in a colonial building does burgers, pizzas, cocktails and Ghanaian dishes. $

Coconut Grove Bridge House: In the heart of Elmina, this atmospheric lodge offers well-priced rooms and a breezy restaurant. $$

Kakum National Park Treehouse: Tiny rustic rooms in a structure fitted around a tree trunk, with mattress and mosquito nets. BYO everything. $

Rain Forest Lodge: The most comfortable option for Kakum National Park (though located 11km south of the park itself). $$




West Coast Beaches

[image: jpg]

BEACHES | SURFING | RESORTS


Whether you’re a weary traveller who’s done the hard yards and seeking the respite of the ocean or you’ve come to Ghana specifically for a beach holiday, the glorious palm-lined west coast offers everything you’d hope for from a tropical paradise getaway.

Of the string of beach towns, Busua is the most popular and the closest Ghana has to a backpacker hangout with its long blissful stretch of sand where life’s all about sun, surf and beach bars. Further along are the super-scenic beaches of Akwidaa, Cape Three Points and Axim.

Though you’ll find plenty of accommodation, ranging from luxury stays to beach shacks, it’s an area otherwise refreshingly undeveloped and unaffected by tourism. Beyond the pristine beaches are more fortresses dating from Ghana’s colonial trade of enslaved people, while the big smoke of Takoradi also offers plenty of culture.

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1Fort Batenstein

2Fort Dorothea

3Fort Metal Cross

4Fort San Antonio

ACTIVITIES

(see 7)Ahanta Waves Surf School & Camp 

(see 7)Justice Brothers 

SLEEPING

(see 7)Ahanta Eco Lodge 

5Akwidaa Inn

6Ankobra Beach Resort

7Busua Inn

8Escape3points

9Ezile Bay Village

10Green Zion Garden

(see 7)Kangaroo Pouch Beach Resort 

11Lou Moon Lodge

EATING

(see 7)Okorye Tree 

NIGHTLIFE

(see 7)OPC Busua Shop 

SHOPPING

(see 7)Kumanini Vinyl Shop 




GETTING AROUND

Count on around six hours’ drive for the 250km journey to Busua from Accra, and around three hours from Cape Coast (107km). Locally you’ll find regular tro-tros plying the route between towns, and in Busua you’ll find motorcycle rentals.

There are daily flights from Accra to Takoradi airport, which is not a bad idea if you’re short on time.




[image: ] TOP TIP

While local Ghanians are some of the strongest swimmers in the world (growing up in the fishing industry involves swimming out to the boat), for others strong rips and currents in the Gulf of Guinea make venturing out beyond your waist dangerous; take care and never swim alone.



Chill out in Busua

Surfing, eating and reggae

With its enticing golden sands and authentic vibe, Busua is the kind of place that tempts one to linger. Days easily turn into weeks once you realise how good life is out here.

It was Labadi that first put Ghana on the surf map in Endless Summer (1966), but today Busua is very much Ghana’s surf capital. The NGO Surf Ghana (facebook.com/surfghana) has opened a clubhouse for the local surf community from where Justice Brothers offers lessons, board hire and yoga. Surf Ghana also set up Obibini Girls to empower local girls to surf. Ahanta Waves is another reputable operator set up by a local surfer and has its own surf camp at the beachside Ahanta Eco Lodge.

Okorye Tree is the main beachfront hangout for burgers and frozen margaritas, while the French-run Busua Inn offers delicious French and Senegalese cuisine, cocktails and four lovely rooms. Kangaroo Pouch Beach Resort is also popular for food, drinks and budget rooms. Drop by Kumanini Vinyl Shop run by rasta DJ Opuku who spins discs at the beachfront OPC Busua Shop; check out his online Radio Busua.

Walking around Busua

Beaches, backpackers and historical forts

Busua is made for those who like long walks along the beach. Turn left towards Butre via a 2km beach stroll before summiting up to the ruins of Fort Batenstein overlooking Butre Bay. Established by the Dutch in 1656, it was here Ashanti king Badu Bonsu II was executed and his head unceremoniously taken to Holland to be displayed at Leiden’s Anatomy Museum; it was only returned to Ghana in 2009 upon request.

The real highlight of visiting Butre, however – other than its white sandy beach and lagoon – is the legendary backpacker accommodation Green Zion Garden, which has delicious vegetarian food and offers both private rooms and dorms in its clay bungalows.

Take a right from Busua and it’s a 20-minute walk to Dixcove, a lively fishing village home to the Fort Metal Cross, a whitewashed military fortress built by the British in 1696.

Visit Takoradi’s Superb Bisa Aberwa Museum

Showcase of African culture and legacy

One of Ghana’s largest cities, Takoradi (also known by its twin city name Sekondi-Takoradi) is home to the nation’s first deep-water seaport, the navy and the oil industry, making this literally the big smoke of the area. While not somewhere you’ll want to linger, the brilliant Bisa Aberwa Museum is well worth a visit. Set up by famed Ghanaian filmmaker Kwaw Ansah, it offers a deep dive into past and contemporary African culture where among priceless artefacts from across the continent are moving displays on enslaved people, the KKK and Black Lives Matter movement, plus information on freedom fighters and significant figures throughout history.


JUSTICE KWOFIE

[image: author]

Justice Kwofie, founder of Justice Brothers Surfing and Obibini Girls Surf Club @justices_brothers; @obibini_girls_surf_clu

Busua beach is a fantastic stretch of sand and clean, warm sea. Locals are super-friendly and helpful without being intrusive, just always on hand if you need anything. Lots of great bars are dotted along the beach where you can get the day’s catch cooked fresh.

Busua is overall a bit different from many other places in Ghana. It seems to have ‘grown’ into a kind of tourism on a local level. You will find a lot of improvised shops, foods, juice-stands etc. You see more nationalities here than typically around Ghana.

Surf from September through till May when there are beach breaks suitable for all beginners and intermediate surfers.



Be Blown Away by  Cape Three Points & Akwidaa

Sensational coastline, eco-tourism and beachfront lodges

An hour west from Busua is the stunning village of Cape Three Points, Ghana’s southernmost tip. For memorable views don’t miss the clifftop Cape Three Lighthouse (1925), where the Atlantic Ocean meets the lush rainforest reserve.

Escape3points is a popular ecolodge spot overlooking the beach that caters to all budgets with a mix of dorms and chalets, and offers rainforest hikes, mangrove kayak tours, yoga and drumming classes. If you want to learn to surf, Loshe’s Surf School is run by local certified surf instructor and lifeguard Loshe. Some 5km east is the palm-fringed white sands of fishing village Akwidaa, known as a sea turtle nesting site, with the historic hilltop Fort Dorothea and idyllic beachfront lodging including Akwidaa Inn and Ezile Bay Village.
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Fort San Antonio | Gerhard Pettersson/shutterstock ©

Be Rewarded for Making the Journey Out West

Stunning beaches and resorts, plus historic forts

Axim is the site of another slave trade castle with Fort San Antonio’s colossal structure, originally built by the Portuguese in 1515, the second oldest after Elmina. Here tours take you through its grim history tempered by amazing coastal views.

Other than the fort, the real reason to visit is the surrounding beaches. The well-priced Ankobra Beach Resort, 5km west of Axim, has one of the most dreamy beaches you can hope for, and along with professional staff and delightful hut rooms and delicious food, it’s a great choice. As is the upmarket Lou Moon Lodge, 7km south, a truly superb option with a great beach to go with a swimming pool, wonderful food and plenty of water activities.


FISHING IN GHANA

Fishing is a way of life along Ghana’s coast, and whether on colourful traditional wooden boats or selling in the markets, it’s an industry where some two millions locals make their livelihood.

A visit to a market is a must to witness the hectic energy of traders bidding wars as well as a fascinating array of local catch. Another worthwhile spectacle is to watch the age-old practice of locals drawing in the nets by hand, with up to 50 people involved in the hours-long process of pulling in the rope, singing together in unison. If they spot you watching, there’s a fair chance you’ll be invited to help out, so roll up those sleeves.






Mole National Park
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ELEPHANTS | SAVANNAH | SAFARIS


While Ghana can’t compete with the big-name safari destinations of East and Southern Africa, those who journey up north to the open savannah of Mole National Park will still find plenty of unforgettable wildlife encounters.

Here, elephants are the stars of the show and whether on foot, vehicle or even, if lucky, from your hotel window, you’ll be pretty much guaranteed an up-close look at these magnificent giants. While you won’t have many of the Big Five to tick off – though buffalo, leopard and even lion (extremely rare) do reside here – Mole still delivers the full immersive safari wilderness experience with plenty of animals to see in what is one of the most affordable safari options on the continent.
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GETTING AROUND

Getting to Mole National Park in the is a trek. Expect a 13-hour drive (720km) from Accra or 11 hours (665km) from Cape Coast, with most likely a stop over at Kumasi.

If short on time, fly to Tamale from where it’s a three-hour drive to Mole along paved roads. If hiring a car and driver you have the advantage of not needing a safari vehicle (but a 4WD is necessary in the park). Safaris can be arranged in the park.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Along with information on safari options, accommodation and transport, the park’s website (molenationalpark.org) offers excellent background on Mole’s landscapes, wildlife and history.



Get Among it for Close-up Wildlife Encounters

Walking and driving wildlife safaris

Whether you’re tracking elephant on foot or from an open-air safari vehicle, experiencing the wilds of Mole National Park is one of Ghana’s undisputed highlights. The national park is one of West Africa’s best and is home to 300-plus species of birds and 94 species of mammal, with most commonly sighted species being elephants (best seen December to April), kob, waterbuck, bushbuck, roan, buffalo, Nile crocodiles, warthog and five species of primate. It’s also home to lesser-seen hyena, hippo, very rarely sighted leopard, and lion – which though in the northern part of the park – have not been seen for many years.

If you’ve never seen elephants in the wild, Mole makes for an essential visit, and even if you’ve been lucky to embark on other safaris, there are few places in Africa where you’re able to track them on foot.

It’s one of the most affordable safari experiences, with reasonably priced entry (adult/student/child GH₵45/18/8), guide fees (per hour GH₵12) and safari vehicles (per hour GH₵200). The main activities are guided walks – accompanied by armed rangers – game drives, night drives and birdwatching excursions; all vastly different and worthwhile ways to experience the wilderness of this Guinea savannah woodland.

Sleep Over in the Park

Stay right among it

Come sunset, kicking back with cold drink in hand enjoying the sights and sounds of nature could be the highlight of your visit.

Just 100m from the park headquarters most stay in the Mole Motel, a name that doesn’t do it justice given its superb location overlooking an escarpment where you’ll often see elephants in the far distance drinking from watering holes. It offers a range of rooms from dorms, campsites and chalets, and gets regular animal visitors including occasionally elephants who’ve been known to drink from its pool; always take care when venturing out.

Equal to its luxury safari counterparts across Africa, Zaina Lodge is the place to treat yourself with elegant tented chalets, stunning views of a watering hole and savannah from its infinity pool, and an open-air thatched restaurant-bar where you may be lucky to observe pachyderm visitors.


WHY I LOVE MOLE NATIONAL PARK

[image: author]

Trent Holden, Lonely Planet writer

I’ve been fortunate to visit national parks across Africa and have spotted most of its famous animals, but never have I had quite an experience like here in Mole.

Staff at my accommodation told me of occasions where elephants had come to visit, but as I was running late to check out, I’d forgotten about that as I rushed out of my room with bag on back to find myself face to face with an elephant, literally one metre from where I stood.

Fortunately I was able to back up into the safety of my room, where I was holed up for an hour, enthralled to be granted this private viewing, as more of the herd revealed themselves to gracefully amble by for a midmorning feed.






Beyond Mole National Park


[image: jpg]

A perfect destination for intrepid travellers looking to delve further into Ghana’s local culture is its northern region, which is ripe for exploration.


While Mole National Park is the highlight of northern Ghana for many, in reality it makes up just part of the region’s varied natural and cultural attractions and there are plenty more rewards for those who make the journey up this far.

Tamale is the gateway town to the north, a dusty, chaotic city with a Muslim-majority populace and widely regarded as one of Ghana’s friendliest and most hospitable places. Here you’ll find a thriving local arts community and grassroots ecotourism while further north is laid-back Bolgatanga, famed for its basketry and sacred crocodiles.

Closer to Mole National Park, rounding it out is Larabanga’s ancient mudbrick mosque, Wa’s unique palace and Wechiau’s hippo sanctuary.


Places

Larabanga

Tamale

Bolgatanga

Wa

Wechiau Hippo Sanctuary




GETTING AROUND

If ever you’re going to take a flight in Ghana, make it to Tamale, which not only will save you 14 gruelling hours of travel, but land you in a convenient spot to launch trips in the north. Car hire is possible from Tamale, but otherwise there are regular tro-tros to Bolgatanga (three hours), Larabanga (four hours) and Wa (six hours).



LarabangaTIME FROM MOLE NATIONAL PARK: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Engage with Larabanga’s local culture

Just 4km south of Mole National Park, the dry dusty village of Larabanga is home to one of Ghana’s premier attractions, the Larabanga Mosque, Dating back to 1421, this distinctive Sudanese-style mud-and-stick mosque is one of West Africa’s oldest buildings. Non-Muslims can’t enter, but the facade itself is a highlight and at one of its four entrances stands a baobab tree where its Islamic founder Ayuba is buried.

It ties into the town’s other local legend, the Larabanga Mystic Stone. Local guides will tell you that no matter how many attempts have been made to remove it, it’s always returned to its original location.

Get in touch with the community-based La Clara (visit larabanga.org) for tours to Mognori Eco Village, offering canoe safaris, cultural performances and a visit to a shea butter processing factory.


TamaleTIME FROM MOLE NATIONAL PARK: 2 HRS 30 MINS [image: jpg]

A day in town

Characterised by dusty, traffic-clogged roads, first impressions aren’t usually overly flattering for Ghana’s northern capital, Tamale. But the nation’s third most populous city and Muslim-majority town has a different flavour and it’s a place that will grow on you.

The craft market around the National Cultural Centre is worth a look to pick up locally made souvenirs, and across from here is the ornate Tamale Central Mosque and Dakpema Palace, where you can drop by to meet Tamale’s chief, subchiefs and his wives. Grassroot Tours Ghana offers city tours and trips to nearby shea butter factories.

One of Ghana’s most famous artists, Ibrahim Mahama, has set up both SCCA Tamale (Savannah Centre for Contemporary Art), with changing exhibitions, and his own studio Red Clay Tamale, featuring some of his best-known installations. Nuku Studio is another gallery featuring local artists and photographers. For accommodation, relaxed Clinton Lodge is popular with NGO workers for its pool, while grittier Mash Lodge offers more affordable rooms and is next door to the garden oasis Wooden Bakery & Coffee Shop, which offers excellent Ghanaian and Indian dishes and cold beer.

Bolgatanga

Shopping & sights

In the far north of Ghana, Bolgatanga, known locally as Bolga, is the capital of the Upper East Region and famed for its colourful woven basketware, straw hats and smocks. Good places to pick up keepsakes include the Bolgatanga Craft Village and the crafts market, which takes place every three days, while the Bolgatanga International Crafts and Arts Fair in December showcases the work by local artisans.

Comme Ci Comme Ca Hotel is your best bet for accommodation, offers tours and a restaurant.


SHEA BUTTER

Widely recognised as a key ingredient in cosmetics and beauty products around the world, shea butter has been integral to west African women for millennia, safeguarding their skin in the harsh sub-Saharan climate. Despite its multibillion-dollar industry status, valued at over US$90 million in Ghana alone, shea butter production remains deeply rooted in grassroots methods. A popular excursion from Tamale is a visit to its processing factories, where the nut of the African shea tree undergoes intricate manual extraction techniques used since the 14th century. From cracking shells to refining raw butter, it makes for a fascinating insight into the origin of the product.



A Close encounter with crocodiles

A further 40km north of Bolgatanga takes you to Paga, which as well as being the main crossing point to Burkina Faso is known for its scaly, sharp-tooth inhabitants that can only be described as the most docile crocs in the world. Considered sacred by locals, here within Chief’s Pond visitors are in for a close encounter like no other as folk pose for photos patting, sitting on these prehistoric creatures where legend has they serve as the souls of the Paga people.

Not to be confused with the Nile croc, these here are the smaller and less aggressive West African species. Rather than tame, ‘well fed’ is a better term to describe the crocodiles, who are lured out with live chickens while locals go about their business with kids swimming and women doing laundry. Note both the feeding and interaction with the crocs raises questions about animal welfare. Get here via a 1½ hour shared taxi trip from Bolga.


WITCH CAMP

In 2023 Ghana’s Parliament approved the ‘anti-witchcraft bill’ to outlaw accusations of individuals suspected of occult practices and witchery.

Yet, in northern Ghana, unfounded superstitions persist, leading to ostracism of those suspected of being ‘witches’ from their communities.

The village of Gambaga, subject of the 2010 documentary Witches of Gambaga, remains a refuge for around 150 women from Ghana, Togo, Burkina Faso and beyond.

Established in the 19th century to exorcise evil spirits from those accused of witchcraft, it now shelters individuals unfairly blamed for unexplained illnesses or financial troubles. Despite efforts by human rights groups to highlight issues of discrimination and mental illness, the stigma persists.



WaTIME FROM MOLE NATIONAL PARK: 3 HRS 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Journeying to Wa Na Palace

The capital of Ghana’s Upper Northwest Region, Wa is home to the stunning Sudanese mud-and-stick structure, the Wa Na Palace, dating from the 19th century. Unlike Larabanaga this isn’t a mosque but the headquarters of the Wala Kingdom. It’s not officially open as a tourist site, but if you’re keen to meet the king for a donation it’s sometimes possible. Flights here from Accra have considerably opened up the destination to travel. Blue Hill Hotel is the best play to stay.
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Wa Na Palace | Isaac Gyemfi/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©

Wechiau Hippo SanctuaryTIME FROM MOLE NATIONAL PARK: 3 hrs [image: jpg]

If you’re hellbent on seeing hippos combined with community tourism, it’s worth the trip to this stretch of riverine savannah of the Black Volta along the Burkina Faso border. Easily tacked on to a visit to Wa and Mole National Park, Wechiau Hippo Sanctuary is home to 50 or so hippos that are here during the dry season only (November to March). Cultural activities can be arranged through Wechiau Visitor Centre, including homestays.




Kumasi
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ASHANTI CULTURE | ARTS | MARKET


Like many ‘second cities’ around the world, Kumasi may not get the love it deserves, but for those who make the time it makes for a vibrant and rewarding cultural-filled journey.

The ancestral homeland of the Ashanti people, it’s a region that boasts a proud lineage rooted in the legacy of the Ashanti empire, which famously resisted colonial rule at the peaks of its power. Today, the city’s cultural landscape remains deeply intertwined with the enduring royal traditions of Ashanti palace.

And if you thought Accras’s Makoka Market was hectic, wait until you get lost among the mayhem of Kejetia Market, West Africa’s largest. Kumasi still has a long way to go in improving its tourist infrastructure, but there are enough sights to keep you busy for at least a day or two, making it a great place to break up the long drive from the coast to northern Ghana.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Armed Forces Museum

2Manhyia Palace Museum

3National Cultural Centre

(see 23)Prempeh II Jubilee Museum

SLEEPING

4Patayo Lodge

EATING

(see 3)Ike’s Cafe and Grill

ENTERTAINMENT

5Akwasidae Festival

SHOPPING

6Kejetia Marketht




GETTING AROUND

Kumasi is the obvious stopover point for those travelling from south to north Ghana.

There’s an airport here with flights from Accra, but otherwise it’s well serviced by buses from Accra (five hours), Tamale (five hours), Cape Coast (four hours) and Takoradi (six hours).

Once here, Kumasi is one big traffic jam so factor in extra time in getting around.

Local tro-tros around Kumasi depart from Kejetia station. Uber and Bolt ride-share are handy options.
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If Kumasi is too hectic, consider staying at Lake Bosumtwe, 38km (one hour) southeast of the city, a chilled-out spot, formed by a huge meteorite, where Kumasi residents come on weekends to relax and swim. Cocoa Village Guesthouse and Lake Point Guesthouse are the picks to stay.



Get Lost in the Chaos of Kejetia Market

Kusami’s colourful, energetic market

The granddaddy of Ghana’s markets, Kejetia Market is west Africa’s biggest, and once the final phase of development is completed, it’ll be the continent’s too. And it feels every inch of its size once you’re within all the pandemonium of the 10,000 stalls spanning several square kilometres and offering everything and anything you’ll be needing, including Ghanaian fabrics and beads, fresh produce and street food.

Get Familiar with Ashanti Culture

Palaces, museums and Ashanti artifacts

Traditional arts are a fundamental part of Ashanti culture and at the National Cultural Centre there are workshops with artisan makers to learn the production process of everything from ceramics to batik cloth dyeing to kente weaving. Within the same complex, Prempeh II Jubilee Museum has a small but exquisite collection of priceless royal artifacts. For traditional food don’t miss the centre’s ambient Ike’s Cafe and Grill offering delicious Ghanaian cuisine.

But the most impressive of Ashanti sights is the Manhyia Palace, the seat of the Asantehene, the Monarch of the Asante Kingdom. Though his official residence in the newer compound is off limits, the original palace is now the Manhyia Palace Museum, set within a garden of roaming peacocks. Guided tours lead you through the impressive collection. The best time to visit is during the Akwasidae Festival, which takes place every six weeks on a Sunday when the King of Ashante meets his subjects in a spectacular procession of drumming and dancing.

The Armed Forces Museum is another worthwhile stop set within the heritage-listed Kumasi Fort built by the British in 1897. Here guided tours take you through the site of the city’s most famous siege, terrifying dungeons and displays from conflicts Ghana have been involved in, from the Gold Coast regiment under the British in both world wars to peace-keeping missions in Rwanda in 1994.

Further afield, the best preserved of the UNESCO World Heritage–listed Ashanti Traditional Buildings is Yaw Tano Shrine in Ejusi-Besease, 21km east of Kumasi.

Four Villages Inn is the best place to stay with elegant traditional furnishings, but more central Patayo Lodge is better suited for budget travellers. Otherwise try Cocoa Village Guesthouse in Lake Bosomtwe, 38km southeast of Kumasi.
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THE WAR OF THE GOLDEN STOOL

The fifth Anglo-Ashanti battle in 1900, known as the War of the Golden Stool, epitomises the Ashanti people’s anti-imperial stance.

In the absence of King Prepeh, exiled to the Seychelles, the British governor had the audacity not only to sit on the revered golden stool, the sacred throne of the Ashanti kings, but stake claim to it.

But the British hadn’t foreseen 60-year-old fearless Ashanti warrior Queen Mother Ejisu Ohemaa Yaa Asantewaa (1840–1921) would lead an uprising.

Thousands perished and British control was restored, but the Golden Stool remained in safe hands in the Kumasi Palace and the oppressors unknowingly received a replica.

Asantewaa was exiled to the Seychelles, but her bravery and legacy still shine brightly in local Ashanti folklore.






Volta Region
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Adding a much-needed layer of greenery to Ghana’s otherwise mostly dry interior is the country’s lush eastern Volta region. One of its most picturesque areas, here it’s all about enjoying nature along its scenic trails leading you through its bucolic landscapes of rivers, rolling valleys and waterfalls.

Home to the Ewe ethnic group, it’s a region that offers a good mix of outdoor adventure and community-based tourism, perfect for travellers seeking out more authentic cultural experiences. Locally trained guides will lead you on treks and excursions through the scenic countryside of Ghana’s highest mountains and West Africa’s tallest waterfall, in between stops to track primates and visit local villages.

Central to the Volta region is Akosombo Dam, of which Lake Volta is one of the world’s largest artificial lakes, long sought-out by locals, NGOs and backpackers as a chill-out destination.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Akosombo Dam

(see 7)Canopy Walkway

2Tafi Abuipe Cultural Centre

3Tafi Atome Monkey Sanctuary

4Wli Falls

ACTIVITIES

(see 1)Volta River Authority 

SLEEPING

(see 7)Abraerica

5Adi Lake Resort

(see 5)Aylos Bay 

(see 7)Mountain Paradise

6Peki Valley Resort

INFORMATION

7Amedzofe Tourism Office




GETTING AROUND

If time’s on your side, a combo of tro-tros and shared or private local taxis will get you everywhere in the Volta region. However, many of its main attractions are fairly scattered so having your own wheels is an advantage. The two main transport hubs for the region are Ho and Hohoe – both accessed by regular buses and tro-tros from Accra’s Tudu station; allow three to four hours. The Volta region is also a popular access point for overlanders coming over the border from Togo.
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Come prepared for all-weather conditions as rain clouds can roll in from nowhere turning the trails into sludge; decent hiking shoes and a 4WD will go a long way.



Swim and Trek in Wli Falls

Waterfall hikes amid jungle scenery

Tucked away along the forested border with Togo are the thundering Wli Falls (pronounced ‘vlee’), which for many are the Volta’s most appealing attraction. Consisting of its upper and lower falls, together they stake a claim as west Africa’s tallest waterfall. The most popular and easiest trail visits the lower falls, a 45-minute (one way) walk from the tourist office. Guides will lead you through attractive forest to a natural swimming area (bring swimwear) from which the impressive falls plunge down to from a great height. It gets busy on weekends and holidays, so aim to visit early in the day. The more challenging hike to the upper falls (two to three hours, one way) involves more clambering because you head up the mountain trail.

If that’s piqued your interest, enquire also about summiting Afadjato (885m), Ghana’s highest peak, 15km south of Wli falls.


Be Mesmerised by Weavers in Tafi Abuipe

Witness wonderful kente-weaving

If you’ve yet to encounter kente-weaving in your travels through Ghana, make sure you stop by the village of Tafi Abuipe. It’s a craft that has long been part of Ewe tradition and is utterly fascinating to watch the male weavers in action on their long looms creating brightly coloured and geometric-patterned textiles. Villagers can produce to any measurement and deliver it to where you’re staying. Get in touch with Tafi Abuipe Cultural Centre via Whatsapp on +233 542680056.


KENTE WEAVING

Originating from the Ashanti region, today kente weaving continues as a much-cherished traditional craft deeply ingrained in Ghana’s cultural heritage.

Originally worn only by Ashanti royalty, this signature cloth is known for its distinctive basketwork pattern in garish colours, and remains among Africa’s most prized fabrics.

Woven exclusively by men on treadle looms, kente emerges as long, narrow strips that are meticulously sewn together. Its intricate geometric patterns carry symbolic significance and are important indicators of status.



Monkeying around in Tafi Atome

Memorable encounter with mona monkeys

An essential stop for most travelling through the Volta is visiting the habituated troupe of mona monkeys at Tafi Atome Monkey Sanctuary. Residing in the community-run sanctuary skirting the village, early morning or late afternoon is generally the best time to see these unique and highly entertaining Old World monkeys that are revered by locals. The only downside is guides feeding them bananas, which while ensuring good photos and close-up interactions, is a practice that biologists strongly discourage; aim instead to enjoy from a respectable distance.

Strap on the Boots For Hikes in Amedzfoe

Canopy walkway and nature trails

At an elevation of 750m, Amedzfoe is famous as Ghana’s highest town, and with its setting among dense jungle and verdant valleys it’s also one of its most scenic. The most popular attraction is its new canopy walkway (adult/child GH₵75/55). Accessed via a steep 259-step trail, this interconnected rope suspension bridge brings you up close to Ote Falls, which, depending on the season, can be a trickle or a raging torrent (July), mixed in with stunning valley views.

The Amedzofe EcoTourism Centre can arrange trips here as well hikes to local caves and summiting Mt Gemi (611m), one of the highest mountains in the area, topped by a 3.5m iron cross and presenting fantastic views.

For accommodation. peaceful Mountain Paradise is the nicest option, but in town itself the institutional Abraerica hotel has incredible views over Mt Gemi.

Slow Things Down around Aksomobo

Lakeside resorts and relaxation

Balancing out sweaty jungle treks and muddy trails are some of the region’s waterfront resorts that are just the place to chill out with a good book. Tranquil Aylos Bay is the pick of many return visitors with its garden bar-restaurant, beach, canoe hire and choice of lakeview bungalows or budget dorms and camping. Next door Adi Lake Resort is similarly popular with a floating bar and boats to rent.

Located 10km north, Akosombo Dam was built in the 1960s and remains crucial to Ghana’s economy; enquire with Volta River Authority to see if organised daily tours have resumed.


AKOSOMBO DAM

The brainchild of Ghana’s first leader, Kwame Nkrumah, the Akosombo Dam was built upon the Volta River Basin to accelerate the nation’s industrialisation.

Completed in 1965, today it continues to serve as a crucial source of hydroelectric power, meeting most of Ghana’s electricity demands and that of neighbouring countries Togo and Benin.

The dam’s creation led to the formation of Lake Volta, the world’s largest artificial lake by surface area. While the Volta River Authority has historically managed controlled spillages, unprecedented heavy rains in late 2023 resulted in forced spillage from Akosombo and nearby Kpong Dam. This led to severe flooding across the Volta region, disastrously displacing 30,000-plus people in one of Ghana’s worst humanitarian crises of recent times.



Sleeping in Wli Falls & Around: Our Picks

Waterfall Lodge at Wli: A short walk from Wli Falls is this serene option with simple but comfortable huts set in a scenic garden. $

Big Foot Safari Lodge: Offers a comfortable stay with garden rooms close to Wli Falls. $

Mountain Paradise: The best option for Amedzofe’s trails is this former government rest home turned mountain hideaway. $

Peki Valley Resort: One of the Volta’s best sleeping options is this superb eco-treasure tucked away inland. $




Arriving

Ghana shares land borders with Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire and Togo, but the vast majority of travellers arrive by flying into its capital Accra. Visas on arrival are not available for most nations (so organise in advance) and proof of a yellow fever certificate is required upon entry.


Air

Accra’s Kotoka International Airport is conveniently located close to the city centre, and a taxi costs around GH₵35. Here you can also pick up a local SIM. The airport also offers domestic flights to Kumasi, Takoradi, Tamale and Wa.

By Land

Ghana has land borders with Côte d’Ivoire to the west, Burkina Faso to the north and west and Togo to the east. For Burkina Faso the main crossing is Paga–Dakola; Côte d’Ivoire Elubo–Noe; while Togo options include Aflao–Lomé, Ho–Kpalimé and Wli–Kpalimé.


Money
Currency: Currency: Ghanaian Cedi (GH₵)

CASH

Though all the major cities and larger towns have ATMs accepting international cards, they’re not always operational or replenished with cash, hence it’s wise to always ensure you have enough money on you. If using ride-share taxis in Accra, take note many drivers only accept cash. US dollars are widely accepted so it’s a good idea to bring some as a back up.

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Whether tapping or inserting, credit cards are widely accepted in the larger towns at hotels, restaurants, bars, cafes, supermarkets and petrol stations. They’re also accepted in more rural areas, particularly places catering to foreign tourists, but it’s always a good idea to have cash as a back up if the system is down.

BARGAINING

Bargaining is a way of life in Ghana and prices at craft stalls and in markets are definitely negotiable. Aim to start around at 50% of the asking price and work your way up.







Language

While English is the official language of Ghana not everyone speaks it. It’s a diverse nation with more than 80 languages. Twi (pronounced Chwee) is the most widely spoken and it is worth learning a few basic phrases. Ewe, Fante and Ga are other languages, which you’ll find spoken widely in the cities and rural areas.


Twi Basics

Hello Ete sen

Goodbye Akyirii (A-chi-ree)

Welcome Akwaaba (Ak-waa-ba)

Thank you Medaase (Me-daa-si)

How are you? Wo ho te sen? (Wo-ho-tee-sen)

I am fine Me ho ye (Me-ho-yee)

What is your name? Wo din de den? (Who-din-dee-den)

My name is... Me din de (Me-din-day)

Where are you from? Wo fri/fi

I am from... Me fi (Me-fee)

Sorry Due (Doo)

Ewe Basics

Hello Alekee (Alehkay?)

How are you? Efɔa? (Ehfoa)

I am fine E mɛfɔ (ay mehfor)

Yes E (ay)

No Ao (ow)

Excuse me (getting attention) Agoo

Slang

Obroni white person/foreigner

Chale friend (Ga term)

Yawa dey not good

Abeg please

Dabi no

Chop life to live life and enjoy yourself.







Guinea
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WHERE THE JUNGLE MEETS THE COAST

This culture-filled destination offers some of West Africa’s lushest forest scenery to go with tropical islands and wild chimpanzees.
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In the heart of West Africa lies the French-speaking nation of Guinea, known for its UNESCO World Heritage landscapes and pristine coastline. Attracting adventurous souls seeking the road less travelled, Guinea is popular among those here to hike its enchanting forested trails inhabited by chimpanzees, see its spectacular waterfalls and experience its traditional villages. With tropical island getaways and its vibrant capital, Conakry, there are plenty of reasons to explore this diverse and fascinating destination.

Travelling here, however, doesn’t come without its challenges. Despite being rich in mineral resources, it’s one of the world’s poorest nations. And sharing a border with Senegal, Guinea-Bissau, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Côte d’Ivorie and Mali, like most of its neighbours, Guinea, a country of 14 million, is prone to political instability.

Its last coup was in 2021 when the military seized power, ousting the president and sealing the borders for several weeks. In 2024 it unexpectedly dissolved the government further plunging the nation’s future into uncertainty. Coupled with fuel shortages and power outages, it’s imperative travellers understand the potential risks and always stay informed.

While fortunately Guinea was officially declared Ebola-free in June 2016, it had made global headlines for the wrong reasons when the country was at the centre of the West Africa Ebola outbreak in 2014.

But despite its many issues – past and present – the vast majority of travellers’ experiences in Guinea are nothing but positive. Locals are friendly and welcoming, and the country’s off-the-beaten-path allure ensures authentic cultural encounters.
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FAST FACTS

Area 245,857 sq km

Capital Conakry

Currency Guinean franc (GFr)

Population 14 million

Languages French, Malinke, Pulaar (Fula) and Susu

Religions Mostly Muslim

Time GMT/UTC



 

Guinea’s Natural Wonders

In the central Guinea Highlands lie the enchanting Fouta Djalon region, a majestic undulating plateau of lush forest trails, rivers and waterfalls, and friendly villages. Regarded as one of West Africa’s best hiking destinations, it’s worth getting in touch with Fouta Trekking, the country’s premier operator, who has done great work in developing local trails.

Among its natural attractions are its many waterfalls. These include Guinea’s tallest and most impressive, Chutes de Ditinn, which thunders 120m straight off a cliff; the picturesque Chutes de Saala, ideal for picnics, swims, and hikes where chimpanzees can be sighted; the pretty multi-tiered Chutes de Kambadaga, surrounded by lush jungle and abundant birdlife; and Pont de Dieu, accessible via a popular walking trail weaving through forests, farmlands and villages.

In the southwest corner of the country lies the UNESCO World Heritage–listed Mt Nimba Strict Nature Reserve. This stunning mountain range straddles the border with Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire, and offers trekkers the chance to summit its tallest peak, Mt Richard-Molard (1752m), and potentially spot chimpanzees in their natural habitat.

Other protected areas include the Parc National du Haut Niger, home to West Africa’s last significant stands of tropical dry forest and a paradise for birdwatching and chimpanzee encounters, and the lesser-known Parc Regional du Badiar, situated on the border with Senegal.

However, like many regions in the area, environmental concerns stemming from logging, encroachment and mining activities have led to a rapid decline in Guinea’s forested regions and wildlife populations.
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Ebola

The West African Ebola epidemic from 2013 to 2016 stands out as one of the most harrowing health crises of the 21st century. It began innocuously in Guinea, linked to a young boy in a remote village who fell ill after encountering roosting bats under a tree. Within days, he succumbed to the virus, setting off a chain reaction of unprecedented proportions.

The Ebola virus spread swiftly across Guinea, Sierra Leone and Liberia, leaving a trail of devastation. The global community watched on horrified at the scenes on their TV screens, depicting lifeless bodies, isolated patients in quarantine and medical personnel clad in protective suits. Panic rippled worldwide, prompting the affected West African nations to seal themselves off. Flights were grounded, border crossings restricted and international operations halted as fear gripped the populace. Although primarily contained to the region, cases reached across Africa, the USA, UK, Italy and Spain.

The president of Guinea declared a national health emergency in March 2013 and by October 2014 infections peaked, triggering a concerted effort to contain and isolate affected areas and individuals. Through tireless work and stringent measures, the tide began to turn, with a decline in cases observed from that point onward. Finally, in June 2016, Guinea was declared Ebola-free. However, the toll was immense – over 2500 Guineans lost their lives (out of a total 11,323 deaths worldwide), and the epidemic dealt a severe blow to the country’s already fragile economy.


CIRCUSES

A must-see cultural event is the masterful local acrobats who you can watch go through their training routines at Centre d’Art Acrobatique Keita Fodeba.

Launched by the success of the Guinean troupe Circus Baobab, today several new-generation ‘social circuses’ have followed in their footsteps, set up to train impoverished teenagers in a range of life and acrobat skills. Among others, today’s groups include Cirque Tinafan (facebook.com/tinafan6/) and Amoukanama Circus (amoukanama.org), which both have some of Africa’s greatest acrobats wowing audiences worldwide with contortion, trapeze and tightrope.

For a further idea of the acts, see the documentary Circus Baobab (2001) about the troupe’s first tour in 2000.



 

Chimpanzees

With a striking 98.8% genetic similarity to humans, encountering chimpanzees – our closest living relatives – in their natural habitat offers an exhilarating wildlife experience. And Guinea stands out as one of the prime locations to see them, with the highest

chimpanzee population in West Africa. These remarkable creatures are found throughout forested regions across the country. While the Fouta Djallon region has the highest concentration of chimpanzees, dense vegetation often makes them challenging to spot.

Instead, the best-known spot for observing chimps in the wild is the fragmented forest surrounding the village of Bossou,which is home to a tiny troop of habituated chimpanzees. These chimps made world headlines a few years back for their ingenious techniques to extract the alcoholic, fermented raffia palm ‘wine’ from unattended containers left by harvesters, showcasing their remarkable intelligence and adaptability.

Another option for observing chimpanzees is the Parc National du Haut Niger, home to the French-operated Centre de Conservation pour Chimpanzés. This refuge provides care and rehabilitation for chimpanzees rescued from the exotic pet trade, with efforts focused on the eventual reintroduction to the wild. While you can see them feeding in the centre, the park is also home to wild chimpanzees, but sightings are rare due to their elusive nature and the dense foliage.

Sadly, chimpanzees are critically endangered, facing threats from human encroachment, deforestation, mining activities and developments such as the proposed Koukoutamba Dam. Further issues are hunting, poaching and the exotic pet trade, making conservation efforts such as those launched by Green Corridor Project (greencorridor.info) and Centre de Conservation pour Chimpanzé (projetprimates.com) crucial to safeguarding the future of these incredible creatures.


GUINEA’S GLORIOUS BEACHES

Being blessed with 320km of coastline means you’re going to need factor in some beach time in between hiking its mountain trails.

The Îles de Los is the most sought-after beach destination, comprising a chain of three main palm-fringed islands off the west coast. Accessible by a 30-minute pirogue ride from Conakry, it offers a relaxed scene with laid-back guesthouses overlooking attractive golden sands. During the dry season (October to May), the islands are popular weekend getaways for expats and locals, so for a quieter experience, avoid weekends.

The most popular is tiny Île Room, which sits pretty in the centre of the archipelago with its white sandy beaches, jungle-clad interior and a small village, exuding a chilled vibe that makes it the highlight of many visitors’ trip to Guinea.

Popular Île de Kassa also has nice beaches and an interior of tropical forest, and is probably the most visited.



 

What’s in a Name?

With Guinea commonly referred to as Guinea-Conakry (named after its capital, Conakry), alongside neighbouring nations such as Guinea-Bissau and Equatorial Guinea, not to mention Papua New Guinea, and geographical features like the Gulf of Guinea, the obvious question arises as to why there are so many places bearing the name ‘Guinea’?


Many attribute this usage to the Portuguese in the 15th century, who used the term as a general descriptor for the West African region, drawing from the Amazigh word Aguinaw, meaning ‘black people’. Over time, the term evolved to distinguish between three different European colonies: Guinea (under France), Guinea-Bissau (Portugal), and Equatorial Guinea (Spain).

The British guinea, a historical gold coin, also traces its name back to the West African region’s abundant gold reserves, the very resource that attracted European colonisers to the area. As for Papua New Guinea, located on the other side of the world, it was named ‘New Guinea’ by the 16th-century Spanish explorer Yñigo Ortiz de Retez due to the perceived resemblance of the dark-skinned islanders to those from West Africa. Adding a further layer of colonial ethnocentrism was the latter addition of ‘Papua’, believed to derive from the Malay word pepuah, meaning ‘curly’, in reference to the islanders’ hair.

 

Guinea’s First Leader

Ahmed Sékou Touré (1922–84) stands as a towering yet divisive figure in Guinea’s history, serving as its first president and a central figure in the African independence movement. Leading Guinea to independence from France in 1958, Touré’s steadfast rejection of limited sovereignty in favour of total independence set a precedent for other African nations. Despite facing swift repercussions, including the cutoff of financial aid and capital flight, Touré famously declared, ‘Guinea prefers poverty

in freedom than riches in slavery’.

Through Touré’s lineage as the great-grandson of the legendary Mandinka king Samory Touré, who fiercely resisted 19th-century French colonial rule, Sékou Touré inherited a legacy of resilience and autonomy.

Charismatic and articulate, he advocated for African socialism and embraced Marxist ideals, envisioning a ‘communocracy’ to shape Guinea’s development. Ruling with an iron fist, Touré’s tyrannical rule was marked by economic hardship and political repression. In 1966 he came to the rescue of deposed Ghanian president, and fellow Pan African, Kwame Nkrumah, who was duly anointed honourary co-president of Guinea. Despite lasting efforts to promote nationalist authenticity in the arts, his regime’s growing paranoia led to a reign of terror, with thousands imprisoned and executed under allegations of conspiracy, prompting a mass exodus of Guineans into exile.

Touré’s legacy remains complex, sparking debate over whether he was a national hero, a liberator of Africa or oppressive dictator.
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CULTURE

West Africa is renowned for its vibrant and diverse cultural scene, and with over 24 ethnic groups Guinea is no exception with its rich array of traditional music, artistry, dance and storytelling.

The lively capital Conakry offers some of its most interesting cultural attractions, including its Musée National, which sheds light on Guinea’s history and culture with its exhibits of traditional masks, art, music and folklore, and the acrobatic Centre d’Art Acrobatique Keita Fodeba (see here).

A holy grail for lovers of West African music is the journey further afield to the city of Kankan, which hosts its annual Mamaya dance festival in July.







Guinea-Bissau
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TROPICAL ISLANDS with PULSATING BEATS

Despite being one of the world’s most politically unstable nations, Guinea-Bissau offers immense rewards during times of peace.
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One of west Africa’s most captivating journeys is this intrepid trip through the tropics of Guinea-Bissau. Squeezed in between Senegal and Guinea, this former Portuguese colony – in the heart of what was West French Africa – is a small but vibrant nation that offers a unique flavour intertwined with fascinating local culture and a multitude of landscapes.

This is one of West Africa’s least-known and least-visited countries, and despite its friendly, welcoming locals, unfortunately it’s a destination long blighted by political unrest, civil war and numerous coup. It’s also one of the world’s poorest countries, where 70% live below the poverty line, which compounded by frequent power outages, fuel shortages and a reputation as a narco-state linking drug trafficking en route from South America to Europe, means tourist numbers here are low. While that’ll suit seasoned travellers seeking empty beaches and authentic cultural experiences, it’s a destination to treat with caution and always stay informed.

Those who do make it here rarely have a bad word to say, particularly after visiting its most famous attraction, the idyllic Bijagós Islands. Culturally distinct from the mainland, this stunning chain of islands with its matriarchal-run societies is a fascinating mix of village life, beautiful beaches and wildlife – including its famed saltwater hippos.

Its charming capital, Bissau, offers plenty of faded colonial grandeur to go with great food and live music, while wildlife enthusiasts will not want to miss Parque Nacional de Cantanhez for the opportunity to see chimpanzees in the wild.
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FAST FACTS

Area 36,125 sq km

Capital Bissau

Currency West African Franc (CFA)

Population 2.2 million

Languages Kriol, Portuguese, French, another 20 or so dialects

Religions Muslim, Christian, Animist

Time GMT/UTC



 

The Beguiling Bijagós

Located 50km off the southwest coast of Guinea-Bissau lies the country’s primary attraction, the captivating Bijagós Archipelago. Designated as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, this collection of 88 tropical islands offers a blend of enchanting natural wonders and cultural experiences. While you’ll find pristine beaches with clean white sands, swaying palm trees and azure waters, visitors should anticipate an eco-adventure rather than the typical clichéd five-star paradise with poolside cocktails.

Among its natural landscapes of islands, protected reserves and huge wildlifefilled mangroves are villages rooted in traditions that remain distinct from mainland Guinea-Bissau and the everyday modern world.

Here the majority of people remain Animists who continue their ancestral beliefs in a society largely governed by a matriarchal culture. Though the islands are ruled by a king and queen (who aren’t married), many of the villages are run by female chiefs and priestesses.

Here, women not only own the houses, but they build them themselves, from brickmaking to actual construction. Marriage is also a matriarchal affair where it’s the woman who chooses their suitor. Of the 88 islands, around 20 have settlements, some of which are sacred and off limits, so if you travel to the more remote islands, tread very, very lightly. But for traditional life Ilha de Canhabaque is worth a visit.

Other stops include Ilha de Bolama, the closest island to the mainland, which from 1879 to 1943 served as the country’s capital when it was known as Portuguese Guinea. Home to a population of around 6000 people, today its fascinating crumbling colonial remnants still stand, including ruins of its once grandiose town hall and historical hotels.

Ilha de Bubaque is the archipelago’s largest island and town, the region’s main transport hub and where you’ll find a cultural museumand plenty of good accommodation. For nature lovers, Ilha de Orango is a must for its rare saltwater hippos while Ilha João Vieira is another big attraction known as the most important nesting area for endangered sea turtles in the Eastern Atlantic.

But as a heads-up, unless you’re here on a tour, getting around between islands can be challenging given the unreliability of boat schedules and high costs.
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The Portuguese

Guinea-Bissau was Portugal’s primary colony in West Africa and today its enduring influence is evident throughout the country, from its cuisine and architecture to the continued use of Portuguese as the official language. In its picturesque capital, Bissau, you’ll find colonial-era streetscapes in the old town, characterised by two-storey pastel-coloured Portuguese wooden houses with distinctive balconies overhanging the first floor. Quinhámel is another town renowned for its well-preserved Portuguese architecture, while the ruins on Ilha de Bolama are among the country’s most popular attractions.

However, beneath the nostalgic veneer of historical architecture lies the harsh reality of colonisation’s brutal legacy. Portuguese Guinea was one of Africa’s most oppressive and exploitative colonial regimes. A stark reminder of this is the transatlantic slave trade, where Bissau, Cacheu and Bolama served as Portuguese trading posts. Millions of enslaved people were bound, branded and shipped off to the New World.

In Cacheu, along the banks of the Cacheu River in the country’s northwest, you’ll find the Memorial da Escravatura e do Tráfico Negreiro de Cacheu, which delves into this tragic chapter of history. Adjacent to it stands the restored 16th-century Fort Cacheu, once used as a holding point for enslaved Africans.


CARNAVAL

Another legacy of the Portuguese is Carnaval in February. Though not quite as flamboyant as Rio, it boasts all the colour, bells and whistles, and energy you’d hope for. The biggest party takes place in Bissau, where for four days the city shuts down to traffic and opens up to hundreds of revellers donning gumboots, raffia skirts, face paint and enormous papier-mâché masks, racing through the streets blowing whistles.

Carnaval is also celebrated on Ilha de Bubaque, where the masks and costumes are particularly fascinating due to the Bijagós people’s renowned traditions of mask making, with creations such as bull, cow and hippo masks.



 

Political Instability

After enduring four centuries of barbaric Portuguese colonial rule starting in 1588, the nation formerly known as Portuguese Guinea finally gained independence as Guinea-Bissau on 10 September 1974 following the long and bloody 11-year War of Independence. However, while it celebrated its 50th year of independence in 2023, what should’ve been a glorious new era unfortunately has proved to be nothing but tumultuous. Instead its modern history is characterised by bad governance, corruption, civil unrest and political instability, culminating in four military coups (and numerous more attempts), with only one democratically elected president completing a full term in office.

Just six years after gaining independence, the nation experienced its first coup d’état in 1980 when President Luís Cabral was overthrown by João Bernardo Vieira, an important military leader in the independence struggle. This marked the beginning of a prolonged period of political turmoil and violence. Although the 1990s saw attempts at democratisation, political tensions led to several coup attempts and increased corruption under Vieira, triggering national strikes in 1997 that escalated into a devastating civil war from 1998 to 1999.


In 2003 President Kumba Ialá was ousted in yet another military coup. The assassination of Vieira in 2009 added further to the nation’s instability, leading to sporadic violence and unrest in the following years. The military ousted another leader in 2012, following the death of President Malam Bacai Sanhá from complications with diabetes.

From 2014 José Mário Vaz became the first leader to complete his full five-year tenure in June 2019, but any political stability was shattered when ensuing President Umaro Sissoco Embaló survived two attempted coups. On both occasions, he faced heavy gunfire, resulting in fatalities – 11 deaths in February 2022 and further violence in December 2023, leading to the dissolution of parliament and plunging Guinea-Bissau into further political crisis.

 

Wildlife Watching

Blessed with rich biodiversity encompassing various ecosystems and habitats, Guinea-Bissau offers natural wonders that take you through protected coastal and forested landscapes. Its pristine national parks and reserves are home to a diverse range of wildlife.

High on the list for most visitors is seeing the rare and sacred saltwater hippos, with a pod of 200 residing in the Bijagós Archipelago. Making up part of the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, Parque Nacional das Ilhas de Orango is their main habitat, where they traverse both sea and freshwater, spending time in mangroves, rivers, saline lagoons and open ocean. It’s a rare opportunity to witness one of the few populations of saltwater hippos in the world.

Also found in the Bijagós is the Parque Nacional Marinho João Vieira e Poilão, comprising four islands (João Vieira, Mëio, Cavalo and Poilão) that serve as important nesting and conservation areas for endangered sea turtles in Africa. The region’s home to one of the world’s largest populations of green turtles, while olive ridleys, hawksbills and leatherbacks also nest on the sandy beaches. The park is also the habitat for one of the largest populations of African manatee.
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Saltwater hippo, Bijagós archipelago | DIANAJARVISPHOTOGRAPHY.CO.UK/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

 

Food

Guinea-Bissauan cuisine takes on some interesting flavours thanks to a mix of spicy local dishes, Portuguese influences and fresh seafood hauled in from the Atlantic.

Seafood is a highlight with plenty of prawns and fish and meaty bica (sea bream), best served sautéed with onion and lime. Perhaps most memorable is dining on grilled oysters in the regional capital of Quinhámel. Sourced from the mangroves, these are enjoyed in picturesque riverside restaurants, grilled and accompanied by a spicy lime sauce.

In the capital Bissau you’ll eat well with restaurants doing Portuguese classics like bacalau (salted flakes of cod), peri-peri dishes and carafes of wine and caipirinhas. Brochettes (skewered grilled meats) are a local favourite with a choice of grilled beef, sheep or goat meat grilled over a fire streetside. National dishes include chabeu: deep-fried chicken or fish served in a thick palm-oil sauce and yassa poulet, grilled marinated chicken with caramelised onions. Other local favourites to try are jollof rice, mancarra peanut stew (often served with seafood in broth) and calderaida, a thick stew, usually with a meat base.

Cashews are the country’s main export product and you can pick up a bag pretty much anywhere.

 

Gumbe

From laid-back bars to pulsating clubs, the people of Guinea-Bissau know how to have a good time. Gumbe is the national musical style, a traditional Guinean beat that fuses various folk music traditions rooted in the country’s cultural identity.

Following independence from Portugal, gumbe emerged as the first popular song tradition in the country, with bands like Cobiana Djazz and Super Mama Djombo gaining widespread popularity despite facing challenges from the government. Today, re-formed Super Mama Djombo remains one of Bissau’s most famous bands, known for their independence-era harmonies that resonate both locally and internationally.

It’s an energetic style that encourages people to dance and is widely performed by all ethnic groups in Guinea-Bissau. While Lisbon serves as the centre of Guinean pop, live music can be enjoyed at clubs and outdoor venues in Bissau, particularly on weekend nights.


THE PEOPLE

Despite numerous hardships and political upheavals, one of the lasting impressions for visitors to the country is the warm hospitality of its locals. Politeness and sincerity are deeply valued in Guinea-Bissau.

Guinea-Bissau’s 2.2 million inhabitants are divided among more than 27 ethnic groups, with the Balanta (30%) predominant in coastal and central regions and the Fula (20%) in the east and south. Other significant groups include the Mankinka, Papel and Manjaco, with smaller populations of Beafada, Mancanha, Felupe and Balanta Mane. The Bijagós people mainly inhabit offshore islands, where tensions have been growing in recent years between the Balanta and other ethnic groups.







Liberia

[image: ]

REMOTE BEACHES, LUSH FORESTS, WARM WELCOME

LIB, as it’s known, has had more than its share of challenges, yet is rich in nature and joy. There’s much to explore here, from hiking to architecture to world-class waves.
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Blue Lake, Nimba County | IMPALASTOCK/getty images ©

Liberia is blessed with deep rainforests, stunning white-sand beaches and great surf breaks. As you come in to land, you’ll see swathes of green, blue and orange: rich verdant landscapes, surrounded by ocean and cut by bumpy terracotta roads.

You can take a trip back in time, exploring the remains of the architecture designed by the newly freed settlers with the American Colonization Society.

You can stay in stylish eco-lodges, sip cocktails as the sun goes down, and ride left point breaks in the humble surfers’ paradise of Robertsport. Then there’s the food: from palm butter and potato greens to locally brewed palm wine, lobster and some of the best sushi restaurants on the continent.

After recovering from the brutal 14-year civil war, Liberia sadly became the worst-affected country in the West Africa Ebola outbreak, 2014–16. The country is now safe to visit, and tourism makes a real difference at a time when the economy has been struggling.

Although history has not been kind to Liberia, good humour, warmth and grace shine through in almost every interaction you will experience.

There’s a reason they call this land Mama Liberia: no matter who you are and where you come from, it will make you feel at home immediately.
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west African potto | Jadwiga Figula/SHutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

MONROVIA

Bustling streets, coastal restaurants, storied architecture.




Find Your Way

Roberts International Airport has direct flights to/from Brussels, Casablanca, Accra, Conakry and Freetown. Many visitors hire a car and a driver to travel.
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Plan Your Time

Although Liberia is a small country, it packs a lot in. Distances may seem short on the map, allow for long travel times due to rough roads, especially if you’re planning on travelling upcountry during the rainy season.
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Surfer, Robertsport | John Seaton Callahan/getty images ©


A Week on the Coast

Fly into Roberts International Airport and head straight to Marshall to spend a night or two at Libassa Ecolodge. Then head into Monrovia, where you can spend a few days exploring the architecture, walking on the golden sands and enjoying some excellent dinners. Next, visit Robertsport for some surf, seafood and relaxed beach life. Buchanan is an add-on option.




Hiking & National Parks

Travel from Monrovia to Nimba County, stopping in Gbarnga, the capital of Bong County, for lunch or an overnight stay. Then continue northeast into Nimba county, eventually reaching the pretty mountain town of Yekepa – the jumping-off point for hiking Mt Nimba. Add on a visit to remote Sapo National Park in Sinoe County to complete the adventure.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY–MAY

Dry season means longer beach days, smoother upcountry travel and great seafood. Evenings can still be humid.

JUNE-OCTOBER

Rainy season is in full swing: this is the time for electric storms and downpours. Allow more time if travelling by road.

DECEMBER

The population swells as Liberians return home for the December holidays, nicknamed ‘Decemberees.’

DECEMBER

There are many events during this period, including the Cane Juice Festival and Dumboy Festival.




Monrovia
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GOLDEN SANDS | STORIED ARCHITECTURE | SUSHI SUPPERS


Monrovia is a charming capital city, extending along the shores of the Atlantic Ocean. From the development happening in Sinkor, to the faded elegance of downtown with its historic Americo-Liberian architecture, to the liana-covered cliffs of upper Mamba Point that lead down to the densely populated peninsula of West Point, with its proud history of fishing and resistance, Monrovia is a fascinating city to explore – and small enough to see the main sights in a day.

The capital’s size and close-knit community makes it feel more like a village than a city, and indeed there’s a sense that everyone knows everyone. Liberian warmth doesn’t just come from the sun but from the people too, whether you’re out for pepper soup and Dumboy at Evelyn’s restaurant, shopping for lappa cloth near the tailors’ shops downtown, or watching the sun set with a cocktail in Mamba Point.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Hotel Ducor

SIGHTS

2EJ Roye building

3Liberia National Museum

4Masonic Temple

5Providence Island

6Rivoli Cinema

7Unification Park

SLEEPING

8Bella Casa

9Mamba Point Hotel

10Royal Grand Hotel

11St Theresa’s Convent

EATING

12Barracuda Sushi & Seafood Bar

13Evelyn’s

14FuZion d’Afrique

15Gallery at Mamba Point Hotel

16Kaldi’s Koffee

17Living Room

18Ocean 11

NIGHTLIFE

19Club Montserrado

20Paddy’s Sports Bar

SHOPPING

21Waterside Market




GETTING AROUND

Shared taxis ply the main routes through town and hotels and restaurants can arrange a private taxi. Keh Kehs (tuk-tuks) are available but with some legal restrictions on routes. There are also pehn pehns (motorbike taxis). Monrovia is also a fairly easy city to navigate on foot.




[image: ] TOP TIP

It is safer to walk during daylight hours, and it’s wise to watch your valuables while travelling around town. Thefts are not common but they do happen from time to time.



Explore the Sights & Architecture

Liberia’s charming capital

Start downtown on Broad St with its flame trees that were planted to commemorate the lives lost during the cholera outbreak of 2003. You can visit the Liberia National Museum, which has a small but interesting collection, and the Centennial Pavilion. As the street steepens towards Ducor Hill, you’ll pass the retro Rivoli Cinema, which still shows movies inside its auditorium with the original stained-glass windows.

At the top of the hill is the skeleton of the old Hotel Ducor, once the best hotel in the region, with a swim-up bar and a guest list that featured everyone from Miriam Makeba to Idi Amin. Although it’s now boarded up, you may still be able to pay to ascend the ruins of the sweeping staircase and climb to the roof for a stunning view of Monrovia.

The Masonic Temple overlooks the city at the western end of Broad St. On Ashmun St, you’ll pass by the EJ Roye building, once an elegant concert venue, with its wooden carved reliefs. Waterside Market sells everything from beautiful lappa cloth and country cloth to secondhand clothing, electronics and food. It stretches out in the direction of Waterside Bridge and Providence Island, on the Mesurado River, where the first freed, former enslaved people with the American Colonization Society arrived in 1822 – creating the country as we know it today. There are discussions underway for the island to become a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

On the beach behind the Barclay Training Center is Unification Park, an outdoor sports park. It opened in 2023 with the hope of bringing together Liberians from all backgrounds. It stands on the site where, in 1980, 13 government officials were shot dead on the orders of former President Samuel Doe.


MONROVIA’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Monrovia has some divine Liberian food, but also excellent sushi restaurants - possibly the best in West Africa.

Evelyn’s Wonderful Liberian cuisine and a warm welcome. Evelyn’s is popular with local and international diners. $$

Barracuda Sushi & Seafood Bar First-class sushi and seafood within Mamba Point Hotel. A stylish setting, and a great cocktail and wine list. $$

Living Room Head here for excellent South East Asian food in a luxury setting. $$

Gallery at Mamba Point Hotel A great choice with excellent Lebanese food, an Indian menu, plus European mains and Liberian fusion. $$



Head Out for a Night of Eating & Drinking

Monrovia’s best sundowner spots

The city’s sunsets are legendary, although they sink into the horizon fast. For sundowner, seafood and party vibes on the Monrovia coastline, head to Club Montserrado for its stunning sunsets, a great cocktail list, visiting international DJs and beautiful people. Or try Tropicana Beach a relaxed, stylish beach spot on Thinker’s Beach with hammocks, a pool, beach-life vibes and cocktails.

Sinkor restaurant the Living Room is home to an atmospheric cocktail bar that draws a crowd on weekends as the dancefloor opens up.

If you prefer your sunsets on the big screen, Paddy’s Sports Bar is a popular Mamba Point hangout with cold Club Beer, imported lagers, cocktails and wines – and sports.

When heading out for the night, note that Liberians love to dress up.

[image: jpg]

Waterside Market, Monrovia | Travis Lupick/getty images ©

Lunch or Coffee in Monrovia: Our Picks

Kaldi’s Koffee: This boutique bakery has good coffee, talented pastry chefs and a great lunch menu. $$

FuZion d’Afrique: Popular with NGO workers on quiz nights and theme nights, FuZion serves Lebanese, Liberian and European dishes. $$

Ocean 11: For fresh juice and fabulous ocean sunsets in a stylish outdoor setting, stop by this sleek gym complex on 11th St in Sinkor. $$

Shark’s Ice Cream: Head here for a classic Liberian ice cream fix. There are sometimes local fruit flavours. $

Sleeping in Monrovia: Our Picks

Mamba Point Hotel: Monrovia’s finest. Family-owned, stylish rooms, luxurious ocean-view suites, a swimming pool and excellent dining. $$$

Royal Grand Hotel: Classy option, offering gorgeous rooms within a Sinkor complex that houses some of Monrovia’s best restaurants. $$$

Bella Casa: A reliable midrange option with a great Sinkor location and decent rooms. $$

St Theresa’s Convent: Budget option with affordable, safe rooms; great location between Mamba Point and the city centre; 10.30pm curfew. $




Beyond Monrovia
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From the salt-washed charms of Robertsport to Mt Nimba and Sapo National Park, nature’s playground awaits.


Unlike other capitals, it’s impossible to really get stuck in Monrovia. The capital extends towards Thinker’s Beach and Marshall, where you can spend weekends lolling in hammocks or visiting eco-lodges.

Further west, Buchanan and Edina offer journeys back in time, while travellers who make it to Sapo National Park are richly rewarded with adventurous treks through some of west Africa’s last remaining primary rainforest. Upcountry there are waterfalls and mountain hikes, while three hours east of the capital, Robertsport offers some of the best surfing in the world.


Places

Marshall

Robertsport

Buchanan

Nimba County

Bong County

Lofa County

Sapo National Park

Harper




GETTING AROUND

The most affordable way to get around Liberia is to travel by shared taxi. These leave from Duala Market and can (eventually) get you almost everywhere. Private car hire is also popular with travellers, and usually makes for a faster and smoother trip.

Due to high rates of accidents, it isn’t recommended to travel long distances by motorbike, although short motorbike hops along country roads offer a great way of being in nature.



MarshallTIME FROM MONROVIA: 1 hr 30 mins [image: jpg]

A weekend in an ecolodge

Since the end of Liberia’s war, which was in part fuelled by illicit logging, and amid increasing care and attention to preserving Liberia’s natural habitats, some beautiful ecolodges have popped up.

Libassa Eco-lodge is in Marshall, nestled between untouched tropical rainforest and the shores of the Atlantic. Accommodation is in stylish, spacious huts constructed from bamboo and thatch, with semisolar power, compost restrooms and a forestry replenishment policy of planting more than one tree for every tree used in the creation of the ecolodge.

The onsite wildlife sanctuary is home to birds, monkeys, dik-diks, pangolins and other species, and can take in endangered individuals rescued from poachers or the bushmeat trade.

There’s also a lazy river, pool, restaurant and beachfront bar, making it a great spot for a quiet weekend getaway.

At Bassa Point in Grand Bassa, Kokon Eco-lodge is accessible via boat transfer (30 minutes) through the mangroves from Marshall. Kokon offers solar-powered A-frame huts on a 180-acre coastal nature reserve. There are guided tours of the forest where you can learn about the indigenous species, history and ecology.


SWEET HOME LIBERIA

[image: author]

Paradise Ogheneruese Young, Community Organiser

Liberia holds a special place in my heart for its awe-inspiring beauty, even though it faces many challenges. During the Ebola crisis, I worked on the frontlines, actively participating in case finding and contact tracing to find Ebola patients and break the chain of transmission for my country.

In Monrovia, I’ve always loved visiting Ducor Hill, where I can enjoy the panoramic view of the entire city. It feels like I’m on top of the world! I also love Providence Island, where the journey of modern Liberia began, representing the beauty of unity in diversity.

I love Liberia deeply. It’s a breathtaking place overflowing with nature’s wonders. I’m so lucky to call it home.



RobertsportTIME FROM MONROVIA: 3–5 hrs [image: jpg]

Liberia’s surfers’ paradise

With its ancient cotton trees, granite rocks, gold-spun beaches, phosphorescent waves and a thick mane of forest, Robertsport, the pretty (and tiny) capital of Grand Cape Mount County was just a fishing village a few years ago. It sits on a peninsula; not so long ago, you had to cross multiple wooden bridges to reach it.

These days the road is better but Robertsport has largely retained its simple, paradise-found feel. As you emerge from the dusty roads and wind your way through the town with its architecture in various states of undress (look out for the stunning scarlet ruins of the defunct Tubman Center of African Culture) you’re greeted by Liberian surfers and visiting beachgoers

Robertsport attracts some of the best, and most adventurous, surfers in the world for its southwest swells and amazing left point breaks. International surfers have been turning up here for decades, giving lessons and boards to locals, including during the war. The area rose to greater prominence following the release of the independent film Sliding Liberia in 2007.

The surf season aligns with the rainy season. Amid moody skies and powerful storms, you’ll find uncrowded waves and consistent southwest swells between June and August, with pretty good surf from April or May onwards. There’s now a strong contingent of local Robertsport surfers, many of whom grew up learning on boards donated by visitors. The annual surf competition hosted by the Grand Cape Mount County Surf Club Association, is usually held in May or June.

The best surf spots are easy to find once you’re in Robertsport: Cotton Trees, Fisherman’s, Shipwrecks and Dorothy’s. Cassava Point is a beach for ambitious surfers – it heaves towards the shiny granite rocks. Cotton Trees has beautiful surf along its shallow sand bar. Fisherman’s Point is the closest of the surf beaches to town, and is good for beginners.

Robertsport Surf Club has boards for hire and offers surf lessons, and can arrange surf safaris, tours of the Robertsport shipwreck, canoeing and camping trips (with tents and gear for rent).

Down on Cassava Beach you can usually find someone selling coconuts or fruit, and if you’re camping you can order fresh fish and shellfish from local fishers.

Sleeping & Eating in Robertsport: Our Picks

Nana’s Lodge: Liberia’s first eco-lodge, with wooden palava huts meters from the ocean, plus fresh seafood and a beach bar. $$

Robertsport Surf Club: Offers beach camping and camping platforms with solar power. There’s a great restaurant and bar. $

Philips Guesthouse: This simple and affordable guesthouse is run out of the former Kwepunha surf retreat building, on the busier side of the beach. $

Rinso Guesthouse: Another Robertssport option, offering midrange double rooms with AC. $$


BuchananTIME FROM MONROVIA: 2–3 hrs to Buchanan [image: jpg]

Discover the history of Buchanan & Edina

Grand Bassa County is home to wild beaches, historic architecture and the country’s second port. Buchanan, its main city, makes for a great weekend trip from Monrovia. There, you’ll find Sunset Beach – a stunning stretch of white sand framed by palm trees, perfect for camping.

In celebration of its beloved dish, Grand Bassa hosts an annual dumboy festival, usually held in either Buchanan or Edina in December or January.

Located 3km from Buchanan, three rivers meet in the tiny city of Edina, the site of one of the original settlements by the American Colonization Society. After disembarking from the 15-minute boat ride, you can visit the monument honoring Liberia’s 12th president Joseph James Cheeseman, who was born in Edina, and see the remnants of his home and the original Baptist church, with its stained-glass windows, where he also served as the pastor. The best way to understand the history is to arrange an Edina Heritage Tour.

Nimba CountyTIME FROM MONROVIA TO YEKEPA: 9 hrs [image: jpg]

Hiking Mt Nimba

The largest of Liberia’s 15 counties, Nimba is a tri-border travel hub, skirting not one but two neighbouring countries. Its lush forest peaks and bumpy red roads extend north from central Liberia, tracing the border with Guinea and meeting Côte d’Ivoire in the northeast. Most visitors come here for the beautiful mountains of the East Nimba Nature Reserve, with their cooler temperatures and hiking opportunities, the highlights of which are Mt Nimba and Blue Lake. Known for its pretty butterflies, some with electric blue wings, Nimba is home to the African giant swallowtail butterfly – the largest species in the world, with a wingspan reaching over 20cm.

Contrary to popular belief, beautiful Mt Nimba is not Liberia’s tallest peak (that honour goes to Mt Wuteve at 1447m) but its second highest, standing 1362m above sea level. You can hike to the top, or at least the almost-top, on a day hike, which is also a rewarding way to beat the heat of Monrovia.

The jumping-off point is pretty Yekepa, with its fascinating mining town history, in the far north of Nimba County. In the 1960s and ‘70s, Yekepa was run by the Liberian American Mining Company (LAMCO) and was the largest iron ore mining site in the world. Liberians who lived there at the time remember paved roads, movie theatres and Swedish schools.


WHERE TO SLEEP IN NIMBA

Nimba’s economic hub, Ganta, is a truckers’ town but is not without its charms, among which is Jackie’s Guesthouse, a longtime NGO worker favourite place to stay, with comfortable and clean rooms, a good restaurant and a mini-market for the supplies you need before getting back on the road.

In Yekepa, there’s the Alvino Hotel, which can also arrange hikes to the top of the mountain and guided tours of the foothills.

It’s possible to sleep under the stars in the East Nimba Nature Reserve (US$5) if you bring your own camping equipment. Pack warm clothing and a sleeping bag as it can get misty and very cool at night in comparison to the heat and humidity of Monrovia.



Sleeping in & Around Buchanan: Our Picks

Hotel Buchanan: Has the most modern rooms in town. $

Charlie’s Lodge: Also known as the Kamaneahn Hotel, another decent Buchanan option. $

Crowne Hotel: Reasonable option with a restaurant and parking. $

Kokon Eco-Lodge: Technically in Grand Bassa, this stylish and sustainable eco-lodge is only accessible by boat from Marshall. $$


BEST PLACES TO SHOP IN LIBERIA

Leslie Lumeh Talented watercolour artist who is the go-to source of info on the Liberian art scene.

Waterside Market Head to Monrovia’s largest market to pick out the perfect design of lappa cloth, then stop by the adjacent tailors.

Craft arket Many souvenir shops selling wooden crafts, west African jewellery and other trinkets on the street below Mamba Point Hotel and on the hilltop around the US Embassy in Monrovia.

Mango Rags Liberian designer Archel Bernard’s colourful bold, inclusive pieces are available by appointment only in Monrovia.

Creative Afriq Art agency and creative community that hosts pop-up events in Monrovia and around the country.



Bong CountyTIME FROM MONROVIA: 3 hrs [image: jpg]

Go chasing waterfalls

A comfortable day trip from Monrovia, Bong County offers a taste of the country and has some impressive natural areas to explore, notably Kpatawee Waterfalls. The road from the capital is sealed and flanked by lush overgrowth, including palm fronds the size of umbrellas. Gbarnga, the capital of Bong County, is a small but bustling town with some reliable accommodation options if you’re passing through and need a place to sleep for the night.

Kpatawee Waterfalls makes a refreshing weekend day trip from Monrovia, or a great stop for a dip en route further north. The falls are reachable by an easy one-hour hike, and are low and easy to bathe or paddle in, plus there are forest trails and bamboo bridges to explore. Sleep in one of the 11 private thatched bafa huts at Kpatawee Waterfalls Eco-lodge, or bring a tent and camp.

[image: jpg]

Kpatawee Waterfall | Joyce Shelton/getty images ©

Lofa CountyTIME FROM MONROVIA: 7–9 hrs [image: jpg]

Try torbogee in Lofa County

Lofa County, in Liberia’s far northeast, has some interesting history and borders the beautiful, misty forest region of Guinea. If you’re travelling overland from Liberia to Kankan in Guinea, you’ll pass through the capital, Voinjama. The city is small, pleasant and easy to walk around, with intact pavements unlike most other county capitals. If you’re heading here or passing through, be sure to try torborgee, a heavenly bean or cow pea dish rich in palm oil and seasoning.

Sapo National ParkTIME FROM MONROVIA: 9–15 hrs [image: jpg]

Stay in lush rainforest

Few visitors make it to Sapo National Park – the wild, hard-to-reach 1808-sq-km national park in Sinoe county. It’s home to the second largest area of remaining primary rainforest in west Africa, after Taï National Park in Côte d’Ivoire. The park has been threatened by illegal logging in the past, and initiatives are underway to preserve the rainforest canopy. Within it hide shy pygmy hippos, western chimpanzees and six other species of monkeys. There are also forest elephants, duikers, west African pottos (known as softly-softlys), sunbirds, kingfishers, hornbills, turacos, medicinal plants and trees, snakes and perhaps even a few remaining leopards.

Sapo is sacred to many of the indigenous people of the area, and before you visit, a short blessing ceremony is required in Jalay Town at the Forestry Development Authority office where you enter the park. The trails within the park are nascent and can be rough, and involve navigating some rivers and makeshift bridges, with some scrambling up hillsides and jumping across swamps. Pack boots and long trousers, as there are snakes and insects within the park. Both daytime and nighttime guided walks are possible. You can stay at Sapo Eco-Lodge on the edge of the park, which has three comfortable A-frame huts, or bring a tent and sleep under canvas on camping platforms.

To reach Sapo, allow a full day’s driving from Monrovia. It’s wise to go in the dry season. The park is very challenging, if not impossible, to reach during the rainy season.

Sleeping and Eating in Bong & Lofa: Our Picks

Jackie’s Guesthouse: A comfortable, and reliable option in Ganta, favoured by NGO workers. Has a restaurant, security and a market. $

Passion Hotel: The original Passion Hotel is one of the best places to overnight in Gbarnga. There’s also Passion 2, which is also a safe bet. $

Kpatawee Waterfalls Eco-lodge: Stylish, traditional huts and camping under the stars, a short walk from the falls. $$

Kintoma Hotel: On a floral hilltop overlooking Voinjama, has decent rooms with AC. $

HarperTIME FROM MONROVIA: Allow a day’s drive [image: jpg]

Walk around the president’s birthplace

In the far southeastern corner of Liberia, close to the border with Côte d’Ivoire, Harper – the capital of Maryland County – is a charming historic city with a remote feel and a grand past. It feels like the prize at the end of a long treasure hunt, and perhaps that’s how the first Americo-Liberian settlers felt when they arrived in 1834, creating what became the autonomous Republic of Maryland before it merged with the rest of Liberia in 1857.

Harper is the birthplace of Liberia’s 19th president William Tubman. Walking around the city is a history lesson in itself. The city has a relaxed beachside feel, stunning views over the ocean and faded ruins to see, including the Cape Palmas Lighthouse, the Masonic Lodge and the William Tubman mansion. You can also surf in Harper; look out for the Waves for Change programme that teaches local children how to surf and welcomes visitors. About 30 minutes’ drive from Harper is Lake Sheppard, a lovely lagoon that makes a nice afternoon trip if you’re staying in town.


SOME FAVOURITE LIBERIAN DISHES

Bitterleaf Boiled or fried vernonia amygdalina leaves cooked with ground melon seeds.

Palm butter Hailing from palm-rich areas such as Grand Cape Mount, this rich comfort dish is made from extracting the rich, creamy chaff from palm nuts.

Pepper Soup Made from meat or fish, spices such as ginger, kittely, bitterball (tiny round eggplants) and other ingredients; perfect with a dash of lime.

Jollof rice Liberia, like other West African countries, has its own national jollof rice recipe and is proud of it, believing it to be superior to those of its neighbours

Torborgee Lofa county’s famous dish, made using bitterball or beans.






Arriving & Getting Around

Several international airlines fly into Roberts International Airport, including Brussels Airlines, Kenya Airways, Royal Air Maroc and Asky. MAF Liberia, a Christian missionary nonprofit organisation, operates shuttle flights from Monrovia to Harper, Lofa and Nimba one to three times a week.
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Visas

All nationalities except members of ECOWAS states and South Koreans require visas. Apply ahead of time in the embassy of your country of residence. The cost varies according to single or multiple entry stay. Visas on arrival are not usually available other than with special permission.

SIMs

Travel eSIMs are the easiest option for data and phone coverage. Physical SIM cards are available for purchase and registration at Orange and Lonestar offices in Monrovia. hone and data coverage is excellent in Monrovia, and increasingly good in smaller towns, although some rural areas still lack connectivity.


Money
Currency: Liberian dollar (LRD)

ATMS

International ATMs are plentiful in Monrovia. Your best bet is to withdraw cash in the capital, rather than take a chance on the ATMs in other urban centres.

CASH

Liberian dollars are useful for small purchases like public transport fares, bottled water and tips. US dollars are typically used for higher value spends like hotel accommodation and dinners in nice restaurants, although you can pay in either currency at most places.

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Credit and debit cards are accepted at major hotels, as well as upmarket restaurants and shops.




DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Self-drive car hire is available but most visitors hire a car and driver..
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If you opt to self-drive, be prepared for stops by traffic police.







Language

The official language is English. More than 20 ancestral languages are widely spoken in Liberia, including Kpelle, Fula, Bassa and Vai, which has a unique script. Due to Liberia’s historical ties with the US, and influences from British colonialism in the wider region, Liberian English or Koloqua is the form of English commonly spoken here, and is arguably a language in its own right. Its origins are believed to date back about 300 years.
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Words & Phrases in Liberian Koloqwa

How de body? How are you?

Not bad o Not bad, yeah

I’m trying I’m just about doing okay

Small-small A little

Sea monkey Dolphin

Ant bear Pangolin

Butter pear Avocado

Born day Birthday

Plenty many

Bluff pose show off

Book Adjective meaning ‘education’, as in ‘she know book’ means ‘she is educated’

Chay-chay polay Someone who likes to gossip







Mali
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ANCIENT STORIES, MODERN CONFLICTS

When it was at peace, Mali was an incredible place to visit. One of the most celebrated histories in Africa had bequeathed to the country strong and abiding traditions.


[image: jpg]

Fisher, River Niger | CLAUDIOVIDRI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

While cultural traditions remain – as do natural wonders that include the Niger River, the Bandiagara Escarpment of Dogon and the sand seas of the Sahara – every corner of Mali is currently off-limits to travellers, and is likely to remain so for some time.

Mali has not been safe to visit for more than a decade. The rise of Al-Qaeda- and Islamic State-affiliated rebel groups across the Sahara, and the flood of weapons into the area after Libya’s descent into chaos in 2011, meant that rebel groups were able to occupy much of the country’s north. In time, their control extended further south, and attacks reached Bamako in 2015. Mali has been unsafe for travellers ever since.

Mali is caught up in a perfect regionalstorm. The growth of Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb made the Sahara (for a time) one of the most dangerous places in which to travel, beginning in around 2009 with the kidnapping of three tourists close to the Mali–Niger border (two of the tourists, who were German, were later released, but a British tourist was executed). Two years later, Al-Qaeda kidnapped three tourists in Timbuktu. Soon, the Malian Sahara was a no-go area. The attacks on restaurants and hotels popular with foreigners in Sevare and Bamako throughout 2015 prompted foreign governments to warn travellers against visiting the country – warnings that remain in place.

In the political arena, military coups in 2012 and 2020 removed democratically elected presidents from office, as little or no progress had been made in the war against the Islamists, and the latter were operating with impunity throughout much of the country. Popular discontent about the dreadful security situation grew, first against the government and then against the former colonial power, France, whose troops were operating in Mali alongside a regional peacekeeping force from the Economic Community of West African States to try and keep the Islamists at bay.

In what was historically a seismic shift, the last French troops left Mali in 2022 as relations between the two governments and once-strong allies soured. Mali’s military government turned to the private Russian military group known as Wagner. Throughout 2023, Wagner operated both independently and alongside the Malian army, and both were accused of massacres across the countrys.
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FAST FACTS

Area 1,240,192 sq km

Capital Bamako

Currency West African Franc (CFA)

Population 21.36 million

Languages Bambara (official), Fulfulde, Tamashek, Dogon and Songhai

Religions Muslim (93.9%), Christian (2.8%), Animiste (0.7%)

Time GMT/UTC



 

Early Empires

We know that northern Mali has been inhabited since 10,000 BCE (thanks to rock art found across the Sahara’s remote desert massifs), a time near the end of the last Ice Age when the Sahara was covered in grasslands and rich in wildlife. By 300 BCE, Djenné, one of West Africa’s oldest cities, was one of a number of large organised settlements in the region. And by the 6th century CE, the trans-Saharan trade in enslaved people, as well as gold and salt, had begun, facilitating the rise of West Africa’s great empires – Ghana, Mali and Songhaï – that ruled the region from the 8th to the 16th centuries.

Mali was the greatest of these kingdoms. An early Malian ruler, King Abubakari II, led 200 ships across the seas in an attempt to discover the Americas two centuries before Columbus. Not a single boat returned. His successor, Mansa Musa, marched on Mecca in 1324 in what was no ordinary pilgrimage: his entourage numbered more than 60,000 people, among whom were 500 enslaved people bearing gold staffs; 12,000 enslaved people dressed in gold-encrusted robes; and multitudes of camels bearing 10,000kg of gold. Along the way, he distributed such largesse as alms that the global gold price collapsed and would not recover for a generation – Mali was once a land so rich as to have devalued gold. The Malian Empire ruled for almost half a millennium before falling to the Songhaï Empire. Songhaï cities such as Timbuktu – home to universities of 25,000 students and vast libraries of priceless manuscripts – and Gao became great centres of trade and scholarship. When the Songhaï Empire fell to conquerors from the north, it kept its secrets: the new armies of occupation never discovered the source of West African gold.
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French Rule & Independence

French colonial armies and administrators arrived in Mali in the mid-19th century. The country had value to the French – cash crops like cotton and rice thrived in the narrow strips of fertile land that shadowed the Niger River. In order to get these crops to home markets, the French built – using forced labour – the 1200km Dakar–Bamako train line, which remains functional (if rather run-down). But for the most part, Mali remained the neglected cousin of French favourites Senegal and Côte d’Ivoire.

When Mali first became independent in 1960, it did so as part of a union with Senegal, but this arrangement lasted only a few months before the two countries went their own way. In 1968, military officers seized power, deposing Mali’s founding president, Modibo Keïta, and setting the country on a path of coups, followed by elections, followed by more coups. Much of this occurred against a backdrop of devastating droughts and famines in 1968–74 and 1980–85. One bright moment came in 1987 when Mali produced its first grain surplus.

After a period of relative stability, 1990 saw the Tuareg – the largest ethnic group in the country’s north who have long felt marginalised from political and economic life – launch a rebellion. A year later, pro-democracy protests in Bamako saw 150 people gunned down by security forces. The military seized power but oversaw multi-party elections the following year.

Another period of stability followed, but further rebellions in the north and instabilityacross the region soon laid the groundwork for Mali’s descent into violence and instability.


MALI HIGHLIGHTS

Dogon Country Mud-built villages that cling to cliffs and ancient traditions.

Djenné Wonderful weekly market and an exquisite mosque – the world’s largest mud-built building.

Bamako Markets A brilliant live music scene and life along the banks of the Niger River.

Timbuktu Ancient desert city and gateway to the Sahara, with mud mosques, sandy streets and libraries filled with ancient manuscripts.

Segou Acacia trees shading wide streets, and a bountiful musical tradition.

Niger River Africa’s third-longest river has mud villages and mosques along its banks..



 

Culture: People & Religion

Like many of its neighbours, Mali’s population is growing faster than its capacity to cope. Its annual population growth rate of 2.93% means that the population will double in 20 years. Half of Malians are children under the age of 15. Bamako, with a population of 4.2 million, is the only city of note, and more than half of Mali’s people live in rural areas.

One in every three Malians is Bambara, which is the largest ethnic group in the country; they’re concentrated in the south and west of the country. At 13.3%, the Fulani (Peuhl) are pastoralists who graze their liverstock across the whole country, especially in the Niger’s Inland Delta, often coming into conflict with sedentary farmers. Other groups include the Soninke, Senoufo, Malinke, Dogon, Songhaï, Bobo and Tuareg, who were traditionally semi-nomadic and ranged across the Sahara, including Algeria, Libya and Niger, as well as Mali’s north; they make up just 1.7% of the country’s population.

Mali is overwhelmingly an Islamic country, with Muslims making up 93.9% of the population. Islamic clerics in Bamako have traditionally wielded significant political (as well as spiritual) power. Less than 3% of Malians are Christian.

 

Culture: Malian Music

Bamako is one of Africa’s most prolific musical capitals. In a tradition that dates back hundreds of generations, to the time of the Malian Empire, griots (who belonged to a traditional caste of musicians or praise singers) played a central role in cultural life. Many musicians – including the world-famous kora player, Toumani Diabaté – are the latest in a long, hereditary line of griots.

The closeness of musicians to the ruling elite continued in a different form during the post-independence 1960s and 1970s, when governments across the region – and Mali’s was no exception – promoted and paid for musicians (often large bands known as ‘orchestras’) as the cultural standard-bearers of their newly independent countries. The legendary Rail Band de Bamako (actual employees of the Mali Railway Corporation) was one of the greatest, and one of its ex-members, the charismatic Salif Keita, has become a superstar in his own right. Whatever the historical reasons, Mali has been – and continues to be – blessed with an outrageously talented musical cohort. Among the early stars to make waves overseas were Oumou Sangaré, known as ‘The Songbird of Wassoulou’, and the late Ali Farka Touré, whose 1994 collaboration with Ry Cooder, Talking Timbuktu, brought African blues to a worldwide audience. It even led some scholars to speculate that the roots of American blues lie with the enslaved Malian people who were forced to work on US plantations.

A sub-genre of African blues is desert blues, of which there are no finer exponents that Tinariwen, a Tuareg group of former rebels from Kidal. The group’s members were caught up repeatedly in the conflict, especially in 2012, with some of their members going missing and turning up in refugee camps in neighbouring countries. Remarkably, the group continues to tour the world and produce a stunning collection of albums whose guitar riffs, rolling rhythms and gritty lyrics span blues, rock-and-roll and their very own sound that evokes the spare desert winds of their Saharan homeland.
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A Changing Sahara

The Sahara may be the world’s largest dry desert, but it’s also the youngest. Thousands of years ago, the area was a fertile land, alternating between savannah grasslands, forests and lakes watered by relatively frequent rainfall. It was home to abundant wildlife – elephants, giraffes, hippos, lions and other African mega-fauna – as depicted in the rock art found across the Sahara, including in Mali’s Adrar des Ifôghas.

The change began around 7000 years ago, when the rains became less frequent and the land more arid. It was a gradual process that took 4000 years, and as the Sahara became a desert, its people and wildlife retreated south. By 400 BCE, the Sahara was the desert we know today, albeit on a smaller scale.

 

Geography

The Sahara Desert covers more than half of Mali’s territory. Much of the remainder is the domain of the Sahel, a semi-arid transition zone characterised by sandy soils and sparse vegetation. It is this Sahelian region in particular that is most at risk of desertification (a risk that also applies to 98% of Mali).

Remarkably, Mali’s Sahel is home to one of Africa’s most unlikely (and northernmost) elephant populations, with between 250 and 350 elephants remaining. They make an annual migration through central Mali, and remain at great risk from the armies that vie for control of the area. Mali has four national parks, but for all intents and purposes they’re merely parks on paper rather than fully functioning, well-protected conservation areas.

Apart from the Sahara and the Sahel, the other major presence in Mali’s natural world is the Niger River. At 4200km, it’s Africa’s third-longest. The Niger’s Inland Delta, one of the world’s largest, floods large areas of central Mali when water volumes are high.


WARNING

Mali is one of the most dangerous countries on earth for travellers, and foreign governments advise their citizens not to travel here. The worst of the problems are in the north and northwest – especially all Saharan regions, as well as Mopti, Timbuktu, Gao and along the borders with Niger and Burkina Faso – where you face a serious risk of kidnapping, terrorist attacks and general violence. But the risk is everywhere, and foreigners have been targeted even in Bamako and the southwest. Quite apart from the dangers you’ll face, you won’t be able to get travel insurance if you ignore the warnings and travel to Mali.







Mauritania
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WHERE THE SAHARA MEETS THE ATLANTIC

Mauritania, heavily besieged by problems, is a fascinating mix of North Africa, West Africa and its very own cultural story.
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The backdrop to all this is a largely deserted coastline – once beloved by overlanders, their numbers now reduced to a trickle – and the Sahara in all its glory. Most of Mauritania is engulfed by the world’s largest desert, and its vast expanse offers so many Mauritanian highlights, from sand seas and unlikely landforms like Guelb er Richât to the palm-sheltered oasis of Terjît, and the ancient, storied caravan towns of Chinguetti, Oualâta and Ouadâne. Along the coast, Nouakchott is like a desert outpost crouched near the coast, but the capital’s fishing port and the bird-rich wetlands of Parc National du Banc d’Arguin would, under normal circumstances, keep you occupied for a week, or even a month.

But much of Mauritania is a no-go area. Listed under the heading of ‘Do Not Travel’, the Sahara will have to wait. Even those regions of the country that escape this warning – essentially Nouakchott and the coast – are not considered completely safe, so mark this one as a destination for the future.
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FAST FACTS

Area 1,030,700 sq km

Capital Nouackchott

Currency Ouguiya (UM)

Population 4.25 million

Languages Arabic (official), Pular, Soninke, Wolof, French

Religions Muslim (100%)

Time GMT/UTC



 

A Berber Land

Parts of Mauritania belonged to the great empires of Ghana and Mali in the Middle Ages. But for the most part, this was a land of the Berbers who, by the 3rd century CE, had established trade routes all over Western Sahara, connecting towns like Marrakesh (in modern-day Morocco), Timbuktu (Mali) and Chinguetti (Mauritania). The Berbers lived free, paying lip-service to the rulers of the day, and they knew the desert better than anyone meaning it was they who held sway beyond the city limits.

In the 11th century, it was the Berbers, operating on behalf of the Almoravids out of Marrakesh and drawing on support from the Mauritanian Berbers, who finally brought an end to the Empire of Ghana, which had ruled much of what we now know as Mauritania. The Berbers brought Islam to Mauritania, and scholars carried the great treatises and texts of Al Andalus to the libraries of Chinguetti, Oualâta and Timbuktu. Chinguetti’s reputation for scholarship even led it to be named the Seventh Holiest City in Islam (although a number of other cities across North Africa make a similar claim).

This was a time of trans-Saharan trade, and the empires of the Sahara were among the richest on Earth. Camel caravans from the north brought silk, glass, tobacco, gunpowder and textiles, while ivory, ostrich plumes and salt travelled in the opposite direction. Islam also extended its reach through the caravans, and soon the Almoravids, ruling through local Berbers and clerics from Morocco, brought much of Mauritania within their control.

The Almoravids and their descendants would maintain their empire for nearly 600 years before the Arabs seized control on 1674.
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Coups & Ethnic Tension

At the 1884–85 Berlin Conference – where European powers divided African colonies between them, regardless of the wishes of African people – France took Mauritania. The reality was a little more complicated. Unlike elsewhere in West Africa – France did little to establish control there, as Mauritania and its Saharan sands were never the most sought-after colony – and the Moors who ruled it were in no mood to cede power; it wasn’t until 1904 that France finally moved in to administer the colony.

As countries across the north and west moved towards independence, Mauritania had an added advantage: France didn’t want Mauritania to be absorbed into a newly independent Morocco. Mauritania became independent in 1960 and Moktar Ould Daddah became the country’s first president.

Almost from the beginning, Daddah and his government allowed no dissent, and Mauritania’s population (of mainly Black African southerners) was treated like second-class citizens. It was a conflict that became all-too-familiar in countries that spanned the Sahara (including Chad and Sudan), where predominantly Arab northerners ruled over sub-Saharan Black Africans. In Sudan, the conflict was only resolved by creating two countries. In Mauritania, it instead led to near-constant tension and mistrust. There were military coups throughout the 1970s and 1980s, but none addressed this fundamental division. In 1989, bloody riots broke out. In response, Senegal expelled 100,000 Mauritanians, and Mauritania exiled more than 70,000 Black Africans to Senegal – a country most had never known.

Coups continued throughout the 1990s and 2000s, even as power remained very much in the hands of the Arab or Moorish northerners.

 

Slavery

Mauritania’s ethnic divisions come with an especially nasty twist: this is one of the last countries in Africa where slavery is still thought to be widespread. Traditionally, social relations in the country have been defined by a highly stratified system of caste and colour: in Mauritania, you are either Bidan or Haratin (White or Black Moors), with enslaved people and ex-enslaved people seen as the lowest of the low. Slavery has long been part of Mauritanian culture, with the owning of enslaved people seen as a sign of high social status. It was only in 1980 that the government finally declared slavery illegal.

Ending slavery altogether has been difficult. The introduction of stiffer penalties for owners of enslaved people in 2007 and again in 2015 failed to eradicate the practice. Estimates vary, but the Global Slavery Index, an organisation that tracks slavery worldwide, estimated that as of 2021, 149,000 Mauritanians were still enslaved – roughly 32 out of every 1000 Mauritanians.


MAURITANIA HIGHLIGHTS

Chinguetti Glorious Saharan sunrises, sandy laneways and ancient libraries.

Adrar 4WD or camel expeditions into the Sahara, with time in the oasis of Terjît.

Oualâta Traditional homes with elaborate paintings in the Sahara.

Réserve Satellite du Cap Blanc Rare colony of charismatic Mediterranean monk seals in the country’s remote north.

La Tissayade Mauritanian cooking in Nouakchott’s best restaurant.

Parc National du Banc d’Arguin Vast flocks of birds seen from a traditional pirogue (wooden canoe).

Port de Pêche Hundreds of fishing boats on the beach near Nouakchott.

Iron-Ore Train One of the world’s longest trains.



 

Western Sahara

Few issues carry such emotional resonance in Mauritania as Western Sahara (which separates Mauritania from Morocco). Occupied by Spain long after other African countries had gained their independence, the Spanish Sahara (as it was then called) was one of Africa’s last European colonies. Finally, in 1975, Spain handed the territory over to Morocco and Mauritania, both of which claimed sovereignty over it.

Declaring independence, the Sahrawi-led Polisario Front launched a guerilla war against both Morocco and Mauritania, but Mauritania didn’t have the stomach for such a fight, and after a coup in 1978, it renounced all territorial claims to Western Sahara.

Roughly 66% of Western Sahara remains under Moroccan control (a state of affairs recognised only by the US and Israel).

Polisario Front, based in (and backed by) Algeria, controls the remaining third, as recognised by nearly 50 different countries. But the future status of Western Sahara remains at an impasse.s

 

Culture: People & Religion

Mauritania has a remarkably young population: four in every ten Mauritanians is under the age of 15, yet less than 3% of the population is aged 65 or over. And that’s unlikely to change anytime soon – the annual population growth rate of 2.6% means that its population will double every 20 years.

Mauritania’s ethnic make-up goes to the heart of life in the country. The White Moors (Bidan; of Arab–Amazigh/Berber descent) comprise 33% of Mauritania’s people, but they’re disproportionately represented in positions of political and economic power. The largest group are the Black Moors (Haratin; Arabic-speaking descendants of African origin who are or were enslaved by White Moors), who are seen as an ‘underclass’, and while ethnic tensions simmer just below the surface, they rarely break out into the open.

The third group of people are the Sub-Saharan Mauritanians (Pulaar, Fulani, Soninke, Wolof, and Bambara) – non-Arabic-speaking groups whose origins lie in the Senegal River Valley; in most cases, these groups have larger populations outside of Mauritania.

If Mauritania is something of a melting pot culturally, there is remarkable uniformity when it comes to religion: officially, at least, all Mauritanians are Muslim.
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Culture: Language

Although politically and culturally considered to be part of the Arab world, the Arabic you’ll hear spoken in Mauritania bears little resemblance to that spoken in Iraq or Egypt, or even to the Modern Standard Arabic, which is used here for official written purposes and in the media.

Mauritanian Arabic, which is called Hassaniya, incorporates many Berber words, and does so on enough occasions for even fluent Arabic speakers to struggle to understand it.

 

Culture: Arts & Music

Unlike much of West Africa, Mauritania’s arts and crafts are dominated by silverwork rather than wooden statues and sculptures. The highpoints of the craft are silver daggers, wooden chests with silver inlays, and silver and amber jewellery. Camel-hair rugs and hand-dyed leatherwork are also popular.

Compared to neighbouring Mali and Senegal, Mauritania is a minor musical force. One of its stars known beyond Mauritanian shores is Malouma, who is credited as one of the founders of what’s called ‘Saharan blues’; she is to Mauritania what Cesária Évora is to Cape Verde.

There’s no live music scene here. Weddings are the main hotspots for local music, and they are generally raucous and lively affairs.

 

Geography

If Mauritania were a US state, it would be the second-largest; only Alaska is larger. Covering more than a million square kilometres, the country is twice the size of France (which ruled Mauritania for nearly a century). More than 75% of this vast space is consumed by the Sahara Desert, whose encroaching sands eat away at more of the country with each passing year.

In Mauritania, the desert largely consists of sand dunes and rocky plateaus, including the Adrar (which averages around 500m above sea level). One of the most remarkable of all desert landforms is the Guelb er Richât, around 40km northwest of Ouadâne. Looking like a crater or a snail on satellite images, the Guelb er Richât is an eroded geological dome, 40 km in diameter, and riven with sharp concentric circles. Mauritania’s 700km-long coastline is largely deserted, but the UNESCO World Heritage-listed Parc National du Banc d’Arguin, in the country’s north, is considered to be one of the world’s major bird-breeding grounds.


WARNING

Travel warnings by foreign governments divide Mauritania into areas designated ‘Do Not Travel’ and ‘Reconsider Your Need to Travel’. Both point to serious security concerns and should be heeded. The strictest warnings apply to around 75% of the country’s land mass, which effectively means Mauritania’s Saharan regions – dangerous due to the risk of terrorism, banditry and violence spilling over from neighbouring Mali. Elsewhere, the risk is lower, but significant nonetheless.







Niger
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THEATRE OF TURMOIL

A coup in July 2023 upturned the short-lived political stability of Niger, West Africa’s largest landlocked country. Despite upheavals, Niger remains a cultural melting pot.
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On 26 July 2023, the military in Niger sacked President Mohamed Bazoum, who’d been in office for only two years of his five-year term. In a broadcast, a spokesperson for the National Council for the Safeguarding of the Homeland (CNSP) – as the coup plotters christened themselves – Colonel-Major Amadou Abdramane cited ‘the continuous deterioration of the security situation, the bad social and economic management’ as their reason for taking power. General Abdourahamane Tchiani, head of the presidential guard, named himself president two days later, on 28 April. This was followed by appointments of mayors, governors and a prime minister in August.

It was a shocking turn of events for the country, which had seen its first peaceful democratic transition two years earlier, in 2021. But it wasn’t the first time a presidential guard would depose its principal. In April 1999, guards of President Ibrahim Bare Mainassara, who led a coup that brought him into office three years earlier, shot him dead a month before his 50th birthday.

Since its independence from France in August 1960, Niger – like many countries in sub-Saharan Africa – has experienced a theatre of coups (and counter-coups), the first happening in 1974, followed by others in 1996, 1999 and 2010.

‘ECOWAS [Economic Community of West African States] decided to suspend Niger from all its governing bodies until the effective restoration of constitutional order,’ the regional body said after an emergency meeting on 30 July.

‘ECOWAS also decides to close all land and air borders between ECOWAS and Niger, to impose sanctions on the perpetrators of the coup and their partners and collaborators, and to freeze the financial assets of the Niger government and state enterprises in ECOWAS member states.’ The body also announced a possible military intervention but backpedalled on that.

A week after the coup, ECOWAS sent a delegation led by former Nigerian head of State General Abdulsalami Abubakar to meet with the military representatives as well as the ousted president.
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FAST FACTS

Area 1.27 million sq km

Capital Niamey

Currency West African CFA Franc

Population 28 million

Languages Hausa; French

Time GMT+1



 

Tense Situation

Private, public and diplomatic property was destroyed in the aftermath of Niger’s coup. The political climate in the country is unstable, and pent-up anger could spill over into continuing violence. Western governments have had to evacuate non-essential embassy personnel and nationals.

If you make it to the country, you should only travel within the capital city, Niamey. In the early days of the coup, borders with neighbouring countries were closed but later opened. If the situation demands, this could happen again and indefinitely, too.

Movement of non-Nigeriens may be monitored. If nothing else, moving about with a resident is a good idea to feel safe.
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Fertile for Terrorism

Western countries reacted to the coup within days. The European Union announced the suspension of all financial and military cooperation with the government. In October, the United States suspended its military and development aid programme. In April 2024, the junta asked 1000 American military personnel to leave the country.

Protesters – jubilant over the change in government – chanted anti-French slogans and waved placards dismissive of their former coloniser. ‘La France est une sangsue qui suce le sang des Nigeriens,’ read one (‘France is a leech that sucks Nigeriens’ blood’). This goes to the heart of the peoples’ pain about decades-long exploitation of Niger’s uranium deposits by French companies, which has only improverished the population; citizens also says the presence of French troops has not curbed terrorist attacks.

The world watched in shock as they attacked the French embassy in Niamey, smashing its windows, setting part of the building alight and randomly burning French flags. The junta cancelled bilateral military cooperation agreements with France and expelled its ambassador and 1500 French troops. It pulled the plug on France 24 and RFI broadcasts in early August.

Commentators say the coup results from previous problematic elections, insecurity, and the failure of democracy to deliver development to the people through public goods and services. ‘Then you can add the anti-West and anti-French feelings, which have heightened,’ said Idayat Hassan of the Centre for Democracy and Development, in an interview with Al Jazeera. Statistics show that 78% of coups in sub-Saharan Africa, described as Africa’s ‘coup belt’, since 1990 have taken place in Francophone countries. The coup in Niger followed that in Mali (August 2020), Guinea (September 2021), Burkina Faso (June and September 2022) and a failed coup in Guinea-Bissau (February 2022).

A BBC Africa news report, broadcast a month after the coup, described Niger as ‘one of the ten deadliest countries in the world for terrorism’.

Western countries pointing to the terrorists’ stronghold in the Sahel, a likelihood of civil disturbances and crime, have issued travel advisories to their nationals. Canada, the United Kingdom and Australia warn citizens to avoid visiting the country; the US, whose 1000 troops have also been asked to vacate Air Base 201 in Agadez, advises its citizens to evaluate the risk before going there.

In addition to its political problems, Niger has also had to deal with crises of a different kind, pre- and post-independence: in December 1916, 1000 Tuaregs attacked a French base in the Air Region; four months later, in March 1917, the French rounded up suspects, executing more than 100. The agitations flourished again in the early 1990s, when a Tuareg alliance pushed for autonomy, development projects and more roles in government, in police and the army. In 2001, Islamic clerics and students threatened to disrupt the 2nd International Festival of African Fashion (FIMA).

‘Muslim leaders say the the event amounts to debauchery,’ according to a report published by Africa Today in January 2001.


PEAS IN A POD

If you’ve travelled in northern Nigeria then you’ll find that Niger is its sibling across the border. Hausa is the shared language, the landscape is similar and you’ll hardly be able to tell nationals of each country apart. They cross the border routinely for everyday business, and they’ve intermarried over the centuries. You’ll notice, however, that signs of poverty – in the people and architecture – are more striking in Niger than in Nigeria..



 

Chronic Food Insecurity

Niger has suffered food shortages for decades, caused by climate change, inflation and poor infrastructure. ‘Conflict in neighbouring countries, which has sparked the return of economic migrants as well as an influx of refugees, has further aggravated the food situation in Niger,’ said the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), whose interventions in the country include helping local farmers adopt techniques more suited to the changing climate.

‘Niger regularly experiences low and variable rainfalls, land degradation, deforestation and desertification,’ said USAID about the country’s persistent food crises, in a report published on its website in July 2023. ‘Frequent floods, extended droughts, and increasingly unpredictable rainfall patterns in the region often lead to food and animal feed shortages. The resulting chronic food insecurity and a high prevalence of infectious diseases have led the country to record some of the highest malnutrition and mortality rates in the world.’

According to the World Food Programme (WFP), 3.3 million people (13% of the population) in Niger are food insecure. The Programme projects that an additional 7.3 million people are at risk of falling into acute food insecurity.

In a report published in October 2021, the World Bank said that ‘more than 80% of Niger’s population depends on agriculture and small-scale farmers are the most directly affected by climate variability’, adding that ‘violence, sometimes related to the scarcity of natural resources, has soared in recent years, displacing 2 millionpeople in their own countries.’

To tackle the problem, the government adopted ‘climate-smart agriculture’ (ie increasing irrigation, reducing the use of pesticides and better soil management) as part of its Nigeriens Nourishing Nigeriens (3N) initiative.

The Bank has assisted Niger with development assistance totalling $2 billion every year and is funding multiple projects in the country worth $4.7 billion; before the coup, the European Union allocated over $550 million to the government.
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Grand Marche, Niamey | JOERG BOETHLING/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

 

Mining Challenges

Vast deposits of uranium, coal, tin and gold have not guaranteed wealth to Niger’s impoverished population. Bitter fights over land ownership have broken out in communities where gold has been discovered. The United Nations ranks Niger as one of the least developed countries in the world.

Since the 1970s, uranium has been exploited in the country’s northwestern region. Today, more deposits have been discovered and multinationals operate from multiple sites.

‘In January 2022, Niger’s government granted four exploration permits to Tejia Resources for uranium in the Arlit and Tchirozérine departments of the Agadez region,’ according to a 28 July 2023 report on the World Nuclear Association website. ‘In 2021, Niger produced 2248 tU [tonnes of elemental uranium], and cumulative production from the country was about 150,000 tU to the end of 2019.’

Orano, the French-owned mining conglomerate, said: ‘creating the conditions and carrying out actions for the continuity of uranium mining operations in northern Niger is the cornerstone of Orano’s mutually beneficial relationship with Niger’ and ‘numerous initiatives have been launched to ensure that the operation of SOMAÏR (national mining company) continues beyond 2035, through technical optimisations and digitisation.’

 

Culture & Music

Agadez, notable for its influential past as part of 14th century Sultanate (14th century) and its 16th-century mosque, was a vital centre of the trans-Saharan trade routes for centuries. In 2013, UNESCO named it a World Heritage Site for its unique desert architecture. The Air Mountain region, which has hosted the Air Festival since 2001 (the 2022 edition attracted an estimated 5000 local and international visitors), is also famous for its 12,000-year-old rock art paintings depicting prehistoric people and wildlife.

Agadez also hosts the Bianou Festival, which forms part of the festivities marking the start of the Muslim calendar. In 2014 it was the location of Akounak Tedalat Taha Tazoughai (Rain the Colour of Blue with a Little Red in It), a film by audio archivist Christopher Kirkley, which featured Mdou Moctar in the lead role. Moctar performs internationally and sings modern rock inspired by the Tuareg’s guitar music.

Meanwhile, Niger’s musical traditions are as diverse as its ethnic make-up: Hausas make up more than half (53.1%) of Niger’s population. The Zarma-Songhai (21.2%), Tuareg (11%), Fulani (6.5%) and Kanuri (5.9%) make up the rest of the population, which is primarily Muslim.

Today, a tourist visiting the Grand Marche in Niamey will see sights that have changed little for decades: stalls filled with colourful fabrics, spices, local crafts, and fresh produce. Get closer to the Niger River and you’ll most likely see locals fishing along the river bank or washing clothes – surrounded by traditional wooden boats.

One of the top things to do in the capital is visit the Niamey Artisanal Centre and the Musee National Boubou Hama in Niamey’s Culture Valley. The W National Park (Parc National du W) is up north, where the borders of Niger, Benin Republic and Burkina Faso meet.





Nigeria
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CRUCIBLE OF CULTURE, CONTEMPORARY ARTS AND AFROBEATS

Experience colourful traditions, explore ancient heritage and enjoy the sounds of Afrobeats in this vibrant West African country.
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Kurmi Market, Kano | Adam Abu-bashal/Anadolu Agency via Getty Images ©

Nigeria is diverse in many ways, not only its people and their languages. Covered in tropical rainforest in the south, the plateaus in Nigeria’s middle belt morph into savannah plains in the north – ensuring a spectrum of climatic conditions year-round. And beyond its 800km of coastline, there’s a rich history of influential kingdoms and empires – Oyo, Benin Kano and Nok being some notable examples.

Kings still wield enormous influence in both local and national affairs. They are at the heart of Nigerian culture, along with hundreds of festivals, which commemorate the memory of ancestors, the end or beginning of harvest season, or deity worship.

Nigeria’s creative arts season starts in October with food, photo and theatre festivals, and rounds off in November with literary gatherings and art shows. However, locals anticipate ‘Detty December’ more than any other month: there are back-to-back concerts, carnivals and dancing to Afrobeats, birthed in the 1960s in Lagos, Nigeria’s entertainment capital. Lagos is a lively destination year-round, with Abuja in close second place. For a different pace, seek out historical and heritage landmarks in Abeokuta and Kano.

Then there’s Nollywood, Nigeria’s contemporary movie industry, now the second-largest film producer in the world. Eko International Film Festival (March), Eastern Nigeria International Film Festival (November), and the Africa International Film Festival (December) offer a glimpse into this exciting world.
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Holy Cross Cathedral, Lagos | Beendy234/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0


THE MAIN AREAS

LAGOS

Arts, Afro-Brazillian history and beaches.

ABUJA

Hiking adventures, boutique bars and restaurants.

KANO

Ancient history and traditions.




Find Your Way

A mix of public and private transport will get you to any place of interest. Lagos’s light rail mass transit shuttles the Island and Mainland sectors. Ride-hailing apps are a dependable backup.
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Plan Your Time

Whenever you visit Nigeria, something will be happening: a live show, an exhibition, a festival. If you only have a day or two, zero in on galleries and museums; for longer stays, take a road trip or hit the hills.
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Ushafa Pottery Centre, Abuja | Ayodeji Ogunro/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©


If You Only Do One Thing

Stay within Lagos Island. Give your spirit a lift at Nike Art Gallery and take in the creative energy of over 20,000 art pieces. Then travel down the Lekki–Epe Expressway to the Yemisi Shyllon Museum of Art and enjoy a rare collection of Nigerian works under one roof. On your way back, stop at the LUFASI Nature Park for refreshing forest air.




More Than a Week

Spend your first three days in Lagos, exploring sites on the Island and Mainland. You’ll need a day to see Badagry’s slavery relics. Take the morning train to Abeokuta and visit Olumo Rock and Egba Museum. On day five, fly north to Kano, visit Dala Hills and don’t miss the evening dambe boxing bouts. In Abuja, enjoy scenic landscape views and have a meal at Mambaah Cafe.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY–APRIL

Peak dry season, high temperatures. March sees Lagos Theatre Festival and Lisabi Festival (Abeokuta).

JUNE & JULY

Peak rainy season. The end of Ramadan brings the Durbar Festival and July the Egungun Festival.

AUGUST & SEPTEMBER

Heritage festivals season, including Isese Day, the New Yam and Osun-Osogbo.

OCTOBER–DECEMBER

Creative arts take centre stage and film and music festivals abound.




Lagos
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ART SHOWS | SLAVERY HISTORY | BEACHSIDE HANGOUTS


Lagos (Eko, as the indigenes prefer to call it) takes pride in being a people-magnet. It has been so since the earliest known settlers – fishers and farmers – sailed to its shores in the 15th century. They were followed by Portuguese merchants and explorers (who named it Lagos and made it a slavery port) from the 1470s onwards, armies of the Benin Empire in the 1500s and the British in the 1800s. It has evolved from a settlement of 5000 in the 18th century into a bustling metropolis nudging 20 million people. And though many visitors miss this bit, at the heart of Downtown Lagos (Isale-Eko) is a solid royal enclave, the base of influential kings and white-cap chiefs of Lagos for more than 400 years.

Royalty aside, Lagos is where most of Nigeria’s creative geniuses are minted and you will find evidence of this in the music studios and movie sets across the city.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Lagos National Museum

SIGHTS

2Afro-Brazilian Culural Centre

3Art Twenty One

4Cathedral Church of Christ

5Iga Idunganran

(see 1)John Randle Centre 

6King Kosoko Palace

7Lagos City Hall

8Mydrim Gallery

9Onikan House

10Rele Gallery

11Tafawa Balewa Square

EATING

12The Place Restaurant

SHOPPING

13Quintessence




GETTING AROUND

Driving in Lagos should be left to locals. It requires a certain level of alertness (hence the saying ‘shine your eyes’).

Traffic lights don’t always work, road markings may fade and highways can be poorly lit at night.

Arrange airport pick-up from a reputable taxi company, and ideally engage a driver/guide for your entire stay. If that’s not possible, use a ride-hailing app (LagosRide, Bolt, Uber).




[image: ] TOP TIP

You can travel by train between Lagos, Abeokuta and Ibadan. There are two departures (8am and 4pm) both ways, so you can have a quick tour of Abeokuta’s sites and be back in Lagos the same day. Tickets can only be booked online (nrc.gsds.ng).



Stroll along Broad Street

The past in the present

Broad Street, the Marina and the areas around Onikan were at the centre of many events that shaped Nigeria from the mid-19th century until independence in October 1960. Start with a quick tour of the Lagos National Museum. The grassy inner court is decorated with Bakor monoliths, a tiny slice of rock-art heritage. Next door is the Tafawa Balewa Square, formerly a colonial-era race course, where Nigeria’s independence ceremony was held; next to it is the Remembrance Arcade, a memorial to Nigerians who fought in the World Wars and the Nigerian Civil War (1967–70).

Step through the south gate onto Catholic Mission Street, past King’s College and the Lagos City Hall. Head to Freedom Park, formerly a prison in colonial times and now a theme park-cum-arts centre. Get onto Broad Street, keeping to the raised sidewalk. Stand-out structures include the old printing press and St George’s Hall, which used to host Mason meetings.

Further down, you can’t miss the grey facade of the Centre for Black African Arts and Civilisation (CBAAC) building; on its ground floor is the FESTAC museum (open only on weekdays).

Next, walk around one of the city’s most recognised landmarks, the Cathedral Church of Christ. You’re now on the Marina, the main artery of colonial-era Lagos, where succeeding British governors – and, after independence, the Nigerians who took over from them – had their official quarters. The newly built Marina Train Station is within walking distance.

Explore the House of Sceptres

Inside a royal household

Get a crash course in Lagos royal history – and its link to the Benin Kingdom – at the renovated King Kosoko Palace (1846–51), who lived and died here in 1872. While alive, he did business with Portuguese merchants, dealt in slavery and had fierce face-offs with the British.

An extension of the building houses a memorial museum packed with Gbedu drums, cannons, chains, glassware and family artefacts. The room also glitters with several sceptres used by past royals of the Kosoko dynasty. The current holder of the office, the Oloja of Lagos, leads the tours, putting past events in perspective. On some days, he can be seen keeping the time-honoured tradition of welcoming visitors with prayers and libation, which includes passing round water, cola nut, alligator pepper and gin to visitors.
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New Afrika Shrine | BENSON IBEABUCHI/AFP via Getty Images ©


CULT OF THE EYO

The Eyo Festival is the cultural identity of Lagos, celebrated to honour individuals who contributed to the city’s development before they died.

Iga Idunganran, palace of the Oba in Isale-Eko (Downtown Lagos), and dozens of other ancestral palaces are central to the festival: the processions of masquerades – draped in white robes – takes place after traditional prayers.

The Eyo is not an annual celebration (the last one was in 2017) but you can still explore key sites associated with it.

See locals cooking, chatting and relaxing, and stop at historic tombs, shrines and other sacred sites. The area is alive with buying and selling at Obun Eko and Ebute Ero markets, where Lagosians shop for everyday items.



Embrace the Silence of the Lakes

Refresh and rejuvenate at a mangrove forest

Part animal sanctuary and part forest conservation, LUFASI Nature Park is one of the few places in Lagos that offers an authentic nature-themed experience. Every step you take in this 20-hectare mangrove forest takes you further from the busy Lagos–Epe Expressway and deeper into a quiet, green world where the only sounds are your footsteps, birdsong and the voice of your guide. The path through its fern garden, across its two artificial lakes and along the Ekki Forest Trail, has an indescribable calming effect.

To prolong your contemplation, the Yemisi Shyllon Museum of Art (YSMA), which has won many admirers since its opening in 2019, is further ahead inside the Pan-Atlantic University.

Immerse Yourself in Afro-Brazillian History

Postcards from the past

Visit Onikan House, a restored early-20th-century Afro-Brazilian building, and ground yourself in the city’s early and contemporary history – from a sparse thatch-and-mud settlement in the 15th century to a throbbing metropolis of 20-plus million residents. On the first floor, you’ll be introduced to Eyo, the city’s pre-eminent cultural identity; you can wear an aga (broad-rimmed hat) and grab an opambata (decorated wooden staff), two essential pieces of Eyo masquerade regalia.

Combine your visit with the Afro-Brazilian Cultural Centre, a five-minute drive away, where the story of the freed enslaved people who returned to Lagos in the 1840s is briefly told. On your way, pause to take in the impressive Holy Cross Cathedral, built by returning Afro-Brazilians in the 1880s. You’re on the periphery of the Brazilian Quarter; to dig deeper, walk down Bamgbose Street, Igbosere Road and Campos Square, or let Loving Lagos (@lovinglagos), which manages both facilities, drive you around in a keke, danfo or its newly-acquired Bolekaja, a restored relic from the 1970s.

Spend a Day in Badagry

Slavery, shrines and the sea

Lagos was a hub of the transatlantic slave trade before it was abolished in the 17th century. Badagry – a mainstream slave port on the western tip of the city – has preserved some of the old cells, shackles and markets.

Tours typically begin at the Badagry Heritage Museum (c 1860s) with stops at the family-owned Mobee Slave Relics Museum, the Brazilian Barracoon and the bilingual (English and French) Vlekete Slave Market Museum, which shares space with the historic Vlekete Shrine, devoted to Badagry’s deity of the sea. The highlight is following the slavery route (2.5km) to the Point of No Return, where the white sands of the Gberefu Beach and the rumble of the Atlantic Ocean await. For tours, contact Kalma Afrik (@kalmaafrik).

Feel the Rhythm of Afrobeat

Entering Fela’s world

Learn about Afrobeat and the life and struggles of its creator, Fela Anikulapo-Kuti, in his home-turned-museum, Kalakuta Republic, in Ikeja. Tours begin on the ground floor, decorated with cover sleeves of some of his wave-making albums. The star attraction is his room (seen through a glass wall), preserved as it was at his death in August 1997. Visitors can book a stay in the five-room boutique hotel on the 2nd floor.

The New Afrika Shrine is a 10-minute drive away. It is best visited on Sunday evenings when Femi Kuti, Fela’s first son, performs with his band in a session dubbed ‘Sunday Jump’. Drop in on Thursday evenings to watch him rehearse if you miss that.


BEST BOUTIQUE GALLERIES

Nike Art Gallery Showcases 25,000 pieces of made-in-Nigeria art. Nike Davies-Okundaye, who runs the space, delights in dressing visitors in regal costumes.

Quintessence One of the city’s oldest art spaces with paintings, books and antiques.

Mydrim Gallery Note the imposing 1982 wall relief by Adebisi Akanji, a star of the Osogbo Art School; another section holds vintage Aso-Oke fabrics.

Art Twenty One Hosts exhibitions from diverse African artists tackling global issues (press freedom, police brutality, gender equality).

Rele Gallery Its annual ‘Young Contemporaries’ exhibitions feature emerging artists experimenting with multiple forms.



Where to Get Your Jollof Fix in Lagos

Chicken Republic: A pan-Nigeria brand serving grilled chicken, jollof and fried rice. It’s a perfect choice if you need meals on the go. $

Palazzo Lounge & Bar: Tucked away inside a recreational park in the Oregun area, it’s a great space to take a break from the heat. $

The Place Restaurant: Good choice, including rice-based meals. Try the village rice (sprinkled with pieces of cow skin) or stock-fish rice. $

Jevinik Place: Popular for authentic Nigerian ‘swallows’ (cassava and yam dough)and serves sweet jollof, too. Large soup portions. $$




Beyond Lagos
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The rocky terrain means there are plenty of opportunities for hiking the hills, not to mention eye-opening encounters with historical sites


Abeokuta, 100km by road north of Lagos, is the closest you’ll get to learning about the multiple wars in Yorubaland in the 19th century after the collapse of the Old Oyo Empire. This is where the Egbas, fleeing from adversaries, eventually settled in the 1830s.

The city’s name translates to ‘under the rock’, a throwback to that early history. In March, the city celebrates the Lisabi Festival, a week-long calendar of cultural performances. On one of the days, the Alake of Egbaland leads a procession of kings, chiefs, priests and locals to sacred sites on Olumo Rock to pray to the spirit of the rock believed to have protected their ancestors in those turbulent times.


GETTING AROUND

You can get to Abeokuta from Lagos by road (via the Lagos–Ibadan Expressway). Alternately, use the train, boarding (8am and 4pm departures) at the Mobolaji Bank Anthony Station in Ebute Metta and getting off at the Prof Wole Soyinka Station; travel time is 60 minutes. The main attractions have in-house guides; but if you need one for a city tour, make enquiries at the Olumo Rock Tourist Complex.



AbeokutaTIME FROM LAGOS: 75 mins [image: jpg]

Visit Ake Palace and Egba Museum

The newly-opened Egba Museum, part of the expansive Ake Palace, tells the story of Abeokuta through its past kings and the various milestones recorded during their reign. Royal paraphernalia (crowns, ceremonial dress, beaded shoes) make up most of the collection, the oldest dating back to the 1890s. Tours include stops at the first palace (built 1854), a bungalow with a verandah lined from end to end with effigies of past kings and everyday people. Most mornings, you’ll find chiefs seated there and adjudicating on civil and domestic matters. From the balcony of the second palace (1906), you’ll catch a glimpse of the third palace (1981), used by Oba Gbadebo (Okukenu IV), the 10th Alake of Egbaland, who was crowned in 2005.

 

Admire the View from Olumo Rock

The climb up Olumo Rock is at the top of the to-do list of visitors to Abeokuta. On your way up – past shade trees, shrines and caves – guides will tell you how the earliest settlers lived and survived the internecine wars in Yorubaland in the early 19th century. At the top of the hill (137m above sea level), the city spreads out before you in all directions, with some well-known landmarks standing out, including the Central Mosque (1925), Cathedral Church of St Peter (1900) and the Ogun River.

On your way out of town, shop for an indigo-dyed T-shirt or boubou (flowing, short-sleeved, ankle-length dress for women) at the ever-busy Adire International Market, aka Adire Mall. Out of view (but behind the market) lie ancient compounds where families have produced Adire (indigo-dyed cloths) for centuries. Across the road from here, under the flyover bridge, stroll into the fetish market, where practitioners of indigenous beliefs buy dead animal parts for rituals and concoctions.
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Abeokuta view, Olumo Rock | Fela Sanu/shutterstock ©


A CHARMED LIFE

President Olusegun Obasanjo enjoys the rare privilege of leading Nigeria twice: as a military head of state (1976–79) and an elected president (1999–2007). After his second stint in office, he focused his energies on building the Olusegun Obasanjo Presidential Library.

Now in his 80s, Obasanjo wants visitors to this facility to take inspiration from his life’s trajectory.

The collection of documents, military hardware and campaign paraphernalia – curated in two extensive wings and a pavilion – are also a chronicle of Nigeria’s nationhood, from its amalgamation in 1914, referencing various national policies and milestones, the civil war (1967–70) and Obasanjo’s role in all of it.

The bookshop in the complex sells every book he has published to date.



Eating in Abeokuta: Our Picks

Westown Gardens, Bar & Lounge: Sip pepper soup or a beer sitting on rock formations, watching traffic go to and fro on the Presidential Boulevard. $

Bamboo Grove Bar: One of few places to eat inside the presidential library, serving suya and other grilled delicacies. The trees offer great shade. $

5 & 5 Restaurant: Small but cute space with affordable meals and snacks. Try the ofada rice. $

Mitros Residence: Set in the serene surroundings of a residential estate, the menu here is top quality, but make your orders well in advance. $$




Abuja
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SCENIC LANDSCAPES | PARKS & GARDENS | CHIC RESTAURANTS


Abuja, Nigeria’s federal capital since 1991, is also its most modern and scenic city. Situated in the country’s geographic centre, Its landscape of rolling hills is complemented by ring roads and a network of wide and well-paved highways, linking its suburban residential areas (Kubwa, Karu, Apo) to the Central Business District. Most government agencies, international organisations and high-end businesses are based in areas around Asokoro and Maitama.

Usually described as city of public servants, Abuja is getting a gradual makeover: trendy bars, boutique restaurants and high-end hotels are springing up in many locations, notably Wuse. The city is also an emerging cultural hub dotted with sumptuous galleries, from Jabi to Life Camp.

For nightlife, you’ll be spoilt for choice. On a typical evening, you’ll find the residents at clubs or hanging out at the public parks and gardens (a defining character of the city), enjoying pepper soups, fritters, beef and fish grills, with music non-stop.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Thought Pyramid Art Centre

2Windsor Gallery

EATING

3Amala Central

4Ibro Fish

5Nkoyo

SHOPPING

6Abuja Arts & Crafts Village




GETTING AROUND

Abuja’s public transportation system is gradually getting its groove back. The light rail service, which connects the Nnamdi Azikiwe International Airport to the Idu train station near the city centre, is now back in operation.

In March 2024, Transport For Abuja (TFA) launched its services with a promise to improve the quality of commuting. For everyday commutes, residents still rely on public taxis, cabs and ride-hailing apps.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Vendors at the Abuja Arts & Crafts Village stock a colourful collection: raffia items, dyed fabrics, old currencies, furniture and souvenirs from Nigeria and neighbouring countries. Stroll through the sculpture garden and soak in the surrounding hilly landscape.



See Pottery Take Shape

A longstanding tradition

Spend an hour or two at the Ushafa Pottery Centre, observing the craft of indigenous pottery-making, handed down for generations among the women in Gbagyiland, in Nigeria’s north-central region. Using their hands – yes, without a potter’s wheel – the women mould a range of products. While it takes about 20 minutes to make a medium-sized flower vase, fetching and processing (crushing, mixing, soaking and pounding) the raw materials (clay and kaolin) into a usable paste can take a week. When the pots are made, it takes another couple of days to dry, decorate and fire them under a mound of hay.

In-house guides will show you around, offering explanation and context, and you can pick up decorative pots and fashion accessories at the centre’s mini showroom.


Take a Hike in the Hills

Height of adventure

On weekends, Abuja’s youthful residents go to the hills. The hiking community has swelled, forming informal groups over the past few years. Members look forward to the treks, picnicking and socialising on the trail and among the rocks.

The hikes are open, and there are no formalities to join; some groups charge a small participation fee and others are free. Details of upcoming outings are publicised on social media. Sign up for an experience with Mantrek, Naija Adventurers or Hike Nation, three of the most consistent groups, through their Instagram pages.


RISING ARTS SCENE

With more artists making it home and increasing investments in galleries and arts centres, with support from the diplomatic community, Abuja is evolving into a city for the arts.

From Maitama and Wuse to Life Camp and the Central Business District, more galleries and centres devoted to the creative arts are opening to artists, patrons and art shows. A calendar of events now runs for most of the year.

Abuja Open House, the standard-bearer, is held in the second half of October and features insightful panel conversations, performances and exhibitions in at least a dozen locations across the city, including at Moeshen Art Gallery, Windsor Gallery and Thought Pyramid Art Centre.



Spend Time at ALMAT Farms

Where farming meets hospitality

ALMAT Farms is where you get far away from Abuja’s everyday hustle and bustle for a day or weekend. Its growing appeal rests on how well it has blended traditional elements of village life (thatch-roof huts) with modern creature comforts (air-conditioning, swimming pool) in an environment that’s overflowing with vegetation, farm produce and livestock (mostly cattle). Horses abound, too (there are riding lessons).

There are two categories of rooms to choose from at this farm-turned-resort: traditional (without television) and modern. You can also rent tents and camp outdoors. For barbecue, settle down at the Farm Grill restaurant.
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Amala Central restaurant | Pelu Awofeso/Lonely Planet ©

Eating in Abuja: Our Picks

Amala Central: People queue up for their turn to eat here. Amala (yam-flour dough) is the main draw; beans, plantain and pounded yam, too. $

Mambaah Cafe: Built with bamboo, raffia and clay, a rich Africa-themed experience awaits you. Masa (ground corn) burger is served here. $$

Ibro Fish: Situated in one of Abuja’s parks and gardens, enjoy the breeze as you sip pepper soup and palm wine in a calabash. $$

Nkoyo: A blend of Nigerian and Indian decor and cuisine, and one of the places to experience dining with a touch of class. $$




Kano
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ARCHITECTURE | HERITAGE | ROYAL DYNASTY


Kano, Nigeria’s second-largest city, has attracted travellers for centuries as a hub of the trans-Saharan and Trans-Atlantic trades. Today, this northern Nigerian city is still a trade centre, exporting textiles, leather and foodstuffs; the Kurmi Market, one of Nigeria’s oldest, remains a significant attraction and historical landmark.

The Kano emirate is also home to one of Nigeria’s venerated first-class kings; a clear sign of that can be seen in the crowd who visit the emir’s palace daily, on courtesy calls and otherwise, echoing a time in the pre-colonial past when emirs were not just custodians of the culture but also administrators and spiritual heads of their respective districts. Everything stands still when the emir, bedecked in his royal robes, emerges from his inner chambers (a rare sight); he moves in a motorcade through a driveway lined with portraits of his predecessors, accompanied by the Dogarai, dressed in their flowing red-and-green uniforms.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ado Bayero Square

2Kofar Dye Pits

SIGHTS

3Gidan Makama Museum

4Kofar Dan Agundi

5Kofar Naisa

6Kofar Nasarawa

EATING

7Botanical Gardens Restaurant

8Calido Rooftop

9Hajiya Hadiza Balangu restaurant

10L & N Restaurant




GETTING AROUND

Flights to the Mallam Aminu Kano International Airport from Lagos take one hour and 20 mins (or an hour from Abuja). Book a taxi at the arrival terminal, or choose from private taxi operators queued up in the parking lot.

Exclusive Car Hire Services, situated in town, run a fleet of vehicles that ply intra- and inter-city routes.

For short trips, flag down a tricycle and negotiate the fare.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you come to Kano and don’t climb the 99 steps up Dala Hill, you haven’t been to Kano. The now-weathered, laterite surface – rich in iron ore – is where the first settlers lived; they mined it and made knives, hoes and axes. Plan your hike with Experience Kano (@experiencekano).



Step into Kano’s Time Capsule

Preserving history

The Gidan Makama Museum, a fine specimen of indigenous architecture in northern Nigeria, is the place to begin your sightseeing around Kano. A national monument since 1959, it’s been on the same site since the 15th century when it was first built as a palace. Multiple galleries show different aspects of the traditions of the ancient city (horse riding, traditional sports, leatherwork) and take you on a journey through Hausaland. Early in the tour, you’ll see the local materials used by builders; there’s a gallery dedicated to the British invasion of 1903, which altered the balance of power in northern Nigeria afterwards. The museum’s staff serve as in-house guides; contact Muktar (806 064 6492).


Peruse Age-Old Medicines at Kurmi Market

Home-grown healing

Everything is on sale at the 600-year-old Kurmi Market – from plastic and potash to soap and sugarcane. It is impossible to see all of it, so it’s best to keep your wanderings to a small section. You’ll want to see the shops selling leather-ware, bead accessories, fabrics and grains. A section of the market is dedicated to stores dealing strictly in Islamic medicines and chemists, offering a range of herbal mixtures for a variety of ailments: colds, piles, ulcers, malaria and typhoid.

Spend an Evening with African Warriors

Battle of the brothers

From about 4pm, locals stream into the Ado Bayero Square in Kano’s Sabon Gari district for sporting entertainment. From the stands, they watch barefoot fighters – wearing just a pair of shorts, bandages wrapped around their fists, ropes and tape – fight in a traditional one-arm boxing called dambe.

The ring is a circle of sand; boxers stomp across it, trying to knock out their opponents in three rounds. The evening is enlivened by bands singing, drumming and dancing, with the added value of energising the combatants. The show is over in two hours. Skip if you can’t stand the sight of blood and scarred faces. Every year, the ‘African warriors’ participate in a regional competition in lightweight, middleweight and heavyweight categories.

See the Walls of Resilience

Guardians of history

Kano has long been famous for its old city walls, built at different times between the 11th and 17th centuries, with some 15 gates between them. One of the original gates (Kofar Waika) has been preserved at the Gidan Makama Museum. Sections of the walls are now in ruins, or displaced by population growth, some of the gates have been recently rebuilt or renovated. Pedestrains and vehicles move freely in and out of the walls. Drive around the city to glimpse a few still standing: Kofar Naisa, Kofar Dan Agundi and Kofar Nasarawa (kofar is a Hausa word meaning ‘gate’). Make a stopover at Kofar Dukawuya to take pictures.


COSMIC PATTERNS

Kano’s Kofar Dye Pits have existed for more than 500 years. Though only 20 of the 144 pits are in use today, they still produce beautiful bluish fabrics with motifs inspired by human, wildlife and cosmic elements like Bride & Groom, Moon & Star, Zebra and Emir’s Palace, to mention a few.

Men are the public face of the craft, but women painstakingly design the patterns with a needle, inside compounds that are within walking distance from the pits.

In another area of town, men at a different set of pits produce hundreds of tanned leathers – another trade Kano is known for – daily. Conservationists would cringe at the sight of crocodiles, pythons and other wildlife drying in the sun.



Eating in Kano: Our Picks

Hajiya Hadiza Balangu: Family-owned, serving northern delicacies like tuwon shinkafa (rice pudding) and masa (corn dough). $

Botanical Gardens Restaurant: Has a green and local feel with thatched huts. It serves small chops and is a great choice for tea-lovers. $$

L & N Restaurant: Highly recommended for its wholly Hausa dishes and drinks, including fura (millet ball). $$

Calido Rooftop: Inside Tahir Guest Palace. Great food and ambience, and the view of the city from here, especially in the evenings, is wow... $$$




Arriving

Fly into the international airports in Lagos, Abuja or Kano. You can book a taxi at the arrival terminal or choose from private taxi operators outside.
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Air

While going through passport control at the Arrivals terminal, you’ll be met and greeted by maybe half a dozen officials in uniform. Typically, you’ll be welcomed warmly with a subtle request for tips. It’s OK to ignore this and walk on.

By Road

Most visitors to Nigeria arrive by air. If you’re already in West Africa, you can cross into Nigeria at Seme, its land border with Benin; the other overland entry point is at Idiroko, an hour’s drive from Benin’s capital, Porto-Novo.

Flight Delays

Flight delays are an everyday reality at Nigeria’s airports. First flights of the day are hardly affected and leave on schedule. When delays happen, they could mean you’ll be grounded for two hours or more. All you can do is wait.


Money
Currency: Naira (NGN)

CHANGING MONEY

Changing foreign currency into naira is one of the hurdles visitors to Nigeria face. Your best bet on arrival is to use the licensed operators at the airport: Sulah Bureau De Change gives one of the best rates; they also have offices outside the airport in Lagos, Abuja and Kano.

If you need more money, most hotels will arrange for a bureau de change agent to meet you at the lobby, where transactions can be made. Rates depend on how well you can negotiate; having one of the staff handle this on your behalf is a good idea.

CREDIT CARDS

Nigeria has one of the best financial systems on the continent. You can withdraw local currency with your credit cards at some ATMs (First Bank, Ecobank) though not all bank branches are optimised for this. You can also use them for purchases at major cities nationwide.







Getting Around

It is common to ask a taxi driver to extend their services for multiple days. Alternatively, you can book a LagRide, a government-sponsored ride-hailing initiative.
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SIMs

You can pick up a SIM at telecommunications branches nationwide or at shopping malls. If you can’t get to either immediately, there are licensed agents in various neighbourhoods, or along main roads, who will activate one for you within minutes, after inputting details on your passport on the system.

Wi-fi

Most tourists will only need a mobile intenet connection while in Nigeria; a 20G data subscription (N5000) should last a week. Hotels have free wi-fi, and boutique restaurants and bars will provide passwords to theirs upon request.

Beware of ‘Area Boys’

Everyday Nigerians will happily agree to let you take photographs of them. If, however, you’re in a group and taking pictures of physical landmarks, there’s a chance that local youths (called ‘Area Boys’ in Lagos) will demand a token. Don’t honour that: smile, stop and leave.

Road Checkpoints

If you plan to travel by road, take your passport and present it to the men in uniform on request. It’s routine and nothing to worry about; the highways on many intercity routes are dotted with checkpoints.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Roads may not be clearly marked.
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Traffic lights trip off intermittently, so follow the general flow of the traffic








São Tomé & Príncipe
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SAFE ADVENTURES ON AFRICA’S FORGOTTEN ISLANDS

São Tomé & Príncipe (STP) is simply superb: volcanic landforms rise from the ocean alongside fantastic beaches, while locals have perfected the national philosophy of leve leve (‘easy easy’).
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Out in the Gulf of Guinea offshore from Gabon and Equatorial Guinea, São Tomé & Príncipe would be a world-renowned destination were it anywhere else. Everything here takes on an epic scale – the ocean horizons, the forests that turn this Atlantic teardrop the most vivid shades of green. Even getting between the two islands means crossing 161km of open ocean.

And yet, at the same time, there is an intimacy to the experience of visiting – the soft, muffled silence of the forest as soon as you leave the town behind, the incredible beaches with not another living soul present, the conversations with local people as they share their passion for local culture. You could easily spend weeks here, dining on fresh seafood, hiking deep into the forest, or simply admiring the view as you contemplate the light historical human footprint that occasionally peers out from behind the trees.

And the longer you stay, the more the country feels like that precious retreat that we all crave, that isolated escape from busy lives and busy places. Take every hike you can, quad bike through the forest, build up your list of favourite beaches. Then emerge from the forest at Baía das Agulhas, and count your lucky stars that no one knows about this awesome slice of paradise.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SÃO TOMÉ

Ecolodges, deserted beaches and great food.

PRÍNCIPE

Brilliant bays, beaches and outdoor adventures.




Find Your Way

Getting around São Tomé & Príncipe means flying between the islands, then driving or walking around them once you’re there. There are variations but that’s the crux.
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Plan Your Time

Having come this far, you really should visit both São Tomé and Príncipe. But for planning’s sake, it makes sense to concentrate on one or the other. If you have time, do both.
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If You Have Five Days

Spend a day visiting the cathedral, market and chocolate factory in São Tomé city. Head north to Mucumbli, dining at Restaurante Celvas, then mountain-biking and hiking before lazing on Praia dos Tamarindos. Down south, admire dramatic landscapes like Cão Grande, and take an excursion to Ilhéu das Rolas.




Three Days on Príncipe

There’s not much to see in Principe’s main town Santo António so on day one head for one of the first class beaches, preferably Praia Banana, but don’t discount Praia Macaco or Praia Boi. Then spend two days relaxing at Bom Bom Resort and exploring around peerless Baía das Agulhas in a helicopter flight and boat.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

March–May

May can be lovely – clear skies, everything at its greenest. March and April often see the last rains.

June–August

Although it can rain at any time, the dry season generally has the best weather for exploring the island.

September–November

Humidity is building; you’re lucky if the first rains haven’t arrived by late October.

December–February

Peak rainy season; most outdoor activities (and general travel) are not recommended.




São Tomé
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EMPTY BEACHES | FOREST HIKING | HISTORICAL RELICS


If São Tomé were anywhere else on the planet, it would be overrun by tourists and over-development: sometimes there are benefits to being unknown.

All across the country’s main island, the quiet appeal of São Tomé & Príncipe is everywhere on show. There are the ecolodges along the island’s northern coast, deserted beaches in the south, and, in between, a rugged, forested interior criss-crossed by trails (including around Pico de São Tomé, at 2024m the country’s highest point) ideal for exploring on foot. In places, the human footprint – most strongly evident in the colonial-era architecture in the main city of São Tomé, or the roças (plantations) scattered thinly across the interior – seems almost incidental, a footnote to a beautiful natural world where time passes slowly.

But São Tomé’s charm resides as much as anything in its languid, tropical atmosphere far from the rest of the world and its noise.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mercado Grande

SIGHTS

2CACAU

3Claudio Corallo Chocolate Factory

4Nossa Senhora da Graça Cathedral

ACTIVITIES

5Marapa

SLEEPING

6Hotel Residential Avenida

7Kayla

8Sweet Guest House

EATING

95 Sentidos

10O Pirata

11Papa Figo

12Xico’s Cafe

INFORMATION

13Mistral Voyages

14Navetur Equatour

15Tourism Bureau




GETTING AROUND

Aside from dusty or muddy side-tracks, there are just three main roads on the island and all roads, which together make up the estrada nacional, begin and end in São Tomé: to its north (EN-1), south (EN-2) and west (EN-3).

Self-driving is an option: car rental is possible in São Tomė (city), or if you ask at your hotel, they may be able to arrange transport (including a driver). For everywhere else, there are shared taxis and motorcycle taxis, which is how locals get around.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you’re here to trek, plan to visit during the dry season (June to September). At other times, rain can make forest trails slippery, and at altitude that can be treacherous.



Spend Time in the City of São Tomé

Chocolate, market and cathedral

The city of São Tomé feels like it belongs in a Graham Greene novel. This port city that once languished at the outer edges of the Portuguese empire wraps around a long, curved bay, its dilapidated colonial-era buildings slowly subsiding and in dire need of a coat of paint, sometimes much more. There is a certain charm in the pastel hues and the pervasive sense of tropical decay, all overlaid by the leve leve (easy easy) attitude of locals. This really must be one of the most laid-back capital cities anywhere in Africa.

Such an attitude prevails everywhere except the Mercado Grande. Actually two markets in one, the Mercado Grande is a chaos of produce and fish, some of it fresh, much of it less so. The market is divided roughly into zones – for food, for clothing, for household goods – but don’t even try to make sense of it. Wander to get lost, hold your nose and keep your wits about you lest an errant goods trolley come careening in your direction.

A few short blocks away, presiding over the broad Avenida Agua Grande, the humble yet pretty, twin-spired Nossa Senhora da Graça Cathedral dates back 400 years; the interior is surprisingly simple for a former Portuguese house of worship. The pink presidential palace, which is off-limits to tourists and their cameras, is across the road to the east. Follow the smell of the sea to the rather bare Praça da Independencia, then follow the water’s edge northwest to São Tomé’s, Claudio Corallo Chocolate Factory. Take the tour and learn the fascinating story of the Italian owner’s passion for cocoa and coffee, then finish it off with some tastings of the final product.

Stay in a North Coast Ecolodge

Using Mucumbli as a northern base

Every remote island paradise has its ground zero, its hub for travellers where they come to swap stories, rest from life on the road, and generally explore without ever really leaving. Mucumbli, Ponta Figo, is São Tomé’s version of this iconic experience. And what’s not to fall in love with, when you have elevated wooden bungalows, a dining area with views, and a location that has its back to a cliffside forest and a front facing far out to sea? They can arrange all manner of activities: mountain-biking, nocturnal tours to see nesting sea turtles, or hiking Pico de São Tomė; they can also arrange the necessary guides. The staff might also be able to put you in touch with NGO Marapa, for an excursion to see sea turtles.
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TOURIST INFORMATION IN SãO TOMé?

You might think that a country wanting to promote its tourism potential might invest in even some rudimentary tourism information points. Think again. At the Tourism Bureau (so far so good), they used to sell a decent map of the country in an attempt to try and hide the fact that they had no information to give. They still have no information, and nor do they usually have the map. Staff speak no English.

If you need more, try Navetur Equatour, which is as good for booking airline tickets as it is for arranging tours around the country; they have at least one English-speaking staff member. Your hotel might also be able to help.



Dine at Restaurante Celvas

Enjoying São Tomé’s seafood

You’d need a good reason not to eat in Mucumbli’s restaurant, where the food is good and the views are even better. But Restaurante Celvas in Guadalupe is the best place to eat in the north of the island, and an essential stop on any culinary journey here.

Signposted in Guadalupe off the EN-1, arrayed around a garden, this fabulous place is open-sided and so filled with vegetation that it feels like you’re eating in a tropical forest, which you almost are. Although they serve both meat and grilled fish, it’s the latter that really shines. There’s so much to choose from that you’ll want to return often, just to see what they do with the spider crab or octopus, or to try the lovely blend of local and Portuguese inflections. On three successive visits we ordered feijoada à moda da terra (bean stew), moqueca de peixe (fish stew) and blá-bla (smoked fish). The wine list is easily the country’s best, and if you can’t bear to leave, there’s a small bed-and-breakfast attached.


Explore Beaches and Plantations

Visiting the north’s best attractions

Right in the centre of São Tomé’s northern coastline, Praia dos Tamarindos would make any list of STP’s top five beaches. Its elements read like a cliché of tropical island perfection: an arc of pristine sand; calm, warm turquoise waters; barely another tourist in sight. As you track east along the coast, stop by Museo do Mar e da Pesca Artesanal, a lovely little waterside museum dedicated to local fishing culture housed, suitably, in a whitewashed fisherman’s shack. Further east again, Lagoa Azul (Blue Lagoon) has a small cove beach, but it’s worth a visit for view from the lighthouse on the headland.

The history of São Tomé & Príncipe – the slavery and feudal overlords, the colonial-era economy, the long and slow economic decline – is told through its plantations. Two of the most haunting are grand old (and largely ruined) Roça Agostinho Neto and the more modest Roça Bela Vista, where little is made of the tragic past, but where you can easily imagine the disparity in power between the wealthy plantation owners and the impoverished enslaved peoples.


THE ARTS IN SãO TOMé & PRíNCIPE

Many of São Tomé & Príncipe’s music and dance traditions shares origins with lusophone (Portuguese-speaking) Africa and beyond, including Cape Verde, Brazil and Angola; the sensual national dance, kizomba, has strong ties to Angola. To see performances while you’re here: try the emerging art centre, CACAU. And if you’re really lucky, your visit will coincide with the Auto de Floripes, which is performed every August by the entire population of Príncipe, or Tchiloli, which is generally performed on saint days in São Tomé. Both pieces of musical theatre date back to the 16th century, and they’re now reinterpreted in an anticolonial light.



Sleeping on the Coast: Our Picks

Mucumbli: Fine wooden bungalows, seaside location, restaurant and almost every activity you can imagine. Best place to stay in the north. $$

Pousada Roça São João: The best plantation lodgings on the island, this budget place has varied rooms and great restaurant. $

Praia Inhame Ecolodge: Down south, this terrific ecolodge has its own beach, stilted wooden bungalows and a waterside restaurant. $$

Casa Ondas Divinas: Five fantastic beach cottages on a cliff overlooking the sea, with spectacular views from all rooms. It’s a fabulous choice. $$$


LEVE LEVE

Even if you don’t speak any Portuguese, you’ll soon pick up its most common phrase: leve leve. Meaning ‘easy easy’, leve leve is partly a lighthearted signpost to a laid-back approach to life. But it goes beyond that.

Leve leve is a way of life that goes well beyond the usual go-slow response to tropical heat. People will use it in every aspect of life, from whenever a tourist gets a little hot under the collar to traffic snarls (such as they are) to complaints about economic conditions.

Some would say that it’s the glue that holds the country together: violent crime is rare, protests are civil and even military coups have no victims.



Tour the South’s Natural Wonders

Mountains and blowholes

As you drive south on the EN-2, from the 51km mark onwards, Cão Grande rises 663m from the forest, an unlikely protrusion of rock that gives off a real Lost World aura. Made from a hardened column of magma, Cão Grande marks the remains of an ancient volcano whose softer outer shell has long since eroded away. Not far away to the southwest, the smaller (271m) Cão Pequeno can be visited on a trek through the forest from the tiny village of Sanata Josefina; trails follow the Rio do Portinho, and if you’ve made it this far, keep on walking to the deserted west coast beach of Praia dos Santo António Mussacamú, which is only accessible by boat or forest hike.
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Trek the Volta a Ilha

Hiking São Tomé’s south

On São Tomé, two hiking experiences vie for the title of the island’s best trek. The two-day, 20-hour Volta a Ilha takes you from the southwestern corner of the island (where the EN-2 ends) all the way to the north (where the EN-1 ends), or vice versa. It’s a precious opportunity to experience the trackless inner reaches and wild coastline of São Tomé.

Along the way, the trail traverses Obô de São Tomé Natural Park with a night of camping in the tiny São Miguel. Don’t even think about setting out on this trek in the rainy season – you may not make through a couple of the ravines. And a guide is essential: ask at Mucumbli in the north or Praia Inhame in the south; ask also about completing part of the route by boat.

Sleeping in São Tomé City: Our Picks

Kayla: On a quiet residential street a few blocks from the ocean, Kayla is a family-run B&B with fine apartments and lovely hosts. $

Sweet Guest House: São Tomé’s most reliable budget hangout, Sweet Guest House draws backpackers swapping tips and stories. $

Hotel Residential Avenida: This laid-back, midrange choice has decent rooms and a rooftop restaurant. English spoken. $$

Omali Lodge: On the road between city and airport, this lodge attracts tourists and well-to-do locals. The terrace restaurant is better than the rooms. $$$

Climb Pico de São Tomė

Look down on São Tomė

Pico de São Tomé (2024m) juts from São Tomé’s forested interior, and is the highest point on the island. Most travellers admire this shapely peak from afar, and you should do so whenever it crosses your view. But real adventurers may want to consider the two-day climb to the summit.

Two routes make the challenging ascent: one begins from Roça Ponta Figo (or Ribordelo, which gets you closer to the peak) to Roça Bombaim, the other from Bom Sucesso to Ribordelo/Roça Ponta Figo. Such an undertaking is not for the faint-hearted. For much of the way, you’ll climb almost vertically through a tangle of trees and vines; rather than sit down, you’ll rest, still standing, by leaning into the wall. At the halfway mark, you’ll need to sleep the night close to the summit. And making the climb after rain is as miserable as it is dangerous.

For a reliable guide, make the necessary arrangements through Navetur Equatour or Mucumbli.

Explore Ilhéu das Rolas

Leaving the main island behind

Off the southern tip of São Tomé, Ilhéu das Rolas is essentially a resort island, but it’s one where you can tick off a whole range of activities. Compact, it takes about an hour to walk from the top of the island to the bottom, and two to three hours to walk all the way around it. As you do so, watch out for the lonely Marco do Equador, an old fort, and lighthouse. And stop by two of São Tomé & Príncipe’s most spectacular beaches: glorious Praia Bateria and magnificent Praia Café.

Other possible activities include diving and snorkelling, sport fishing, whale and dolphin watching, and boat excursions. Costa Norte, which has an office at the resort Pestana Ecuador, will get you out there.


OIL WEALTH THAT NEVER CAME

In the early 2000s, the Gulf of Guinea was one of the hottest prospects for new oil wealth.

While Nigeria, Equatorial Guinea and Gabon all took advantage, São Tomé & Príncipe missed out (although it does have a joint venture with Nigeria). It could have been different.

A BBC report in November 2003 described an auction for oil concessions in São Tomé and Príncípe: ‘The islands’ great and good turned out, and watched in silence, as an official opened the envelopes containing the bids. He read out the offers: ‘40 million US dollars, 50 million dollars…’’ But these claims proved less lucrative than expected and the country’s oil boom fizzled out.



Eating in São Tomé City: Our Picks

5 Sentidos: The ‘Five Senses’ is run by Lisbon chef João Nunes with an Afro-Portuguese fusion of beautifully presented, sophisticated meals. $$

O Pirata: Perched on a sea wall with views of a nearby shipwreck. Fabulous seafood, and on Friday it becomes a dance floor. $$

Papa Figo: Seafood such as barracuda steaks, expertly cooked, dominates this popular tin-roofed patio restaurant. $$

Xico’s Cafe: Light meals and creative cooking across European, African, and São Toméan tastes. Try the lobster. $$




Príncipe
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DRAMATIC SCENERY | quad biking| PRISTINE BEACHES


If you make it as far as São Tomé, on no account miss its quieter, less developed twin, Príncipe. And if São Tomé feels remote, Príncipe feels like another planet.

Much of the island, which lies in open ocean northeast of São Tomé and off the coast of Equatorial Guinea, is uninhabited, swathed in forest to the extent that the UN has declared Príncipe a World Biosphere Reserve. Forests cascade down to a shore where white-sand beaches, often deserted in a Robinson Crusoe kind of way, wrap around the island beneath an azure tropical sky. Across the interior, phonolite towers – those upthrusts of solidified volcanic magma from past geological aeons – shoot vertically from the forest like alien life forms. Yes, there are a few human outposts. But Santo António, the island’s largest town, is home to just 1500 people, and the remaining roças (plantations) are quietly being swallowed up by the living, breathing forest.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Baía das Agulhas

2Praia Banana

SIGHTS

3Praia Boi

4Praia Macaco

5Roça Sundy

SLEEPING

6Bom Bom Resort

7Complexo Mira Rio

8Roça Belo Monte

(see 5)Roça Sundy 

INFORMATION

(see 7)CST 




GETTING AROUND

The best way to get here is aboard one of the daily (except Sunday) flights from São Tomé. Ferries often take at least six hours, are extremely uncomfortable, and at least two have sunk in recent years due to overloading.

Once you’re on the island, a few taxis hang around outside when a plane lands, or ask your accommodation in advance about a transferor about renting a car with a driver to get around beyond Santa António.
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To book your flight between the two main islands, you may need to go through a local travel agency as internal STP flights don’t always show up on international booking systems. Try Navetur Equatour or Mistral Voyages.



Visit Baía das Agulhas

Príncipe’s extraordinary volcanic skyline

In a country defined by natural superlatives, Baía das Agulhas (Bay of Spires) truly is the most beautiful place anywhere on the islands. Smooth granite or phonolite towers, shaped like rocket ships cast into stone for all eternity, rise from the waters, with names like the Father, the Son and the Grandson, or Table Mountain. As you stand there in awe, you’ll wonder why you’re one of very people here, why this is not celebrated around the world in the manner of, say, Vietnam’s Halong Bay. The answer is simple: hardly anyone knows that it’s here. It’s breathtaking in the best possible way.

Such is the beauty of Baía das Agulhas that you should try and see the bay from every possible angle. Roça Belo Monte runs scenic helicopter flights – pricey but utterly spectacular and worth it for the bird’s-eye view of this remarkable landscape. You can (and should) also join one of the three-hour boat tours run by Bom Bom Resort; whales may be possible from July to September if the boat heads far enough from shore. And to round out one of those perfect Príncipe days, end the day with a little snorkelling in the shallows; if you’re there from October through December, you might share the water with sea turtles.

Discover Príncipe’s Beaches

Among the Atlantic’s best shores

If you were to compile a list of Africa’s most beautiful beaches, we challenge you to find any better candidates than Príncipe’s superb and intimate stretches of sand.

Seen from above, there’s something elemental about your first view of Praia Banana (yes, it is shaped like a banana) from the clifftop lookout at Roça Belo Monte, close to the northernmost tip of the island: deep forest greens yield to golden sands and a turquoise sea darkening in gradations to a fathomless cobalt blue. A 15-minute walk down from the viewpoint, the beach has palms and other dense rainforest vegetation offering shade, the sheltered bath-warm waters are close to perfection, and, if you’re lucky, you may be here on the day when one of the continent’s most beautiful beaches is yours, and yours alone. Snorkel at either end or rent kayaks from the resort that lies hidden unobtrusively behind the trees. You can see why Bacardi filmed one of their iconic TV ads here in 2012. South from Praia Banana along the east coast, Praia Macaco is another special place. Presided over by the ruins of a failed resort – and by a troop of monkeys that emerges from the forest at sunset (earlier if they’re curious) – Macaco is great for swimming and deliciously remote. No paved road provides access to the beach; park your car at the front gate to Roça Belo Monte and ask the guard for directions or a guide.

And finally, separated from Praia Macaco by a wild, forested headland, Praia Boi is another candidate for STP’s prettiest beach. There’s hardly ever anyone here, which may have something to do with the fact that you can only reach the beach along a web of unsigned roads; take a guide from the gate of Roça Belo Monte. It’s BYO everything, including your own food – there are few more beautiful places on the island for a picnic.
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Praia Banana, Principe Island | alfotokunst/shutterstock ©


PRÍNCIPE & THE THEORY OF RELATIVITY

It was at Roça Sundy, on northwestern Príncipe, that the astronomer Arthur Eddington conducted the famous Eddington Experiment, which proved that gravity is a function of the curvature of space and time.

If Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity was correct, then the gravity of the sun should bend starlight that passes nearby, such that the apparent position of stars should slightly shift. In order to test this idea, he needed to observe the sun during an eclipse, so its nearby stars could be seen.

The necessary conditions arose here at Roça Sundy on 29 May 1919. From his observations, Eddington discovered that the stars did indeed shift position as predicted, confirming Einstein’s theory.



Quad Bike Old Plantation Trails

Riding through the forest

Much of Príncipe is returning to the forest. After ambitious clearing of trees during the colonial era, independence and economic decline have seen many plantations go to ruin. Old buildings disappear under the vegetation and many tracks are now barely discernible. Nature is reclaiming the island. That’s where quad bikes come in.

Encroaching undergrowth and all but the deepest mud are no match for these vehicles. Their fat, all-weather tyres slip and slide through the forest, along old plantation roads where no one has travelled in decades.


Roça Belo Monte was established in 1922 and operated until independence in 1975, when the exploitative work practices by absentee landlords was ended. The plantation now offers three-hour quad tours with a guide – the latter is absolutely essential for learning a little about the history here, and to make sure you don’t get lost – for exhilarating adventures. The routes are seemingly endless, but on our most recent trip the route from Roça Belo Monte to distant São Joaquim waterfall was outstanding. The falls themselves are worth the trip, as are the views from the nearby roça.

Trek the Porto Real Trail

Hiking into a forest wilderness

Trekking in Príncipe has something of a DIY quality: trails lead off behind the wall of trees. While that can be exciting, walking without a guide can be nearly suicidal. With one exception.

South of Príncipe’s main town (Santo António), from the town of Porto Real, Príncipe’s only signposted, self-guided trail begins at an old wooden sign alongside the old hospital; ask around the village if you can’t find the trailhead. At 6km and three hours one-way, it’s long enough to be worthwhile, yet not too challenging for anyone of reasonable fitness to complete – it’s just right. The view at the hike’s summit, the Miradouro Santa Joaquina, looks out across the dense, mysterious canopy, all the way north to the Baía de Santa António.

Meet the People of São Tomé & Príncipe

A diverse and cultured nation

São Tomé & Príncipe’s demographic make-up tells the story of the islands’ past. Colonised in 1500 by the Portuguese, the islands became a series of plantations, where working conditions were feudal at best, slavery at worst. Many of the enslaved people were brought from other Portuguese colonies, and such was the brutality of the colonial landowners and soldiers, uprisings were rare and extremely risky.

Not surprisingly, the São Tomé & Príncipe population is made up of Angolares (descendants of Angolan enslaved people), Forros (descendants of freed enslaved people), serviçais (contract labourers from Angola, Mozambique and Cabo Verde), Tongas (children of serviçais born on the islands), Europeans (primarily Portuguese), Asians (mostly Chinese) and Mesticos.


A CHRISTIAN LAND

Unlike almost anywhere else in Africa, one thing you won’t see in São Tomé & Príncipe is a mosque. Catholics make up more than half of the population, with the remainder attending different (mostly evangelical) church denominations: Seventh-Day Adventist, Assembly of God, New Apostolic, Universal Kingdom of God and Jehovah’s Witness.

There’s a similar unity when it comes to the languages spoken. At the last census, 98.4% of people here spoke Portuguese, compared to just 5% who speak English. One-third of the population speaks a group of languages that come under the umbrella of Forro, a form of Portuguese Creole.



Sleeping & Eating Around Príncipe: Our Picks

Complexo Mira Rio: This friendly place sits opposite the Papagaio River bridge in Santa António. Simple restaurant with a view. $$

Bom Bom Resort: Gorgeous beaches, an island bar-restaurant, large bungalows, professional tourism activities. Bliss. $$$

Roça Belo Monte: This renovated plantation property is one of the best of its kind in STP. Airy rooms, great views, airport pickup, fine food. $$$

Roça Sundy: Occupying a former chocolate plantation with five-star everything. It’s a short walk through the forest from the beach. $$$




Arriving & Getting Around

All international flights arrive at São Tomé International Airport, which is 15 minutes from the city. There are regular flights from Lisbon. The only other international flights are from Libreville (Gabon) and a handful of neighbouring countries.
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São Tomé International Airport | RUTH MCDOWALL/AFP via Getty Images ©


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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RMinimum age to drive/rent a car: 18/21
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International Driving Permit required to drive in São Tomé & Príncipe



SIM Cards

Mobile phone coverage extends across the islands (albeit with a few blindspots in forested areas). SIM cards are available from CST in São Tomé city and CST in Santo António (Príncipe).

Visas

Visitors from the US, Canada, UK and most European countries do not require a visa for stays of fewer than 15 days. Others, including Australians and New Zealanders, can apply only for an e-Visa (smf.st/evisa). Otherwise, arrange for Navetur Equatour to arrange your visa or visit a STP embassy.


Money
Currency: Dobra (Db)

ATMS & CREDIT CARDS

São Tomé & Príncipe seems to exist outside the international monetary system: there are no international ATMs, and only a handful of high-end hotels accept credit cards. A couple may, if asked, offer limited cash back, ie they run your credit card for a certain amount and hand it to you in cash.

EUROS

It’s almost entirely a cash economy, and the euro is the most useful foreign currency to bring (US dollars are increasingly not accepted). Though it’s convenient, paying in euros tends to be a little more expensive.

CHANGING MONEY

The best way to change euros is through an informal broker or money-changer. They’ll approach you on the street or outside your hotel, and changing money in this way in São Tomé is entirely legal. Do your research, agree on the rate, use your calculator and count your money. In Príncipe you must use the bank.







Practicalities
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Beach, Morro Peixe | Ji-Elle/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©

Dangers & Annoyances

Crime against tourists (or of any kind) is extremely rare in São Tomé and Príncipe. That said, keep an eye on your personal belongings (smartphones may be worth an annual salary). This is especially true on the beaches near Morro Peixe, north of São Tomé city.

Wi-Fi

All major hotels have wi-fi, as do an increasing number of cafes and restaurants. It’s possible when buying a SIM card to pay €15 extra for 4GB of web-surfing wherever there’s mobile coverage.

LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Homosexuality was decriminalised in 2012, making it one of few countries in the region to do so. However, there are no lesbian or gay organisations and some social stigma remains. Otherwise the leve leve (‘easy easy’) attitude prevails.

Opening Hours

Banks 8am-3pm Mon-Fri

Shops 8am-12.30pm & 2-5pm Mon-Fri (not all shops observe the siesta), 8am-1pm Sat

Restaurants 11am-3pm & 6-11pm (often closed Mondays)

Bars & Clubs 10pm-2am weekends, some during the week as well

Public Holidays

New Year’s Day 1 January

Rei Amador Day 4 January

Heroes Day 3 February

Labour Day 1 May

Independence Day 12 July

Agricultural Reform Day 30 September

São Tomé Day 21 December

Christmas Day 25 December







Senegal
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WEST IS BEST

A captivating blend of cosmopolitan culture and ancient traditions, set among a diverse landscape of beaches, national parks and vibrant cities.
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Île de Gorée | Vladimir Zhoga/500px ©

Encapsulating everything that’s so alluring about West Africa, sultry Senegal delivers all the colour, culture and vibrancy you’d hope for in this far-flung destination at the most westerly tip of mainland Africa. Not only are the French-speaking Wolof people – of whom 97% are Muslim – some of the friendliest on the continent (a national trait known as teranga), Senegal is also one of Africa’s safest and most stable countries, making it a great introduction for first-timers.

Its tropical climate and dreamy coastline is a big selling point (especially for those escaping a European winter), while urban and traditional culture is the other big lure. There’s no better place to tap into the local art scene than in its capital, Dakar, with its museums and galleries, but as it was at the centre of the transatlantic trade in enslaved people, it has a sombre past, too, which you’ll discover at Île de Gorée.

Its UNESCO-listed heritage highlights include Saint-Louis, which charms with its French architecture, jazz melodies, and its national parks, a haven for birdwatchers and sighting big-name animals. Deep down south, the lush greenery and blissful beaches of the Casamance is a standalone destination in itself.

While the lead-up to 2024 elections was a stain on its record, Senegal remains one of West Africa’s most stable democracies and a role model for political and economic stability as the region’s only nation never to have a coup.
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THE MAIN AREAS

DAKAR

Evocative capital mixing beaches with culture.

SAINT-LOUIS

Faded French grandeur and lively arts.

PETITE CÔTE & SINÉ-SALOUM DELTA

Seaside resorts & national park.

PARC NATIONAL DE NIOKOLO-KOBA

UNESCO World Heritage wildlife reserve.

CASAMANCE

Senegal’s chilled-out south with blissful beaches.




Find Your Way

Travel distances in Senegal are fairly manageable, particularly if sticking to the coast. Dakar’s Aéroport International Blaise Diagne is the main entry point.
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Plan Your Time

Most of Senegal’s highlights are scattered along its coast meaning some backtracking is likely unless you’re heading on the more adventurous inland route.
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Parc National de Niokolo-Koba | klublu/shutterstock ©


Best of Senegal in Five days

Arriving in Dakar, allow two days in the capital checking out beaches, museums and sobering Île de Gorée. Head north to Saint-Louis to take in its French colonial heritage, and birdwatching at nearby Parc National des Oiseaux du Djoudj. Make your way south for beach time along the Petite Côte.




Try Two Weeks

An opportunity to really sink your teeth into Senegal and explore Dakar’s sights in more depth, including chilling out on Île de N’Gor or learning to surf. After Saint-Louis and its southern beaches, head east for wildlife at Parc National de Niokolo-Koba. Wind your way around to Casamance to hit the beaches of Cap Skirring before a flight to Dakar.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

DECEMBER–MARCH

Plenty of festivities and dry, sunny weather perfect for beaches and national parks.

MAY

Hot and steamy, but lots of festivals are a good reasons to visit in May.

SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER

Despite some rain, you’ll still get plenty of beach weather. In September is Fête du Roi in Casamance.

NOVEMBER

The three-day Grand Carnaval de Dakar in the last week of November, celebrates traditional and contemporary culture.




Dakar
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HISTORY | CULTURE | BEACHES


Dakar, West Africa’s capital of culture and cool, makes for an exhilarating introduction to Senegal. With its evocative sand-swept streets and Atlantic Ocean coastline, it feels like you’ve landed somewhere between the beach and the desert. The most westerly point of mainland Africa, this iconic port city of 1.2 million is a confounding blend of traditional and contemporary culture where horse-driven carts share the road with French-make cars, and where among its grand mosques and chaotic markets is a golden coastline of beach bars and pumping surf. Once you settle into its rhythm of life, however, you’ll discover it’s actually a pretty laid-back place, where you can keep things as simple or swanky as your wish, from cosmopolitan restaurants to freshly baked street-side baguettes.

As well as great museums, markets and galleries, don’t miss downtown Dakar’s magnificent landmarks and island escapes, and learning about the history of enslaved people on Île de Gorée, which makes for essential viewing.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Île de N’Gor

2Maison des Esclaves

3Musée Théodore Monod

SIGHTS

4African Renaissance Monument

(see 6)Chambre de Commerce 

5Galerie Nationale d’Art

6Gouvernance

7Grande Mosquée

8Great Mosque Massalikoul Djinane

9House of Léopold Sédar Senghor

10Loman Art House

11Mamelles Lighthouse

12Musée de la Femme Henriette Bathily

13Musée Historique du Sénégal à Gorée

14Museum of Black Civilisations

15Palais Présidentiel

16Place du Souvenir Africain

17Plage de N’Gor

18Plage de Virage

19Plage de Yoff

20Secret Spot

(see 5)Selebe Yoon 

21Statue De La Libération De L’esclavage

22Train Station

23Village des Arts

ACTIVITIES

(see 18)Copacabana Surf Village 

24Maison des Cultures Urbaines MCU

(see 17)Nautilus Diving 

25Nouvelles Frontières

26Océanium

(see 20)Surf Black & White 

SLEEPING

(see 1)Chez Carla Hotel 

27Chez Oliver

28Chez Ouly

29Hôtel du Phare

(see 19)Keur Diame 

(see 1)Keur Yaadikoone 

30Le Lagon II

(see 17)Maison Abaka

31Maison Augustin LY

32Malika Surf Camp

(see 1)N’Gor Island Surf Camp 

33Radisson Blu

34Senegal Style Bed & Breakfast

EATING

35Beluga

(see 17)Cabane du Pêcheur 

(see 20)Chez Fatou

36Chez Loutcha

37Chez Thio

38La Buvette de la Liberté

(see 20)La Mer à Table 

(see 30)Le Lagon I 

39Noliane Restaurant

(see 1)Oasis de la Petite Plage 

(see 26)Océanium de Dakar 

(see 11)Phare des Mamelles 

40Restaurant Farid

(see 20)Surfer Paradise 

NIGHTLIFE

(see 17)Bayékou 

(see 20)Secret Spot 

ENTERTAINMENT

41Institut Français Léopold Sédar Senghor

SHOPPING

(see 1)La Symphonie des Arts 

42Marché des HLM

(see 5)Marché Kermel 

43Marché Sandaga

44Marche Soumbédioune

45Marché Tilène

TRANSPORT

46Ferries for Île de Gorée




GETTING AROUND

Senegal’s main airport Aéroport International Blaise Diagne is inconveniently located 60km east of Dakar. A taxi to the city takes around one hour with fixed costs of CFA25,000. A public bus runs from the airport from 6am to 8.30pm.

Yango is the main ride-share app, which can drop you at the airport, but cannot pick you up. Other options for getting around are Dem Dikk city buses, local sept-places shared taxis and white Ndiaga Ndiaye minivans. For Île de N’Gor take a local boat; Île de Gorée has a ferry.




[image: ] TOP TIP

SIM card options are available at the airport. The ATM doesn’t always work so bring euros or dollars. Taxis – like most things in Senegal – accept cash only.



Check Out National Treasures

Senagalese and African art at Musée Théodore Monod

Senegal’s premier cultural museum, Musée Théodore Monod, is housed in a 1930s neo-Sudanic colonial building fronted by stately garden palms and displays items from its collection of 10,000 pieces from across mainly West African nations. Changing exhibits feature exquisite masks, statues, traditional instruments, ceramics, jewellery, basketwork and textiles.

Temporary art shows are upstairs, and this is also the venue used for Dak’Art Biennale.


Head up to Africa’s Tallest Monument

Dakar’s towering, lavish independence monument

Of Dakar’s many city landmarks – its decorative train station, lavish Palais Présidentiel, Chambre de Commerce, grand Gouvernance building and its lighthouse – the colossal hilltop African Renaissance Monument soars above them all. Unveiled in 2010 to commemorate Senegal’s 50 years of independence from France, this 52m-tall bronze statue is Africa’s tallest. Constructed by North Korean Mansudae Art Studio (who have done similar works across Africa) this rousing socialist realism monument depicts a family of three gazing out to the ocean, including a muscular man and scantily dressed woman, which caused controversy at the time for both the amount of money it cost (over US$30 million) and its perceived lewdness. Take the 220 steps to its base where you can visit a museum (in French) and take the lift to stand inside the man’s head for spectacular views over Dakar and the monument itself.

[image: jpg]

Palais Présidentiel | Salvador Aznar/shutterstock ©

Explore Île de Gorée

Learn about Senegal’s dark past

Set 3.5km off Dakar’s southeast coast, the UNESCO World Heritage–listed Île de Gorée makes for a profoundly impactful visit, where you’ll learn of its awful role in Africa’s historical transatlantic trade in enslaved people.

Ruled in succession by the Portuguese, Dutch, English and French, it was here from the 15th to 19th centuries where an estimated 33,000 African men, women and children were captured and transported to the Americas. Standing in stark contrast to its haunting history, today Île de Gorée is a delightful island with a colourful community and photogenic bougainvillea-filled, car-free walkways lined with pastel stone-brick colonial buildings converted to guesthouses and cafes.

Overlooking the port, the 18th-century Maison des Esclaves (House of Slaves) serves as a poignant memorial to where enslaved captives endured barbaric conditions before being marched to the ‘point of no return’ to embark on their traumatic Middle Passage journey across the Atlantic. Needless to say it makes for a harrowing visit, particularly for the African diaspora. Visitors who have stopped by to reflect upon past atrocities include Nelson Mandela and Barack Obama.


On the island’s northern tip, Musée Historique du Sénégal à Gorée (closed Mondays) is a dusty yet comprehensive history museum (in French only) housed within an atmospheric 19th-century fortress stacked with original bastion cannons overlooking fabulous coastal views and the Statue De La Libération De L’esclavage.

In the plaza outside the fort, La Buvette de la Liberté is a creperie doing French and Senegalese dishes and craft beers, while harbourfront Chez Thio is a lovely option for chicken yassa, prawns and calamari overlooking the small beach.

If staying overnight, recommended options include the laid-back Maison Augustin LY or the more upmarket Chez Oliver in the former US consulate building.

It’s a 20-minute ferry ride here, departing every one or two hours from Darkar’s gare maritime (passenger port; bring your passport) from 6.15am (7am Sundays) to after midnight.
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MBALAX

Though today the sounds of Senegal are vast and varied, mbalax is still the beat that moves the nation.

A chaotic fusion of Wolof poetry, Cuban music, Afrobeat, jazz and Western influences, it’s a genre characterised by ferocious sabar drumming and often rapid-fire vocals made famous worldwide by the likes of Youssou N’Dour and Raam Daan.

While sounds blast from every corner in Dakar, sadly many of its most iconic live-music venues have closed, hence it’s not the easiest scene to pin down. As well as searching online for upcoming concerts, your best bets are Institut Français Léopold Sédar Senghor and Maison des Cultures Urbaines MCU along with restaurants like Phare des Mamelles, La Mer à Table and Chez Fatou.



Eating in Dakar: Our Picks

Chez Loutcha: Downtown family-run institution that’s packed with diners of Senegalese and Cape Verdean comfort classics. $

Cabane du Pêcheur: Classy seafood restaurant on Plage de N’Gor with beachside dining and a menu of local catch and cocktails. $$

Le Lagon I: Upmarket waterfront seafood bistro with yacht-club vibe. Enjoy in its nautical-themed ship decor or classy alfresco dining on the pier. $$$

Phare des Mamelles: Dakar’s famous lighthouse restaurant with a salivating menu of grilled meats and seafood, Sunday brunch and live music. $$$

Hit Dakar’s Beaches for Surf & Sun

Surf’s up in Senegal

It may surprise some to learn that not only is Dakar a surf destination, but it’s one with a thriving scene that’s given birth to local pros. It’s a great place to learn, too, with a squared-off coastline that means there’s always waves to catch somewhere nearby.

Île de N’Gor is where Senegal’s first wave was famously ridden back in 1966 in the classic surf film The Endless Summer, and today N’Gor Island Surf Camp remains ground zero for wave riders with its lodge, board rentals and lessons.

On the mainland, Plage de Yoff is one of Dakar’s best with its string of beach bars. The Italian-run Malika Surf Camp is popular for lessons. At Plage de Virage, Copacabana Surf Village is also a great option for beginners.

But it’s the west coast that gets the best waves with the not-so Secret Spot the main hangout for Senegal’s surfers and worth a visit just to watch extraordinary local talent on show. Surf schools here include Surf Black & White, run by a former local champ, as well as big names like Rip Curl and Quiksilver, who also have local-affiliated surf camps.

Other beaches include Plage de N’Gor, a lively hangout for locals across from Île de N’Gor lined with restaurants and where Nautilus Diving can get you underwater. So too can Océanium on Dakar’s southeast coast, which hires out kayaks too.


BEST TOURS

Andaando Locally owned operator who can arrange themed day tours across Dakar as well as to the pink lake of Lac Rose, Saint-Louis, Lampou Desert, the Casamance and the national parks.

SenegalStyle For anything from drumming lessons to clubbing and live music, Sineta is a US expat who can sort you out. Enquire also about the guesthouse.

Nouvelles Frontières Half- and full-day tours of Dakar and beyond including Lac Rose, Saint-Louis, Parc National de Niokolo-Koba and the Petite Côte.

Relish Africa Culinary tours of Dakar taking in street food, fishing trips to catch your lunch and cooking classes.

Discover Dakar Guided cycling tours of the capital.



Hang out on Île de N’Gor

Idyllic island life

Offering a great escape from the ruckus of Dakar street life is this idyllic car-free Île de N’Gor that lies just 400m offshore from Plage de N’Gor. Pirogues (traditional motorised canoes) leave every 30 minutes or so between 10am and 7pm to the island (CFA500, 10 minutes) – it’s a wet landing on both sides, so wear shorts or be prepared to roll up your trousers.

With its surf and family-friendly little beach, it’s a lovely island to wander among the small labyrinth of sandy laneways festooned with flowers and arty guesthouses decorated in murals. Keep an eye out for La Symphonie des Arts to pick up quality crafts from across Africa.

As well as the lodge at N’Gor Island Surf Camp, places to stay include Keur Yaadikoone, a budget guesthouse run by a cinephile owner who also runs the wonderful beachside bistro Oasis de la Petite Plage, doing excellent seafood dishes and sunset cocktails. The more upmarket Chez Carla Hotel is also popular both for its waterfront Italian restaurant, comfortable rooms and kayak rental.


MY SENEGAL
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Sineta George, guide, tour operator and guesthouse owner at SenegalStyle (senegalstyleafricanherbal.company.site)

I came to Senegal in 1999 and stayed for a month with my eldest son. We be-bopped around the country and just loved it here. I went back to Florida, USA, shut down my store and moved to Africa three months later.

My first visit to Île de Gorée with my youngest son was awful. Those with a strong spiritual connection to their ancestors may find themselves sobbing uncontrollably when confronted face to face with the origins of our existence in America.

Touring Senegal’s most beautiful island, one wonders how the enslaved trade was sanctioned, allowing Africans from across the region to be led away in chains through the Door of No Return.



Coastal Hangouts: Our Picks

Secret Spot: Old-school, no-frills beach bar overlooking this famed break doing cheap cold beers and tasty food. $

Copacabana Surf Village: Chilled shack on Plage de Virage with surf school, burgers, grilled seafood, chicken yassa and cold beers. $

Surfer Paradise: If you’re after views, the elevated bistro of this surf school overlooking the ocean will not disappoint. $$

Bayékou: Catch the sea breeze on this rooftop bar opposite Plage de N’Gor with a menu of Mediterranean-inspired fusion and tapas. $$

Take in the Views from Mamelles Lighthouse

Historical lighthouse, scenic restaurant and live music

One of Dakar’s most beloved landmarks is its photogenic 1864 Mamelles Lighthouse that sits high atop a hilltop with sweeping views overlooking the city and Atlantic coast. It has a museum, which is free for those who dine at its popular restaurant Phare des Mamelles. The restaurant also has an open-air bar where you catch live Senegalese music and DJs on weekends.
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Celebrate African Pride at Dakar’s Museums

Monuments and exhibitions dedicated to African culture

Some 50 years in the making, Dakar’s monumental Museum of Black Civilisations opened in 2018 as a celebration of both African history and the legacy of black civilisations across the world. Set within a giant circular building inspired by the huts of Casamance and Great Zimbabwe, within you’ll find rotating cultural displays and artefacts from across the continent.

On Dakar’s southeast coast stands Place du Souvenir Africain, a giant oceanfront sculpture of Africa commemorating its freedom fighters, activists and martyrs from across the continent. Here’s also Musée de la Femme Henriette Bathily (in French only), which is dedicated to traditional and contemporary women’s culture in Senegal.

Nearby House of Léopold Sédar Senghor is the residence-turned museum of Senegal’s first president Léopold Sédar Senghor (1906–2001). Tours are led by his former bodyguard.

[image: jpg]

Wood carvings, Marche Soumbédioune | Little valleys/Alamy Stock Photo ©


THE HARMATTAN

During Dakar’s peak tourist season from November to March, the streets and highways are often swept with sand particles carried in from the Western Sahara in neighbouring Mauritania.

It’s a climatic season known as the Harmattan, which, while lending a beach-meets-desert vibe, is a scourge on local life with dust outbreaks causing major health issues. Silicon makes up the bulk of Harmattan dust, so respiratory illnesses pose a problem.

While Dakar and northern Senegal bear the brunt of these sandstorms, the impact extends across West Africa, reaching regions as distant as Ghana and Nigeria. On particularly bad days a mask may help if you’re feeling adverse effects from dust-related allergies.



Multicultural Eating in Dakar: Our Picks

Restaurant Farid: There’s a big Lebanese community in Dakar and this is one of the best for delicious meze, grilled meats and seafood. $$

Noliane Restaurant: Italian fine diner, with a chef from Piedmont, as well as a cafe doing authentic pizzas and a wine bar. $$

Beluga: Gastronomic Peruvian doing delicious ceviche along with sushi and grilled European mains. $$$

Oceanium de Dakar: A dive centre is the last place you’d expect to find a culinary menu of creative, local, seasonal produce, but here it is. $$


THE DAKAR RALLY

If there’s one single event most associated with Senegal’s capital, it’s the famed Paris–Dakar Rally.

One of the world’s most famous motorsport events, today this desert race exists in name only with the iconic race not being held in the region since 2009.

Due to security reasons associated with the leg through Mauritania, it was relocated to South America for a decade, and more recently found a new home in Saudi Arabia.

The old finish line Lac Rose, however, remains a popular day trip for its otherworldly pink hues. There is still one race held in Senegal, the six-hour enduranceevent held at the evocatively named Circuit de Dakar Baobabs, 60km from the capital.



Admiring Modern Art

Galleries and cultural spaces

Contemporary visual arts make up a big part of Dakar’s vibrant culture, much of which is influenced by traditional works.

The Village des Arts complex is an important stop to see some of Senegal’s most promising painters, sculptors and multimedia artists in studios scattered around its garden space.

Set up by South African-born Australian artist Loman Pawlitschek, Loman Art House is a destination gallery that mixes artworks with a cafe, accommodation and pool bar.

Downtown, Selebe Yoon is a dynamic contemporary gallery and artist residency inside a building that was first French department store in West Africa. It’s a block from Galerie Nationale d’Art, a mixed bag but worth a look.

Budget Sleeping in Dakar: Our Picks

Keur Diame: Prime location on Plage de Yoff is this friendly Swiss-owned guesthouse with basic, comfortable rooms and rooftop hangout. $

Malika Surf Camp: This casual Italian-owned guesthouse on Plage de Yoff is the perfect place to hang out if you’re here to surf. $

Chez Ouly: Yoff is home to most of Dakar’s best budget accommodation; this homely option is a short walk to Plage de Virage. $

SenegalStyle Bed & Breakfast: Comfortable B&B-style accommodation run by an American expat who also runs tours. $

Visit West Africa’s Largest Mosque

Old and new: Dakar’s two iconic mosques

The evocative sound of the call to prayer is never far off in Senegal, but the largest and grandest is Dakar’s Great Mosque Massalikoul Djinane. Opened in 2019, it’s West Africa’s largest mosque and stands not far from Senegal’s most important religious site, the Grande Mosquée, built in 1964.

Despite 97% of the population being devout Muslim, unlike neighbouring Mali and Mauritania, Senegal remains a secular state that practises the more moderate Suffism form of Islam. Religious harmony stands as a cornerstone of Senegalese society where Muslim and Catholic communities peacefully live alongside each other. Hence you won’t have any trouble finding a bar in Dakar and Christmas is celebrated by all as a festive date on the calendar.

Immerse Yourself in City Markets

Fabrics, souvenirs, produce and lively atmosphere

Like elsewhere in West Africa, you’ll need plenty of energy – and a safe place to hide your phone and money – before hitting Dakar’s markets. Haggling is a must, so come prepared for Marché Sandaga, the city’s largest and most atmospheric, where rickety stalls sell an eclectic range of items, from wax print textiles and shoes to local products and souvenirs. The labyrinthine Marché des HLM is stacked with a kaleidoscope of dazzling African fabrics and there are many tailors on hand to whip you up something onsite. The frenetic Marché Tilène is bursting with local produce as well as tailor shops too, but for handcrafted souvenirs Marche Soumbédioune is best for wood carvings, batiks and the like. The historical, covered Marché Kermel is also a must for sculptures, jewellery and masks, as well as food stalls.


DAKAR FESTIVALS

Dakar Grand Carnival Celebrating Senegalese culture, this festive event takes place over three days in the last week of November.

Dak’Art Biennale Held on even-numbered years in May, the capital’s premier art event has month-long exhibitions of contemporary works.

Kaay Fecc Taking place on odd-numbered years around April/May is another of Dakar’s prized culture events.

Stereo Africa Festival Dakar’s main music festival takes place over four days in May with acts from across the continent.

Dakar Restaurant Week A 10-day festival in February when participating restaurants host gastronomic events.

Dakar Fashion Week Enhancing Dakar’s reputation as the fashionista capital of Africa is this three-day show taking place in December.



Comfortable Sleeping in Dakar: Our Picks

Maison Abaka: Superbly located right on Plage de N’Gor is this great-value guesthouse with pool, ocean views and Senegalese meals. $$

Hôtel du Phare: Bright and welcoming guesthouse with modern rooms and a rooftop deck for sunset cocktails and occasional music. $$

Radisson Blu: This five-star chain is the place for coastal luxury with contemporary Senegalese stylings, modern comfort and ocean views. $$$

Le Lagon II: Hidden away on an alluring hidden waterfront of Corniche Est is this old favourite with private beach, pool and restaurant next door. $$$




Saint-Louis
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ARCHITECTURE | ARTS | FESTIVALS


Set along the languid Senegal River in the far north of the country is the beguiling island-city of Saint-Louis. A UNESCO World Heritage Site famed for its crumbling grandeur, until 1902 Saint-Louis was the former capital of French West Africa – a federation of former colonial nations comprising Senegal, Mauritania, Mali, Guinea, Cote d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso, Benin and Niger – and today remains a portal to life back in the 19th century.

Saint-Louis is a fascinating blend of ramshackle French heritage (pastel villas, streetside baguettes and even a wrought-iron bridge designed by the Eiffel company) and contemporary Wolof flavour.

Before the French arrived in the 1600s it was a fishing village on the island of Ndar. Fishing today remains the town’s main industry
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SIGHTS

1Cathedral

2Governor’s Palace

3IFAN Museum

4Musée de la Photographie de Saint-Louis

5Place Faidherbe

6Pont Faidherbe

SLEEPING

7Hotel de la Poste

8Hotel Sindone

EATING

9La Kora

NIGHTLIFE

10Flamingo

SHOPPING

11Atelier des Femmes

12Galerie Teranga

13L’Agneau Carnivale

14Ndar Ndar Music & Cafe

15Nimzatt Galerie

16Rama Diaw

INFORMATION

17Sahel Découverte

18Syndicat




GETTING AROUND

Saint-Louis sits at the northern edge of Senegal, 290km from Dakar.

Dem Dikk buses depart Dakar at 7am and 2pm, or you can jump in a sept-places taxi for the five-hour journey. Another option is by 4WD along the beach with tour operators like Sahel Decouverte, which offers trips that traverse 200km or more of the journey along sand.

The island part of Saint-Louis is connected by bridge to the more populated, hectic part of town. The best way of getting around the old town is on foot.
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Located at the town’s entrance at the bridge, the Syndicat d’Initiative offers local tours to a fishing village, cycling trips and birdwatching excursions.



Stroll through Saint-Louis

Provincial architecture and landmarks

A highlight of any visit to Saint-Louis is simply taking a stroll and getting lost among its streetscapes. Though many of its 19th-century French double-storey villas and warehouses lie in ruins or a shabby state, others have been immaculately restored and converted into chic hotels, restaurants and boutiques.

Grab a baguette from a street vendor and soak up the history at Place Faidherbe overlooking the lavish Governor’s Palace and nearby Cathedral, which is West Africa’s oldest church. Pont Faidherbe is Saint-Louis’ most iconic landmark, a 507m-long arched metal bridge designed by famed French engineer Gustave Eiffel in 1897 to link Saint-Louis to the mainland.

Visit Museums & Galleries

Photography exhibits and local history

A good way to sneak a look inside Saint-Louis’ fabulous architecture is by visiting Musée de la Photographie de Saint-Louis, a collection of dedicated art spaces exhibiting photography within Saint-Louis heritage buildings. To the south of the island within a palm-fronted mid-century building is the engaging IFAN Museum that balances Senegalese culture with Saint-Louis’ colonial past.

Get into the Swing of the Jazz Festival

Checking out Saint-Louis’ live music

If you were already drawing comparisons with Havana, then Saint-Louis Jazz Festival will only add to that feel. Held in late May it attracts local and international acts for what’s one of Senegal’s most lively festivals. Other times, Ndar Ndar Music & Cafe has live music on weekends along with Ethiopian filter coffees and boutique accommodation.

Sleeping, Eating & Drinking in Saint-Louis: Our Picks

Flamingo: Popular riverfront bar overlooking Pont Faidherbe serving cold beers, cocktails, seafood mains and pizzas.

La Kora: Saint-Louis’ best dining spot offers French and international dishes in a refined building. $$

Hótel de la Poste: A glimpse into yesteryear is this 1850s hotel with a bar and river-facing rooms. $$

Hótel Sindone: A beautifully preserved heritage hotel with rooftop views and the riverfront Le Ponton bistro. $$




Beyond Saint-Louis
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Birdwatchers flock to the region for World Heritage wetlands home to a staggering number of species including flamingo.


At the northern tip of Senegal’s Grande Cote, bordering Mauritania, Saint-Louis offers a gateway to a variety of experiences and landscapes.

Most popular is the World Heritage–listed Parc National des Oiseaux du Djoudj, a haven for birdwatchers with some 400 species to tick off your list among its wetland delta habitat.

Further south, both Parc National de la Langue de Barbarie and Réserve de Gueumbeung are also popular with twitchers and offers a more accessible option from Saint-Louis.

While most don’t come to northern Senegal for its beaches, the drive here from Dakar is one long coast of azure waters and golden sands. Stops en route include the desert landscapes of Lampoul for camel rides and camping, while Plage Hydro-base offers a nice beach escape close to town.


Places

Parc National des Oiseaux du Djoudj

Parc National de la Langue de Barbarie

Réserve de Gueumbeung

Lampoul Desert




GETTING AROUND

Hiring a car or booking a tour is the best way to visit sights around Saint-Louis, particularly for Parc National des Oiseaux du Djoudj, which is hard to reach by public transport. Otherwise most nearby destinations, including Parc National de la Langue de Barbarie, can be reached by a connection of sept-places shared taxis.

If visiting Lampoul’s desert camps, you’ll need to jump off at Kébémer from where a 4WD can be arranged into the dune area.



Parc National des Oiseaux du DjoudjTIME FROM SAINT-LOUIS: 1½ hrs [image: jpg]

Spotting flamingos

The UNESCO World Heritage–listed Parc National des Oiseaux du Djoudj (Djoudj National Bird Sanctuary) is one of Africa’s best birdwatching destinations. From November to April some three million birds migrate south from Europe to stop in for what is one of the first places with permanent water south of the Sahara. It’s most famous for its huge flocks of pink flamingo, but there’s some other 400 aquatic species found across its waterholes scattered among its otherwise desolate sand-blown landscapes.

It’s best tackled as a tour from Saint-Louis; otherwise fees include entrance (CFA5000), guide (CFA10,000), car entry (CFA10,000) or boat ride (CFA15,000).

Parc National de la Langue de BarbarieTIME FROM SAINT-LOUIS: 35 minutes [image: jpg]

Ticking more birds off your list

Within easy reach of Saint-Louis is the Ramsar-listed Parc National de la Langue de Barbarie, which attracts amateur ornithologists for some 160 species of local and migratory waterbirds that flock to this narrow sandy peninsula between November to April. At the park office you can arrange a guide (compulsory) and boat tours for prime viewing of gull and tern nesting season in February.

Just within the park’s boundary, Zebrabar is a legendary stop for overlanders and backpackers with campsites and bungalows set on the blinding white beach where the river meets the sea. Family-friendly, this Swiss-run option, in operation since 1996, also offers free kayaks and a good place to organise birdwatching excursions.
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Flamingos, Parc National des Oiseaux du Djoudj | Sergey Bezgodov/shutterstock ©

Réserve de GueumbeungTIME FROM SAINT-LOUIS: 15 minutes [image: jpg]

Keep your eyes peeled for wildlife

Another reason to pack the binoculars is the Réserve de Gueumbeung wildlife sanctuary, 10km south of Saint-Louis, where you can often see flamingos, too (though not in big numbers). It’s also home to native Saharan animals, such as African spurred tortoise, oryx and dama gazelle.


GREAT GREEN WALL OF AFRICA

The Great Green Wall (thegreatgreenwall.org) initiative, conceived in the 1970s and launched by the African Union in 2007, aims to combat desertification across a dozen nations south of the Sahara.

Spanning 7000km in length and 15km in width, and stretching from Senegal in the west to Djibouti in the east, this ambitious multibillion-dollar project seeks to rejuvenate areas lost to deforestation and overgrazing.

Despite efforts such as the Great Green Wall Accelerator to expedite progress, only 18% of the project is complete as of 2024, falling short of the intended completion date of 2030.

While Senegal has made significant strides in reforestation, challenges like insurgency and water scarcity in other regions are impeding the project’s advancement.



Lampoul DesertTIME FROM SAINT-LOUIS: 1½ hrs [image: jpg]

Stay in a desert safari camp

Until recently, the Lampoul Desert was the most popular stop for those travelling between Dakar and Saint-Louis. Unfortunately the expansion of the zircon mining industry in late 2023 meant all the tourist camps were forced to close.

However, some have since relocated closer to the coast including Reve de Nomade, which has luxury ensuite tents. Though the dunes aren’t as pristine, visitors are treated to desert landscapes, camel safaris and camping under the stars.




Petite Côte & Siné-Saloum Delta
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From backpackers to packaged tourists, there’s a patch of sand for all tastes and moods along Senegal’s glorious, sun-soaked Petite Côte. It’s certainly accessible, with its two most popular choices Saly and Toubab Dialaw closer to the airport than Dakar, making it a region perfect to be either your first or last port of call to rest up beachside.

In fact, many are in Senegal purely to visit this region alone, particularly French package tourists here for the comforts of the resort town of Saly.

Toubab Dialaw attracts a younger, hip crowd here for more of a bohemian beach culture that attracts local and international creatives.

Like the Grande Côte, birdwatchers here, too, will be treated to a mix of World Heritage natural attractions and national parks comprising mangrove swamps, lagoons, forests and sandy islands.
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SIGHTS

1Circuit de Dakar Baobabs

2Musée Khelcom

3Parc National du Delta du Saloum

4Réserve Naturelle Somone

5Samba Dia Baobab

ACTIVITIES

6Accrobaobab Adventure Park

7École des Sables

SLEEPING

(see 2)Keur Diam 

(see 7)Keur Dofie 

8Keur Saloum

(see 2)La Ferme de Saly 

9Les Manguiers de Guéréo

10Lodge des Collines de Niassam

(see 7)Sobo Badè 

(see 2)Tama Lodge 

EATING

(see 2)Aux 7 Saveurs 

(see 2)Chez Poulo 

(see 2)Face à La Mer 

(see 2)Le K’méléon 

(see 2)Restaurant le Thiébou Dieune 

ENTERTAINMENT

(see 7)Théatre de L’Engouement 

SHOPPING

(see 2)Mbour Fish Market 




GETTING AROUND

Both Toubab Dialaw and Saly are easily accessed by public transport with buses from Dakar as well as sept-place taxis, minibuses and ride-share apps. There’s also an airport bus to Mbour, close to Saly.

Local taxi operators try their best to keep prices at CAF20,000, even though a ride-share or taxi waved down from the street yields half the price.

The best way to enjoy the deltas is to get out on the water and glide through mangroves in a pirogue.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The best time to visit Toubab Dialaw is April for its annual Dialaw Festival, a five-day program of music, dance and theatre, along with arts workshops. At the time of research there was no ATM in Toubab Dialaw, so be sure you have enough cash.



Sun-filled Saly

Beach resorts meets relaxed local life

Catering to an older, more affluent demographic (namely French package tourists), Saly often divides into those who love the place and those who steer clear of it. But once you lay eyes on those golden sands, you’ll know you made the right call.

Even if you’re not a resort person, it’s a great place to relax with blissful days spent in rustic beachside bars in between dips in the warm waters of the Atlantic. Conveniently close to the airport, it’s may be exactly what you’re looking for before or after a long trip.

Its sandy backstreets are home to plenty of local culture too: from local artisans, street-food vendors and keenly contested games of pétanque to some great restaurants including no-frills Chez Poulo for superb Senegalese dishes among its bar-like ambience. In town, Aux 7 Saveurs is a contender for the best croissants and baguettes outside France, while beachside don’t miss elegant Face à La Mer for local fish and seafood, including lobster-tail pasta.


Other reasons to drag yourself off the beach include Musée Khelcom for superb sculpture by Senegalese artists, the high-stakes energy of Mbour fish market – Mbour is the main town of the Petite Côte – and birdwatching on a guided boat tour through the tropical lagoon of Réserve Naturelle Somone, 15km north.
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Senegalese wrestlers | kaikups/shutterstock ©

Sleeping in Saly: Our Picks

Keur Diam: Basic but laid-back guesthouse with rooftop hangout in Saly’s relaxed backstreets; a short walk from the beach. $

La Ferme de Saly: Beachside favourite for those seeking Saly’s more relaxed side away from the mega resorts; has pool and restaurant. $$

Tama Lodge: Peaceful oceanfront and garden huts, welcoming staff and a wonderful open-air thatched-roof restaurant. $$$

Les Manguiers de Guéréo: Located 30km north of Saly is this refined inland hotel with an infinity pool. $$$


WRESTLING

Wrestling in Senegal is more than just a sport; it’s a national obsession.

Dating back to the 14th century, it combines mysticism with physical prowess and once served as both warrior training and a royal conflict resolution method.

Despite the rise of mixed martial arts, hopefuls in Dakar’s gyms and beaches train tirelessly for Senegal’s prestigious wrestling competitions, aiming for the ultimate stage at Dakar’s Arene Nationale de Lutte, where 20,000 passionate fans pack the stands.

Bouts last only two to three minutes and victory comes through various means, while tradition remains integral, with prematch rituals adding to the mystique of Senegalese wrestling.



Join the Art-Loving Crew At Toubab Dialaw

Artist escape set among coastal beauty

The antithesis to Saly, Toubab Dialaw, a ramshackle fishing-town-turned-bohemian-art-enclave, is very much the place where backpackers and free spirits are looking to find their place along the Petite Côte. Just over a half-hour drive from the airport, it’s a popular escape for both hip Dakarites and expats seeking a low-key beach holiday among local artists.

Synonymous with the town is Sobo Badè, the sprawling resort and culture centre that was the brainchild of the late Gerard Chenet (1927–2022), a Haitian architect and sculptor. He created it in a whimsical Gaudí-style design using mixed materials of decorative mosaics. In between drumming, dancing and theatre performance lessons at nearby Théatre de L’Engouement, life here is all about relaxing in a hammock overlooking dramatic sea cliffs. Another place of interest is École des Sables, set up by local legend Germaine Acogny, the founder of contemporary African dance. The school offers workshops. The beach is also a great spot for swimming and hanging out at the spot where locals play beach football, wrestle and drink beer.

Sobo Badè is by far the most popular accommodation option with its mix of dorms, budget and air-conditioned ocean-front rooms, not to mention a great food and drinks menu too. Otherwise, next door, French-owned Keur Dofie offers a more intimate boutique option. For beachside eats, Restaurant le Thiébou Dieune and Le K’méléon are both recommended.

Explore Parc National du Delta du Saloum

Abundant birdlife and natural beauty

Covering 760 sq km of mangrove-lined creeks, sandy islands and expansive sea areas, the World Heritage–listed Parc National du Delta du Saloum is another destination for birdwatchers not to miss. Located 70km south of Saly, most come to Senegal’s second largest national park to spot dwarf flamingo, goliath heron and dimorph egret, but there’s also some 36 mammal species, including warthogs, spotted hyenas and red colobus monkeys. Guided boat tours are popular here and can be arranged by guesthouses in Palmarin and Toubakouta, the picks of which are Lodge des Collines de Niassam and Keur Saloum.


THE TREE OF LIFE

Living as long as 6000 years, there’s no more revered tree in Senegal than the beloved baobab.

You’ll spot this sacred symbol of the nation on the drive out from Dakar, flourishing roadside, an otherworldly sight among the otherwise harsh, dry dusty conditions.

Beyond their scenic allure, baobabs offer nutrient-rich fruits, medicinal benefits, and materials for dye and shelter.

Around the Petite Côte, you’ll find Samba Dia Baobab, Senegal’s oldest and largest baobab with a circumference of 33m, located 10km south of the tranquil fishing town of Joal-Fadiout.

There’s also the treetop Accrobaobab Adventure Park for ziplining between baobabs and the Circuit de Dakar Baobabs, providing a memorable backdrop to West Africa’s sole motor-racing track.






Parc National de Niokolo-Koba
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Another of Senegal’s UNESCO World Heritage attractions is the pristine Parc National de Niokolo-Koba, comprising 9130 sq km of diverse ecosystems of wetlands, forests, savannah, hills and rocky slopes. This is Senegal’s largest national park and home to big-name animals such as lion, elephant, leopard, wild dog (very rare), giant eland, roan, buffalo, hyena, hippo, crocodile and even chimpanzee.

But don’t come expecting to tick all the above off your list, as Serengeti this isn’t; instead, it’s a far less developed version of an African safari. While the animals are certainly out there, you’ll need time, luck and patience to yield good sightings. But on the flip side, the costs are much cheaper and ther are far fewer people.

Unlike other private wildlife reserves in Senegal that lure in the selfie brigade with unethical practices such as ‘walking with lions’, Nikola-Koba is the real deal, and remains one of West Africa’s last great unfenced wilderness destinations.
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GETTING AROUND

Located in Senegal’s east, Tambacounda – the biggest city in the area – is the main transport hub for those coming from Dakar (eight hours) or Ziguinchor (11 hours) via sept-places or public bus.

Tambacounda is also an option for those looking for a route into The Gambia that avoids the lengthy ferry crossing to Banjul.




[image: ] TOP TIP

While the park is open year-round, mid-December to April is the official open season. Around March is the best time for visibility. Other times the rainy season (June to September) makes accessibility tough-going. Also, compared to the rigorously trained guides of Southern and East Africa, lower expectations for local guides’ knowledge, and most don’t speak English. Bring your own binoculars.



Head out on Safari

One of West Africa’s best spots for wildlife

When people claim there’s a lack of wildlife in West Africa, they clearly haven’t heard of Parc National de Niokolo-Koba.

A hotspot for biodiversity, it’s home to 80 mammal species and 330 bird species, and most notably it’s one of the few places where you can spot the West African lion. Additionally, the park contains Africa’s northwesternmost populations of elephants and chimpanzees, as well as West Africa’s last surviving populations of African wild dogs and critically endangered Western Giant elands. Baboons and red colobus monkeys are the most commonly sighted primates.

Despite its rich biodiversity, the park faces significant challenges. Heavy poaching, hunting, illegal gold mining and bushfires, and invasive plant species threatening its water sources, plus led to its inclusion on the World Heritage in Danger list since 2007. However, conservation efforts by organisations like Panthera have led to a doubling of lion numbers in recent years, offering hope for the park’s future.

The addition of the luxury eco Nioko Lodge has also revitalised tourism infrastructure within the park. Built overlooking the Gambia River, it offers a fantastic safari experience at a relatively affordable price of €150 per night, including three meals; significantly cheaper than what you’d pay for similar-standard lodges elsewhere in Africa. Its forest location with waterhole, salt pans and bird hides attracts abundant wildlife (including lions), making it an ideal base for safaris. As well as game drives, boat safaris are highly recommended and generally provide good sightings. Along with its atmospheric tented camps, it has a pool, bar and dining area where, if lucky, you’ll spot animals.

The southern area along the Gambia River is the best place to stay and where safaris take place. A much cheaper but more rudimentary option is the memorable thatched huts at riverside Campement du Lion, while the newly renovated Hotel Simenti is another to look out for.


WEST AFRICAN LIONS OF NKNP

Home to one of the last strongholds of the critically endangered West African lion, Parc National de Niokolo-Koba lies at the forefront of conservation efforts to ensure the survival of the species. Smaller and genetically distinct from other lions, scientists estimate as little as several hundred remain in existence, so the sighting in 2023 of Flo – the park’s matriarch – with three healthy cubs was widely celebrated. Thanks to the ongoing work by conservation organisation Panthera, working alongside Senegal’s Department of National Parks and Lion Recovery Fund, numbers have more than doubled in a decade with more than 30 recorded in 2023. The goal of reaching 100 by 2030 remains well in sight.






Casamance
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Far removed from the rest of the country, both culturally and geographically, the Casamance region in Senegal’s deep south is a destination entirely of its own. Squeezed in between the Gambia and Guinea-Bissau, it makes for a welcome change of pace where life unfolds to the visual accompaniment of its lush verdant delta interior of jungle, riverways and dreamy beaches all mixed in with the rhythmic soundtrack.

Most are here for Cap Skirring, one of the most mellow beach towns you could hope to find. It could just be the hypnotic effect of cows ambling along its mostly deserted sand, but there’s something about the languid pace of life here that means days effortlessly merge into weeks.
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ACTIVITIES

1Marejada Surfcamp Senegal

SLEEPING

2La Paillote

3Le Paradise

4Villa des Pêcheurs

EATING

5La Case Bambou

6Le Régalt




GETTING AROUND

Transair and Air Senegal offer daily flights from Dakar to Cap Skirring; Transair is considered more reliable but can only be booked in person.

Travelling overland, options include passing through The Gambia – involving two lengthy border crossings. Otherwise you can loop around from Senegal’s east via Tambacounda to Ziguinchor. Both buses and sept-places make the trip.

To the south, the Casamance borders with Guinea-Bissau, with sept-place taxis departing Ziguinchor to Bissau (four hours).




[image: ] TOP TIP

Unless you plan to spend time in The Gambia, the flight from Dakar to Cap Skirring is a good idea; a 40-minute journey that will save you 12-plus hours on the road.



Indulge in Cap Skirring’s Beach Life

Don’t worry, beach happy

With its superb coast of sun-kissed sands overlooking the enticingly warm waters of the Atlantic Ocean, Cap Skirring’s the stuff of travellers’ dreams.

It’s a destination that can be as chilled or luxurious – or somewhere in between – as you wish; take your pick between long empty stretches shared with cows, or join the beach-lounge brigade at Club Med–style resorts.

The town itself is a highlight with its mix of local colour and energy making for fun nights out with live bands, cocktails and great food; Le Régal is the standout for delectable French and Senegalese cuisine and La Case Bambou for its plat du jour, high-octane live bands and nightclub.

For waves, Marejada Surfcamp Senegal rents boards, while bikes and tours can be arranged at the sumptuous La Paillote resort, a great spot to treat yourself. For a more relaxed (and affordable) stay, Villa des Pêcheurs is our favourite, opening right onto the beach, while nearby rustic Le Paradise has a laid-back rasta vibe that’s made for backpackers.


Check out Ziguinchor

The big city of Casamance

The scrappy tropical backwater of Ziguinchor, southern Senegal’s largest city, may not be geared towards tourism but its crumbling colonial architecture and lively fish and produce markets are enough to make for an interesting day trip. Popular options include taking a pirogue along the Casamance River, and lunching at the waterfront Hotel Kadiandoumagne.

Come for the Festivals

Music and traditional culture

If you thought Cap Skirring was chilled, the rasta-loving Abéné near the border with The Gambia takes things to a new level. As well as beautiful beaches and its Bob Marley festival in May (which sums up exactly the kinda vibe to expect here) the Abéné Festival is one of West Africa’s best music festivals; held over 10 days in late December.

Fête du Roi is another unmissable festival held in Oussouye, halfway between Cap Skirring and Ziguinchor. Its month-long celebrations in September honour its monarch and Animist spiritual leader with wide-ranging music and cultural festivities.


THE 40-YEAR WAR

While Senegal has stood as a bastion of stability and democracy in West Africa, the Casamance region has long been an anomaly, having endured sporadic conflicts for the past four decades.

Beginning in 1982, it’s one of the oldest conflicts in Africa, with the armed separatist Movement of Democratic Forces in Casamance (MFDC) engaged in battle with the Senegalese army in efforts to seek independence.

It’s a war that has claimed some 5000 lives. Today the region is safe to visit, following a unilateral ceasefire declared by MFDC in 2014 and a peace deal in 2022. Occasional skirmishes flare up along the border region with Guinea-Bissau; this area is best avoided.






Arriving & Getting Around

Most nationalities can get a free visa on arrival at both the airport and border crossings. International flights land in Dakar from all over, including direct flights from New York, Paris the Middle East and Africa-wide. Sharing borders with five other countries, there are plenty of routes for overlanders too.
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Dakar Airport | Sergey-73/shutterstock ©


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Roads for the most part are tarmac and in good condition
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Police checks are common so be sure you have the correct paperwork.



By Air

Though Senegal’s international airport is inconveniently located 60km from the capital, its new airport train isn’t too far from completion. In the meantime there are airport buses or taxis into the city or beach towns like Saly and Toubab Dialaw. Ride-share is only permissible for arrivals.

Overland

Senegal shares a border with the Gambia, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Mali and Mauritania. The two most popular are the Gambia (which is entirely enclosed within Senegal) and Mauritania, the main border point where a ferry transports those coming overland from Europe.


Money
Currency: West African CFA Franc (XOF)

CASH

Cash remains the preferred form of transaction all across Senegal. Even if booked online, the vast majority of hotels accept cash only, as do restaurants, petrol stations, tour operators and even airlines. Most towns have ATMs that accept foreign cards, but be prepared to try a few.

Both euros and US dollars are widely accepted. As of 2024, Senegal’s new president Bassirou Diomaye Faye has discussed moving the West African Franc to a new currency.

CREDIT CARDS

For a country that sees such a great influx of European tourists, it’s surprisingly rare to find places accepting credit cards.

TIPPING

Although tipping is not necessary in budget places, for more upmarket restaurants 10% is expected, unless it’s already included in the bill. Taxi drivers will always appreciate a small tip, as will drivers and guides, for whom around US$5 to US$10 per day is about right.







Language

French is Senegal’s national language and though widely spoken, in reality Wolof is the language that’s much more commonly used. ‘Toubab’, meaning foreigner, is one word you’ll hear often.
  Down south Jola (Diola) is a main language in the Casamance region. Though English is less widely spoken, you won’t have issues in most tourist-centric hotels and restaurants.
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Ferry, Senegal-Mauritania | Eitan Simanor/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Wolof

Hello. Salaam aleekum

How are you? Nanga def?

I’m fine, thank you. Maangi fi rekk jërejëf

Goodbye. Mangi dem

Yes. Waaw

No. Déedéet

Please. Bu la neexee

Thank you. Jërejëf

You’re welcome. Amul sólo.

Sorry. Baal ma

I don’t understand. Dégguma

Do you speak English? Ndax dégg nga angale?

How much? Ñaata la?

Jola (Diola)

Hello. Kassumaye (reply Kassumaye kep)

Good morning. Buno moralay

Good afternoon/evening. Buno ti na nalay

How are you? Katabo?

I’m fine. Kokobo

Please abari

Thank you Abaraka

Goodbye Woly ejow benachin

Yes. ey

No. hani

How much? Butumbo?

What’s your name? Karesibu?







Sierra Leone
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TROPICAL RAINFOREST, ISLANDS AND RARE WILDLIFE

From the grit of Freetown to the dreamy Turtle Islands – and all the history, wildlife and joy in between – Sierra Leone will likely win your heart.
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Bushbaby | Lauren Suryanata/shutterstock ©

Named for the low-slung mountain range that snakes from Freetown to the peninsula, Sierra Leone (‘lion mountains’) is a dream destination for adventurous travellers. It’s stunning, for a start: from the capital, Freetown, with its classic coastal roads, to the beaches of the peninsula and the Turtle Islands archipelago, Salone – as it’s colloquially known – is made of honey sands, turquoise waters and waving palms.

Further north, the roads open and redden, revealing peaks and valleys, sacred mountains and wild landscapes. By visiting, you can support the conservation of some of the last remaining tracts of ancient West African rainforest, home to endangered pygmy hippos.

Increasingly threatened by deforestation and human encroachment on their habitat, western chimpanzees have been declared the national animal of Sierra Leone in a bid to save them from extinction.

But the wildlife is just one part of the country’s draw. Almost everywhere you go, you’ll receive a warm welcome. That’s just the Sierra Leonean way. You’ll hear it in the Krio greetings, feel it in the music and taste it in the homemade cassava leaf stew or spicy groundnut soup. Even the weather rarely acts cold.

For sure, Sierra Leone has had a painful past. Bunce Island was once among the largest stations for the trade of enslaved people in West Africa. In Freetown, the colourful Krio architecture could tell stories from the days when those freed in the Caribbean returned to their ancestral shores, giving the city the name it proudly wears today. There was the devastating war, of course, and then the 2014–16 Ebola outbreak. But as you travel around the country, you can’t help feeling that the future looks bright.

[image: jpg]

Gola Rainforest National Park, Tiwai Island | World-Travel/getty images ©


THE MAIN AREA

FREETOWN

The gritty, warm, energetic capital.




Find Your Way

Sierra Leone is a small country and relatively easy to get around, although some roads are rough and hard to navigate, especially during rainy season.
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Plan Your Time

Whether you stick to the coast, or combine the islands and beaches with some upcountry travel, you can fit a lot into your time here.


[image: jpg]

Turtle Islands | Nick Ledger/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Coastal Long Weekend

Spend a day exploring Freetown and its history. Visit Bunce Island to see the haunting remains of the castle and the Door of No Return. Try delicious Sierra Leonean dishes, or head out for live music and cocktails before spending a couple of days on the Freetown Peninsula: surf, enjoy seafood, and visit the Tacugama Chimpanzee Sanctuary.




10-Day Explorer

Ten days lets you visit several places, especially in the dry season when roads are better. From the Freetown Peninsula, board a speedboat to the Turtle Islands for two or three days of remote island hopping. Head east to spend a couple of nights on Tiwai Island, where you can join night hikes to be in with a chance of spotting endangered pygmy hippos.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

January & February

The north is sometimes affected by the dusty Harmattan wind that blows from the Sahara.

May

The Sierra Leone marathon and cycle ride is usually held in May in the northern city of Makeni.

December–May

The dry season’s in full swing. This means smoother upcountry travel, blue skies, hot sun and outdoor events.

May–October

Expect spectacular rainstorms as the rainy season rolls in. You’re more likely to get stuck on muddy roads.




Freetown

[image: jpg]

POIGNANT HISTORY | GRILLED FISH | THE BEST AIRPORT TRANSFER


Spread out on a series of hills overlooking the sea, Sierra Leone’s capital is a cheeky, muscular city overflowing with energy and charm. One minute it’s calm, offering up peaceful beaches, relaxed Krio chat and grilled fish squeezed with lime. The next it’s sweaty and frenzied, throwing you into the back of a shared taxi and hurtling up and down its pretty hills. It might be the only capital in the world where when you emerge from the airport, you find yourself standing on the wooden deck of a port flanked by a backdrop of mountains, beaches and palm trees so idyllic you wonder if it’s real. Well it’s real, all of it – the chatter and the chaos and the sweat and the love for life; the lush lobster dinners, the music, the devastating history of enslaved people, war and Ebola – and the gorgeous white sands too.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Sierra Leone National Museum

2State House

SIGHTS

3Cotton Tree

SLEEPING

4Jennabwa Lodge

5Stafford Lodge

EATING

6Crown Bakery

7Way-Li

SHOPPING

8Big Markit




GETTING AROUND

Parts of Freetown, including the city centre, can be explored on foot. Many travellers use a combination of shared taxis and private taxis. If you’re using an okada (motorbike taxi), ask for a helmet as accidents are common.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Tiny Bunce Island, 30km upriver from Freetown, was a major station for the trade of enslaved people from 1670 to 1808, when British enslavers kidnapped and forced at least 30,000 people though the Door of No Return. It’s a haunting and important place to visit, especially for African-American families who have traced their ancestry back to Sierra Leone. Tour operators including Visit Sierra Leone can arrange transfers and tours.



Explore the Sights of Freetown

Krio architecture and museums

At the Sierra Leone National Museum on Siaka Stevens St there are two galleries; one housing a permanent collection of cultural and historical exhibits, including a rare photograph of late Temne guerilla leader Bai Bureh who led the 1898 uprising against British colonial rule. The second gallery hosts temporary exhibitions, including photography and anthropology.

Up on Tower Hill and overlooking the downtown area, State House is an example of Freetown’s old Krio architecture, with brightly washed buildings and higgledy-piggedly window frames. This building incorporates the bastions and lion gate from Fort Thornton (built at the turn of the 19th century).


Trains probably aren’t the first mode of transport that comes to mind when you think of Sierra Leone, but the country’s 84km of railway tracks have known a glorious past. On display at the National Railway Museum on Cline St is a carriage commissioned for Queen Elizabeth II in 1961; she did not end up using it, but you can. You can also ride on a handcar and view the photography exhibition. Future plans are afoot to get travellers back on the rails with a new stock of trains; the guides can tell you more..

A Weekend on the Freetown Peninsula

A magical beachside escape

Less than an hour from the city centre, Freetown Peninsula stretches south. It’s the stuff that fairytale dreams are made of: soft, white-sand beaches, tropical forest, warm turquoise bays and palm trees swaying in the breeze. Maybe it’s the grilled lobster and cold Star beer; maybe it’s the perfect swell or the promise of drifting to sleep to the lullaby of the ocean, but it sure feels like magic.

Start in the south on Bureh Beach, 5km north of Kent on the peninsula’s southernmost tip. Bureh Beach is the birthplace of Sierra Leonean surf, framed by granite rocks and saffron sand; the surf community dates back to the time when the only available boards were made from driftwood, sculpted by the sea. Bureh Beach Surf Club offers surf lessons and has boards for hire.

Head 30 minutes north to River Number 2, where you can enjoy a long lunch of carpaccio, grilled lobster or the catch of the day at Franco’s, washed down with a Star beer or a bottle of wine. Then check into one of several accommodation options. Beach camping under the stars, perhaps, or the hip and luxurious The Place on nearby Tokeh Beach.

In the morning, visit Tacugama Chimpanzee Sanctuary – a lush, waterfall-framed slice of forest that was set up by Sri Lankan founder Bala Amarasekaran to rehabilitate and nurture endangered primates, many of whom were orphaned as a result of logging, or rescued from mistreatment as pets. The sanctuary is at the forefront of urgent community outreach efforts to prevent the extinction of wild chimpanzees, increasingly threatened by deforestation on the peninsula. Learn more and support their work by visiting. The sanctuary has four tours per day and it’s possible to spend the night in the sanctuary in a round ecohut.
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Bureh Beach | Muhammad Shah Jaman/getty images ©


THE COTTON TREE

If you sense that something’s missing from Freetown’s sights as you walk around the city, you’re right.

The capital’s national treasure and most recognised landmark, the sacred 70m high and 50m wide Cotton Tree, sadly came down in a storm in 2023, resulting in national mourning.

For 400 years the tree had borne witness and received prayers, notably when freed enslaved people first arrived from Nova Scotia and Jamaica in the late 1700s, gathering under the branches of the tree to bless and name their new home.

The stump, evidence of Freetown’s birth story and the power of nature, remains.



Sleeping in Freetown: Our Picks

Lead Hotel: Effortlessly cool. Has stylish apartments overlooking a gorgeous pool. A stone’s throw from Lumley Beach. $$

Jennabwa Lodge: Clean, bright and comfortable budget guesthouse just beyond Lumley Beach Rd. $

Mamba Point Hotel: This family-run, high-end hotel has bright, spacious sea-view rooms, a lovely restaurant and pool. $$$

Stafford Lodge: Good midrange option in a peaceful setting out in Embassy land, not far from Country Lodge. $$


FREETOWN’S MARKETS

The 18th-century Big Markit is Sierra Leone’s oldest market. It was destroyed by rebels in 1999 and rebuilt by the government in 2004.

Step through the curved arch doorway to shop for crafts, souvenirs, colourful textiles, jewellery, blankets and bedspreads, beautiful woven shoes and Temne shukublai baskets. Other artisanal markets include Lumley Beach Arts & Crafts Market.

Freetown has installed shade covers in street markets – a move intended to prevent heat-related illnesses among market sellers, but has also increased incomes by preventing perishable goods from spoiling.



Sleeping & Eating on Freetown Peninsula: Our Picks

Franco’s: Run by a Sierra Leonean–Italian couple, this is the perfect spot on the peninsula for a beachy seafood lunch. $$

Cockle Point: Small ecofriendly resort on River Number 2 beach, with simple wooden bungalows, great food and a warm welcome. $

The Place: Stylish aesthetic and beautiful rooms on Tokeh Beach. $$$

Tokeh Sands: A small slice of paradise on Tokeh Beach. Simple doubles with AC. $

Eating & Drinking in Freetown: Our Picks

Roy’s: A beautiful beachfront setting and a relaxed, stylish vibe. It’s a classic spot to watch the sun sink into the Atlantic over a cocktail. $$

Way-Li: This bright, clean and atmospheric restaurant is a great place to try Sierra Leonean dishes. $

Toma: There’s a gorgeous aesthetic, a creative vibe and good food at this boutique bar and restaurant set in a lush oasis. $$

Crown Bakery: Freshly baked bread and cakes, friendly service, fresh juice, fried chicken and good espressos. $




Beyond Freetown
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From pygmy hippo spotting to marathon running, there’s so much to see and do.


Beyond Freetown, Salone really opens up, revealing its natural riches. Many travellers go directly from the Freetown Peninsula to the Turtle Islands, spending a few days exploring the island paradise before returning to the mainland and travelling east to Tiwai Island. On those rainforest shores, with a bit of luck, you might spot a chimpanzee or even one of the 2500-strong remaining population of pygmy hippos, only found in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea.

In northern Sierra Leone, Makeni is the home of the annual Sierra Leone marathon, one of the most challenging – and sweaty – marathons in the world.


Places

Makeni

Outamba-Kilimi National Park

Tiwai Island

Turtle Islands




GETTING AROUND

There are two main options for travelling around the country: shared bush taxis and private car hire. It’s possible to reach most urban areas by bush taxi, but 4WDs are necessary for accessing remote areas and national parks. Along the coast and to and from the islands, you can travel by speedboat or dugout canoe.



MakeniTIME FROM FREETOWN: 3 hrs [image: jpg]

The Sierra Leone marathon

Makeni, the economic hub of the northern highlands, is a pleasant city with Temne roots that’s home to some historic sights and architecture. The big draw for travellers is the annual Sierra Leone Marathon, which starts and ends here.

Held every May, the marathon is an epic, challenging race that draws a brave and joyful crowd – and is one of the hottest (yes, literally) events on Sierra Leone’s calendar. With 5k, 10k, half and full marathon options, it’s much more than a sweaty test of endurance. Organised by the nonprofit organisation Street Child as a fundraiser for their education initiatives, it’s popular not only with Sierra Leonean athletes, school students, and expats but international athletes – both amateur and pro – who fly in for the race.

The marathon begins at Makeni’s Wusum Stadium and snakes along terracotta tracks, through lush scenery and pretty communities where children run out to cheer you on. It takes in rolling hills, overgrown wilderness and low peaks dressed in shades of green and purple, looping back to the finish line at the stadium where you can restore your electrolytes with celebratory fresh coconuts and handcarved medals.

You can take part independently, or sign up for a package with Street Child that includes flights and accommodation. There’s also a 70km cycle ride.

The city also makes a good base for hiking, rock climbing and exploring the northern province.


About an hour from Makeni is Rogbonko Village Project, founded by Sierra Leonean-Scottish author Aminatta Forna and her family. With a local guide in tow, you can visit the village to learn about life there and the see the initiatives underway to transform livelihoods, from education and healthcare to basket weaving and farming.
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Basket weaving, Rogbonko Village Project | Darnell Clayton/Wikimedia/CC BY 4.0 ©

Outamba-Kilimi National ParkTIME FROM FREETOWN: 9 hrs [image: jpg]

Spot Outamba-Kilimi’s big five

Sierra Leone’s oldest national park, gazetted in 1995, this beautiful expanse of protected land is comprised of two twin parks, Outamba – named for its mountain – and Kilimi – for its river. Known in conservation circles as OKNP, the park is home to its own Big Five: forest elephants, western chimpanzees, buffalo, Sierra Leonean common hippos (larger in size than pygmy hippos but not as imposing as the hippos of East Africa’s national parks) and a small leopard population. There is past evidence of other big cats: in 2017 a male lion was seen on a camera trap, but neither he or his pride have been sighted since.

With its dense forest canopy, rich in shades of green that’s often draped in a magical mist, Outamba-Kilimi is a peaceful park to visit. It’s made up of diverse landscapes, from woodland to savannah to riverine forest fed by waterfalls. You won’t see lions chasing buffalo as you might in Kenya or Tanzania, but you have a reasonable chance of spotting hippos, red colobus monkeys hanging in the trees, migratory birds soaring high over Little Scarcies River, or hearing the rumble of forest elephants. There are more than 300 species of birds within the park.

With Sierra Leone’s wildlife, including chimpanzees, under increased threat from logging and habitat encroachment, several conservation initiatives are underway within the park, spearheaded by Tacugama Chimpanzee Sanctuary in Freetown, the Sierra Leonean government and international partners. The programmes include training ecoguards to monitor the wildlife and install camera traps, preparing fire belts to prevent wildfires, creating conservation jobs and building community-level conservation literacy.

Wildlife viewing is on foot or by canoe. Rangers can organise day or overnight hikes, as well as canoe safaris, depending on how much time you have available. These can be organised on arrival.


WUSUM & MENA HILLS

These two hill just outside Makeni are spiritually revered as sacred sites by the Temne people of Bombali district, bestowed with divine masculine and feminine powers. The female hill is worshipped as Ya Mena, and her husband hill is honoured as Pa Wusum.

It is possible to climb both hills, as long as you do so with respect, ideally accompanied by a local guide. Wusum is high, steep and spectacular enough that it feels like a mountain, and affords views of all of Bombali district from the top.

The Mena climb is also an adventure. Bring water, snacks and wear closed shoes; both hikes can be ambitious, especially in the heat, with dense overgrowth and scrambling up inclines.



Sleeping & Eating in Makeni: Our Picks

Alisam’s: Clean and comfortable, this simple guesthouse provides decent breakfasts, wifi access and a central location. $

Clubhouse Bar: Street Child founded this restaurant and bar, which has a warm atmosphere and serves delicious Sierra Leonean dishes. $

Wusum Hotel: Makeni’s plushest hotel, with clean, bright and comfortable rooms, a good restaurant and a pool. $$

St Joseph’s School for the Hearing Impaired: It’s sometimes possible to stay at the guesthouse of this brilliantly run school. $


SIERRA LEONEAN LITERATURE

Ishmael Beah His first-person account of growing up as a child soldier during the war, A Long Way Gone: Memoirs of a Boy Soldier, is an emotional read.

Syl Cheney-Coker His poetry and fiction explore Krio identity and the themes of belonging and exile. Look for his magical Commonwealth Prize–winning novel The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar.

Oumar Farouk Sesay Landscape of Memories is a Sierra Leonean modern classic, set around a diamond mine on the edge of Kono.

Aminatta Forna Perhaps Sierra Leone’s best known contemporary writer. The Memory of Love is a beautiful, breathtaking read, following a British psychiatrist attempting to heal war-traumatised Sierra Leoneans – or perhaps just himself.



Tiwai IslandTIME FROM FREETOWN: 6 hrs [image: jpg]

Visit Tiwai Island wildlife sanctuary

‘Big Island’ in the Mende language, Tiwai, which covers an area of 12 sq km, may be a misnomer, but this beautiful, pristine island has a place in the hearts of many travellers who have visited Sierra Leone.

All of Tiwai is a wildlife sanctuary and community-led conservation initiative. Along with the Gola Rainforest National Park near Kenema (which shares the same tract of rainforest) it’s being considered for UNESCO World Heritage status.

On the Moa River, Tiwai is comprised of ancient lowland mature secondary forest that once covered much of tropical West Africa. Humid and wet, it is best known for its population of endangered pygmy hippos, who thrive in this rainy climate – but are elusive and rare to see. Tiwai has the richest concentration of primates in Sierra Leone, including western chimpanzees and striking black-and-white Diana monkeys, as well as bushbabies, forest elephants, otters, sea turtles, 135 bird species and more than 700 different plant and tree species.

Transfer to the island is by speedboat, or sometimes dugout canoe, from Kambaba village off the Potoru–Tiwai highway. You can get as far as Kenema using public transport, but from there you’ll need a 4WD (or motorbike) to reach Kambaba; the road is rough and unpaved. Entry to the island costs US$20.

Once there, you are assigned a guide who may double as a chef and who leads walks through the forest, where you might see monkeys or if you’re lucky, chimpanzees. To spot nocturnal creatures, four-hour long night walks are also possible, departing at 2am and returning as the sun comes up. There are also dugout canoe safaris, guided beach walks and chimpanzee walks. The walks cost between Le 50 and Le200. The island has a few self-guided forest trails that you can explore on your own.


You can camp on Tiwai Island, or sleep in dorms, singles or doubles at the Visitors’ Centre. The accommodation is basic, without electricity, but does have mosquito nets. You can also upgrade and sleep at the Tiwai Island Research Lodge, which has access to solar power.

Turtle IslandsTIME FROM FREETOWN PENINSULA: 3 HRS [image: jpg]

Discover postcard-perfect islands

The stunning, remote Turtle Islands archipelago sits in the Atlantic Ocean, to the west of Sherbro Island. It’s made up of eight little islands: Baki, Bumpetuk, Chepo, Hoong, Mut, Nyangei, Sei and Yele. Some, such as Hoong which is dedicated to male rites of passage, hold sacred significance and are off-limits to visitors. Tethered to a traditional way of life, the Turtle Islands sway to their own rhythm.

Baki, where most visitors arrive is the make-believe desert island you’ve always dreamed of: golden sand, palm trees and seashells, cooled by an Atlantic breeze. Reach it by speedboat from the Freetown Peninsula; fully catered camping trips can be arranged by Dalton’s Banana Island Guesthouse, taking care of everything, including seeking permission from village chiefs to camp on the land – an important ritual throughout the archipelagos.

Keep an eye out, in the future, for a planned eco city on the nearby island of Sherbro, powered by wind and solar. The passion project of the Sierra Leonean–British actor Idris Elba, it aims to transform Sherbro from a small island with a population of 30,000 to a smart city that could house up to one million people.

Most visitors to the Turtle Islands camp. Baki Guesthouse is a simple guesthouse offering the basics, including a mattress, sheet and charcoal cooking facilities. Local fishers are happy to receive fish and lobster requests.
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Dalton’s Banana Island Guesthouse | Georg Berg/Alamy Stock Photo ©


KENEMA’S RECOVERY FROM EBOLA

Kenema, the capital of the Eastern Province, was hit hard during the devastating 2014–16 West Africa Ebola outbreak.

In mid-2014 Kenema became the epicentre of the epidemic, with WHO support teams flying in. By June, more than 20 health workers at the Kenema Government hospital had died. Every morning, to keep spirits high, those who had survived another night sang inside the wards. In Kenema overall, more than 200 nurses, doctors, hygienists and others lost their lives.

The West Africa Ebola outbreak ended in 2016 and carried a death toll of more than 11,000. With a depleted health workforce and collective national trauma, not to mention the economic hit, recovery has been challenging. But Sierra Leoneans have mastered finding joy in tough times, and the country has found a way forward.






Arriving & Getting Around

After you arrive at Lungi International Airport, you grab your bags and then it’s straight to the dock, where you board a speedboat for the 30-minute journey to Freetown. Two companies, Sea Bird Express and Sea Coach Express, offer this journey (US$45) and you can purchase your ticket on arrival. There’s also a slower, cheaper ferry departing from Tagrin Ferry Terminal.
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Okadas (motorbike taxis) | Georg Berg/Alamy Stock Photo ©

By Land

If you’re overlanding by car or public transport, you can enter from Guinea via the Pamelap border crossing, or from Liberia via Bo-Waterside.

Getting Around

Countrywide travel is by bush taxi or private taxi, with most travellers using a combination of both. Motorbike taxis known as okadas are also available, but beware of the high accident rate. Speedboats and dugout canoes will take you to coastal and island destinations.


Money
Currency: Leone (Le)

CASH

Cash is the best way to pay for small purchases, meals and drinks. Some guesthouses, especially outside of major urban areas, only take cash.

ATMS

There are ATMs that accept international cards around Freetown and in most major cities. Smaller towns and rural areas are unlikely to have them.

DEBIT & CREDIT CARDS

Debit and credit cards are accepted in large or established hotels, restaurants and shops, especially those geared towards international visitors.




DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Look out for potholes
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Stop for a fruit haul at roadside fruit stands in rural areas, where you’ll find the freshest and juiciest varieties.







Practicalities

SIMs & Phone Coverage

Orange and Africell SIM cards are available at the airport. With the exception of remote areas and national parks, you can buy data and airtime almost everywhere, from roadside booths. It’s also possible to top up your Sierra Leonean number online using websites such as ding.com. Travel eSIMscan be purchased online.

Phone Payments

Mobile money is beginning to take off in Sierra Leone. Similar to MPESA in Kenya, it’s possible to pay for services using your phone.

Visas

Visas on arrival and eVisas are available. Travellers from 16 countries including Singapore, Jamaica and Kenya can get visas on arrival at no cost. All other nationalities pay either US$25 or US$80.






Language

English is the official language of Sierra Leone, but Krio, the lingua franca, is more widely spoken, and you’ll encounter it much more frequently than English. Krio was heavily influenced by English, as well as Yoruba and other West African languages. Its roots date back to the birth of the country as we know it today, after freed Africans who had been enlisted to fight for the British in the American War of Independence were sent to Canada and then to West Africa, where they established the city of Freetown. Krio is a vibrant, rhythmic language that’s a joy to learn and listen to..


Krio for Beginners

Kushe Hello

How di bodi? How are you?

How di fambul? How is your family? (A common greeting)

Usai yu de go? Where are you going?

Ar dae go Makeni I’m going to Makeni

Una get bia? Do you have beer?

Padi Friend

Wetin? What?







Togo
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A LAND OF SEA, FORESTS AND WATERFALLS

Togo’s coastline is a beachgoer’s dream, while its northern region is covered in lush vegetation and wonderful waterfalls.
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fishermen, Lome | EiZivile/Shutterstock ©

Togo’s national museum may be small, but its ethnographic, social, and historical collection offers a snapshot of the country that will put your travels around it in perspective; This is a place with a rich and varied history: its earliest settlers produced farm tools and pottery for everyday use, while Vodun and Fa divination guided private and public decision-making. In Togo, you’ll experience clean beaches, Vodun enclaves and fishing spectacles that complement a UNESCO World Heritage Site and relics of old civilisations – not to mention moments to catch your breath around a waterfall or two.

European influence can be seen with the arrival of German colonisers in the 1880s and the signing of the treaty of protection, as part of the ‘Scramble for Africa’, afterwards. Two monuments – at Togoville and Baguida – mark its centenary. To dig deeper into the colonial era of the country’s history, book a visit to the new-look Palais de Lome, built by the Germans in 1905. Now a space for the creative arts, it was the residence of subsequent European governors until Togo’s independence in 1960, when the indigenous president occupied it. It teases Togo’s aspirations to invest in and draw more attention to its heritage sites, starting with the Slave Route Project. This is evident as you travel the coast, particularly in Aneho, which has significant cultural and remembrance sites.
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Centenary Monument, Togoville | mbrand85/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

LOMÉ

Lazy beaches and great restaurants.

KPALIMÉ

Hiking, waterfalls and art.




Find Your Way

Transportation in Togo’s cities relies on motorbike taxis. Book rides on the Yango and Kingoo transport apps. La Poste’s transport arm is reliable for inter-regional trips.
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Plan Your Time

You can travel along Togo’s entire coastline in under two hours. You’ll need more time to traverse the north, but good road networks help. But it’s best to leave the driving to a local who knows the routes.
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Marché des Féticheurs | Vladimir Dvoynikov/shutterstock ©


Three Days to Explore

Start with Lomé, Togo’s capital, with stops at the Musée National, the Galerie Coin du Terroir and the Marché des Féticheurs. On day two, travel to Aného, settle down for some grub at tasteful Miadjoe and watch local life. Visit Kpalimé early the next day to hike and visit the 19-century Château Viale.




Into the Wild

Excite your senses with a visit to Lomé’s Grand Marché. Then it’s on to Togoville to visit the Cathédrale Notre Dame de Togoville, and Aného for curated experiences around the history of slavery. Next up is Kara, where the Djamdè Wildlife Reserve will enthral you. The last stop is Koutammakou for some historical architecture.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY

Togo hosts the Festival of Black Divinities in January which features masquerade, dance and divination at Aného.

JULY–AUGUST

The Kabye celebrate Evala, a coming-of-age ceremony for young men. Kpalimé hosts its World Music Festival.

SEPTEMBER

Togoville’s biennial festival honours the Python divinity, with purification swims in Lake Togo.

NOVEMBER

Catholic pilgrims travel to Togoville to mark the sighting of the Virgin Mary on the lake on 4 November 1973.




Lomé
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MUSEUMS | RESTAURANTS | RECREATIONAL FISHING


The minute you arrive in Lomé, the Togolese capital, an air of calm washes over you, mainly due to the breeze blowing gently inland from the seashore and the slender beauty of the coconut trees, which stretch for kilometres. The painted tyres, thatch-topped huts and wooden furniture on the beach’s clean, brown sand only add to the sparkle. The Boulevard du Mono links Lomé to the borders with Ghana and Benin: see the city slowly come alive in its uniquely chilled way along this thoroughfare, with vendors selling bread, rice, fresh pineapple juice, coffee and couscous out of kiosks and by the roadside, as taxi drivers call out for passengers. You’ll also feel the city’s laid-back tempo in Greater Lomé, which is beautified with wall frescos and public art. In the evening, locals and expats skate by the Palais des Congrès, while sunset sees residents pack out the beach bars and nightclubs, enjoying live music until the small hours.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Adama Plage

2Galerie Coin Du Terroir

3Musée National

EATING

4Chez Brovi

5Côté Jardin

6ZanziBar Lomé

SHOPPING

7Grand Marché




GETTING AROUND

There isn’t a solid public transport system in Lomé, You’ll do most of your commuting on the zemidjan (motorbike taxis), tricycles and taxis that crowd the streets. Simply stand at the roadside or street junction and flag down any without a passenger.

The state-sponsored SOTRAL bus service is gradually expanding to cover more routes around Greater Lomé. Pay onboard in cash.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you can, combine your visit to the Grand Marché with a trip to the Marché des Féticheurs; and do so in a tricycle (not motorbike) taxi. Besides letting you see everyday Lomé at an unhurried pace, you’re literally travelling through time – from the more modern part of the city to a much older neighbourhood.



Fishermen’s Tales

Tour Lomé’s fishing hotspots

Fishing is part of everyday life in Lomé, with at least 20 fishing camps lining the city’s 56km of palm-fringed coastline. For a taste of local life, wake up before the sun, and get to one of these fishing camps at dawn. As the sun warms the morning, watch the local fishers – usually working in small groups – pull in their drag nets, which they set overnight, singing choruses as they do. Once the fish are unloaded at the beachfront, the women who sell them at the local markets cart them away. For more beachy fun, head to Adama Plage, one of the stand-out beaches in Lomé. Its wooden furniture is simple yet classy, and the food served here is affordable. Families pour in at the weekends.


Try Bar Akpene’s Soul Food

Down-to-earth dining

Lomé offers the widest variety and most sophisticated restaurants in the country, with a mix of west African, French and German cuisines, and many boutique restaurants and street-side eateries. But if you want to experience true down-to-earth dining, head to Bar Akpene: it’s an open-air space packed with plastic chairs, tables, tents and tall trees. What it lacks in fine décor, it more than makes up for with great food. Almost everyone comes here at lunch for a plate of foufou (pounded yam) and groundnut soup served on brownish clay plates. The wall art shows everyday Togolese life, including a series on the city’s vibrant and much-loved fishing traditions.

Lomé’s Healing Powers

Visit the peoples’ pharmacy

The city’s Marché des Féticheurs (aka the Fetish Market) has served as a traditional pharmacy and hospital since it was established in 1863. It’s located 4km north of the city, so hop on a motorbike taxi to get here. The vast majority of Togolese retain Animist beliefs, and these fetishes are an integral part of local culture. To get the lowdown on all things fetish-related, a guide can show you around the courtyard, which is filled with skulls, bones, skins and horns – as well as an eye-popping display of dead and dried wildlife. Your tour also includes a stopover (optional) at the consulting room, where priests consult with patrons and offer various ready-made charms for sale. Also expect mini-lectures on the Vodun belief system and the powers attached to its many divinities. Contact onsite guide Ghislain Agossou: (+228 96 69 07 68) for a tour.


LOMé’S FESTIVAL OF ARTS

Every year, usually in May or June, the Faculty of Letters, Languages and Arts at the University of Lomé hosts the International Festival of Letters & Arts (Festilarts). Now in its sixth year, the festival, organised by Nimble Feathers, is a gathering of lecturers, students and professionals in the creative arts.

The programme features performance poetry, drama, book presentations and exhibitions. A set of literary prizes is also awarded in honour of Prof Komla Messan Nubukpo, Dean of the Faculty.

Keep an eye out for the striking murals on the university campus walls. Created by the institution’s undergraduates on themes of identity, remembrance, spirituality and freedom, they’re worth seeing on their own merits.



Visit a Vibrant Gallery

The best of Togolese art

Make sure and stop by the wonderful Galerie Coin du Terroir, a short walk from Palais de Congress. Opened in 2019 to celebrate and appreciate African and Togolese art, almost every inch of its two floors is packed with sculpture, pottery, decorative art and handmade crafts, all by Togolese artists. The gallery also holds occasional painting- and craft-making workshops, as well as talks on artistic appreciation. See gct-togo.com for more.
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Galerie Coin du Terroir | Pelu Awofeso/lonely planet ©


Inside the Musée National

The past in the present

With only two galleries, the Musée National in Lomé – housed in a section of the parliamentary building – is a small affair. But there’s enough here to give you an overview of the country’s history, Vodun belief system and ethnic makeup. The objects on display celebrate Togo’s pre-colonial occupations (blacksmithing and farming), social setup and burial rites. Various maps (in the second gallery) show the migration path of its most dominant ethnic group, the Ewe, and the Lomé and wider Togo’s geographical extent before being carved into British Togoland and French Togoland after World War I.


TOGO’S FOUFOU FLAVOURS

One of the first things you should consider doing on arriving in Togo is finding and eating in a foufou (pounded yam) bar.

They’re all over Lomé, and they bridge the gap between high-end boutique and fast-food roadside restaurants.

You’ll be welcomed by pots of sauces (fish, beef, intestines and goat) steaming on clay stoves. Order foufou or akume (pounded cassava) with your choice of sauce, with or without fetri (okra) or kodoro (baobab leaves).

Ditch the cutlery here: break up a small portion of the foufou with your fingers and dip it into a bowl of tasty, spicy sauce – and swallow. Part of the thrill is also watching the restaurant staff, pestles in hand, pounding the yams.



Eating in Lomé: Our Picks

ZanziBar Lomé: One of the latest additions to the upscale bar and restaurant scene; You’ll be surrounded by fine art and furniture. $$

Côté Jardin: This restaurant specialises in local seafood and grills. It’s tucked away in a garden dotted with potted plants. $$

Bar Akpene: If you want to eat delicious food served fresh out of the pot and meet local people, then this is the place to be. $

Chez Brovi: Brovi serves local delicacies such as aloko (fried plantain), akpan (corn meal) and kedjenu (chicken stew) in a comfy space. $




Beyond Lomé
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A straight road links Lomé to some suburban towns that are well worth the trip.


Exploring beyond the capital city will provide some memorable moments. For one, travelling on the 47km Benin–Togo Highway is a joy ride on its own: in whichever direction you travel, coconut trees are a constant, and you’ll see more beaches, garden bars and beachy hotels than you can keep track of.

Most visitors first make a stop at Aného, a vibrant fishing community and cultural hub that is reckoning with its place in the transatlantic slave trade. Dotted with shrines and temples, water spirits rule the roost here. Togoville, one of the oldest towns in southern Togo and a Vodun stronghold, lies on the northern shore of serene Lake Togo and is the place for colonial history and stilt-propelled canoe rides.


Places

Aného

Togoville




GETTING AROUND

Aného has a garage (at the boundary with Hillacondji) for commercial cabs and taxis that take turns transporting passengers to and from Lomé, and the communities in-between, like Vogan and Anfoin. At the Lomé end, you’ll find cabs lined up by the sidewalk around Grand Marché (the fare is 1500F on average). The journey takes 45 minutes. Once you’re in Aného, however, you’ll be able to do some of your sightseeing on foot.



AnéhoDISTANCE FROM LOMÉ: 1 HR [image: jpg]

Stroll the Old Town

Aného is as much a fishing community as it is a cultural hub. Arrive before noon and walk to the ramp, where the river meets the sea; from here, you’ll see dozens of colourful boats sail in, and the fishermen selling off the day’s catch to already-waiting buyers. If you miss that moment, you may still be in time to catch them mending their nets afterwards.

Once you’ve seen the fishermen, walk around the old settlements and watch the waves splash into the revetments (swimming is prohibited here). Your path is sprinkled with shrines, temples and newly commissioned frescos on the walls of the Aného Police Station (by the Mairie d’Aného – the town hall), which depicts some of the town’s masquerades, divinities, ritual ceremonies and heritage assets.

 

Silveira’s Legacy

When naval patrols constantly watched the slave ports at Ouidah (in Benin) and the-then Cape Coast (in Ghana) in the early 19th century in an effort to stamp out the slave trade, slavers detoured to Aného to avoid the seizure of their vessels, which were loaded with enslaved people.

As part of Togo’s drive to develop its slave route, and in partnership with UNESCO, a new memorial, the Memorial d’Adokoinkpadji, has been built in a compound within the Afro–Brazillian quarter by the sea, and a short walk from Aného’s police station. The monument is built from the remains of cannons and a ship’s anchor, both sitting on a white plinth and acquired by one-time slave trader Pedro Landzekpo da Silveira, who lived in Aného until the late 1800s.

 

Aného’s Dark History of Slavery

The Slave House, locally known as the Maison des Esclaves, is a four-bedroom bungalow at the end of the Slave Route in Agbodrafo, just 15 minutes down the highway on the outskirts of Aného. It was built in 1835 by a Scottish slave trader, John Henry Wood, with the support of a local chief, King Assiakoley.

When the transatlantic slave trade was abolished in 1807, Wood used this house to run an illegal slave trade: the cellar held hundreds of enslaved people in captivity (for weeks, or even months) until they were marched onto waiting ships 1.5km away.

Some furniture from that era remains in the house. However, it’s the stepping down into the dank and dark cellar where enslaved people were held that is the most impactful part of a visit. On your way out, make a stop at the Arts and Crafts Centre, where local woodcarvers are busy sculpting.

TogovilleTIME FROM LOMÉ: 1 HR 30 MINS [image: jpg] + 30 MINS [image: jpg]

The Historic Buildings of Togoville

Togoville is located on the northern shore of Lake Togo, and and can be reached via a serene boat trip across the lake, from the town of Agbodrafo on the southern shore. Most tours begin at the Centenary Monument, Commissioned in 1984 to mark a century of relations between Germany and Togo, it shows two ladies (one Togolese, the other German) standing side by side on the back of a dove flapping its wings, each woman raising the other’s hand up.

Proceed on a dusty road to the Cathedrale Notre Dame de Togoville. The interiors of the cathedral, built by the Germans in 1910, glow with original art and stained-glass windows. Its serene surroundings are a pilgrim’s dream. Togoville, however, is dominated by Vodun worshippers (75% of the population) who pray to male (Togbi) and female (Ogbui) divinities for riches, spouses, rain and good harvest at various sacred spots, shrines and temples in the community.

On Wednesday and Saturday mornings, you can visit the local market and watch locals barter goods and fresh produce. You’re welcome to trade, too: buy some garri (ground, dried cassava) and swap it for fish and tomatoes.


TOGO’S VODUN TRADITIONS

Nyiglin, symbolised by a python, is the ancestral deity worshipped by Togo’s indigenous people. Highly revered, it is taboo to kill a python. If the taboo is broken, the offender must have a ritual bath (supervised by a priest) before daylight to be cleansed of their wrongdoing.

A pair of Voduns are at the head of a pantheon of other divinities. (In Aného, for example, there are at least 41 Voduns.) Dutifully worshipped by believers, they are identified by white loin cloths and raffia necklaces; During initiation ceremonies, after a period of seclusion and tutoring, new initiates cover their bodies with palm oil, dancing and singing as they’re welcomed into the fold.



Eating in Aného: Our Picks

Miadjoe: This beautiful spot by the water is an excellent spot to enjoy a meal with a clear view of the sea. $

Bar Restaurant Le Monument: A modest semi-outdoor space (beside the independence monument) serving a range of local delicacies. $

Bar Resto Buffalo: Situated by the sea, the waves are soothing here. A banner on the fence promotes its signature meal ‘special spaghetti’. $

Cafétéria Don de Dieu: Set among trees, this is a fun night hangout that daylights as a restaurant serving great local dishes. $




Kpalimé

[image: jpg]

HIKING | BATS | WOOD ART


A first-time visitor to Kpalimé will notice its natural beauty immediately. It’s in the surrounding green hills, the network of waterfalls and the diverse and beautiful butterfly population. It’s also in the town’s sprawling cocoa, coffee and avocado plantations.

Kpalimé’s natural wonderland has bred many talented artists, all of whom are skilled woodcarvers.

You will see proof of this in the artists’ centres and craft villages here, all packed with a dizzying variety of wood crafts. Meanwhile, numerous artists at Kuma Konda village use nature’s resources differently – namely, by using plant extracts to make their and by treating their canvases with clay sourced from the immediate environment. For those who are interested in hiking, visitors can take guided tours through the bush to see how Kpalimé’s artists collect raw materials for their creative output. The local art studios and workshops here are also great to get those creative juices flowing.
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GETTING AROUND

In Kpalimé, taxis can easily bring you to where you need to go. But if you plan on visiting a few hilltop settlements, which involves travelling on winding roads for a half hour in some cases, a motorbike taxi is best. You’ll find them in their numbers at the Texaco junction.

Within Kuma Konda’s community of ten villages, you can explore the local market and nearby Tokpli and Adame on foot. Also from here, you’ll enjoy walking up to Château Viale at dawn to meet the sunrise.




[image: ] TOP TIP

When hiking through Kpalimé’s lovely trails, hills and waterfalls, make sure you’re adequately prepared for all eventualities. That means bringing plenty of water, snacks, sunscreen, bug spray and a hat to keep you cool.



Nature’s Touch

Hiking hills of green

First thing you should do in Kpalimé? Get out and walk. One of the best places to do that is at Tokpli, a hilltop community in the Kuma Konda tourist village. Get a motorbike to take you up the hill to the spot where the road splits; go left and start your walk there, past Restaurant Chez Paul. Along the trail, which is lined with coffee and cocoa plantations, you’ll encounter some of the region’s botanical beauties: get a temporary fern tattoo on your arms; touch a shy Mimosa pudica plant and watch the leaves rapidly shut; feel the heart-shaped leaves of a Caladium bicolor and find out why they’re called the ‘Heart of Jesus’; watch the flutters of hundreds of butterflies on your path, and see if you can name any.

For walking tours, local guide Emmanuel: (+228 91 25 97 35) comes recommended.


Green Visions & Nature

The art of ecofriendly painting

Creators in Kpalimé have mastered the art of using nature’s resources, from sculpting using local wood to painting with natural colours. They make a range of primary- and sedondary-colour paints using extracts from tree bark (to make the colour orange), hibiscus (red) and indigo (blue), to name a few. The canvases they paint on are also treated with locally sourced clay (red, white, brown, black) to get the right texture. Watch them create magic in your presence, or sign up for one of the plant-painting workshops at the 19th-century Château Viale, a fine specimen of German architecture. There could be no better artistic inspiration than the gorgeous landscape that stretches for miles in front of you, in all directions.

A group of artists are always at the chateau, but Agbo Kosi (+228 98 07 22 34) organises workshops at his gallery, where he also displays his work.


THE WOODCARVERS OF KLOTO

As you’ll notice on your hikes, the forests of Kpalimé are a treasure trove of trees suited to carving, including iroko, acacia, teak and eben. The locals, operating independently or as collectives, are skilled woodcarvers. Visit the College d’Enseignement Artistique et Artisanal – where students learn different handcrafts – to see some of them at work, and keep an eye out for the fine collection of souvenir (mostly decorative) items in the hallway: masks, wildlife, drums, bowls, trays, keyrings and statuettes.

The abundance of the raw materials throughout the central and plateau regions mean the carvers can create a rich range of crafts, sold at both artisanal and open markets around Kpalimé and beyond.



Head into the Bat Valley

A valley of local legends

The Bat Valley, a grove of coffee trees at Kuma Tsame, is a sacred site and host to ritual ceremonies at different times of the year. Legend has it that in the past, the local ashanti (warriors) were constantly in conflict with the ewe (hunters) settlers in the area. Anticipating a clash, the ewes fled to a cave in the forest, where the bats shielded the entrance. From here, they launched a surprise – and successful – attack on their adversaries. The nocturnal mammals have been revered here ever since. As a touristy treat, guides will strike the thin trunks, rattling the branches that host the bats and displacing them momentarily.
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Château Viale | VISITEZ KPALIME/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0

Eating and Drinking in Kpalimé: Our Picks

Cafe Matinal: Supermarket, bar and cafe in one and attached to a T-Oil filling station. $

Restaurant Chez Paul: Small bar beside the Nectar Hotel – this is a natural resting spot when heading to or returning from Château Viale. $

Paul LAPINO: Near the major intersection (the Texaco roundabout), this is the place to have a quick drink before your explorations begin. $

Chez Emma: This roadside bar and restaurant can be found just after the Cascade de Kpimé. $




Beyond Kpalimé
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Togo’s northern half dazzles with expert weavers and blacksmiths, initiation rites and harvests-themed festivals – not to mention its cherished architectural treasures.


Togo’s northern regions hold some of the country’s most celebrated landmarks. The mud tower-houses of Koutammakou, a throwback to ancient times, has already earned UNESCO World Heritage Site status and are top on this list of many visitors. The north is also where you can explore Togo’s centuries-old blacksmith heritage, with a rich collection of furnaces still standing.

Festivals are also important identity-markers for the Togolese people, who have held on tightly to traditions handed down from long-gone ancestors. These include Evala, the coming-of-age and competitive wrestling festival for Kabye youths, and the spectacular Tibol fire dance, which takes place during the September yam festival.

There’s more, too, as pockets of wildlife parks and elephant reserves dot the stunning mountain landscapes all around you.


Places

Kara

Defalé

Koutammakou




GETTING AROUND

The drive across Togo’s upper half is on the narrow but smooth RN1, which you’ll share with a constant stream of trailers and overloaded minivans headed to and from Burkina Faso, Togo’s neighbour to the north.

You’ll find cabs headed to Kara and Kante from parks at Kpalimé, Atakpame or Blitta. At Defalé, the road weaves around outcrops and valleys for miles, but navigating it is easy. Koutammakou is accesible by car or motorbike taxi, from Kande.



KaraTIME FROM KPALIMÉ: 5 HRS 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Visit Drogba & Co

Rangers at the Djamdè Wildlife Reserve enjoy telling stories of the three young elephants brought here from Burkina Faso – one bull (named Drogba) and two cows (Kopianga and Ruki) – in the early 2000s. Some rangers have worked here for nearly as long as the elephants have been around, and the bond between man and beast is noticeable. Sadly, in 2017, Kopianga delivered a premature calf, which died days later, and Drogba died in 2022. However, working in pairs, the rangers – 24 in total – are happy to lead you on a hike or wildlife drive through some of the reserve’s vast expanse.

At the Kara intersection, travel on the N19 highway. You should reach Djamdè in 30 minute; two big signposts welcome you to the wildlife reserve (open 7am–7pm); tickets cost 5,000F.

DefaléTIME FROM KPALIMÉ: 6 HRS 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Take the Pilgrim’s Path

The road from Kara to Koutammakou winds through hills and valleys. In the dry season, there isn’t much to see except pockets of trees. But whatever season you travel, stop at Defalé and attempt to hike up the winding, stony road to the hilltop retreat where the magnificent cultural landmark of the Monument du Christ de Defalé will meet you, sandwiched between two open-air chapels with concrete pews. It’s the perfect place for a moment of quiet.


THE ELDERS’ DRINK

On your way from Kara to the Djamdè Wildlife Reserve, stop at the roadside along the way. You’ll see lots of locals seated on stones and benches under thatch roofs held up by tree trunks, exchanging small talk, relaxing – and drinking. They’re all having tchoukoutou, a slightly alcoholic beverage brewed from sorghum and served in a calabash (dried gourd). If you feel like a sip of something strong, join the party.

Tchoukoutou, prepared over a week, is cheap. At 100F a serving, almost everyone can afford it, and its low alcohol content (3% at most) wins it an ever wider customer base. Though it is frequently sold at bars and on the street, tchoukoutou is primarily a ceremonial drink.



KoutammakouTIME FROM KPALIMÉ: 8 HRS 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Home For All

The Batammariba people in Koutammakou’s 36 villages have lived here for centuries, surrounded by giant baobab trees. From a distance, the traditional takienta (mud tower-houses) look like earthen barrels stitched together. In reality, and upon closer inspection, they are ‘mansions’ of many rooms spread across five floors, built to accommodate families, store grains and hold livestock such as goats, chickens and cows. As a tradition, the Batammariba people give birth at home, and a section of the 4th floor – the Petit Terrasse – is where the newborn must be bathed for three months. The Grand Terrasse on the 5th floor is where the bedrooms and granaries are. The lounge is reserved for the household’s eldest male’s exclusive use. When family members die, they are buried in ancestral cemeteries without names on the graves; instead of headstones, you’ll find earthenware pots riddled with holes. Here, the belief is that the dead also breathe (out of respect for the deceased, photos are not allowed).

This remarkable landscape of fortress-like mud houses, founded in the 17th century by people fleeing the slave-grabbing forays of Benin’s Dahomeyan kings, was listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2004. The area is one of the most scenic in the country, with stunning mountain landscapes and intense light.
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Takienta (mud tower-houses), Koutammakou | Homo Cosmicos/shutterstock ©




Arriving & Getting Around

Most visitors to Togo travel overland from either Ghana or Benin, as both countries share borders with Togo. Immigration checks are usually completed in no time. Taxis are available at the bus stations in border towns; confirm the price beforehand.


[image: jpg]

Togo-Ghana border crossing | Joerg Boethling/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Be Flexible

Once you cross the border into Togo, relax. Things move slowly here. Don’t be too rigid with your travel plans, as itineraries often need to be adjusted as circumstances dictate. If you’ve hired a local guide, let them take the lead.

Ask the Locals

If you’re travelling solo, don’t stress: local Togolese people will gladly answer your questions and/or point you in the right direction. French is Togo’s official language, but most locals with basic education can speak a little English.


Money
Currency: West African Franc (CFA)

CHANGING MONEY

Your best bet for currency exchange is on arrival at the Bureau de Change at Gnassingbé Eyadéma International Airport in Lomé. If, however, you run out of cash and need some francs on the spot, you can exchange money at Lomé’s Grand Marché.

TIPPING

Tipping is a matter of choice. Servers at bars and restaurants would appreciate a tip, but they’re not at liberty to demand it. At the end of a trip, some ride-hailing apps will ask if you’d like to tip your driver and give options (150F–250F) to choose from; the choice is yours.

ATMS

There are ATMs in Lomé and the regional capitals, but there are no guarantees that they’ll always work. Most everyday transactions are largely cash-based, especially at bars, restaurants and on public transport. Have 200/400F coins handy for motorbike taxis. Mobile money services are available, within easy reach, and are fast and reliable.








ANGOLA
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SACRED LANDSCAPES AND wonderful people

Natural splendour meets ancient history in Africa’s seventh-largest country: welcome to Angola, where culture awaits at every turn.
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Cristo Rei | Petrova Maria/shutterstock ©

A country as vast as Angola beckons both wonder and wandering. For years, it has been largely closed off to tourists – sheltered by a strenuous and dissuading visa policy. Though that barrier has been lifted with the introduction of more visa-free entry to a wider range of travellers in 2024, the country remains encrypted in its own way – its truest gems demanding adventurous commitment from anyone who embarks on experiencing them.

Angola is a country of stark contrasts and deep history – from the searing sands of the Namib Desert in the south with its eerily beautiful coast, to the lush, rain-drenched forests of the contested oil-rich region of Cabinda in the north. The roots of Angola’s diverse culture are as deep as its rivers, with civilisations tracing back to ancient kingdoms, including the Kongo, headquartered in M’banza Kongo, which encountered Portuguese conquistadors in the late 15th century. This encounter marked the beginning of a violent colonial era that lasted until 1975, when Angola achieved independence after a protracted liberation struggle.

For all whose journeys lead them to seek out the splendour of this storied land, Angola offers an incomparably rich mosaic of experiences. From the bustling, busy streets of Luanda, the seaside capital, to the spiritually captivating beauty of Lagoa dos Arcos in the south, Angola’s charm is nothing short of soul-stirring.
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Tundavala Gap | robertharding/Alamy Stock Photo


THE MAIN AREAS

LUANDA

Beautiful beaches in a bustling metropolis.

NORTHERN ANGOLA

Lush landscapes wealthy in both history and oil.

SOUTHERN ANGOLA

Indigenous tribes, striking sand dunes and seaside towns.




Find Your Way

Angola is a sprawling country – the seventh largest in Africa – so if you plan to venture beyond Luanda, plan on long rides or short flights.
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Plan Your Time

From the beaches in Luanda and ancient ruins in M’banza Kongo to the Namib Desert in the south, Angola has plenty to offer adventurers of all types.
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São Salvador Cathedral | Fabian Plock/shutterstock ©


A Week to Explore

Start your journey in Luanda for a few days of beach time before catching a flight to Namibe in the south. This laid-back pastel town offers a chance for adventure in sand dunes and to explore the Namib Desert’s otherworldly landmarks. From there, take a road trip to Lubango and marvel at the winding Serra da Leba Pass.




A Longer Trip

Considering the country’s size, a few weeks (or more) is the best amount of time to see Angola’s gems. Start in Luanda before road-tripping north to M’banza Kongo, Angola’s ancient Kongo Kingdom. When you get back to Luanda, catch a flight to Namibe and journey inland towards Lubango before closing with a trip to Huíla.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

February–March

The country comes alive in celebration of Carnival, with the peak of the festivities taking place in Luanda.

May–July

Dry season begins, with virtually no rain until September. It’s the perfect weather for a countrywide visit.

August–September

Lubango hosts its 30-day Feast of Our Lady of the Hill, a remarkable cultural bonanza.

November

Luanda hold-s a sacred event on the second Friday of the month in honor of Kianda, the deity of water.




Luanda
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BEACHES | HISTORY | MUSIC


Luanda, the vibrant capital of Angola, dances on the edge of the Atlantic Ocean, bearing all of the leisurely charm of the seaside. Founded in 1576 by Portuguese settlers, Luanda quickly grew into a major port and trading centre, serving as a focal point for the gruesome shipment of enslaved people to the Americas. Today, the city has transformed into a bustling metropolis that reflects the spoils of its oil industry and the skeletons of its colonial prominence. From the skyscrapers that glitter along the coastline to the fingerprints of the Portuguese in the old centre and the many favelas, Luanda is a city of old and new.

The city’s geographical richness is undeniable too, with picturesque islands like Ilha do Cabo offering sandy beaches and tranquil waters just a short distance from the urban hustle. The colourful capital’s streets and beaches boom to rhythms of Kizomba and Kuduro, inviting all who pass by to sway with them.
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SLEEPING

1Epic Sana

2Hotel Trópico

3Ilha Mar Hotel

4Thomson Art House

EATING

5Bela Mar Casa Do Peixe

6Cafe del Mar

7La Vigia




GETTING AROUND

Luanda is very spread out and the roads can get extremely congested, especially during rush hour, so make sure to budget your time with that in mind.

Uber is not available but there is a local alternative app called Heetch. There are also taxis on the street, but be prepared to negotiate your fare.

You’ll see an abundance of small blue and white minivans, called candongueiros, which locals use to get around.




[image: ] TOP TIP

A word to the wise: Luanda is one of the most expensive cities in Africa. Accommodation in particular can make quite the dent in your wallet, so make sure to budget your trip (and your bank balance) with this in mind.



Witness the Luanda Carnival

Spirit, music and style come alive

Each year, typically around February or early March, Luanda transforms into a kaleidoscope of excitement as performers adorned in elaborate costumes parade through the city’s thoroughfares in celebration of the Luanda Carnival. The rhythmic beats of traditional drums and sizzling samba music reverberate through the air, drawing locals and tourists alike into the electrifying cultural spectacle. Floats adorned with intricate designs glide along the streets, while dancers move in entranced synchrony.

The Carnival is a logistical feat, with months of preparation going into making sure this whirlwind of festivities runs smoothly. Tickets must be secured well in advance – ideally at least a month prior – and doing so usually requires the assistance of a local agency or guide. The carnival doesn’t have a dedicated website, so it’s best to keep an eye on local news sites and tourism platforms to ascertain the dates, and get in touch with local guides such as Angola Tourism (@angola_tourism).

The festival itself is a three-day affair, with the celebrations going on well into the night, and full of performances that draw upon history and spirituality – all channeled through music. Beyond the glitter and glamour, this is a celebration of Pan-African unity and resilience, a testament to the indomitable spirit of the Angolan people and their unique contributions to the Black World. Dating back to the colonial era, when Afro–Brazilian enslaved people brought their traditions back to Angola, the Carnival has evolved into a dynamic fusion of African, Brazilian and pan-indigenous influences.

Eating in Luanda

Quality Angolan food

Luanda’s food scene is just as buzzing as the city’s soundscapes. A beautiful reflection of the collage of cultures that convenes in this dynamic capital, a trip to Luanda is not complete without exploring its local dishes. Undoubtedly one of the most in-demand restaurants, Bela Mar Casa Do Peixe is renowned for not only its immaculate fish but also its atmosphere. If you want a taste of Luanda’s music scene without going to the club, Bela Mar is the perfect place for you. On any given Saturday, you’ll find cars lined up and down the block full of people hoping to get in. The best part is that despite its popularity and top-notch dishes, it’s not the kind of place that your wallet weeps at. If you’re looking for a more upscale experience, try the similarly-named and equally delectable Cafe del Mar on Ilha de Luanda. The grilled fish and bacalhau at both are to-live-for.

For a truly authentic (and truly mouthwatering) Angolan dining experience, La Vigia will not leave you disappointed.

The highlight of a meal here is that you get to pick your own meat or fish before it’s put on the grill. Don’t come here expecting luxury – come to experience quality dishes in a thoughtful but laid-back environment.
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ANGOLA’S LIBERATION

Although Luanda was not the ancient capital of present-day Angola’s indigenous kingdoms (that was M’banza Kongo, in the north), the capital has been at the heart of the country’s complexities since its inauguration as a colonial port in the 16th century.

In February 1961, a group of around 200 Angolan freedom-fighters rose up against their colonisers in raids whose impact would reverberate for decades to come.

The harsh colonial repression imposed by the Portuguese in response to these raids went on to catalyse the nationwide uprisings that set off Angola’s movement for independence. To this day, 4 February is celebrated as the beginning of Angola’s armed struggle for freedom.



Sleeping in Luanda: Our Picks

Epic Sana: The epitome of luxury. There are over 200 rooms here, but it’s often fully booked, so make your reservation in advance. $$$

Hotel Trópico: Located in the heart of the city centre, this hotel boasts an on-site health club complete with a squash court. $$$

Thomson Art House: This beachfront boutique option oozes with character and has a nice selection of sunny rooms. $$

Ilha Mar Hotel: Although the rooms leave much to be desired, the rooftop restaurant’s stunning views of the city certainly make up for it. $$




Northern Angola
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ANCIENT KINGDOM | RUINS | HISTORY


The northern region of Angola is one marked by lush landscapes that have held historical prominence for centuries. Included within this region is Cabinda, an exclave bordered by the Democratic Republic of Congo and accessible only by plane. Cabinda’s significant oil reserves have made it a pivotal part of Angola’s economy, as well as a turbulent site embroiled in a struggle for autonomy and independence since the early 1960s. Further south but equally rich in heritage is Mbanza Kongo, situated in the Zaire province.

Once the flourishing capital of the Kingdom of Kongo, one of the most influential states in southern Africa from the 14th to the 19th century, it is now a UNESCO World Heritage site. This city offers insights into a powerful past, with ruins and relics that whisper tales of the civilisations that flourished on this continent long before colonial rule.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1M’banza Kongo

SIGHTS

(see 1)São Salvador Cathedral 

SLEEPING

(see 1)Hotel Mirage 

2Hotel Portugalia

3Kinwica Resort-Hotel

4Pousada Calandulat




GETTING AROUND

The only way to reach Cabinda is by plane because Cabinda is an exclave.

With the exception of Luanda, the majority of Angola’s expat population lives in Cabinda.

M’banza Kongo, is a seven-hour drive from Luanda but safe to reach by car.
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M’banza Kongo still has a reigning king. A local guide, such as Angola Tourism (@angola_tourism) can arrange a formal meeting – be prepared to come with a monetary token of appreciation.



Visit the Heart of the Ancient Kongo Kingdom

A UNESCO World Heritage Sight

A six to seven-hour road-trip from Luanda is the former capital of the powerful Kingdom of Kongo. M’banza Kongo is located in Angola’s northern province of Zaire and is a formidable time-capsule of ancient history. As you wander through the cobbled streets, you’ll be transported back to the 15th century, when it served as the epicentre of trade, diplomacy and spirituality in central Africa. Marvel at the architectural remnants of its illustrious past, from the imposing stone walls of the royal compound to the intricately carved tombstones of Kongo’s kings. The city’s historical significance is palpable at every turn, with landmarks like the São Salvador Cathedral (Kulumbimbi in the local dialect), which is one of one of the oldest Christian churches in sub-Saharan Africa. Local legend states that the Kulumbimbi was built overnight by angels.

M’banza Kongo’s allure extends beyond its tangible relics; it’s a place where the past illuminates much of what is lost in the present. While it’s tempting for travellers to reduce Angola to its ‘war-torn’ past, M’banza Kongo serves as a reminder of the true depth of this nation’s captivating history.


CABINDA’S STRUGGLE FOR SECESSION

Colonised separately by the Portuguese, Cabinda – an exclave separated from the rest of Angola by the Democratic Republic of Congo and the Republic of Congo – was annexed to Angola at independence in 1975 without the consent of its people. The region is rich in oil, contributing significantly to Angola’s economy and earning it the ‘African Kuwait’ moniker, yet many Cabindans feel marginalised and deprived of fair revenue distribution. The Movement for the Liberation of the Enclave of Cabinda has argued for self-determination since the early 1960s, citing cultural differences, economic grievances and colonial treaties that they believe should have ensured their autonomy. Persistent conflicts and government crackdowns have fueled the separatist movement, which continues to seek international recognition and support.



Sleeping in Northern Angola: Our Picks

Hotel Mirage: The best-value hotel in M’banza Kongo, with 23 rooms and access to nearby pool and gym facilities. $$

Hotel Portugalia: A brand new boutique hotel, with a Santorini-esque white stucco exterior and modern rooms; in Malanje. $$

Pousada Calandula: Cozy and picturesque, this lodge with seven units is ideal for nature-lovers visiting the Calandula Falls; in Malanje. $$

Kinwica Resort-Hotel: A collection of 37 bungalows with striking views of the water, and ample on-site amenities; in Soyo. $$




Southern Angola
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SEASIDE | SAND DUNES | INDIGENOUS MEMORY


Southern Angola, encompassing Lubango, Huíla and Namibe provinces, beckons visitors with its stunningly diverse landscapes and indigenous communities who have preserved the intricacies of their cultures for millennia. In the heart of Huíla, Lubango sits like an oasis, cradled by the lush slopes of the Serra da Chela and the renowned Serra da Leba Pass. Lubango is a gateway to the spectacular Tundavala Gap, where the land cleaves open to reveal dramatic views. This area is a natural wonder and a cultural hub, home to the Nyaneca-Humbe tribes, known for their intricate beadwork and cattle-herding.

Travelling further west, the province of Namibe offers a stark contrast with its arid yet striking desert landscapes. Here, the Moçâmedes Desert unfolds towards the rugged Atlantic coast, punctuated by the ancient, gnarled Welwitschia mirabilis (Angola’s national flower) that have survived centuries in this harsh climate. Namibe is home to the Mucubal tribe, who are distinguished by their unique customs and semi-nomadic lifestyle.
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GETTING AROUND

To make the most of your time in southern Angola – especially if you hope to visit one of the local tribes – soliciting the help of a local tour operator makes all the difference. Pure and Authentic Tourism Angola (pa-angola-tourism.com) has both a deep familiarity with the region, and strong relationships with the local communities.

The province is very spread out, and with little cell service, it can be challenging to navigate. That being said, a 4WD, a good map, and a patient attitude can make braving the roads well worth your while.
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If you decide to pay a visit to one of the local indigenous groups in the south, be sure to avoid treating their communities like a cultural zoo. Photos are allowed, but be respectful and ask permission first.



Visit Namibe, Where the Desert Meets the Sea

A tranquil, coastal town

Situated along the rugged coastline of southern Angola lies the tranquil town of Namibe, a hidden gem brimming with historical intrigue and natural splendour. Originally known as Moçâmedes, Namibe boasts a rich cultural heritage that dates back centuries, with it’s name derived from the local Nama word namib, meaning ‘vast place’.

It’s a fitting title for a city surrounded by the vast expanse of the Namib Desert and the endless horizon of the Atlantic Ocean. As you wander through the streets of this seaside town, you’ll encounter remnants of its imposing colonial past, with abundant relics of Portuguese architecture, from the town’s buildings to some of its cobblestone alleyways. Walking around, you’ll encounter the Museu Provincial do Namibe. Modest as it may be, the museum offers a good introductory overview of the different indigenous groups and colonial histories that sculpt present-day Namibe. Comprised of two main rooms, it’s a relatively short stop, but a worthwhile one as you roam the pastel relics of this 19th-century town.

Experience Lagoons & Canyons

Martian terrain and divine sculptures

Tucked within the desert between Namibe and Tômbua is the divinely sculptural Lagoa dos Arcos – a must-visit for anyone who makes it here. Located on the edge of the Curoca River estuary, in between the villages of Camilunga and Nonguai, this series of three lagoons is punctuated with massive sandstone arches that perfectly frame the emerald-green waters below. You’ll need a local guide to help navigate the walk from the entrance of Camilunga village to the lagoon, which you can arrange upon arrival.

A short drive away from Lagoa do Arco is the equally otherworldly Colinas Canyon – massive ochre pillars sculpt a Mars-like terrain where local legend states that ghosts swirl around at night.

Head to Huila & the Tribes of the South

Meet indigenous tribes

Southern Angola is home to some of the world’s most culturally rich and historically intricate indigenous groups – the Mumhuila, Nhaneca-Humbi and Mucbala peoples.

Often, we associate technology as being only about devices such as the smartphone or computer; a visit to southern Angola’s indigenous tribes, however, offers a lens into what well-preserved ancient technologies of culture look like. These indigenous groups, known for their vibrant customs and artistic heritage, are a living testament to the endurance of traditional African ways of life that have withstood the test of time and modern pressures.

The Mumhuila, particularly celebrated for the elaborate hairstyles and distinctive adornments of their women, embody a culture where every ornament meaningfully signifies a part of their history and social status. Mumhuila women use a mixture of cow dung, herbs and crushed red stone to create their iconic red hairstyles, which are not only visually striking but also reflect an adornment technology that functions to protect their scalp from the harsh sun.

Visiting the Mumhuila and Nhaneca-Humbi tribes of southern Angola is a journey that demands the utmost respect – understanding their cultural expressions as intentional and adaptive, rather than static and relegated only into the past. When planning a visit, it’s crucial to approach the indigenous customs you encounter with this foundational respect. It is essential to have a local guide who speaks the tribal languages and understands the cultural nuances – these guides not only facilitate communication but also ensure that interactions are respectful and culturally appropriate. The base from which to set off on a visit to the tribes is Lubango in Huila province. Local tour providers such as Pure and Authentic Tours Angola (pa-angola-tourism.com) can assist in facilitating the journey to Huila in a way that is grounded within this ethic.



LUBANGO ON FOUR WHEELS
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The 155km route inland from 1Namibe to the highlands of Lubango is replete with changes in scenery and altitude. The path winds through the 2Serra da Leba Pass, a marvel of engineering skill, known for its dramatic twists and turns that snake through lush mountains.

Completed in the early 1970s, this pass ascends to an altitude of approximately 1845m. There’s a platform at the top where you can stop for photos and take in the full scope of Serra da Leba’s sculptural grip on the mountain. As you enter Lubango’s city limits, the iconic 3Cristo Rei Statue (Christ the King) beckons. This towering figure of Christ with outstretched arms overlooks the city, mirroring the famous Christ the Redeemer in Rio de Janeiro.

Right next to the statue is a Hollywood-style ‘Lubango’ sign that makes for the perfect photo souvenir. From there, make your way onwards to the 4Tundavala Gap, a massive rift between mountains that are often cloaked in mist. This natural escarpment, at an elevation of over 2200m, is perched along a dramatic edge of the plateau, plunging sharply to reveal a nearly 100m drop.

Legend has it that scorned lovers would invite their partners to Tundavala to meet their tragic end with one swift push into the void.

These days, local women congregate at the gap with their children and groom one another’s hair in the traditional ochre – an ethereal glimpse into the enduring quotidian cultural rituals that form the lifeblood of southern Angola.




WHY I LOVE SOUTHERN ANGOLA
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Neema Githere, Lonely Planet writer

As an indigenous African, I often grieve the ways in which my peoples’ traditional expressions have been consumed by the pressures of modernity and colonialism.

Exploring the south of Angola felt like stepping into a healing time-capsule – where the most beautiful and intricate parts of indigenous culture are preserved with the utmost pride.

To know that there are people adhering to their ancient forms of adornment and relationship was nothing short of inspiring.

When I went to visit the Nhaneca-Humbi, I wore my traditional Maasai beadwork – and the highlight of the trip was when the local women started inspecting my pieces and discussing among themselves how they could replicate the same designs in their work.



Discover Queen Nzinga

The Warrior Queen who negotiated peace

Queen Nzinga, born in 1583, was a formidable leader and warrior queen of the Ndongo and Matamba Ambundu Kingdoms in present-day southern Angola. The brave queen famously negotiated peace treaties with cunning intellect, regularly outwitting her European adversaries and preserving her people’s autonomy for decades as a result. With a reign that marked a defiant stand against the Portuguese colonial forces, Queen Nzinga was revered not only for her astute diplomacy and military prowess but also for her resistance against conventional norms – she insisted on being called ‘King’ and kept both male and female concubines. Despite repeated attempts by the Portuguese colonial forces to capture and assassinate Queen Nzinga, she died peacefully in her eighties in 1663.




Arriving & Getting Around

Angola is a massive country. If you plan on travelling outside Luanda and visiting the south or Cabinda, a domestic flight is your best bet, unless you have extra days to spare by taking on the roads.


Domestic Airlines

Sonair and TAAG are Angola’s only domestic airlines; however, Sonair is oriented more towards chartered flights and the oil industry than it is to domestic service. TAAG has daily flights, but delays and cancellations are common. Be sure to book in advance wherever possible.

Road & Railway

It can take upwards of 20 hours to travel by road from Luanda to the southern provinces. If a road trip feels too daunting but you still want to experience the country by land as opposed to air, Angola’s railway system provides a safe and bucolic alternative.


Money
Currency: Angolan Kwanza (AOA)

ATMS

There is an abundance of ATMs in Luanda, but keep in mind that there is a withdrawal limit of around 40,000 kwanza per transaction, and machines regularly run out of cash (especially if you are withdrawing higher amounts), which means you might find yourself needing to go to several different ATMs to withdraw the money you need.

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Although more and more establishments accept credit and debit cards, the majority of them only accept local cards. Especially in the regions outside of Luanda, it’s advisable to carry enough cash to cover your expenses.

CASH

In Luanda, some establishments (specifically hotels and upscale restaurants) will accept US dollars. However, they return the change in kwanzas. When travelling outside of Luanda, the acceptance of US dollars is very unlikely. It is advisable to withdraw money in your own country, and then convert it upon arrival in Angola.







Language

There are 46 languages spoken in Angola, with the most common indigenous languages being Kimbundu, Umbundu, Kikongo, Chokwe, Oshiwambo, Tchokwe and Ngangela. However, Portuguese is Angola’s official language. Angolan Portuguese is a bit different than its European and Brazilian counterparts, owing to the influence of the country’s indigenous local languages.


Indigenous Basics

Eat

Kikongo: ‘Kudia’; Kimbundu: ‘Kudya’; Umbundu; ‘Oku lia’; Tchokwe: ‘Kulia’

Drink

Kikongo: ‘Núa’; Kimbundu: ‘Kunwa’; Umbundu: ‘Okuñua’; Tchokwe: ‘Kunwa’

Toilet

Kikongo: ‘Kisubilu’; Kimbundu: ‘Dicungu’; Umbundu: ‘Onjo yoku linanjula’; Tchokwe: ‘Kumba’

Indigenous Greetings

Hello

Kikongo: ‘Mbote’; Kimbundu: ‘Wa nangue’; Umbundu: ’Ovewe’; Tchokwe: ‘Kanawa’

Thank you

Kikongo: ‘Matondo’; Kimbundu: ‘Nga sakidila’; Umbundu: ‘Nda pandula’; Tchokwe: ‘Ly sesa’

Please

Kikongo: ‘Ndevukila’; Kimbundu: ‘Nga kubessa’; Umbundu: ‘Mangi ohenda’; Tchokwe: ‘Tuno sakwila’.







Central African Republic
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A BEAUTIFUL BUT TROUBLED LAND

Once a magnet for its magical landscapes, folklore and wildlife, the Central African Republic is currently off the travel radar due to widespread political instability.
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Situated, as the name suggests, at the heart of the continent, the Central African Republic (CAR) is a landlocked country which features a magnificent high plateau – to the far west, on the border with Cameroon, are the rocky outcrops of Mt Ngaoui. In the southwest of the country, tropical rainforest dominates, while elsewhere the sweeping savannahs are crisscrossed by rivers. The capital, Bangui, sits pretty on the Ubangi riverfront and features spacious boulevards and some architecture from its time as a French colony.

Outside of the capital, the Baka people still hunt in the forests, the Chutes de Boali waterfall plunges a mighty 50m during the rainy season, elephants and western lowland gorillas roam the Dzanga-Sangha Reserve, and the countryside around the market town of Bouar is dotted with megalithic stone monuments.

Enticing as all this is, since 2012, the country has been pretty much inaccessible, dogged by catastrophic violence that has displaced 1.4 million people – roughly 25% of the country’s population. The healthcare system has fractured, and poverty is desperate. Armed groups control some areas of the country, and international peacekeeping efforts have achieved limited results. Sky-high poverty levels have taken their toll on the country’s wildlife, and poaching for money and bushmeat – along with rampant logging – is a significant issue.
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FAST FACTS

Area 622,984 sq km

Capital Bangui

Population 5.9 million

Currency Central African Franc (CFA)

Languages French, Sango

Religions Christian (50%), Animist (35%), Muslim (15%)

Time GMT/UTC +1



 

Ancient History

Evidence of human occupation of the region – in the form of stone tools – dates back to 6000 BCE, while the most ancient settlements of the CAR date to around 2500 years ago. Megaliths found around present-day Bouar suggest a complex culture: the stones here weigh up to four tonnes and are grouped together in 70 distinct areas.

From the 15th century onwards, the country’s present-day cultures began to form, based on communities fleeing Arab slave-traders. By the 18th century, these persecuted people had turned into the persecutors, participating in the slave trade and sending their prisoners across the Sahara to Egypt or down the Congo to cross the Atlantic Ocean. The trade in enslaved people persisted until 1912 and resulted in major depopulation on the eastern side of the country.
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Colonialism

France entered CAR in 1885, encountering a fragmented society that was ruled over by Sultan Rabah, who was of Sudanese origin. In 1900, the French executed Rabah and took full control of the country, dividing it into 17 sections that were allocated to a range of European companies in exchange for annual payments and a share of their profits. Cotton, coffee and tobacco plantations were established, with local workers often enduring coercion and brutal working conditions. There were valiant attempts at resistance to the colonial capitalist regime, but these were supressed by military force, food shortages and smallpox outbreaks.

However, things began to change in the aftermath of WWII, when idealistic Barthélemy Boganda’s Movement for the Social Evolution of Black Africa (MESAN) began to rouse nationalist sentiment in the country. Boganda died in a plane crash in 1960, in what was considered suspicious circumstances. Shortly after, his MESAN party put pressure on the French to grant independence to the CAR, which was achieved in 1960.

 

The Bokassa Regime

David Dacko became the nation’s first president, but his government swiftly descended into repression and dictatorship. In 1966, he was forced from power by army commander Jean-Bédel Bokassa, who was his cousin. A notoriously brutal regime followed for the next 13 years, in which children, protesting the cost of uniforms supplied by the tyrant’s wife, were massacred. The regime was supported by French President Valéry Giscard, who had his eye on the country’s uranium deposits and lucrative wildlife hunting on the Sudanese border. Bokassa squandered the country’s mineral resources in return for loans from South African and US banks, with his excess culminating in a grotesque ceremony – with a price tag of US$20 million – where he declared himself emperor.

The violence and excess eventually alienated Bokassa’s international backers, and France suddenly withdrew its support in 1979. While Bokassa was fundraising in Libya, French forces reinstated David Dacko as leader, backing him with military support. He in turn was overthrown a number of years later, with André Kolingba subsequently establishing a corrupt one-party state in 1986. Disgraced Bokassa attempted a return, but was sentenced for treason, murder and cannibalism, and placed under house arrest in his palace at Berengo.


WARNING

Political tensions are high in CAR and are likely to only intensify as the 2025 elections draw closer. Protests have turned violent in recent times and should be avoided, and thefts and car-jackings also occur on a frequent basis. Outside Bangui, government services are mostly unavailable.

Most foreign governments advise against all trips to the country.



 

Coups & Chaos

Kolingba was eventually defeated in the 1993 elections, which were organised by France and the US. Leadership passed to Ange-Félix Patassé, and the CAR had its first real civilian government. However, Patassé appointed members of his own ethnic group to rule, and this led to a mutiny by another ethnic faction in 1996. The capital descended into chaos, with peace being restored by an African peacekeeping mission, as well as the UN. Patassé’s re-election in 1999 resulted in riots and attempted coups (in 2001 and 2002). The last coup was led by General François Bozizé, who marched into the capital in 2003, while Patassé was absent in Niger, and took power. Little changed under the new administration, and Bozizé won the election in 2005, having initially promised that he would not run.

While the security and economic situation in Bangui improved under Bozizé’s rule, rebel attacks continued to destabilise the north of the country, causing mass displacements of people. A peace accord was signed in 2008 that improved the situation somewhat, but insurgencies began to occur soon after, including by the Lord’s Resistance Army from neighbouring Uganda.

 

Elections & Armed Groups

In 2010, something like peace began to emerge in the country, with Genral François Bozizé achieving around 60% of the vote in the 2011 elections. But the opposition questioned the process, and peace did not last.

A Muslim rebel coalition named New Séléka seized control of northern sections of the country in November 2012, and within six months, they had expanded their control over much of CAR, advancing into the capital and forcing Bozizé to flee. Law and order collapsed, and hundreds of lives were lost in clashes between New Séléka and Christian militia groups, known as Anti-balaka. French troops intervened in 2013 to restore stability, and they were soon followed by a UN peacekeeping force. Catherine Samba-Panza took on the interim leadership amid brutal violence that was perpetrated by both sides.
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The Central African Republic Today

President Faustin-Archange Touadéra was elected in 2015 and it is said that he presided over the economic decline of the country. At the end of his first term, elections were announced for December 2020. Bozizé declared his candidacy, but due to UN sanctions against him, as well as an international warrant for his arrest, his bid was dismissed. With much of the country in the control of armed insurgents, the electoral process was anything but straightforward: 800 polling stations across the country had to close due to violence, and three Burundian peacekeepers lost their lives. Faustin-Archange Touadéra was re-elected in the first round of voting. His ongoing attempts to quell rebel groups have been supported by the Russian private mercenary group, Wagner, with persistent reports that they have harassed civilians. The next round of presidential elections is scheduled for 2025.

Despite the hair-raising political backdrop, African Parks has overseen the revitalisation of the vast tropical wilderness of Chinko Nature Reserve in the east of the country, stabilising the fragile elephant population there and increasing lion numbers from almost nothing to over 100. The river has revived, and employment has been provided for 350 local people. But for the CAR, this is a rare success story.

 

The People of the Central African Republic

ICAR comprises more than 80 ethnic groups, broadly categorised into those from riverine, grassland and forest cultures. Among the forest cultures are the Aka people, who use the term MoAka (singular) and BaAka (plural) to describe themselves. The Baya-Mandjia and Banda ethnic groups, originating from the western and central savannahs, respectively, make up 75% of the population of CAR.

Approximately 70% of the population resides in rural areas, with subsistence agriculture serving as the cornerstone of the economy. Poverty is deeply entrenched in the country, with 70% of the population scraping a living on less than a dollar a day.

Half of the population in the CAR identifies as Christian, with 15% adhering to Islam, and 35% holding firm to traditional animistic beliefs, which continue to exert a profound influence on the lives of most individuals, irrespective of other religious affiliations.

Exploited by colonisers and then betrayed by avaricous leaders, the people of this chronically underdeveloped country have suffered considerably.

 

Transhumance at Chinko Nature Reserve

Deforestation and drought have caused nomadic cattle-herders to migrate south from Sudan and Chad into CAR, and their impact on the fragile ecosystems of Chinko Nature Reserve has been devastating.

In response, African Parks have pioneered a harmonious land-use strategy, employing local transhumance engagement officers to engage with the pastoralists, sharing tea round campfires and establishing safe cattle corridors that also preserve the integrity of the park, as well as its wild animals.

(Transhumance refers to the practice of moving livestock from one area of grazing to another, in line with the cycle of the seasons.) Thanks to this groundbreaking project, there has been a 200% increase in predator and herbivore numbers in the park since 2017.


FOOD SCARCITY

Food scarcity is a major issue in the CAR: it is estimated that 70% of people eat only once a day. The staple food is cassava, which is consumed at every meal, but when it’s the only food source, it can cause a disabling form of malnutrition called konzo. Ideally, cassava is accompanied by meat, fish or vegetables – when they are available.

Meals are sometimes spiced up with piment (hot sauce) and koko leaves. Poached meat – python, monkey and antelope – is found at market stalls, and nutritious forest caterpillars are devoured in June. In the south of the country, palm wine is the favoured drink, while in the north, bili-bili, a sorghum-based liquor, is popular.







Chad
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DESERT DRAMA AND POLITICAL TURMOIL

Geographically and culturally diverse, this huge landmass – lassoed into country borders by the colonial French – has a sad history of conflict.
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Traditional mud hut, Gaoui

This large, landlocked country sits on the borders of north and central Africa, with Libya to the north and Cameroon and the Central African Republic to the south. The Sahara Desert cuts a swathe through the north of the country. In the centre is the transitional and arid Sahel, with the lush wetland surrounding western Lake Chad providing some respite. To the south of the country is a more fertile savannah region.

The straight lines that delineate the northern and eastern borders of this vast land indicate the fundamental problem that has shaped the sad history of Chad: the arbitrary yoking together by colonial rulers of peoples who in terms of culture, religion and practices have little in common. Decades of conflict have ensued, and due to terrorist threats and a history of kidnappings, travelling to Chad is neither recommended nor safe.

A large percentage of the population lives below the poverty line, and desertification is another issue, along with the ongoing depletion of Lake Chad. Poaching is a serious threat to the country’s precious natural environment, though there is a beacon of hope at Zakouma National Park, where ivory poaching has been significantly curtailed and protection extended to Kordofan giraffes; in addition, 900 buffalo were translocated to Siniaka Minia Park in 2022. However, Chad has been robbed of many acacia, baobab, date and palm trees by deforestation, which has sadly affected animal numbers and made the problem of desertification worse. A national effort to replant trees went some way to address this, but poaching remains a major environmental issue.

In more stable times, Chad was an alluring place for adventurous travellers keen to explore. Visitors would take boat trips on Lake Chad to see such wonderful sights as the huge elephant herds at Zakouma National Park; the hippo-rich river cutting through the capital of N’Djamena; the painted houses in the nearby village of Gaoui; the otherworldly rock formations at the marvellous Ennedi Plateau; and the towering, wide crater of Emi Koussi in northern Chad. For the time being though, all this is out of bounds.
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Ennedi Plateau | Homo Cosmicos/Shutterstock ©


FAST FACTS

Area 1,284,000 sq km

Capital N’Djamena

Population 18.79 million

Currency Central African Franc (CFA)

Languages French, Arabic, and more than 120 local languages

Religions Islam, Christianity, Animism

Time GMT/UTC +1



 

Early History & Colonial Rule

From as early as 7000 BCE, the Chad Basin was occupied by humans who, over the course of the next 8000 years, created rising and falling empires in an attempt to control trade across the Sahel from the Sahara. Notable amongst these peoples were the Sao, who flourished from the 6th century BCE to the 16th century CE, and later converted to Islam. A number of ancient archaeological sights from this period survive in Chad, most notably in the north. As well as this, an array of artefacts, including sophisticated bronze statues and terracotta figures, can be seen.

The modern history of Chad was shaped by Arab slave-traders from the north, followed by the arrival of the French in the 1900s, and who had colonised the entire country by 1913, though they left large swathes of it undeveloped. The French colonisers primarily used Chad as a source of cotton and labour and focused more of their attention on their more profitable colonies. Stronger ties were forged with the French in the 1940s by French–Guianan governor-general Félix Eboué, who offered support to Free France during WWII. Eboué espoused the cultural strengths of rural Chad, attempting to stem rampant urbanisation there. His death in 1944 robbed the region of a thoughtful leader capable of building good relations with France.
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Independence & Tombalbaye

In the late 1950s, Chad moved from being part of the French Federation to becoming an independent country in 1960. The first president of independent Chad was southerner François Tombalbaye, who outlawed the opposition, and all other political parties, and incited discontent in the Muslim north. Sadly, this set the tone for the next 25 years of politics in Chad, with armed uprisings, coups and interference by private militias; all of this turbulence was only exacerbated by French and Libyan interest in the area. Furthermore, a severe drought in the Sahel in the late 1970s and early 80s resulted in mass migration to the cities and the disturbance of long-standing agricultural practices.

Tombalbaye’s ‘Chaditude’ policies involved changing his own name to a Chadian name, encouraging others to do the same and Africanising local place names. All his officials had to undergo the yondo initiation rituals that had caused his own facial scarring as a teen. As well as this, the officials were often flogged, drugged and forced to partake in mock burials. In the Muslim north and east, these measures were particularly unpopular.

Tombalbaye was ultimately assassinated in his palace in 1975 by army officers, and General Félix Malloum, another southerner, came to power. He allegedly discovered a million dollars in cash in Tombalbaye’s home.

 

North Against South

Attempting to resolve long-standing tensions between the north and south of the country, Malloum and Hissène Habré, a former rebel leader from the north, created a fragile Government of National Unity. In 1979, tensions between the two factions erupted, with regional and religious differences resulting in terrible clashes in N’Djamena in which thousands of civilians were killed. Malloum left the country to be replaced by northerner and Habré opponent Goukouni Oueddei. Supported by Libya, Oueddei occupied N’Djamena, but the French intervened, forcing him north and effectively leaving Habré as Chad’s leader.


WARNING

Chad is politically unstable and there is a heightened threat of terrorism as well as ransom kidnapping in the Sahel and around Lake Chad. Carjacking and armed robberies are also threats. You need a permit for travel outside N’Djamena. The advice of foreign governments is not to travel to Chad.



 

Idriss Déby

Northern Muslim leader Idriss Déby returned to Chad from Sudan in 1990, bringing with him a private army of 2000 and support from Libya. Déby seized the troubled capital of N’Djamena and Habré fled to Senegal, leaving the way open for Déby to become president. He called a presidential election in 1996 and won, though there were allegations of voting irregularities.

Another rebellion erupted in the north of the country in 1998, taking the form of the Movement for Democracy and Justice and led by Youssouf Togoïmi, who was once a minister under Déby. However, Déby comfortably won the flawed election of 2001, and seeing off another coup attempt in 2006, he overturned the two-term limit for the presidency and won another (much boycotted) election. Thereafter, every five years up until his death in 2021, Idriss Déby was elected into power, with the unacknowledged support of the French government, who provided logistical assistance and weapon transfers, and deployed special forces to help Déby fight off rebel groups. Déby paid the ultimate price for his authoritarian regime in 2021, when he was killed on the frontline by rebels in northern Chad. His son Mahamat Déby then assumed control via the Transitional Military Council. Mahamat Déby’s postponement of elections in 2022 resulted in pro-democracy protests, which were brutally supressed and all rival political parties suspended.

 

Relations with Sudan

Over the years, Chad and its neighbour Sudan have had a tense relationship, one which worsened in 2003 when unrest in the Darfur region of Sudan spilled over into Chad, bringing a large influx of Sudanese refugees. In the immediate aftermath, the Sudanese government stood accused of backing Chadian rebels, and Chad was accused of supporting insurgency in Sudan. In 2010, however, both signed an agreement to normalise relations and cease supporting rebel factions within each other’s borders.


THE GEREWOL FESTIVAL

A spectacular annual beauty pageant, Gerewol sees men from the polygamous Wodaabe tribe doll themselves up in order to be selected as husbands. The semi-nomadic herders gather wearing seductive jewelled and beaded tunics, painting their faces oche and dabbing them with picaresque white dots, and outlining their lips and eyes in dark hues. Baring their teeth and widening their eyes for maximum effect, the men dance and make a chattering sound in order to entice the assembled women. The men considered most beautiful are chosen by the unmarried women, with the glory of victory persisting within the community for years to come.



 

Chad Today

Since Mahamat Déby came to power, Chad’s people have continued to experience poverty, which has only been exacerbated by the severe impacts of climate change. In 2022, over 400,000 people were displaced by floods, and a state of emergency was declared.

Politically repressive, Déby’s regime is said to have detained, restricted and even killed those citizens who question the status quo. Between the government forces and armed militia, the ordinary people of Chad have suffered greatly. The majority of Chad’s population rely on herding and subsistence farming, and their life expectancy of just 54 is the third-lowest in the world.
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Culture

The northern region of Chad is inhabited by peole of Arab descent, as well as nomadic Peul-Fulani and Toubou communities. In contrast, the majority of the southern population consists of Black Africans, with the Sara ethnic group being the largest (25% of the population) and traditionally holding influence in business and civil service roles.

These two demographic groups exhibit significant differences in lifestyle: the predominantly Christian and animist southerners are primarily engaged in subsistence agriculture and the cultivation of fertile land, while the northern Muslim population are typically pastoralists accustomed to desert environments.

Many of the artisanal goods available in Chad are imported from neighbouring countries like Nigeria and Cameroon. Locally crafted items such as leatherwork and pottery are common, alongside wool rugs produced in towns like Abéché.

 

Make Some Noise: The Kakaki

Measuring up to 4m long, the mighty metal kakaki is a trumpet that emits a loud booming sound. Played exclusively by men, and associated with the power of sultans, the instrument is used across the countries of the region (Nigeria, Benin, Niger, Burkina Faso and Ghana) to welcome royalty. Played by a robed musician, the kakaki (also called a waza in Chad) is a wonderful visual and aural phenomenon.





Democratic Republic of the Congo
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Despite wild beauty and a compelling capital in Kinshasa, the country has been dogged by colonial exploitation and bad governance.
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Volcano, Parc National des Virunga | WAYAK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

While the ‘democratic’ tag in the country’s name has often been debatable, the inclusion of ‘Congo’ is a given. The Congo River is the country’s lifeblood, and the world’s deepest. This majestic force of water cuts a huge arc across the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). With its massive tracts of rainforest, active volcanos and mountain gorilla population, the DRC is a place of other natural marvels too, but one that was shattered by a Belgian colonial regime of staggering cruelty, and subsequently scarred further by tyranny, rapacity and violence. The country was the sad setting of Africa’s ‘world war,’ a bitter conflict that raged from 1998 to 2003 and resulted in millions of deaths. Eastern Congo’s resources of diamonds, gold and coltan (short for columbite-tantalite, a dull metallic ore used in mobile phones) were plundered by invading armies and the populace suffered intensely.

Sadly, it’s not recommended to travel to any part of the DRC today: not to the music-obsessed and chaotic capital Kinshasa, nor into the interior to see such marvels as Zongo Falls or the fabled Parc National des Virunga, where visitors used to hike a crater to peek into a broiling lava lake before tracking wild mountain gorillas. Once the jumping-off point for trips to track the gorillas, the lovely border town of Goma on the captivating Lake Kivu now has only a large NGO and UN presence.

Outside of the capital city, Lubumbashi and Mbuji-Mayi are mining hubs – the extraction of mineral resources is detrimental to the country’s environment, but these resources are also vital to Congo’s economic lifeblood, with 50% of exports going to China.

However, as per many destinations in the continent, African Parks is writing a success story here, and they are playing an epic role in restoring the DRC’s natural heritage: they operate Garamba National Park in the northeast of the country and have worked to combat poaching in the area. They also run community agriculture and solar projects and have introduced the southern white rhino to certain wilderness areas, while also steadily improving populations of endangered Kordofan giraffes. All this, plus they make sure to empower the community, with over 500 local people employed by them.
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FAST FACTS

Area 2,344,858 sq km

Capital Kinshasa

Currency Congolese Franc (FC)

Population 105 million

Languages French, Kikongo, Lingala, Swahili, Tshiluba and numerous others

Time GMT/UTC + 1/2



 

The Baka

The Baka people were the first dwellers of the steamy Congo River Valley, with their habitation dating back to 8000 BCE. Semi-nomadic hunter–gatherers, the Baka still inhabit the forests of the Congo, meaning they are the accidental beneficiaries of the country’s underdevelopment. However, they are subject to harassment by forest rangers in the DRC’s protected areas. From 1000 CE, the Bantu people moved into the region, bringing architecture and iron smelting to the humid riverbanks before coming into conflict with the Baka. Persecution of the Baka continues to be an issue in the region.
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Colonialism

Portuguese traders arrived around 1500 and began to embark on the horrific transatlantic slave trade, as well as trading in ivory, pottery, fabrics and ironware with the Kongo people, who themselves adopted elements of Portuguese culture, from customs and clothing to Christianity.

The trading of enslaved people intensified from the mid-19th century (as did ivory extraction), when Arab traders moved west into the Congo region, whilst the explorations of the renowned David Livingstone further opened the interior to outside interests. Livingstone’s fabled interlocutor, Welsh–American Henry Morton Stanley, was engaged by the infamous King Leopold II of Belgium to travel to the Congo. Stanley made treaties with local chiefs, many of whom were duped into surrendering land for paltry gifts.

In 1884, at the Berlin Conference where the ‘Scramble for Africa’ culminated in a crude parcelling up of African land among European nations – all for pure, unabashed profit – Leopold negotiated the acquisition of the Congo for himself. His exploitation of the region for rubber and other resources was so intensely brutal that the colony eventually become financially unviable because so many of the workers had been maimed or killed in the process. With this harsh and traumatic history, the subsequent problems of the region are unsurprising.

 

Independence

The Belgian government took control of the Congo from their king in 1908 and, while conditions improved, the Congolese people still had little autonomy or access to further education. In the 1950s, the colonial status quo was challenged by Patrice Lumumba, a charismatic rebel who took the country to independence, becoming prime minister of the Republic of the Congo in 1960.

A poet and Pan-Africanist, Lumumba was an inspirational figure, but tragically for the nation and its future, his period at the helm was shortlived: within a few months, Joseph Mobutu took power, arresting and eventually assassinating his rival Lumumba. In a postscript to this event, the Belgian government officially apologised for its role in Lumumba’s murder in 2002.

After Lumumba’s death, the Congo began to fragment further before being reunited in 1965 by Belgian and UN troops. With nationalist fervour, Mobutu renamed himself Mobutu Sese Seko (which roughly translates to ‘All-Powerful Warrior’) and the country, Zaire. He then began a programme of ‘Africanising’ the country. Despite having some worthy goals, he was nonetheless a tyrannical and kleptocratic ruler, pocketing around US$5 billion during his regime while his people suffered severe poverty.

 

Civil War

Mobutu’s reign was disastrous for the infrastructure, schooling and health of the nation: by the early 1990s, the Congo’s highways were being eaten up by hungry jungle, and hospitals and places of learning were closed. Mobutu gave refuge to the Hutus, who perpetrated the Rwandan genocide in 1994, and angry local Tutsis, supported by Ugandan and Rwandan soldiers, swept across the country, capturing Kinshasa and ousting Mobutu, who died in Morocco four months later.

It was at this point that the country acquired its optimistic name – the Democratic Republic of Congo – the irony being that the new revolutionary leader, Laurent Kabila, swiftly outlawed political opposition and succeeded in merely continuing the corruption and oppression of his predecessor.

In 1998, Rwanda and Uganda once again intervened, and a war of African nations ensued, with Angolan, Zimbabwean and Namibian troops successfully fighting off invaders following several years of conflict, but with the loss of tracts of the DRC to rival countries. Mass rape was used as a weapon of war, and millions of people died of hunger and disease as neighbouring countries vied for the country’s resources, most notably its diamonds.
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RUMBLE IN THE JUNGLE

As much about celebrity and sensational music as it was about boxing, the 1974 ‘Rumble in the Jungle’ saw heavyweight champ George Foreman take on Muhammad Ali at the May Stadium in Kinshasa. Garrulous empresario Don King cooked up the event, which ended up being delayed by five weeks due to Foreman receiving an injury to his head during training for the match. The hype was maintained by a sensational music festival featuring the Fania All-Stars, BB King, Miriam Makeba and James Brown. Watched by millions upon millions of people on TVs all around the world, the match itself saw Ali employing his ‘rope a dope’ tactic: he lay back as Foreman swung punches and exhausted himself, thus enabling Ali to win by knockout in the eighth round. The documentary When We Were Kings, made in 1996, captures the rivalry, showmanship and queasy political backdrop of the legendary fight



 

A Fresh Start

When Kabila was killed by a bodyguard in 2001, his son Joseph, at just 29 years old, took power. Against the odds, he proved to be a competent leader, ushering in UN troops and negotiating a peace accord as well as a transitional government. His economic reforms helped to get the country back on track, and in 2006 he won the first proper elections in decades. However, elections in 2011 were criticised by political observers and by the opposition. Six months later, M23 rebels rose up in the east of the country, mostly made up of Tutsi former soldiers and – the accusation goes – supported by Rwanda and Uganda.

 

The Democratic Republic of the Congo Today

The M23 rebellion had collapsed by 2013, but more trouble was to come when Kabila attempted to change the constitution to extend his second term for a further two years. This led to violent protests in Kinshasa. Kabila was eventually defeated in the 2018 election by Felix Tshisekedi, in a peaceful transfer of power; Tshisekedi was re-elected in 2023.

The challenges facing Tshisekedi are intense, and include HIV infection, widespread corruption, militia activity in the east of the country, and deep poverty. DCR remains chronically underdeveloped, and roughly 600,000 Congolese people have left the country as refugees. Tshisekedi has called for a review of mining contracts signed with the Chinese government, and at the COP26 climate summit in 2021, he pledged to reverse deforestation by 2030. In 2021, the largest protected rainforest in Africa, safeguarded as the Salonga National Park, was removed from UNESCO’s list of threatened areas, following bans on oil drilling and a crackdown on poaching. An important landmark, the survival of the wonderfully biodiverse rainforests of the DRC, with their huge capacity to absorb CO2, is vital for us all.

 

Culture

The culture of the DCR is richly diverse: an astonishing 700 languages and dialects are spoken here, and there are 250 ethnic groups within its borders. Four main tribal groups – the Kongo, Luba, Mongo and Mangbetu-Azande – make up 45% of the population.

Congolese music continues to influence and inspire around the globe, with perhaps its most influential strand being Congolese rhumba, which has harmonised with its Cuban counterpart in a rich musical exchange since the mid-20th century. Staff Benda Bilili, a group of Kinshasa street musicians who overcame their polio disabilities to shoot to worldwide fame, had their story told in a 2010 documentary, Benda Bilili, which offers a rare glimpse into the band, as well as life inside the DRC’s capital, where the city’s transcendent spirit is clearly evident.

Half of the DRC’s population are Roman Catholic, while 20% adhere to Protestantism and 10% follow Islam. The remaining 20% adhere to indigenous beliefs.

 

Saving the Bonobos

Located west of Kinshasa, the Lola Ya Bonobo Sanctuary is doing a remarkable job of reintroducing orphaned bonobos to the wild. Though they closely resemble chimps, the creatures are more peaceable, and they are, unfortunately, severely endangered. At the sanctuary, the adorable baby bonobos, whose infants respond to tickling with human-like laughs, are treated by vets and looked after by their dedicated human guardians before being lovingly re-wilded.


WARNING

Western governments advise against all travel to the DRC, with widespread unrest, violence and threat of terrorist attacks and kidnapping. Attacks by militants occur in the eastern part of the country, and protests against UN peacekeeping forces deployed in the DRC have arisen in Kinshasa and Goma.







Sudan
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CONFLICT IN AN ANCIENT LAND

Trips to Sudan once offered a roll call of incredible sights, from marvellous pyramids to Red Sea dives, but the country is currently enduring civil war.
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At the time of writing, Sudan was in the grip of a civil war, which erupted in April 2023 between government forces and armed factions, including the Rapid Support Forces, with ethnic cleansing and militia attacks forcing whole villages to flee to camps in Chad and South Sudan. A staggering number of Sudanese people have been displaced here as a result of the conflict, and half the population is facing starvation: planting crops or going to markets to purchase food is an absolute nonstarter, and numerous men and women have been killed or forced into hiding, meaning the likelihood of planting new crops to reduce the problem of starvation is low. It is a dire situation that is causing immense suffering to the people of Sudan, and it goes without saying that travel here is not possible, and unsafe.

People who have visited in the past universally attest to the warm hospitality of the Sudanese people, who are renowned for their friendliness. Unfortunately, the ongoing conflict restricts access to all areas of this vast nation, and the rich experience of visiting the majestic pyramids of ancient kings, seeing the convergence of the two Niles or diving among countless crimson fish in coral gardens – either on a dedicated trip or as part of a Cairo-to-Cape Town expedition – is currently not possible.

It is hoped that travellers will be able to see the country’s riches, which attest to a fascinating past, some time in the near future. The row of structures comprising the Meroe Pyramids is Sudan’s most remarkable archaeological site, while Soleb features the grandeur of an Egyptian temple. At Kerma, you can ascend to the top of a mud-brick fortress for panoramic views of the surrounding landscape, and the awe-inspiring beauty of two remarkable temples at Naga showcases exquisite Kushite architecture. At Karima, the ancient Pharaonic ruins, tombs and pyramids lie buried beneath layers of sand, while from Kassala, the picturesque Taka Mountains are just a stone’s throw away. At Port Sudan, a kaleidoscope of colours enriches the unspoiled coral reefs of the Sudanese Red Sea.

[image: jpg]

Meroe Pyramids | SERGEY-73/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


FAST FACTS

Area 1,731,671 sq km

Capital Khartoum

Currency Sudanese Pound (SDG)

Population 49 million

Languages Arabic, English and numerous others

Religions Muslim (90%), Christian (5.4%), Other (2.8%)c

Time GMT/UTC +2



 

Ancient History

Contemporary Sudan occupies the historical territory of Nubia, an ancient civilisation that preceded Pharaonic Egypt. Throughout its history, authority in Nubia alternated between various powers, including the Egyptians, the dynasties of indigenous empires like the Kingdom of Kush and successive independent Christian kingdoms. In the 14th century, the Mamelukes, the Turkish rulers of Egypt, overcame Nubia’s robust defenses, ushering in the dominance of Islam, and by the 16th century, the Funj Kingdom had emerged as a formidable Muslim state.
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Colonialism & Revolt

In 1821, Mohammad Ali, the viceroy of Egypt, seized control of northern Sudan and initiated trade in the southern region. Over the following decades, British interests in Sudan grew, driven by objectives to regulate the Nile River, counter French expansion from the west and integrate the southern region into a British-led East African federation. This European intervention, accompanied by fervent Christian missionary activities, faced resistance from many Muslim Sudanese.

The turning point arrived in 1881 when Mohammad Ahmed bin Abdullah bin Fahal declared himself the Mahdi, a figure in Islamic tradition tasked with eliminating evil from the world. Within four years, he ousted General Gordon, the British-appointed governor of Khartoum, establishing Mahdist rule in Sudan until 1898. In that year, outside Omdurman, the Mahdists suffered defeat at the hands of Lord Kitchener and his Anglo–Egyptian army, leading to Sudan’s effective colonisation by the British.

 

Independence

Sudan gained independence from Britain in 1956, but General Ibrahim Abboud, Deputy Commander-in-Chief of the Sudanese army, disregarded the winners of the inaugural post-independence elections and declared himself president.

In 1969, Colonel Jaafar Nimeiri then assumed leadership and remained in power for 16 years. His most significant action was signing the 1972 Addis Ababa Agreement, which granted autonomy to the southern provinces and temporarily halted the country’s civil war for over a decade. However, in 1983, Nimeiri renounced the autonomy deal and imposed Sharia law across the entire nation, reigniting conflict between the north and south. Army commander John Garang then defected to establish the Sudan People’s Liberation Army before swiftly gaining control over much of the south.

Nimeiri was ousted in 1985, succeeded initially by a transitional military council. Following elections the following year, Sadiq al-Mahdi assumed the role of prime minister. In July 1989, power was seized by Lieutenant General Omar Hassan Ahmad al-Bashir, although Hassan al-Turabi, the fundamentalist leader of the National Islamic Front, was widely perceived as the primary figure of authority.


WARNING

Sudan is in the grip of opposing factions, and there has been much violence, instability and famine. Following a military response to the attempts of Houthi rebels to sabotage Red Sea travel, Sudan has become even more unstable. At the time of writing, there is conflict across the country, with the threat of kidnapping and crime in Khartoum and other cities at high levels. Travel to Sudan is not safe.



 

Infighting

The year 1999 marked a pivotal moment in Sudanese politics: in December, president al-Bashir, dissolved parliament, suspended the constitution and declared a three-month state of emergency as part of an internal power struggle with al-Turabi. Subsequently, the elections that were set for December 2000 were boycotted by opposition parties, facilitating al-Bashir’s easy victory.

By 2002, there was a glimmer of hope – the economy had stabilised, and a ceasefire was established after President al-Bashir and the leader of the South Sudan People’s Defence Forces, John Garang, convened in Nairobi. However, in Sudan, good news often precedes bad. In February 2003, rebels in the western Darfur region revolted against the government, citing oppression and neglect. The army’s brutal response, aided by pro-government Arab militias (the Janjaweed), escalated into what many have labelled as genocide. The government’s brutal campaign is estimated to have resulted in the deaths of between 200,000 and 400,000 Sudanese, as well as the displacement of millions. The Sudanese government claims the actual death toll is just 10,000.

Amid the turmoil in Darfur, progress towards peace in the south was underway, culminating in January 2005 with a peace agreement that ended Africa’s longest civil war. The agreement included provisions for power and wealth-sharing, including the equitable distribution of oil revenue, as well as six years of autonomy for the south, followed by an eventual referendum on independence.

In March 2009, the International Criminal Court issued an arrest warrant for al-Bashir, accusing him of war crimes and crimes against humanity in Darfur. However, the African Union and the Arab League condemned the warrant. In January 2011, the South Sudanese voted overwhelmingly for independence, leading to the eruption of tensions over the oil-rich territory of Abyei, which is situated between Sudan and South Sudan. Despite the initial conflict, both nations managed to reach agreements on the oil industry, as well as the establishment of a demilitarised zone along their borders in 2013.
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Sudan Today

Protests against the brutal regime of al-Bashir erupted in 2018, and in 2019 a coup finally ended his 30-year reign, and he was imprisoned. Abdel Fattah al-Burhan became head of a transitional military council, and then a civilian and military sovereignty council, which had the purported aim of leading Sudan towards elections. In October 2021, al-Burhan staged another coup, dissolving the sovereignty council and instating a council with himself as chairman.

The country then officially became a secular state, and the economic situation remained dire: in a country where 60% of the land is arid, the economy heavily relies on agriculture and basically nothing else, primarily due to international sanctions, isolation, historical instability and factional violence. Many young Sudanese, including university students, attempt to emigrate to Europe for the chance of a better life. In April 2023, the fragile relationship between the Sudanese Armed Forces and the paramilitary Rapid Support Forces broke down over a dispute regarding how to integrate the Rapid Support Forces into the army. The result has been catastrophic, with the two sides (funded by foreign governments with interests in the mineral-rich and strategically located land) waging a brutal conflict. The impact on civilians has been terrible, with hunger, mass displacement (within the country and into Chad and South Sudan) and numerous accusations of rape and genocide.

The war was largely ignored by the outside world, overshadowed by other conflicts, but in March 2024, the UN Security Council finally called for the cessation of hostilities. It is to be hoped that the warlords put down their arms, and allow aid to reach Sudan’s town and villages so that the immediate needs of its people can be addressed and the country can begin to heal.

 

Kerma

Kerma in northern Sudan is one the oldest continually inhabited towns in Africa and has immense historical significance. The Nile-rich region surrounding the town has been settled for a span of at least 8000 years, with its most powerful period between 1800 BCE and 1600 BCE, when it served as the capital of the Kingdom of Kush and emerged as a pivotal trade hub during Egypt’s Middle Kingdom era. It was during this epoch that the kings of Kerma erected two monumental mudbrick temples, called deffufa, which comprise the worn and rugged remains of the oldest and arguably the largest mud-brick structures on the continent of Africa.

 

Diving Port Sudan

In happier times, divers could enjoy some of the best diving in the Red Sea at Port Sudan, where dramatic seascapes, atmospheric wrecks and a true sense of wilderness lured intrepid travellers. Amid the pure-blue water are dizzying drop-offs, as well as all forms of fish life, from prolific whitetips and silvertips to hammerheads. The reef is ablaze with black coral bushes and sensational hard and soft corals. One of Sudan’s most magical dives, Sha’ab Rumi, is known for its sheer abundance of underwater life and superb topography. This is where Jacques Cousteau established his underwater village, Conshelf II, in 1963, the remnants of which can still be seen, though sadly now only explored by barracudas, grey reef sharks and humphead wrasses.


CULTURE

Sudan’s population of 49 million is culturally diverse, comprising various ethnic groups.

Approximately 70% of the population is of Arab descent, with Arabised ethnic groups like the Nubians and the Beja constituting a significant portion. The country is predominantly Muslim (Sunni), with Coptic Christians dispersed throughout, and the people of the Nuba Mountains practicing a blend of Islam, Christianity and indigenous beliefs..







South Sudan
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AFRICA’S NEWEST COUNTRY is still STRUGGLing

Despite sheltering wonderful diversity and a treasure trove of wildlife, the new nation of South Sudan has endured much conflict and unfortunately, travel there is not advised at the moment.
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In July 2011, Sudan, Africa’s largest country, underwent a historic split, giving rise to South Sudan, the world’s newest nation. However, the birthing process was marked by violence and bloodshed. For decades, the people of South Sudan have endured relentless warfare as they continued in their struggle to gain independence from the north. Unfortunately, upon independence, the nation swiftly descended into internal strife, with a civil war erupting between the fledgling government and various rebel factions.

Despite its status as one of the poorest and least developed countries globally, South Sudan’s obscurity holds a certain allure that may entice visitors. However, until stability is achieved, even the most adventurous travellers must wait before they can marvel at its diverse tribal communities and explore its national parks.

The country is a nature-lover’s dream, comprising vast expanses of savannah, including Africa’s largest savannah ecosystem, and extensive swamps – with the Sudd, a swamp equivalent in size to England, being the continent’s largest such habitat – as well as vast floodplains dotted with lush woodland areas. The capital of South Sudan is Juba, and in happier times, it has offered visitors lively markets and teeming streets, but the main draws of the country were – and hopefully will be again – the incredible wildlife. Boma National Park features herds of millions of migrating antelope, as does Bandingilo National Park, which also gives shelter to giraffes, wild dogs and hippos. Nimule National Park adds elephants, Ugandan kobs, buffaloes and wild waterways to the mix.

Many people in South Sudan maintain traditional tribal ways of life, such as the Mundari, who look after their long-horned cattle with reverence and dye their hair orange with cow urine; the Didinga, who live in houses with cone-shaped roofs and organise boys into age grades; and the agriculturalist Shilluk, who are some of the tallest people in the world.
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FAST FACTS

Area 644,329 sq km

Capital Juba

Currency South Sudanese Pound (SSP)

Population 11.2 million

Languages English, Arabic, numerous tribal languages

Time GMT/UTC +2



 

Early History & British Rule

The early history of South Sudan remains largely obscure, but evidence suggests that nomadic cattle herders have inhabited the region for roughly 5000 years. Around the 1500s, Nilotic-speaking peoples such as the Dinka and Luo are believed to have migrated southward into what is now South Sudan from more northerly regions.

In 1899, South Sudan became part of Anglo-Egyptian Sudan under the joint administration of Britain and Egypt. However, during this period, little to no development occurred in the area that would later become South Sudan. Nevertheless, the British encouraged the presence of Christian missionaries in the region to counter the southward expansion of Islam.
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Independence & Rebellion

In 1956, Sudan gained indepenence as a whole, and the people of South Sudan found themselves under the rule of Khartoum.

Almost immediately, southerners bean to voice complaints of discrimination and the unfair distribution of wealth, opportunities and political power between the northern and southern regions of the country.

Additionally, southern leaders accused Khartoum of attempting to impose an Islamic and Arabic identity on the south, while reneging on promises to establish a federal system.

In 1962, a rebellion initiated by southern army officers seven years earlier evolved into a full-fledged civil war against Khartoum, led by the Anya Nya guerrilla movement. In 1969, a faction of socialist and communist Sudanese military officers, led by Colonel Jaafar Muhammad Nimeiri, seized power in Khartoum. For the people of South Sudan, a pivotal moment during Nimeiri’s 16-year tenure came in 1972 when he signed the Addis Ababa Agreement, granting the southern provinces of the country a degree of autonomy.

 

War

War broke out again in 1983 after Khartoum revoked the autonomy arrangements, with the southerners rallying behind John Garang’s Sudan People’s Liberation Movement and its armed wing, the Sudan People’s Liberation Army. Over the next 22 years of conflict, approximately 1.5 million lives were lost, and more than four million people were displaced.

The conflict finally ended with the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 2005, which granted the south a degree of regional autonomy and representation in a national power-sharing government, and, most importantly, a referendum on independence. However, tensions persisted, exacerbated by the death of John Garang in a plane crash shortly after being sworn in as the first vice president of Sudan. Salva Kiir Mayardit succeeded him amid suspicions of foul play, leading to renewed demonstrations and fighting.

Despite the formation of a power-sharing government between Omar al-Bashir and Salva Kiir in Khartoum, violent skirmishes continued, with the oil-rich region of Abyei remaining a significant flashpoint between Sudan and South Sudan.


WARNING

Tensions in South Sudan are very high, and many criminals in the country carry arms. It is one of the most threatening environments for aid workers worldwide, and violence, detentions and kidnappings have been reported. Criminal attacks and unexploded ordnance only add to the danger. Needless to say, travelling to South Sudan at the moment, given the current volatile situation, is highly inadvisable.



 

The Second Independence & Civil War

Following many years of conflict, in January 2011, nearly all southern Sudanese participated in a highly anticipated referendum, with 99% voting to secede from the rest of Sudan. Consequently, in July of the same year, South Sudan officially gained independence as a sovereign nation. However, the joy of independence was short-lived. Even before South Sudan’s first anniversary, internal strife erupted once again, this time between the Nuer and Murle tribal factions in the northeastern region.

By December 2013, with inter-tribal tensions escalating across various swathes of the country, the situation deteriorated further when President Kiir accused his deputy, Riek Machar, of plotting a coup. Machar fled, triggering a full-scale civil war between the opponents of Kiir and Machar. As is typical, it was South Sudan’s civilians who bore the brunt of the conflict, suffering atrocities from both sides.

Internationally, there were several unsuccessful attempts to broker ceasefires. Eventually, a peace agreement was signed in 2015, leading to Machar’s return to Juba as vice president. However, shortly after the peace deal, clashes resumed between the factions. By 2016, the country was plunged back into civil war.

 

South Sudan Today

With the outbreak of civil war, South Sudan’s nascent economy has come to a complete standstill, hindering development and leaving the nation among the most unfortunate in the world by nearly all indicators and measures. The country lacks paved roads, and beyond major urban centres, there are few hospitals, medical facilities, schools or industries. The majority of South Sudanese rely on subsistence agriculture, with 65.9% of the population living in extreme poverty, according to the World Bank.

Despite being heavily reliant on oil, which accounts for almost all exports and around 60% of the country’s GDP, South Sudan’s oil exports have decreased due to ongoing conflicts, only exacerbating the financial crisis. Furthermore, oil reserves are expected to nearly deplete by 2035. This decline in oil revenue, coupled with the civil war and devastating droughts, has caused severe inflation, with the South Sudanese seeing the prices of basic food items skyrocket, rendering them unaffordable for many households.

By February 2017, the situation had deteriorated to the point where UN agencies declared a state of famine in South Sudan, with 100,000 people on the brink of starvation and over five million in urgent need of assistance.

Aid agencies attribute the famine primarily to human causes, with roughly one million children under the age of five suffering from acute malnutrition and 1.5 million people fleeing the country. In 2018, rival military leaders Salva Kiir Mayardit and Riek Machar signed an agreement to create a unity government and bring refugees back into the country.

Stetson-wearing Salva Kiir of the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement has been the de facto president of the country since its inception, and has only succeeded in stoking regional turmoil and presiding over the murder of those brave enough to air their criticisms and grievances, including journalists.

The country’s long-delayed elections – occurring due to pressure from churches and civil society groups – were slated for 2024. However, turnout may be low, as the country’s borders are flooded with hundreds of thousands of refugees fleeing the conflict in their country.

 

War Child

biggest musical stars started life as a child soldier: Emmanuel Jal was recruited by rebels in South Sudan at the age of nine, brainwashed, given an AK47 and trained to fight against the government in Khartoum. He escaped with a group of other boys, was rescued by a British aid worker and was able to attend school in Kenya and get his young life back on track. Jal is now a peace advocate and rapper who is resident in Canada. He works tirelessly to raise his voice and demand that the leaders of South Sudan do better for their people. The 2008 documentary War Child tells Jal’s remarkable story, while his autobiography, War Child: A Child Soldier’s Story, was published in 2009.
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The Greatest (Wildlife) Show on Earth

Kenya and Tanzania get a lot of publicity – and visitors – for their huge annual wildlife migrations of zebras, wildebeests and gazelles. But South Sudan has a migration that may exceed even those spectacles. Aerial surveys have revealed migrating herds of over one million white-eared kobs, tiang antelopes, Bohor reedbucks and Mongalla gazelles, not to mention 8000 elephants, 8900 buffaloes, 2800 ostriches, as well as countless leopards, giraffes, hippos and various other species. In an attempt to foster this wonderful abundance of wildlife, there are numerous ongoing efforts to protect Boma National Park as a wildlife habitat.





Burundi
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TINY country with a stunning landscape

Burundi is a lush and beautiful place, with forested mountains, languid lakes and steamy capital. But given its challenges, it’s considered one of the poorest countries on earth.
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Burundi is stunning, and when it comes to welcoming foreigners, Burundians are famous across the region for – despite everything – the warmth of their welcome. Sadly, Burundi’s reputation for tragic violence precedes it: the 1993–2005 Burundian Civil War claimed hundreds of thousands of lives and laid waste to the country’s infrastructure. Political unrest and ethnic violence never seem far away here, even when, as now, Burundi enjoys a period of fragile peace.

As always seems to be the case in Burundi when the country is not at war with itself, a peace that is fragile at best prevails.

Although the government has relaxed some restrictions on civil and political society, it continues to rule Burundi with an iron fist, using extrajudicial killings, intimidation, arbitrary arrest and targeted assassinations to maintain its tight grip on power. The country seems to be collectively holding its breath until the next elections, which are due to be held in 2025.
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FAST FACTS

Area 27,830 sq km

Capital Bujumbura

Population 13.16 million

Currency Burundian Franc (BIF)

Languages Kirundi, French

Religions Christian (93.9%), Muslim (3.4%)

Time GMT/UTC +2



 

Troubled Beginnings

The stories of Burundi and Rwanda run in parallel. Both were colonised by Germany, then by Belgium. However, these different colonial powers didn’t much matter to the locals, because the story was the same. Both Germany and Belgium favoured the minority Tutsi in every way, particularly when it came to providing education and choosing candidates for political power and funding. When Burundi obtained independence in 1962, most positions of power went to the Tutsi.

Whenever the Hutu – who made up, and still make up around 85% of the population – tried to challenge the status quo, the Tutsi-dominated government and military reacted with oppression. In 1964, they purged the Hutu from the army, and from any positions of influence within the government bureaucracy. In 1972, after a Hutu uprising (in which more than 1000 Tutsi were killed), the Tutsi-dominated military went on the rampage in revenge, and roughly 200,000 Hutu were killed, while half that number fled into exile.

It was not until 1987 that a Tutsi president, Major Pierre Buyoya, tried to appoint Hutu representatives into positions of power. But the backlash was immediate: the following year, thousands more were massacred in the north of the country.
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Genocide In All But Name

By 1991, international pressure was mounting on African nations to introduce multi-party democracy. This was a promising development in many countries, especially those with diverse political spaces and multi-ethnic societies. But Burundi was different. Such was the history of nepotism and ethnic violence between the Hutu and Tutsi ethnic groups that any attempt to establish political parties based on political platforms transcending ethnic loyalties was doomed to failure. So too were any hopes that Burundi’s voters would ignore ethnic rivalries when casting their ballots, and that high-ranking Tutsi generals and rank-and-file soldiers would allow Hutu candidates to win and then stay in power.

And so it proved. Bowing to the pressure exerted by donors and others, Major Buyoya finally held multi-party elections in June 1993. As expected, the Hutu swept to victory, and Melchior Ndadaye, a Hutu, was sworn in as head of the government. Four months later, militant assailants gunned him down. A 1996 UN investigation would later accuse the army command of being responsible for Ndadaye’s death, but the report did not name names. Fighting broke out, and half a million people fled into neighbouring Rwanda. In April 1994, six months after Ndadaye had been assassinated, his successor, Cyprien Ntaryamira, also a Hutu, died in the same plane crash that claimed the life of Rwanda’s president, Juvénal Habyarimana. It was Habyarimana’s death that would set off the genocide in Rwanda, during which 800,000 people, mostly Tutsi and moderate Hutu, were massacred.

In Burundi, the outbreak of violence that followed was less intense than what was happening in Rwanda, but only by comparison. Hutu militias battled the Tutsi-led and -dominated army. No war was ever declared, but it existed in reality, as at least 100,000 people were killed in clashes between mid-1994 and mid-1996. In July 1996, Major Buyoya, with the backing of Burundi’s military, seized power in a coup. Dropping any pretence of reconciliation, he imprisoned or killed his political opponents, condemned hundreds of thousands of Hutu to ‘regroupment camps’, and generally presided over a climate of fear and mayhem.

Most historians cover the period from 1993 to 2005 as an unbroken period of undeclared war. During those years, there are no precise figures as to how many people were killed. But it’s possible that the number is similar to the number of those killed during the Rwandan genocide. And very few international media outlets even covered what was happening.


BURUNDI HIGHLIGHTS

Bujumbura Great nightlife, delicious food and picturesque Lake Tanganyika.

Saga Beach Among the most enticing inland beaches in Africa, with soft white sands on Lake Tanganyika

Chutes de la Karera Beautiful waterfalls across a number of levels in the forest.

Source du Nil A memorial marks a small stream in Kasumo as the southernmost source of the Nile.

Parc National de la Rusizi Antelopes and hippos close to Bujumbura.



 

Fragile Peace

After a lost decade, the largest Hutu rebel group, the Forces for the Defence of Democracy (FDD), signed a peace deal with Buzaoya’s government late in 2002. In April the following year, Domitien Ndayizeye, a Hutu, became president. In 2004, the UN sent in 5000 peacekeepers, and this was followed by elections in 2005. In parliamentary elections, the FDD won a majority of seats, while the FDD’s leader, Pierre Nkurunziza, became president. Against a backdrop of political violence from both sides, and amid allegations of corruption and voter fraud, Nkurunziza won re-election in 2010.

On the one hand, international observers declared the elections to be free and fair. On the other, the swirling culture of violence and mistrust that had accompanied the elections damaged Nkurunziza’s brand, some would say fatally. Such was the level of anger among opposition parties that all but the ruling party withdrew from the 2010 elections, meaning Nkurunziza was actually elected unopposed.

The aftermath of the elections was a fraught time for Burundi and its people: Burundians from all walks of life were dissatisfied with Nkurunziza and his conduct of the elections. At the same time, no-one wanted a return to the violence of recent years. As incumbent, Nkurunziza benefited from this reluctance to return to the past. He remained in power, and a fragile peace held.

As it did so, the economy began to recover, albeit slowly, and foreign investors began to return. A handful of curious and intrepid tourists started to arrive again. And for the first time in a very long time, Burundians were enjoying the benefits of peace.

In 2015, President Nkurunziza rattled Burundi’s cage again. Despite a constitutional provision limiting presidents to two terms, Nkurunziza announced plans to run for a third term; he claimed that his first term didn’t count as he was appointed by parliament and not voted for by the people. Burundians took to the streets of Bujumbura, the government cracked down, thousands fled to neighbouring countries and Burundi looked set for a rerun to more dark and chaotic years. In the midst of it all, President Nkurunziza won the re-election. The violence continued, as did the government’s crackdown on all opposition. The outlook was grim, and became more so after a constitutional amendment created a law whereby President Nkurunziza could stay in power until 2034.

And then, with Burundi on the brink of civil war, President Nkurunziza unexpectedly announced that he would not seek another term. Instead, President Evariste Ndayishimiye (Nkurunziza’s hand-picked successor) won the elections in May 2020. A month later, no longer in office, Nkurunziza died of a heart attack, possibly connected to complications from Covid 19.
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GEOGRAPHY

Burundi makes up just 0.1% of Africa’s landmass – it’s the continent’s 10th-smallest country. With an average elevation of 1504m above sea level, Burundi is one of Africa’s highest-altitude nationa. Its lowest point is 772m (on the shore of Lake Tanganyika), while its highest mountain is Mt Heha, at 2684m. The combination of steep hillsides and high levels of annual tropical rainfall make the country extremely susceptible to erosion and landslides.

The country has two major geographical landmarks. The first, Lake Tanganyika is Africa’s second-largest lake, not to mention the second-largest freshwater lake by volume in the world, and the second-deepest. Four countries border the lake: Burundi, Tanzania, the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Zambia.

The second is the southernmost headwaters of any tributary of the Nile, the Ruvyironza River, considered the great river’s true source.



 

Culture

Burundi has one of the fastest-growing human populations on the planet, and its annual growth rate of 3.59% (which translates to close to five children born to each mother) means that Burundi’s population doubles every 15 or so years. For a country that already struggles to provide an acceptable standard of living for its people, such a figure is close to catastrophic. In 2023, the average age of Burundians was 16, with 44% below the age of 15. Just 14.6% of the population live in urban areas, and more than 1200 people are crammed into every one of Burundi’s square miles.

As in neighbouring Rwanda, most of Burundi’s population is divided between Hutu and Tutsi. In both countries, around 15% of the population is Tutsi, with close to 85% Hutu. There are also small populations of Twa (a forest people) and South Asians (predominantly traders and businesspeople from India, Pakistan and Bangladesh).

Burundi’s population is overwhelmingly Christian (93.9%). Of this, 58.6% are Roman Catholic and 35.3% are Protestant..

 

The Royal Drummers of Burundi

The Royal Drummers of Burundi (Les Tambourinaires) is a group that is one of Burundi’s most famous musical exports. Begun as a troupe for performing at ceremonies such as births, funerals and coronations of mwami (kings), their members have been touring the world since 1960; the make-up of the band changes over time as the ability to play these drums in the royal court is passed on from father to son.

The karyenda (drums) have always played a sacred role in traditional Burundian society, representing kingship, fertility and regeneration. The drums themselves are made from hollowed tree trunks and swathed in animal skins, and they’re used as both centrepiece and accompaniment to ceremonial singing and dancing. Of the albums they’ve recorded, Batimbo (Musiques Et Chants; 1991), The Drummers of Burundi (1992) and The Master Drummers of Burundi (1994) are the most widely available.


WARNING

Foreign governments have stopped short of warning their citizens not to travel to Burundi in general, but only just. Most have issued a ‘Reconsider the Need to Travel’ warning, which means that you need a very good reason to travel here due to the widespread risk of terrorism and civil unrest. At the time of writing, the highest level warning (i.e. ‘Do Not Travel’) was being given for Cibitoke and Bubanza provinces, Kibira National Park, areas of Bujumbura Rural province west of the Rusizi River, and border areas with the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda.







DJIBOUTI
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ANCIENT CHARM & MAGNIFICENT LANDSCAPES

Welcome to Djibouti: the tectonic meeting place where Africa and Arabia converge, with volcanoes and crater lakes that speak to the mysticism of a storied land.
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Djibouti feels something like an open secret. Often overlooked in the region in favour of its more prominent (and more turbulent) neighbours – Ethiopia to the south and Somalia to the east – this small yet strategically significant country offers a portal into the crossroads of African and Arab worlds. Nestled on the Horn of Africa, where the Red Sea meets the Gulf of Aden, Djibouti has historically been a land of meeting points – not just of bodies of water, but of civilisations. Its position along lucrative trade routes has made it a player in the commercial and cultural exchanges between the Middle East, Africa and beyond for thousands of years. Inhabited since the Neolithic era, it has seen the passage of various powers, from local Afar and Somali tribes, who left an indelible mark on the cultural fabric, to the French settlers who established it as a colonial territory in the late 19th century.

The country’s terrain is dominated by volcanic formations, salt lakes and stark deserts. Lac Assal, the lowest point in Africa and the third-lowest in the world, is nothing short of awe-inspiring with its lunar-like surface and crystalline waters. Meanwhile, the centuries-old city of Tadjourah beckons with unforgettable and rustic seaside charm. For the intrepid tourist, Djibouti is a truly unique destination that promises both adventure and insight into the confluence of ancient pathways and modern-day geopolitics.
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THE MAIN AREA

DJIBOUTI CITY

A nexus of the Red Sea.




Find Your Way

There is no shortage of taxis in Djibouti City. Outside of the capital, however, your best bet is enlisting the help of a tour guide company unless you’re courageous enough to brave the bumpy roads.
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Plan Your Time

Djibouti is a small country with only a handful of regularly traversed tourist hubs. That being said, the more time you spend here, the more deeply you’ll be able to immerse into the country’s highlights.
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If You Only Have a Weekend

Even one weekend gives you enough time for a couple of Djibouti’s highlights.

Head out for a day trip to Moucha Island to snorkel, then close out your weekend with another day trip that combines stops at lakes Assal and Ghoubet.




A Week or More

An organised tour is the best way to arrange your week-long adventure. Set out bright and early to head to Lac Abbe, near the border with Ethiopia. After a night or two camping out there, make your way to Lac Assal and Lac Ghoubet en route to Tadjourah where you’ll likely be inspired to spend a few days taking in the coastal charm.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY & FEBRUARY

Most temperate time of year. Ideal for whale shark watching and outdoor excursions.

APRIL–JUNE

Low season means less crowded destinations. Djibouti celebrates Independence Day on 27 June.

AUGUST

Temperatures rise to over 40°C and the majority of the country stays indoors.

OCTOBER–DECEMBER

Temperate ‘winter’ weather begins. Fest’Horn in Djibouti Ville mid-December.




Djibouti City
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CULTURAL CROSSROADS | EXQUISITE CUISINE | ISLAND EXCURSIONS


The bustling heart of an otherwise quaint country, Djibouti City (or Djibouti Ville as it’s known locally) is an eclectic collage of the traditional and the cosmopolitan. The city’s cost of living and stratified infrastructure is influenced by a robust mix of expats who call Djibouti home as a result of being stationed at one of the major international military bases – most notably, the American and French bases.

Driving through the city’s centre you see this mix of cultures first hand: dense streets lined with roadside vendors interspersed with Parisian bistros. In neighbourhoods like Haramous, the imprint of Djibouti’s expat community is felt, with sprawling villas, gated compounds and expansive malls. This sense of opulence is somewhat harshly juxtaposed against the patchwork of empty lots and modest apartments.
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SIGHTS

1Hamoudi Mosque

2L’Escale

3Place Mahmoud Harbi

SLEEPING

4Djibouti Palace Kempinski

5Ras Dika Hotel

6Sheraton Djibouti Hotel

EATING

7Café de la Gare

8La Chaumière

9Moukbaza Nacionale

10Nil Bleu




GETTING AROUND

There are no taxi-hailing apps but local green cabs are abundant.

In the heart of town it’s possible to get around by foot, but keep in mind that traffic and rush hour make the ambience intense.

There are also smaller buses available, however their schedules and stops can be less reliable than the green cabs.

Opening hours listed online are rarely accurate. Call the places you plan to visit in advance to confirm that they are open.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Djibouti is the region’s most expensive country, especially for accommodation. High prices don’t always reflect better quality, so research. Most city beaches are port offshoots. For white sands head to Maskali or Moucha islands.



Explore the Flavours of Djibouti Ville

Where cultures converge

Home to over 70% of the entire country’s population, Djibouti City is undeniably the pulsing heart of the collage of cultures that have converged in Djibouti for centuries. Nowhere is the fusion of African, Arabian and European influences on Djibouti more palpable than in the city’s cuisine. The best way to immerse yourself is by exploring the city’s range of local and international eateries, from Djiboutian staples to Ethiopian gems and Parisian bistros.

Start your exploration at Place Mahmoud Harbi, the city’s central square, named after a pivotal figure in Djibouti’s independence movement. The plaza is punctuated by the distinctive Hamoudi Mosque. Built in the early 1900s by a Yemeni businessman who relocated to the city’s French quarter, the Hamoudi Mosque is widely hailed as Djibouti City’s most iconic building.

Yemeni cuisine is one of the main highlights of Djibouti’s culinary landscape – make a stop at Moukbaza Nacionale to try out its savoury and tangy fried fish dishes for yourself. For a more expanded menu, make your way to La Pergola in the Ambouli neighbourhood further south, near the airport. They serve everything from Kenyan nyama choma (grilled meat) to West African classics.

For a taste of Paris in Djibouti, add a stop at the family-owned Café de la Gare; and to teleport to Addis Ababa, pass by La Fontaine for some injera.

Drift Away to Moucha and Maskali Islands

White sands and turquoise water

Many proclaim Sables Blancs as being Djibouti’s best beach. However, Moucha Island just east of Djibouti City would beg to differ. A 30-minute boat ride from the capital, Moucha is a paradisiacal island whose dramatic cliffs, cerulean waters and gentle breeze enchant to the core. The trip to Moucha Island can be quite a rocky one, depending on the wind conditions when you set sail.

On windy days, the water gets formidably choppy and some water might enter your boat, so be sure to pack a waterproof backpack to keep your belongings safe; but rest assured that the boat operators know what they’re doing. Even when choppy, the ride to Moucha is a breathtaking adventure in and of itself. If you get lucky, you’ll find yourself flanked by schools of dolphins that number in the hundreds, leaping and dancing in the waters surrounding your boat.

With a population of only 20 residents, wandering around Moucha Island feels akin to being marooned. On the western vista, the silhouettes of giant cargo ships saunter towards the Bab el-Mandeb strait, making their way towards the Red Sea – a sight that puts Djibouti’s geopolitical significance in context beyond the abstract.

Trips to Moucha depart from L’Escale around 9.30am and stay at Moucha until roughly 4.30pm. Organised tours (Aqua Club Diving Center; 77 82 31 50) consist of a snorkelling excursion and meal on the island. If you’re interested in scuba or freediving, that can also be arranged in advance. The neighbouring Maskali Island also offers some stunning snorkelling experiences, and if you come during whale-shark season between November and March, you’re likely to be able to snorkel alongside them.
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KHAT IS KING

Khat is a plant stimulant with mild psychedelic and euphoric effects that is legal in and widely consumed across Djibouti.

Bushels of this green plant favourite are visible on nearly every other street corner in the capita, and peeking out of people’s mouths as they chew its energising leaves.

According to local legend, khat arrived in Djibouti with the sheikhas, a sect of Sufi mystics. When people got sick, the sheikhas would put the khat atop a fire and enter a trance-like state of song and dance under its influence – reminiscent of Sufi tradition.

Khat is more common amongst Somali communities than it is amongst the Afar, although its usage is very common across the region as a whole.



Sleeping in Djibouti City: Our Picks

Ras Dika Hotel: Located in the heart of the city, this hotel is known for its hearty traditional Djiboutian breakfast offerings. $$

Red Sea Hotel: A modern hotel, this Ambouli pick has quality offerings comparable to its more expensive counterparts. $$

Djibouti Palace Kempinski: A luxury hotel located in the upscale Îlot du Héron neighbourhood. $$$

Sheraton Djibouti Hotel: A wide range of rooms with a stunning waterfront view overlooking the Gulf of Tadjourah. $$$


GEOPOLITICS IN DJIBOUTI

With its position on the Bab El-Mandeb Strait less than 28km away from Yemen, Djibouti is a country whose immense geopolitical significance has attracted the interest and presence of over a dozen international military forces, the influence of which floats peculiarly above what is otherwise a uniquely peaceful country.

Djibouti’s position at the mouth of the Red Sea makes it a high-stakes keystone in global trade and warfare alike.

In late 2023, this strategic corridor came into the spotlight when neighboring Yemen began targeting ships bound for Israel. Ethiopia, Djibouti’s land-side neighbor, is also distinctly reliant upon Djibouti’s corridors: as a landlocked country, Ethiopia’s imports are almost exclusively transported via Djibouti’s ports.



Eating in Djibouti: Our Picks

Janateyn: Local Yemeni eatery with the charm of a mom-and-pop restaurant, which lets you pick which fish you’d like grilled. $

Nil Blue: A mix of Djiboutian plates (in other words, spiced spaghetti-fusion galore) and American dishes, all with good portions. $$

La Mer Rouge: Hailed as the best seafood restaurant in Djibouti City. The place to go if you’re looking for great lobster or calamari. $$

La Chaumiere: A favourite amongst ex- pats, within walking distance of the main hotels in the heart of the European Quarter. $$$




Beyond Djibouti City


[image: jpg]

Embrace the roads less travelled and venture into the appealing landscapes outside Djibouti’s capital


Diverse regions extend beyond bustling Djibouti City. One of the crown jewels is Lac Assal, nestled in a volcanic crater 155m below sea level. Surrounded by dark lava fields and the stark white of salt deposits, this otherworldly saline lake is the lowest point in Africa. Not far from the desolate beauty of Lac Assal is Lac Ghoubet al Kharab, an inlet of the Gulf of Tadjourah, encircled by steep cliffs and volcanic hills. Further afield lies the hauntingly beautiful Lac Abbe. Known for its lunar landscape, this alkaline lake features a vast plain dotted with limestone chimneys, which vent steam. Each of these regions offers a distinct glimpse into Djibouti’s geological and cultural terrain.


Places

Lac Assal & Lac Ghoubet

Lac Abbe

Tadjourah




GETTING AROUND

It is very difficult to travel beyond the capital city (particularly to Lac Abbe) without a local guide and/or driver. Lac Abbe is well into the desert, with virtually no signs once the main road ends. Djibouti Tour/Somaliland Tours (info@somalilandtours.com) has a very professional, safe, and reliable roster of English-speaking guides and regional and country-wide trips up to one week long. It’s possible to make the journey from Djibouti City to Tadjourah by ferry (two hours, once daily).



Lac Assal & Lac GhoubetTIME FROM DJIBOUTI CITY: 2 HRS [image: jpg]

Wander in Wonder at Two Crater Lakes

Some 108km west of Djibouti City sits Lac Assal, a crater lake flanked by dormant volcanoes, which glistens crystalline and beckons awe at its first glance. Mountains of sediment-turned-crystal frame this lake’s sculpted salty shoreline; place your palm atop the earth here and its saline cleansing is palpable. The plateau is so white from the salt that congregates there that it borders on blinding – a sharp contrast to the smoky brown silhouette of the mountains to the east and the black lava fields in its surrounds. The salt fields at Assal’s perimeter range from a pale turquoise to deep maroon – a distinct colourscape that gives this lake a Martian aura. If you stop at the lake for long enough, you might get lucky and spot one of the passing camel herders who take this route in their salt caravan heading to Ethiopia.

Adjacent to Lac Assal is Lac Ghoubet, a crater lake that is cloaked in its fair share of ominous mythology. Both lakes sit within Ghoubet al-Kharab, which translates to the Gulf of Demons owing to the legends that have sculpted its history. Surrounded by cliffs that are up to 600m high, Lac Ghoubet is separated from Lake Assal by the (dormant) Ardoukoba volcano. Perched in the waters of Ghoubet are two islands, Ginni Koma and Ounda Ginni Koma, ochre land masses formed from a volcanic eruption that stand out amidst the lake’s neon turquoise waters. If you’re short on time, Assal and Goubet make for a good stop en route to Tadjourah from Djibouti City.
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Lac Assal | Dave Primov/shutterstock ©

Lac AbbeTIME FROM DJIBOUTI CITY: 4-5 HRS [image: jpg]

Witness Sunrise amid Martian Limestone Chimneys

Pictures do Lac Abbe more than a disservice. Reported to have once been submerged in the sea, Lac Abbe’s towering limestone chimneys make you feel like an ant navigating a galactic ant hill. The drive en route to Lac Abbe takes you past the Grand Bara and Petit Bara deserts which, interestingly enough, are a designated emergency landing site for the NASA Space Shuttle.

A guided tour is the most responsible way to journey to Abbe: drivers know their way through the desert by heart, speeding up and slowing down in accordance with the quality of the stretch of desert. Lac Abbe Camp is the only accommodation in the area, consisting of a humble but charmingly rustic group of stone and raffia huts, the former of which is equipped with solar-powered electricity.

There are two main clusters of chimneys: the ‘small’ ones, closest to the Abbe Camp, and the larger chimneys, where steam spurts out from the top of the chimneys’ spouts. On occasion, you can even spot flamingos passing along the lake: their pink silhouettes traversing the still water is nothing short of an ethereal sight. Even if you don’t catch the flamingos, you’re likely to encounter a sky embellished by flocks of migratory birds who fly from chimney to chimney. Sunrise is the ideal time to pay a visit to the lake itself, with the sun’s emergence offering you a chance to watch as the sky morphs from rose to crimson, with rays piercing through the hills and the chimneys’ steam billowing in the air.


WHY I LOVE DJIBOUTI

[image: author]

Neema Githere, Lonely Planet writer

I love Djibouti because it’s the kind of place whose landscapes make you feel like you’re not on Earth, but whose people make you feel like you’re at home. I also love it for the very same reason some people might hate it: it has just as many challenges as it does charms.

Lac Abbe is one of the most spell-binding places I’ve ever seen with my own two eyes; but the seas of litter that line the roadside en route to Abbe are heartbreaking, to say the least. Djibouti is not the kind of place you can lie about being a paradise, and as someone who hates facades, that’s precisely what made me fall in love with it.



TadjourahTIME FROM DJIBOUTI CITY: 3 HRS [image: jpg]

Stroll Along the Promenade in Tadjourah

Tadjourah is the oldest city in Djibouti. Before there were any mosques anywhere else in the country, seven existed in this coastal port town nestled in the Bay of Tadjourah. Tadjourah is far more quaint than the capital, but not at the expense of vibrance. Teenagers, men and young boys line Tadjourah’s shorefront promenade, hyper-attentive to any passerby who is unfamiliar in a curious but far from malicious way. The ones who are not seated stroll the streets, rhythmic and leisurely, many of them locked at the pinky and at the elbow. These platonic displays of intimacy are commonplace between men in Djibouti: tender, quotidian and unpretentious. Women fill the tranquil town’s markets and roadsides as well, vending coffee and snacks – each contributing to a marvellously charming ambience.

A short distance from Tadjourah (30 minutes by boat, an hour by car), Sables Blancs is a tranquil beach renowned for being Djibouti’s most picturesque. It is worth a visit – the drive down the hill to Sables Blancs by car boasts a breathtaking vista of the turquoise water down below – but the beach itself is not particularly lively. There is a row of beach chairs and a handful of enclosed beach bungalows along the shoreline, as well as a small restaurant at the bare-bones resort planted on the beach.
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Sables Blanc | Vadim_N/shutterstock ©


TECTONIC SHIFTS

Djibouti’s prominence as a meeting point in the Red Sea is more than ancient – it’s geological.

Djibouti is uniquely positioned at a tectonic crossroads, where three major plates – the African, Arabian and Somali plates – converge and diverge, with a fault line that is expanding at a rate of around 2cm per year.

This rare triple junction, known as the Afar Triple Junction, is one of the few places on Earth where three plates are actively pulling away from each other, and one of the only places you can physically set foot on a tectonic fault line (they’re usually underwater).

The movements of these plates are largely responsible for sculpting Djibouti’s rugged and otherworldly terrain, and its abundance of volcanoes.



Sleeping in Tadjourah: Our Picks

Le Golfe: Arguably Tadjourah’s most charming beachfront hotel, with a great restaurant and the added quirk of an ostrich that lives on the compound. $$

Le Corto Maltese: A beachside hotel with stunning views, modest rooms, and much-needed, well-functioning air conditioning units. $$

Gadileh Resort Hotel: A well-manicured luxury resort located in the upmarket Gadileh suburb, a short distance away from the town centre. $$$




Practicalities

Much of the information that circulates online about Djibouti is either contradictory or inaccurate – from opening hours to visa logistics. When planning a trip, try to enlist the support of a local agency like Djibouti Travel & Somaliland Tours (info@somalilandtours.com). And be sure to budget more than you would for other countries in the region.


Visas

Visitors must apply for an eVisa online prior to arrival in Djibouti. The application is rather straightforward, and turnaround time is around 72 hours. A transit visa (from one to 14 days) costs $12 and a short stay visa (from 15 to 90 days) costs $23.

Money

The currency in Djibouti is the Djiboutian franc (Fdj). It is pegged to the US dollar and the most common way to convert it is with the help of the local women who work street money exchangers – they are generally quite trustworthy.

Language

Despite the majority of the population being Somali and Afar, the only two official languages in Djibouti are Arabic and French. Very few people speak English, but for basic negotiations with taxi drivers, a bit of French should be enough to get you by.

Organised Tours

Considering the language barriers and difficult roads, organised tours are the most accessible way of exploring Djibouti beyond the capital city. Be advised that they can get quite costly, so it’s a good idea to split expenses in a group.

Religion

Djibouti is a predominantly Muslim country. Although it is not expected for women travellers to don a head covering, modest dress is encouraged – shorts and spaghetti straps are not advisable when in public.
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Downtown Djibouti | Truba7113/shutterstock ©







ERITREA
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FADED ARCHITECTURE AND CRYSTAL-CLEAR WATERS

With incredible architecture, camel markets and remote coral reefs, Eritrea truly gets you off the beaten track.
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Architectural ruins, Massawa | mtcurado/getty images ©

With its impressive array of modernist architecture, delicious food and remote, pristine islands, Eritrea is unlike anywhere else in Africa. Known as one of the most secretive countries on the continent, its reputation tells only part of the story: despite the tight political and economic situation, this country has some beautiful secrets, too.

There’s the gorgeous Dahlak Archipelago, for one, whose intact coral reefs are untouched by mass tourism and harbour a flourishing marine life. Then there’s the capital, Asmara, where you can enjoy the beauty of 1930s cinemas, or come across a coffee bar from the Mussolini era, replete with the original film posters and macchiato glasses. Eritrea has a working vintage steam railway, ancient rock paintings, and some of the best grilled fish dinners in East Africa. Even some of the petrol stations are beautiful.

Historically and culturally intriguing, The country may not be a luxurious destination but it has a lot to offer travellers. A trip here is a journey back in time, through volumes of history and diverse landscapes.

Bring an open mind and a curiosity to learn, and you’ll be greeted by friendly people and stunning Horn of Africa landscapes – from the escarpments, plateaus and mountain peaks clad in cloud and fog, to the warm waters of the Red Sea.

Eritrea is one of the most inspiring destinations in Africa, especially for travellers who are up for an adventure.
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Dahlak Archipelago | ERIC LAFFORGUE/Alamy Stock Photo ©


THE MAIN AREA

ASMARA

Modernist architecture, injera and coffee.




Find Your Way

Travel permits are required for the main destinations in Eritrea, including Massawa, the Dahlak Islands and Qohaito. No travel permit is needed if you’re just visiting the capital.
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Plan Your Time

Spend a long weekend exploring Asmara, Keren or Qohaito, or stay for a week or longer and get to know Massawa and the Dahlak Islands.
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Asmara | JM Travel Photography/shutterstock ©


A Long Weekend

Asmara is a pleasant city to enjoy in a weekend. With two days to play with, you can see the main sights, touch the wings of the Fiat Tagliero building, catch a film at a Cinema Impero and try a few of Asmara’s best restaurants and pastry shops. Add a day either side and you could build in a day trip to Qohaito or Keren.




Two Weeks or More

With two weeks, there’ll be time to stroll the streets of Asmara at a leisurely pace, and see the sights of Keren and Qohaito. Spend the second week in Massawa and explore the Old Town then visit the Dahlak Islands, snorkelling the coral reefs. Drive back to Asmara for Eritrean–Italian fusion food and, a coffee ceremony.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

January

The Eritrean Orthodox Tewahedo Church celebrate Christmas on 7 January.

May

On 24 May Eritreans take to the streets in honour of Independence Day.

July & August

Heavy rains are usually forecast for these months. Temperatures are relatively steady year-round.

September

Sombre gatherings mark the anniversary of the War for Independence on 1 September.




Asmara
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ANCIENT HISTORY | MODERNIST ARCHITECTURE | COFFEE AND POPCORN


One of the few capital cities in the world to be designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site, Asmara dates back to medieval times. According to Eritrean oral history, the city developed after the female leaders of four ancient villages chose to unite as one urban centre. At 2325m above sea level, it later became a cool and sunny base for Italian colonial Eritrea, and had a sizeable Italian population by the 1930s, when Mussolini styled it as the centre of his empire in Africa.

Today it is most famous for the Modernist buildings of the Italian era, which exist side by side with Ottoman relics and Eritrean culture and heritage.
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SIGHTS

1Bowling Alley

2Catholic Cathedral

3Fiat Tagliero Building

4National Museum

5Opera House

SLEEPING

7Albergo Italia

8Crystal Hotel

9Khartoum Hotel

10Sunshine Hotel

EATING

11Bar Vitoria

12Blue Bird

13Spaghetti & Pizza House

NIGHTLIFE

14Bar Tre Stelle

15Bar Zilli

ENTERTAINMENT

16Cinema Impero

SHOPPING

17Central Market




GETTING AROUND

Asmara’s Old Town is pleasant to explore on foot. Stay in the centre, close to the main thoroughfare Harnet Ave, and you’ll be able to reach most architectural sites without wheels. If you want motorised transport, taxis are your best bet and every hotel can arrange these. Shared taxis are the best public transport option, and these ply the main routes of the Old Town. At time of research there were no ride-share apps in Asmara.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Combine food and drink with architecture as you wander the city centre, planning your itinerary to allow for coffee at one of the numerous cafes, an injera-and-stew lunch, and pastries at Bar Vitoria before you recover in time for an Italian dinner.



A Capital City Unlike Any Other

Modernist architecture and macchiatos

Although Asmara runs on East Africa Time, it’s easy to forget what year it is as you wander through the capital’s lovely golden streets. Stunning architecture, constructed during the days when Mussolini set out to create a ‘Little Rome’ in Africa, still stands tall. Italian cafes have kept the same decor for decades, and Ottoman-era flourishes catch your eye.

Asmara’s array of Modernist architecture is unrivalled in East Africa. A good starting point is the elegant, busy Harnet Ave that runs through the city centre. You can orient yourself by the clocktower of the 1930s Italian Catholic Cathedral, visible from almost anywhere in the city. Three blocks away is the Asmara Theatre and Opera House. Completed around 1920, it’s a stunning example of early 20th-century architecture. When the cafe is open, it’s free to have a look around. The large Art Deco Cinema Impero building, designed by Italian architect Mario Messina, and still shows films today.

Head to Sematat Ave to see the futuristic Fiat Tagliero Building. A service station might not normally top the list of a country’s most stunning architecture, but this will probably be the most exciting petrol station you’ve ever seen. Built in 1938 by futurist Italian architect Giuseppe Pettazzi, it features a pair of 15m concrete wings, resembling a plane on a runway, and was designed as a nod to the Fiat Lingotto factory in Turin, Italy. Also on Sematat Ave is Bar Zilli, designed to look like a transistor radio with prominent buttons. Don’t miss the Ottoman arches of the Central Market or the Bowling Alley, a block south of the Municipality Building. It’s one of the few genuine 1950s alleys remaining worldwide.

Among the beautiful buildings are some sobering testaments to the difficult years of fighting before and after independence. Many visitors stop at the Tank Graveyard – an enormous pile of military vehicles that partly serves as a memorial to when tanks and cars from around the country were dragged to this open field in the years after heavy fighting ended. The National Museum is also worth a visit for its small collection of ancient art and Italian-era artefacts.
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Cinema Impero, Asmara | sailko/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 3.0 ©

Eating & Drinking in Asmara: Our Picks

Blue Bird: Delicious injera and Eritrean dishes, as well Italian specialities. $$

Spaghetti House: One of Asmara’s finest Italian restaurants, famous for its red snapper. $$

Bar Vitoria: This longtime Asmara favourite will take you back in time, with its classic Italian pastries and vintage Italian cash register. $

Bar Tre Stelle: The 1930s are alive and well in this charming bar, with vintage film posters and the same drinks served as when Mussolini was in power. $


TASTING NOTES

Asmara is heaven for coffee lovers, rivalling Rome, Istanbul or New York for its proportion of cafes to citizens.

Coffee here is an opportunity to savour the taste and aroma over unhurried conversation. The Eritrean coffee ceremony, held in homes on special occasions, is a lengthy affair that requires high caffeine tolerance for three rounds. Coffee beans are roasted over coals, ground and brought to heat in a beautiful long-necked clay pot known as a jebena. The first round is strongest, after which it is customary to compliment the host. Francincense is often burned, and popcorn is commonly served, its salty crunch perfectly balancing the warmth and bitterness.



Sleeping in Asmara: Our Picks

Albergo Italia: Old-style boutiquey charm in an Italian villa from 1899, with pretty good food. $$

Khartoum Hotel: Affordable, clean rooms with a friendly owner and a great location (a block south of Harnet Ave). $

Sunshine Hotel: Centrally located, with clean rooms, a piano bar and a sunshiny exterior. $$

Crystal Hotel: Popular midrange hotel with a decent restaurant, wifi and some spacious rooms. $$




Beyond Asmara
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Beyond the capital, you’ll find highland villages, crystal-clear waters and architecture that spans centuries.


From the camel market in Keren, and a ride on an original 1930s steam train, to a snorkelling safari in the untouched Dahlak Islands, there’s much to explore outside of Asmara. Although much of Eritrea is closed to travellers, the “areas that can be visited reward you with spectacular views, more examples of historical architecture, and pristine, untouched marine reserves.

Keren is often the first stop on a travel itinerary, and is worth the trip for its historical sites, vintage railway and large camel market. Northeast of Asmara on the Red Sea is the crumbling ancient city of Massawa. It is the jumping-off point for the spectacular Dahlak Islands, one of the last remaining marine archipelagos on Earth whose coral reefs have not been harmed by climate change and mass tourism. There’s also Qohaito, whose ancient ruins make an impressive day trip from Asmara.


Places

Keren

Massawa

Dahlak Islands

Qohaito




GETTING AROUND

Most visitors travel outside of Asmara by private car (with driver). These can be arranged via your hotel or by chartering a taxi in Asmara. Buses also ply the route from Asmara to Keren and Massawa, although they often depart at unpredictable times. Travel permits are required for any destination or journey outside of Asmara and are issued by the Tourist Information Centre.



KerenTIME FROM ASMARA: 3 hrs [image: jpg]

Spend a Day in Keren

Nestled among the seven hills that lend the city its name, Keren (‘highland’ in Tigrinya) is a historic city best known for its busy camel market, as well as a general market selling everything from jebenas (coffee pots) to jewellery. At about 1500m above sea level, temperatures in Keren run slightly warmer than Asmara.

Although an overnight trip affords more time here, Asmara has a better range of accommodation and so many travellers opt for a day trip. Be sure to secure a government-issued travel permit for Keren before you travel as there is a checkpoint on the edge of the city and visitors will be denied entry without one.

Plan to arrive on a Monday morning, where from 8am until early afternoon, a small yard on the Nakfa road just before the edge of town comes alive with buyers and sellers from Keren and the surrounding villages haggling over livestock in a lively camel market. Camels have a spiritual significance in the Horn of Africa, and are associated with loyalty and respect. Though the name of the market refers to the obvious highlight – the caravans of camels on the lower level – walk up to the higher terrace for a massive collection of donkeys, sheep, goats and more. Keren has some lovely buildings and relics that date back to Eritrea’s time under Ottoman and Egyptian rule, including the Tigu Fort. With its outstretched arms and multiple styles of arches, the Italian architectural highlight of Keren may well be the pastel-pink City Administration Building.

Eritrea’s narrow-gauge railway was constructed during the Italian colonial era and sections of it are still operational today, using vintage steam trains. Travel agencies in Eritrea can arrange permits and short rail journeys. Whether you’re climbing aboard or not, you can visit the Italian-era train station with its wide roof and clean lines. Also worth a look is Cinema Impero, now also an administrative building, which has low twin turrets, central balconies and sweeping staircase.
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Qohaito | Matej Hudovernik/shutterstock ©


SACRED BAOBAB TREE

All Baobab trees are sacred, and the Saint Maryam Baobab is a tree that has a special holy place in the hearts of many Italian veterans. In 1941, during the Battle of Keren, Italian soldiers hid inside the hollow trunk of the tree, using it as a shield against British war planes. Although the tree was hit, both it and the troops survived to see another day, and it is now honoured as a shrine.

The Battle of Keren took place between Italian and British troops in the neighbourhood now known as Forto. The important battle sites of the era have long since faded back into the surrounding desert, but the paired Italian cemetery and Commonwealth war cemetery (on opposite sides of town from one another) stand as memorials.



Sleeping & Eating in Keren: Our Picks

Sarina Hotel: This newish hotel is used by most tour operators and offers clean, spacious and pleasant rooms on the edge of the city. $$

New Costina Hotel: Central location, but the rooms are in need of an update. $

Costina Restaurant: Simple Eritrean and Italian fusion food. $$

Sweet Corner: Longtime pastry favourite with shaded courtyard space, just before you hit the Costina. $

MassawaTIME FROM ASMARA: 2 hrs [image: jpg]

Faded architecture

Visiting Massawa, Eritrea’s second largest city on the Red Sea, is like holding a lens to the past. Those who make the pretty drive from the capital are rewarded with views of the salt-kissed, faded elegance of the city’s combined Ottoman, Egyptian, Portuguese, British and Italian history.

Take the nostalgic beauty of Asmara’s decaying architecture, add a lashing of sea salt and a delicious fish supper, and you’ll get a sense of Massawa. Some travellers find Massawa poetic; others find it depressing and rundown – sadly, only a few restoration projects have been underway here since the brutal days of fighting of the War of Independence in 1991. Regardless of your take on it, there’s no doubt that what remains of the original architecture is sublime.

Massawa is a good city to explore on foot. As you wander past the courtyards and through the stone and coral block alleys, you’ll pass the square that housed a former Arab souq and see some exquisitely carved doorways that once rivalled those in Stone Town in Zanzibar.

One of the most stunning buildings is the ancient House of Mammub Mohhamed Nahari, with magnificent soaring Ottoman-style windows on every side. Unfortunately they are particularly decrepit and, like the rest of the building, seem ready to crumble at any moment.

The Banco d’Italia palace, much of which has now fallen into disrepair after sustaining battle scars, is identifiable by its near-globe shaped central arch. It was built in the 1920s by the Italian central bank and was designed in the style of the Ottoman architecture of Massawa of the time.

Overlooking the harbour just north of the gates of the Dahlak Hotel are the ruins of the Imperial Palace, the original iteration of which was built by the Turkish Ozdemir Pasha in the 16th century. The present building with its sweeping double staircase dates from 1872, when it was built for the Swiss adventurer Werner Munzinger. During the federation with Ethiopia, it was used as a winter palace by Emperor Haile Selassie, whose heraldic lions (or remnants thereof) still decorate the grounds and by whose name the building is commonly referred to. Take care getting close to the ruins; some parts of the upper floors seem poised to fall.

On the edge of town is an ancient mosque dating back to the early 7th century. It may be the oldest, or one of the oldest, mosques in Africa and is understood to have been constructed by members of the Prophet Muhammad’s family.


A CULINARY INTRODUCTION

Injera – the spongy, fermented flatbread made from water and teff grain – is at the heart of Eritrean cuisine. It’s baked in a stovetop mogogo oven, and is perfect for soaking up delicious tsebhi (stews).

Berbere, a terracotta-coloured blend of spices, is a key ingredient in stews such as zigni (beef stew with a tomato and red pepper base), tibs (sautéed meat or fish), shiro (a silky chickpea dish) and timtmo/misir wat (red lentils cooked in broth).

If you have dietary restrictions, Eritrean cuisine is generally more accommodating than food elsewhere in East Africa and injera is gluten-free in Eritrea (it isn’t always in other countries). Vegetarians can opt for a bayenetu, a sharing platter of stews with no meat.



Sleeping & Eating in Massawa & the Islands: Our Picks

Dahlak Hotel: In Massawa, on the edge of Taulud, this large hotel is the city’s best. Friendly service, plus a bar and decent restaurant. $$

Central Hotel: Basic but clean rooms, and there’s a restaurant serving seafood. $

Red Sea Hotel: In need of an update, though the views are still lovely. $

Sallam Restaurant: The best fish restaurant in Massawa is a traditional delight fresh catch of the day and chapati. $

Dahlak IslandsTIME FROM ASMARA: 2 hrs [image: jpg] and 2 hrs [image: jpg]

Snorkelling and marine life in the Dahlak Archipelago

Framed by mangroves and threaded with largely intact underwater coral reefs, the Dahlak Islands are one of the few accessible archipelagos on earth that have been spared the negative impacts of mass tourism. A designated national park since the time of the federation with Ethiopia, the archipelago is made up of some 367 islands. Marine life far outnumbers the human population; sea turtles, dolphins, dugongs, sharks, manta rays and 300-plus species of fish, including angel fish, puffer fish and butterfly fish, swim in the crystal-clear waters.

The absence of mass tourism to Eritrea is not the only reason behind the archipelago’s marine success. During the war, lulls in fighting allowed the fish population to flourish. The algae that live in symbiosis with the coral are also believed to have historically adapted to the Red Sea’s warm temperatures, helping to protect the reefs from climate change–related bleaching.

Only four of the islands are inhabited, with a combined population of 2500. The largest is Dahlak Kebir, which has a population of 1500 and is home to some historic Arab wells and ruins that you can visit as part of an organised tour, as well as a population of Soemmerring’s gazelle. The tiny rocky island of Seil is renowned for its spectacular birdlife, while Nokra attracts divers interested in submerging among destroyed and discarded military artefacts; it served as a Russian and Ethiopian marine base during the war.


PERMIT REQUIRED

A separate permit is required to visit the islands, and it’s important to note that independent travel is not permitted – in part to preserve the nature of the islands and surrounding reefs.

International tour agencies including Journeys by Design can organise sustainable overnight wild camping trips that leave no footprint, or you can arrange a boat trip through one of the travel agencies in Asmara.

Once you arrive, it is straightforward to arrange snorkelling and diving, although divers must already have their permit.



QohaitoTIME FROM ASMARA: 3 hrs [image: jpg]

Enigmatic ruins

Historians debate whether or not the archaeological site of Qohaito was once the inhabited walls of the ancient town of Koloe, a settlement that predated, but grew to commercial importance during the Kingdom of Aksum. Even if it wasn’t, the city’s impressively large remains and rock paintings are testament to its history and once-great stature. The four columns and assorted rubble of the Temple of Mariam Wakiro are thought to have begun life as a pre-Christian church, and are surrounded by the dusty remains of half a dozen other temples. To the north of here is an underground, sandstone-hewn Egyptian Tomb, so named not because its Egyptian origin has been conclusively proven (leading theories have it as Ottoman-era) but because of the tomb’s impressive dimensions.

A short walk from Qohaito takes you to the edge of a vast canyon that plummets dramatically to the ancient road to the once-important port city of Adulis to the east. On a clear day it offers phenomenal views. Near Qohaito are several rock-art sites, including the cave of Adi Alauti and another shelter with over 100 painted figures and paintings of revered animals including camels and cats.

Though there’s no admission fee, a permit from the second floor of the National Museum in Asmara is mandatory to visit Qohaito – as is the onsite English-speaking guide who lives in the upper village of Qohaito and customarily receives a gratuity for his time. The village of Adi Keyh is 110km from Asmara, and from there it’s a further 25km to Qohaito. You can sleep in Adi Keyh at the Central Hotel, or make a day of it and return to Asmara for more creature comforts.




Arriving & Getting Around

Asmara International Airport is just 6km and a 10-minute drive from Harnet Ave and the city centre. While services at the airport are limited, there is a bureau de change. All of Eritrea’s land borders are closed to international visitors.


Travel Permits

The Tourist Information Centre in Asmara issues travel permits for Keren, Massawa and the Dahlak Islands and one or two other destinations. For Qohaito and Adulis, apply for a permit on the 2nd floor of the National Museum in Asmara. The rest of Eritrea is off-limits to international visitors. Permits are quick and easy to apply for, and are usually issued on the same day, but you need to apply in person and they cannot be secured ahead of time, unless travelling as part of an organised tour.

Visas

With the exception of citizens of Kenya and Uganda, all other nationalities require a visa to visit Eritrea. Ethiopian and Sudanese citizens can obtain one on arrival, but everyone else must apply ahead of time, to the Eritrean embassy or consulate in their place of residence. Processing times range from one week to eight weeks. While a visa to Eritrea grants you entry into Asmara, additional travel permits are required to go anywhere outside of the capital.

Cars & Buses

Most visitors travel around the country by private car rental (with driver) or as part of an organised tour. Buses also run between Asmara and Keren a couple of times a day although departure times vary and you will likely wait for them to fill up with other passengers.

SIM cards & Phones

A trip to Erirtea is an opportunity to embrace a digital detox. For international visitors, SIM cards are very difficult, if not impossible, to come by. EriTel, the national phone provider, can theoretically lend them to foreign tourists who furnish a letter of recommendation from the Ministry of Tourism. It’s easier to keep in touch using your hotel wi-fi (when it’s working) or by using the card pay phones in the street.

Travel & Tourism Agengices

Tourism Information Centre Run by the Ministry of Information. Apply for travel permits here on Harnet Ave in Asmara. Friendly, English-speaking.

Adulis Travel Can arrange everything from visas to multicity tours. Friendly and well-organised.

Eritrea Visit This Asmara-based travel agency organises camping trips to the Dahlak Islands, as well as visits to major attractions elsewhere.


Money
Currency: Eritrean Nakfa (Nfk)

ATMS

There are no ATMs that accept international cards in Eritrea.

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Debit and credit cards are not accepted in Eritrea.

CASH

Cash is a necessity in Eritrea. You’ll need to bring enough cash with you to see you through your stay. The best currencies to bring are US$ or euros, easily exchangeable for Nakfa at the airport, bureaus de change and many banks.








Ethiopia
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ANCIENT EMPIRE THREATENED BY conflict

Ethiopia is an exceptional country with an exceptional history, but finds itself in the grip of a dangerous ethno-political conflict that threatens the state itself.
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Ethiopia is an extraordinary place. It is the oldest independent country in Africa and the second most populous after Nigeria. It was the only African power to successfully resist colonisation and it endured as one of the last active empires in the world. It is also one of the world’s oldest Christian civilisations, second only to Armenia in declaring Christianity the state religion in 333 CE. And, it is one of the world’s eight fundamental and independent centres of origin for cultivated plants and the place from where anatomically modern humans emerged on their migratory journey across the globe.

This historic exceptionalism has made Ethiopia an important regional power with a lead role to play in the African Union, the Pan-African Chamber of Commerce, the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa and the African Standby Force. This is why the country’s descent into a violent multifront, internal conflict in 2021 is regionally, and globally, concerning. Particularly given that the conflict has exacerbated food insecurity on top of a devastating drought (17% of the population now require food aid) and driven the internal displacement of 3.9 million (according to the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2022).

So, while travel is still possible to Addis Ababa and a limited area across the centre of the country, travel bans are in place for Oromia, Somali, Tigray and Amhara Regional States, and the situation on the ground is dangerously volatile. If travelling, seek advice from a trustworthy local operator like Tesfa Tours (tesfatours.com).
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FAST FACTS

Area 1,098,000 sq km

Capital Addis Ababa

Currency Ethiopian Birr (ETB)

Population 128 million

Languages Amharic (official), Tigrinya, Oromo, Somali, Sidama, Afar, Gurage, Welaita, Hadiya

Religions Orthodox Christian (44%), Sunni Muslim (34%), Animist (11%) Time GMT/UTC +3



 

Legacy Empire & Ethnic Enmities

Ethiopia contains a multitude of cultures and people. In fact, there are over 80 ethnic groups in the country speaking 87 native languages even though there is only one official state language: Amharic. Amharic has been the official language of Ethiopia since the 13th century when Yekuno Amlak (r 1270–1285) overthrew the Zagwe king to become Emperor of Ethiopia.

An Amhara with an ancient lineage, Yekuno claimed descent from the biblical King Solomon and his enthronement was presented as the restoration of the divinely blessed Solomonic dynasty. This powerful myth legitimised Amhara authority – despite the fact that the group constitutes just 26.9% of Ethiopia’s population – and secured their control of the country for the next 700 years until the dynasty’s demise, in 1974, with the deposition of the last Emperor, Haile Selassie.

Although criticised for the autocratic nature of his regime and the hierarchies of class and ethnicity that buttressed it, the reign of Haile Selassie established Ethiopia as a regional power. In 1923, it became a founding member of the League of Nations (precursor of the UN), thus constraining rapacious European colonists, and throughout the 1940s and ‘50s modernisation was the order of the day with the establishment of a government bank, a national currency, an air force, a printing press, new secondary schools and a new national airline. In 1958 the UN Economic Commission for Africa opened its headquarters in Addis Ababa followed, in 1963, by the Organisation of African Unity (precursor of the African Union).

However, many idealistic students and Ethiopian liberals, increasingly discontent with the autocracy and extravagance of the Imperial regime, fought to bring about change in the leftist Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Party (EPRP). Their success in 1974 unfortunately had unforeseen consequences and ushered in a radical military group called the Derg (Committee) led by Colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam. They undertook a murderous purge known as the Red Terror which resulted in the elimination of all political rivals (including the EPRP) and the death of hundreds of thousands of Ethiopians in an effort to remake the country as a Communist stronghold.

The bloodshed galvanised multiple armed resistance movements, including those of the Afar, Oromo, Somali and Tigrayan peoples, as well as the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), who fought to regain Eritrea’s independence. For years they fought the military might of the Soviet-backed Derg until, in 1991, a coalition of forces toppled Mengistu who fled to Zimbabwe (where he was convicted of genocide in 2007). Current Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed was in seventh grade and left school to join the cause.

Considered the darkest days of Ethiopian history – Amnesty International estimates a death toll of around 500,000 people, plus a million deaths due to famine – the Derg were replaced by the most cohesive group, the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF). Headed up by Meles Zenawi, the TPLF ushered in three decades of successful economic modernisation. For years the country’s growth rate hovered around 10% and Ethiopia was hailed the China of Africa. But as with the old regime, many of the gains went to a small, wealthy elite while the government tolerated little political dissent.

The problems of ethnic division were also exacerbated by the fact that Tigrayans represent only 6.1% of Ethiopia’s population. Hailing from the north, near the ancient regal sites of Aksum, they also believe themselves heirs of an exceptional historic civilisation. In an attempt to assuage regional grievances, in 1995, the TPLF split Ethiopia into 13 semi-autonomous regions representing the main ethnic groups. While allowing ethnic groups more political autonomy, this ‘ethnic-federation’ politicised ethnicity and heightened sectarian tension.

Particularly aggrieved were the Oromo, the country’s largest ethnic group, representing 43.4% of the population. In 2015, as the government pushed to expand the capital into surrounding Oromo villages, many people complained of violent land seizures without compensation. Protests broke out and unrest spread. In response, Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn, a minority Wolayta, stepped down from the Tigrayan government and called for reforms. His departure saw the appointment of Abiy Ahmed to the premiership in 2018 – the first Oromo to hold high office. During his acceptance speech Abiy promised to heal the country’s divisions, enact political reform and resolve the Eritrean–Ethiopian border conflict. People were hopeful.
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ETHIOPIA HIGHLIGHTS

Lalibela Extraordinary frescoed Orthodox Christian churches carved into a mountain.

Simien Mountains National Park An otherworldly landscape of sculpted mountains home to rare endemic wildlife.

Gondar A royal capital of medieval castles wreathed in legends.

Addis Ababa A cultured capital full of museums, great restaurants and music venues.

Tigray’s Rock Churches Extraordinary churches perched on mountain tops, holding centuries of history.

Lower Omo Valley A region of rich ethnic diversity where local traditions run deep.

Bale Mountains National Park A unique Afro-Alpine plateau with fairytale forests and alien-looking fauna.

Harar A Muslim-heritage city renowned for its mosques, markets and friendly hyenas.



 

Coming Together, Then Falling Apart

A former soldier, Abiy Ahmed was born to an Orthodox Christian mother and a Muslim father, the two main religious groups of Ethiopia. He fought for the Oromo People’s Democratic Organisation (OPDO) against the Derg when he was 14 years old. He later joined the Ethiopian National Defence Force in 1993 where he met his Amhara wife. He speaks fluent Oromo, Amharic, Tigrinya and English and has a Bachelor’s degree in computer engineering and a masters in transformational leadership. His childhood name was Abiyot, which means ‘Revolution’

Certainly, on his appointment to Prime Minister, Abiy ushered in revolutionary reforms based on his professed guiding principle, medemer (meaning ‘coming together’). Within days he released thousands of political prisoners and lifted the state of emergency and bans on opposition media. He even admitted the government had tortured citizens and overhauled the country’s security agencies. Then, he oversaw the reconciliation of the 27-year schism in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. And, finally, he announced Ethiopia would honour an international ruling requiring it to cede land back to Eritrea, thus ending the war between the two countries. All this earned him the Nobel Peace Prize in 2019.

But this spirit of reconciliation wasn’t to last long. On 4 November 2020, just 11 months after Abiy was awarded the Nobel, he launched a military attack against the rebellious Tigray region, the centre of power of the former governing group the TPLF, who were aggrieved at being pushed out of power. The fighting was bloody, involving Amhara and Eritrean militias, and soon reports surfaced of ethnic killings, gang rapes and mass executions. In 2021, 5.1 million Ethiopians were internally displaced. Harvests failed due to the displacement of farmers and in 2023 hundreds of thousands were at risk of starvation. By the time a cessation of hostilities was agreed in November 2022 approximately 600,000 people had died.

What’s worse is that the fighting has spread to other fronts. Now the government is fighting former allies, including the Amhara and non-state militias in Oromia. Amhara and Eritrean troops continue to terrorise Western Tigray and in August 2023 the government declared a state of emergency when powerful regional security forces (permitted under the constitution) like Amhara’s Fano refused to follow government orders to integrate into the national army.

Although Abiy portrays the ongoing war as a limited law enforcement operation to quell rebellious regions, it is in fact the latest frontier in the ideological battle over the character of the Ethiopian state. On the one hand there is Abiy’s vision of a centralised, unitary state presiding over political, economic and cultural policies. On the other is a vision represented by the TPLF and other nationalities (including the Oromo opposition camp), of a federal system where authority is shared with regional governments providing them with the right to determine their political destiny. This latter arrangement is also seen by many as an opportunity to correct structural asymmetries of power and privilege which have for centuries imposed a single identity on Ethiopia’s diverse inhabitants.
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Debt & Development Challenges

The war in Tigray, the COVID-19 pandemic and a long-term drought in the Horn of Africa have also resulted in the weakening of the Ethiopian economy. In 2023 the government defaulted on a Eurobond loan repayment which prompted credit rating agency Fitch to downgrade Ethiopia’s debt to junk status and any continuation of internal conflicts has the potential to damage critical development projects.

The most consequential of these is the US$5-billion Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, which is the largest hydroelectric facility on the continent. Situated on the Blue Nile, 9 miles east of Sudan, it has been under construction since 2011 and is set to transform life in Ethiopia where half the citizens have no access to power. It is a tremendous source of national pride, paid for by millions of ordinary citizens and it is estimated it will double Ethiopia’s electrical capacity.

But since its inception the dam has inflamed tensions with Sudan and Egypt, who rely on the Nile and fear it will limit their water supply. Egypt has raised the matter in the UN and sought support from the Arab League, insisting Ethiopia stop filling the dam until all parties reach a legal agreement. Ethiopia, meanwhile, insists Egypt is in breach of a Declaration of Agreement signed in 2015 and must engage in negotiations under the auspices of the African Union. In October 2019, in a parliamentary question-and-answer session, Prime Minister Abiy warned ‘no force can stop Ethiopia from building a dam. If there is need to go to war, we could get millions ready.’ The dam went online in February 2022 and trilateral negotiations failed again in December 2023.


YILUGNTA

There is a strong community focus embedded in Ethiopian culture and people are mutually reliant on their relatives and neighbours socially, emotionally and financially. Mosques and churches play a key role in mobilising community support and individuals are expected to put others before themselves in order to be a meaningful member of society.

This social cohesion engenders a sense of generosity and selflessness known as yilungnta, which broadly means a selfless consideration of others regardless of one’s own situation. How you behave socially and are perceived by others is of the utmost importance. This sense of public self-consciousness means Ethiopians are largely cooperative, considerate and generous.







KENYA
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MORE THAN JUST SUNSET AND SAVANNAH

Kenya is nature’s trophy case and power’s playground: a nation where savannah meets the sea, that speaks to civilisation’s breadth and complexity.
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Home to the African continent’s greenest capital and some of the world’s most pristine beaches, Kenya is a lush paradise whose beauty is to be revered, and whose history is not to be forgotten. Kenya has long been recognised by paleontologists as one of the earliest cradles of humanity and it is a nation sculpted by encounters – some ancient, some modern, and many fraught. The nation itself derives its borders from the 1885 Berlin Conference, which etched colonial boundaries and created the modern African nation-state. Much of the world’s imagery of the entire African continent stems from Kenya: formidable lions, nirvana-inducing sunsets and the vibrant cultural aesthetics of the Maasai. But Kenya is defined just as much by the sea as it is by the savannah.

Its coastline has been argued by some to be a ‘secret country’ of its own – territory where the millennium-old influences of Asia and the Arabian Gulf are evident in everything from the architecture to the food. Nestled in the Kenyan coast’s coral islands and cliffside towns are monuments that speak to the under-acknowledged centuries-long reign of Arab and European rulers alike.

From the paleolithic to the modern, Kenya is home to landmarks that speak towards every point in recorded and written history – all of which is worth visiting and learning from.
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THE MAIN AREAS

NAIROBI

Fun, fresh and frenetic.

MOMBASA

Stunning beaches andfascinating history.

MAASAI MARA

Dreamlike savannah landscapes and wildlife.




Find Your Way

While bus and train travel is improving for getting around Kenya, the best way to experience the country to the fullest is by renting a car or hiring a driver. Domestic flights are another affordable alternative.
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Plan Your Time

A trip to Kenya is somewhat of a choose-your-own adventure novel: the country has plenty to offer culture-lovers, history buffs and wildlife enthusiasts alike.
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A Long Weekend

• Take advantage of the rare opportunity to go on safari within a capital city at Nairobi National Park and witness wildlife in sunrise splendour.

• Grab dinner at Amaica before heading to the affluent Westlands neighbourhood for a night out. Check and see if any art galleries are hosting exhibitions, and head to the Nairobi Gallery for a crash course in the country’s political history.

• If you’re a beach type, catch a short flight to Mombasa for a tour of the historic Old Town and spend a night there before catching an early-morning flight back to Nairobi.




A Week on the Coast

• After spending a weekend in Nairobi, drive (eight hours) or fly (one hour) to Mombasa and explore the shores in Diani.

• Then head further south on day three to Shimoni – a town with a deep history and mythology built around its limestone caves, vibrant marine life and Swahili heritage.

• Spend one day exploring the caves before a 30-minute flight on day five from Mombasa to Lamu, an ancient time-capsule and tropical paradise.

• Explore the UNESCO-listed Old Town then hop on a dhow and sail to neighbouring islands Pate and Shanga before catching a flight back to Nairobi.




Three Weeks or More

• A few weeks give you the chance to combine experiences in both the savannah and seaside. After exploring Mombasa, Diani and Lamu in your first week, head west to experience Kenya’s wildlife in the Maasai Mara.

• Between July and October, you can catch the great wildebeest migration. From there, continue further west to Lake Victoria near the border with Uganda in week three to island-hop between Kenya’s unsung gems: Takawiri, Mfangano and Rusinga.

• If you prefer mountains and have experience with rigorous treks, then make your way to Mt Kenya – the second-highest peak on the African continent.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Kenya is alive with culture year-round, but the most popular time to visit is during the June to October dry season.

JANUARY

Summer heat makes this an ideal time to visit the coast – but be sure to account for peak-season accommodation rates.

MARCH

For film buffs, the Nairobi Film Festival (nbofilmfest.com) showcases independent African filmmakers in one of Africa’s largest film festivals.

MAY

The Kuzi (southeast) winds pick up, making for ideal kitesurfing conditions on the coast.

JULY

The wildebeest and zebras are on the move as the Great Migration pushes into Maasai Mara. They’re here until October.

AUGUST

In Kenya’s ‘other migration’, humpback whales appear as they move north from July to October, most easily seen along the mainland North Coast.

OCTOBER

Lamu Yoga Festival (lamuyoga.org) sets up on the islands for yoga classes over three days, plus traditional Swahili dinners and a beach party.

DECEMBER

The biggest festival in Kenya, the Mombasa Carnival (magicalkenya.com/event/mombasa-carnival) takes place, with live bands and parades on Mombasa’s main road.




Nairobi
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Nairobi’s outsize reputation for grit often makes it difficult for travellers to experience the magic of the city. Like any other large and growing city, Nairobi has a rough underside that travellers are well advised to avoid. But it is also the vibrant, multicultural epicentre of one of the most interesting countries in the world, and is well worth taking a few days to experience.

Hike through forests and parks, and go birdwatching and nature-spotting in one of the eight protected spaces that make this Africa’s greenest capital. Go a step further and enjoy an urban safari in the only national park found in a capital city in the world. Grab some nyama choma (barbecued meat) and kachumbari (a tomato relish made to various house recipes) at a local watering hole. In short, don’t be fooled by the rough reputation – this is a fascinating city that can give the curious and patient traveller memories for a lifetime.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Nairobi Gallery

2Nairobi National Park

SIGHTS

3Circle Art Gallery

4Kioko Mwitiki

5National Archives

6NOIR Gallery

SLEEPING

7Crossroads Hotel

8Park Inn

9Pride Inn

10Sankara

11Villa Rosa Kempinski

EATING

12Amaica

NIGHTLIFE

13Alchemist Bar

14Brew Bistro & Lounge




GETTING AROUND

Motorcycle taxis (boda-bodas) are the best way to navigate Nairobi. Negotiate rates with drivers (roughly KSh100 for short hops to KSh600 for longer rides).

If you’ll use one regularly, buy a helmet and gift it to a rider on departure.

The national bus service, Kenya Bus Service, operates many routes and is the only form of public transport we recommend for travellers. Matatus, or 14- to 30-seat minivans, are common but can be dangerous.
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Nairobi is small but traffic is intense. Try not to plan activities at opposite ends of the city on the same day: you’ll spend most of your day in traffic. When hailing rides on car-sharing apps, expect to get messages from drivers asking where you’re headed.



Take a Safari in the City

Spotting wildlife with a skyline backdrop

You can indeed get an iconic image of a rhino or giraffe grazing in the savannah with the silhouette of the city behind it without using artificial intelligence. Established in 1946, Nairobi National Park proudly advertises itself as the only national park within a capital city in the world. There are many self-guided and budget-friendly options for visiting the park, plus well-informed park rangers with tips on wildlife viewing.

For budget travellers, a Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) bus departs from the national park’s main car park on Sunday afternoons, but you’ll miss the sunrise buzz of animals on the move and have a hard time viewing wildlife unless you snag a window seat. Any 4WD can tackle the park’s roads but if you want to spend more time wildlife-viewing than navigating, 4WD rentals are a better option. City hotels offer pre-arranged day trips, and almost all registered taxis double as tour companies. Note that if you self-drive there’s a separate fee for the car. Rangers can point out places for guaranteed sightings, including water holes and densely forested areas. There are intermittent signs and landmarks, too. Do not exit your vehicle in undesignated areas.

There are three major picnic sites: Kingfisher is the most picturesque, shielded from most traffic in the park’s southwest corner and overlooking a small seasonal river; Moikoyiet, overlooking Mbagathi Gorge, is a close second; and the Impala Site has tremendous views of large swathes of park and is right by the entrance. Ivory Burning Site is also popular – omnipresent baboons and monkeys look for poorly watched snacks and the occasional warthog will approach to stare you down.

Tour Sites of Independence

Nairobi’s heritage and historical caves

Nairobi’s oldest building contains the Nairobi Gallery but was once colonial Kenya’s administrative centre. Built in 1911, this small museum looks nondescript in nearby Nyayo House’s imposing shadow. Yet it contains the most comprehensive review of Kenyan political history. Joseph Murumbi, the second vice-president of Kenya, served one year before quitting to collect stamps, rare books and fabrics from across Africa. One-third of his impressive collection is here, the rest at the National Archives and the African Heritage House in Mlolongo. Don’t miss the first-edition journal by Olaudah Equiano, detailing his enslavement, in the book room, or artefacts from Kenya’s pastoralist communities.

Made up of over 2500 acres of indigenous and secondary forest, Karura Forest is a testament to the tenacity of Kenya’s first and so far only Nobel Peace Prize winner, Professor Wangarĩ Maathai, who in the 1990s led the defence of the park from illegal land allocations. Divided into two large unconnected blocks, the main entrance is on Wangarĩ Maathai Road (aka Limuru Road) at the larger Limuru block. Access the smaller Sigiria section via Thigiri Lane. Karura is famous for hiking and birdwatching, with well-signposted trails. Cycling is also popular, with bike rentals available.

Limuru block has a picturesque waterfall and the Mau Mau Caves, so named because during the war for independence African fighters hid from British colonial soldiers here. The caves are full of fruit bats – harmless but startling. During the wet season you might be accosted by a kaleidoscope of butterflies on the Butterfly Walk. Primates like colobus monkeys run amok in the tree canopy, and if you’re really quiet you may be rewarded with an antelope sighting.
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TIPS FOR VISITING THE PARK

Rise early Aim to be at the gates by 6.30am when they open.

Leopard spotting First thing in the morning is the best time to see the leopards that live in the wooded area near the entrance.

Picnic areas After a two- to three-hour wildlife drive, stop for a picnic before heading to spot the animals.

Wildlife warnings

Do not feed or interact with the animals. It desensitises them to humans, creating danger for nearby neighbourhoods.

Travelling green Single-use plastic is banned and fines are steep. Carry a reusable bottle.



Sleeping in nairobi: Our Picks

Crossroads Hotel: A very basic but clean hotel that serves a decent breakfast. $

Pride Inn: A local hotel chain that offers a good selection of dining options. $

Park Inn: Part of the Radisson Blu group, popular with diplomats and government officials. $$

Villa Rosa Kempinski: The garish pink facade of this place has welcomed visiting presidents and royalty. $$$

Rock Down to Electric Avenue

Club hopping with the best of them

It’s not quite clear when Mpaka Road in Westlands started to go by the moniker ‘Electric Avenue’ but the name has stuck, given the concentration of bars and clubs that have lined the street for the better part of the last 30 years. There’s something for all kinds of folks at places like at Brew Bistro, which features DJs and also doubles as an artisanal brewery. Finish the night with a smokie pasua, a sausage with relish from one of the vendors outside. Parking is scarce so use a taxi to get there.

Part nightclub, part music venue, part shopping area – the Alchemist is the original and heightened version of the many small entertainment complexes that dot Nairobi these days. The entertainment space anchors the venue and on any night of the week you are likely to find a solo musician trying out some new material or a DJ playing to a large crowd. There are numerous dining and drinking options, all administered as independent vendors, and there are also small shops offering curated crafts and goods from local makers. During the day, brunch is also an option but the Alchemist really comes alive on live-music nights. It is predominantly open-air, so if it’s raining, carry a jacket.


RESTAURANTS WITH FLAIR

Amaica Restaurant: Kenyan cuisine has a reputation for blandness. Amaica wants to change that perception with elaborate multi-course menus that showcase the uniqueness of the nation’s food.

Cultiva: Nestled deep in the suburbs of Karen, Cultiva is a new culinary concept for Nairobi diners. The farm-to-table-style restaurant applies innovative techniques from around the world to local ingredients.

Hob House: At the boundary between Nairobi and Kiambu, this small boutique hotel, nestled in what looks like a stately home with a stunning garden restaurant, specialises in Lebanese food. The spiced watermelon soft drink called habibi is a must-try.



Luxurious Stays around Nairobi: Our Picks

Emakoko Lodge: This boutique five-star luxury safari lodge almost feels like a secret. Book well in advance. $$$

Ololo Safari Lodge: Within Nairobi National Park, this five-star lodge has unparalleled views of the park and the city. $$$

African Heritage House: At the edge of Nairobi, this beloved getaway also houses a large African art and jewellery collection. $$$

Sankara: Five-star opulence with a rooftop bar giving stunning views of the city. $$$




Beyond Nairobi
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Untouched landscapes, world-class national parks and some of the best hiking in Kenya.


While second-highest in Africa, Mt Kenya is an easy first in terms of beauty. Located (almost) on the equator, this extinct volcano hosts a diverse array of environments and holds the rare honour of being both a UNESCO World Heritage Site and a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve. In addition to the mountain, the national park base is a great place to go for a nature walk; be aware that elephants and other large mammals may be around.

Most visitors focus on the western side of Mt Kenya, which features Aberdare National Park and the county of Laikipia. But after your hike, drive on the eastern side of Mt Kenya, a more untouched area that is often overlooked.


Places

Mt Kenya




GETTING AROUND

It’s easiest and quickest to have your own car. A 4WD isn’t required: most roads are paved and gravel roads are navigable. It’s easy to find a boda-boda (motorcycle taxi) to take you to the park gates, but finding a lift back (to Nanyuki or another town) is harder; schedule it beforehand. Don’t rush – activities (such as a Mt Kenya hike) may take longer than you expect. Rule of thumb: add three days to your itinerary.



Mt KenyaTIME FROM NAIROBI: 3 HRS [image: jpg]

Hike the peaks

Even in summer, you’ll recognise Mt Kenya as the sun reflects off its snowy peaks. In some ways, Mt Kenya’s numerous pinnacles make it less visibly jarring than the flat-topped Kilimanjaro, which dominates the skyline in neighbouring Tanzania. But Mt Kenya, particularly its Nelion and Batian peaks, is harder to climb than Kilimanjaro and, when seen up close, is a spectacular sight.

There are several different routes to Mt Kenya’s peaks, all requiring different skill levels. The peaks of Batian (5199m) and Nelion (5188m), the two highest, can only be climbed by mountaineers with technical skills, while Point Lenana (4985m) can be reached by most trekkers and should be the ultimate goal for less-experienced climbers.

Mt Kenya has a number of different biospheres, in which you can view magnificent plant life and wildlife as you climb. At lower elevations you may need to clap or hoot as you hike to warn off any elephants or buffaloes. Rock hyraxes are very common, as well as Sykes’ monkeys, while leopards and hyenas are rare. The environment changes from bamboo forest (at around 2500m) to equatorial heath and lower alpine moorland (at 3000m to 3800m), before some surreal plant life prior to reaching the summit, which is all rock and ice.

 

Other routes to consider

The Naro Moru Route is the least scenic, but also least challenging, making it an accessible pick for beginners (2-3 days). In good weather it’s fairly straightforward, but in bad weather you shouldn’t attempt the summit unless you’re experienced in mountain conditions or have a guide.

The Sirimon Route is a longer trek with a gentler ascent. The trail’s Shipton’s Camp is fantastically located, right below Batian and Nelion peaks (3-4 days).

The Chogoria Route is the most spectacular and has varied scenery, but it’s a long hike to the park gate and while you can drive a 4WD through much of the 29km trek to the gate, it’s a beautiful walk through farmland, rainforest and bamboo. Allow at least five days, although a full week is better.

The Summit Circuit is a trail that circles Mt Kenya’s main peaks between the 4300m and 4800m contour lines. It’s takes four to nine hours, depending on fitness level. The trail can be deceptive at times, especially when fog rolls in, and some trekkers have become seriously lost. It’s imperative to take a guide.
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Mt Kenya | Salparadis/shutterstock ©


MOUNTAIN PRACTICALITIES

Costs: Park fees must be factored into the overall cost of climbing Mt Kenya, as well as the costs of guides, food and tips. Expect to pay a minimum of US$100 per day for a guide, cook and porter.

Food:

You will need to be totally self-sufficient to climb Mt Kenya as none of the lodges or camps offer meals.

Safety tips:

Don’t skimp on safety: always take a guide. Don’t underestimate the difficulty of hiking Mt Kenya; people die on the mountain every year.

What to bring:

A good sleeping bag and closed-cell foam mat or Thermarest if you’re camping (nightly temperatures drop below -10°C).






Mombasa
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BEACHES | ANCIENT RUINS | RUSTIC CHARM


When the Portuguese arrived in Mombasa in 1593 and erected Fort Jesus, they found a coastal civilisation already abundant with the spoils of a spice and ivory trade that dated back centuries prior to the Europeans’ arrival, with settlements enriched by the trafficking of enslaved people.

Remnants of the ancient Arab-Swahili towns that inhabited this region nearly a millennium ago can be found all along these shores: impressive, enduring edifices constructed from coral that have withstood the test of time even amidst the volatility of conquest and a hungry sea. Cardamom and tamarind, porcelain and copper, coral and clay; the textures and relics of the South Coast evoke legacies of exchange that long predate colonialism – a testimony to encounters with everywhere from China and India to Persia and Madagascar.

Powdery white sand and turquoise waters, intoxicatingly warm, attract thousands of visitors here each year; but it is the subtle magnetism of history that makes the South Coast a treasure to experience.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Kongo Mosque

SLEEPING

2Elewana AfroChic

3Kaskazi Resort

4Stilts Eco-Lodge

5Swahili Beach Hotel




GETTING AROUND

The express SGR train to Mombasa from Nairobi takes around five hours, but it’s less comfortable and less picturesque than advertised.

The flight from Nairobi is only marginally more expensive than a first-class train ticket, and gets you into Mombasa in under an hour.

Car-hailing apps are quick and cheap in Mombasa. In Old Town Mombasa and Diani, a tuk-tuk is the ideal mode of transport. In Diani, motorbikes (piki-pikis) are another scenic alternative.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Many people make the mistake of treating Mombasa as little more than a stopover en route to Diani, but this city has much more to offer than just Fort Jesus. It’s worth dedicating at least two or three days to explore more fully.



Visit an Ancient Prayer Site

A holy relic at Kongo River

Around 300 years ago, a faithful scholar by the name of Sheikh Mwenye Kombo received a directive in a dream: he was to walk along the shore, through the thick baobab trees, to locate a mosque that had been built over three centuries before his time. After many days of searching, he uncovered the ruins that are now known as Kongo Mosque and rehabilitated the site into a functional house of worship.

Previously called the Diani Persian Mosque, Kongo Mosque is an ancient edifice reported to have been built in the 14th century by Arab merchants who were making their way down the Swahili Coast. Situated on Kongo Beach, an estuary where the Indian Ocean meets the Kongo River and flows onwards to the Shimba Hills, a trip to Kongo Mosque is best paired with a sunset boat ride down the river which marks the border between Diani and the neighbouring village of Tiwi. Kongo River’s ambience is nothing short of entrancing, with mesmerising emerald water that merges with the turquoise sea in a rhythmic aquatic dance. This stretch of coastline is the only place along Diani Beach Road that has yet to be developed into a resort, thanks to its status as a holy site.

As soon as you get to Kongo Beach, there will be a number of captains who offer rides on their boats, but an excursion can also be arranged in advance with Diani Bikes (dianibikes-tours.com) or Mohamed Ali (0723135393). The mosque itself is governed by a strict code of etiquette – there is no alcohol allowed in the area surrounding it, and only practising Muslims can enter. No photos are permitted to be taken of its interior.


THE WALLS WILL SPEAK IF YOU ONLY LISTEN

The Pemba Channel Fishing Club, opened in Shimoni by Pat Hemphill in 1962, is what first began to attract foreign tourists to this area in larger numbers.

When musician Roger Whittaker paid a visit to the fishing club in the early ‘80s, Hemphill educated him about the town’s history with slavery, which led to Whittaker penning the song Shimoni in which he sang about the painful thorn that lingers there, evident only to those who are willing to listen to the caves’ whispers.



Sleeping in Diani: Our Picks

Stilts: A mix of treehouses and cottages, Stilts features a lively bar and the most welcoming staff in Diani. $

Kaskazi Resort: One of the few Kenyan-owned resorts in Diani, Kaskazi is centrally located and tastefully decorated. $$

Elewana AfroChic: Bask in the comfort of one of AfroChic’s 10 uniquely designed rooms. $$

Swahili Beach Hotel: Also Kenyan-owned, this five-star resort boasts stunning stucco-white traditional Swahili-style rooms. $$$



MOMBASA OLD TOWN ON FOOT
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The Old Town’s Omani doors, Gujarati terraces, Portuguese facades and British ironwork form a collage of the people and powers who have left their fingerprints on this coral island-city. 1Fort Jesus is the perfect starting point through this UNESCO-protected part of Mombasa Island. Tucked away a two-minute walk north of the fort is the 2Arabic Garden, a small terrace overlooking the water. It’s a sunset favourite among the neighbourhood’s male elders. Down the street, another building beckons exploration – 3Africa Hotel.

Constructed in 1901, this mustard-yellow landmark on Sir Mbarak Hinawy Street was the first hotel in Kenya (now a museum and high school). The building’s owner, Yusuf, is an avid scholar of Swahili history – eager to share stories about everything from Persian folklore to Malcolm X’s visit to Kenya in the ‘60s. Next door is 4Mandhry Mosque. Built in 1570 (and no longer open to visitors), it is reputedly the oldest mosque in Mombasa, having withstood the arrival of the Portuguese.

A few doors down is 5Yusufi Antiques, an impressively stocked shop that sells everything from vintage postcards to wooden headrests and copper kohl-holders. Stop for a bite at 6Forodhani Restaurant across the street before heading to the 7Old Port and fish market. In 8Government Square – once home to the largest ivory market in the South Coast – you’ll see the city’s first prison and old colonial headquarters. Moving on to 9Ndia Kuu Street en route to the aMazrui Cemetery back near Fort Jesus, take note of the distinct fusion in each building’s design.




Witness the History of Slavery in Shimoni

Caves and enclaves

Home to the first and only slavery museum in all of Kenya, Shimoni is an understated treasure trove of the often overlooked facets of Indian Ocean history. Local oral histories tell tales of a harrowing trade in enslaved people that had Shimoni as one of its main ports dating to the 8th century, with indigenous people captured from the interior and shipped to countries in the Arabian Gulf. The Slavery Museum, in the former District Commissioner’s home, features a collection of informational posters and archival images that narrate this small town’s dark history. Though more of an information hub than a formal museum, this home-turned-archive offers meaningful backstory to contextualise a visit to the Slave Caves, which are directly across the street. A short walk away from the Slave Caves is the now-defunct Shimoni Prison, the first in all of Kenya, erected by British colonial settlers in the early 1900s.

The Slave Caves are run by a community collective, who facilitate operations and redirect funds generated back into the local community. The caves feature a set of rusty broken shackles still adhered to their walls, which the guides explain date to the 17th century, when enslaved people were held underground before being sent to auction in Zanzibar. There is a passageway that leads directly to the ocean from the caves, as well as a separate (and since defunct) passageway that connects to the Three Sisters Caves further inland. Now, these bat-inhabited dens have been restored to their pre-slavery functionality as a shrine, and serve as a site of prayer for the local indigenous community.
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Slave caves, Shimoni | Ariadne Van Zandbergen/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TREES & TRADITIONAL MEDICINE

Hamza Mwatete is the lead guide at Kaya Kinondo, appointed by the elders. Here he shares his knowledge of trees and native medicine. @hamzamwatete

Gravea: We have several amazing trees in the Kaya, like gravea, which is one of the trees used by our ancestors as medicine for the flu. They would scratch the leaves and then inhale.

Antiaris toxicaria: Another one is the Antiaris toxicaria – people used to cut the bark, bury it, and then use the resulting fibre to make clothing.

Drypetes natalensis: This is my favourite tree; it gives me a lot of knowledge about life. It only grows fruits on its bark, and its branches join together with different species into elaborate and inspiring shapes.






Beyond Mombasa
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One could say the North Coast of Kenya is the more mysterious chapter in the story of the pre-colonial Swahili coast


Some of the oldest known ruins on the entire East African coast are located here, their civilisations and people even immortalised in literary classics like John Milton’s Paradise Lost. Each major stop has for centuries been home to ancient ruins of towns and settlements abandoned at roughly the same time in history – sometimes without many clues as to why or where their inhabitants went.

Today’s North Coast locals – made up mostly of the nine sub-tribes of the Bantu Mijikenda tribe, the Swahili and the Bajuni as well as Somalis, Pokomo and Orma – interweave their cultures and histories with one another’s, with Islam, Christianity and indigenous spiritual practices, and of course the wider story of Kenya and East Africa.


GETTING AROUND

Islands in the Lamu Archipelago have no roads and no cars – the only way to get around is by foot, donkey or dhow. Sailing on a traditional Swahili dhow along the East African coast is one of Kenya’s most memorable experiences. And, unlike on Lake Victoria, a good number of traditional routes are still in use. Dhows are commonly used to get around the islands in the Lamu Archipelago and the mangrove islands south of Mombasa.



The North CoastTIME FROM MOMBASA: 25 mins [image: jpg]

Step into the Gedi ruins

Easily one of the country’s most important and mysterious ancient sites are the ruins of the town of Gedi, in the township now called Gede by its present-day mainly Giriama residents. The first structures can be traced to the 12th century and the ruins of a palace, mosques, city walls, homes and tombs point to it being a bustling and wealthy settlement with 2500 residents who abandoned it in the 1700s, for reasons debated to this day. It’s worth taking a museum guide (included in the entry fee) who can share more nuance and history and point out things you may not notice among the ruins, although there is a site map at the entrance for your reference.

The homes and mosque in the inner core of the city were made of coral and limestone, while those on the outer ring beyond the first wall would have been mud and thatch houses, suggesting that the interior wall was mainly to keep the wealthy class separated from the peasants. Also on site is a great museum which holds a few artefacts found in site excavations. Finds such as pieces of pottery and china, beads and weaponry are on display, as well as illustrations and reconstructions of traditional Swahili clothing, jewellery, furniture and more. Also on site is Kipepeo Butterfly Farm, a vibrant display of 26 butterfly species flying about in different stages of metamorphosis – this is a separate ticket that supports local butterfly farmers from villages around Gede and the forest.
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Ruins, Gedi | Przemyslaw Skibinski/shutterstock ©

Island-Hop across the Lamu Archipelago

The Lamu Archipelago at the northernmost tip of Kenya’s coast has long captured the imaginations of explorers, hippies and artists with its idyllic beaches and cool Swahili charm. Today’s mainly Bajuni inhabitants are no strangers to outsiders, from thriving 14th-century Swahili trading city-states to a centre of Islamic and Swahili scholarship, and later a trendy getaway. The car-free islands take you to a bygone era, but it gets hot, dry and expensive.

Pate is the largest Lamu Archipelago island and definitely the one with the most underrated historical sites. Siyu Fort was built as a defence against Omani Arab forces and is the only one in East Africa to have been built by indigenous inhabitants – the well-known and more visited Fort Jesus in Mombasa and Lamu Fort were built by foreigners post-conquest. South of Siyu town is Shanga village, which contains what may be the oldest ruins on the Kenyan coast, dating to the 8th century, where what was once a thriving Swahili town with mosques, hundreds of tombs and over 100 homes can be seen. This is not an official museum site so look for a local guide yourself, or go alone.

Anyone can hop on the passenger matatu boats from Lamu town to Pate town on the east end of the island and be back the same day if you time it right – there isn’t guest accommodation on Pate Island per se. Once on the island you can get a boat to the other points, or brave some sandy and scenic boda-boda motorbike rides on the interior. You may also arrange a private motorboat or traditional dhow to sail over and make a day of visiting Pate, Shanga in the south and Siyu, which is more centrally accessed via a mangrove channel at high tide.


MEKATILILI WA MENZA

Born in Ganze, just west of Kilifi town, Mekatilili wa Menza is known as one of Kenya’s foremost freedom fighters and is celebrated for leading her people in resistance against the British well into her 70s.

Some believe she had supernatural powers along with her unwavering bravery and grit.

She famously escaped from British detention camps twice, once from Kisii and once from Kismayu in Somalia – both times walking the entire distance back to Kilifi.

Mekatilili wa Menza died in the 1920s of natural causes and is honoured by an ebony statue in the Uhuru Gardens in Malindi, as well as in the annual Mekatilili wa Menza Cultural Festival every August.



Sleeping near gedi ruins: Our Picks

Medina Palms: This five-star property has an award-winning spa, suites, beachfront villas and apartments. $$$

The One: A four-star hotel on a long stretch of peaceful Jacaranda Beach, with an infinity pool and spa. $$

Watamu Beach Cottages: Comfortable units on a secure forest-like compound with private beach access and a saltwater pool. $$

Bamba Kofi Tented Camp: Cosy glamping in the Watamu Beach Cottages compound, with open-air shower and an open kitchen. $


PATE ISLAND’S ‘MANGROVE MAMAS’

Lamu Archipelago has over 60% of Kenya’s mangroves, depended on for building materials, medicine, honey and as vital nurseries for crab and fish species, which many need for food and trade.

Mangroves are also important storm barriers and carbon sinks – instrumental in fighting climate change.

Since the 2010s, women’s groups have been in the forefront of restoring these forests from over-harvesting, like the Kizingitini Women’s Fishery Group and Mtangawanda Women’s Association.

They plant mangrove seedlings, survey potential planting sites, train women on the types of mangroves to plant and provide microfinance for businesses and other needs.



Explore Mambrui’s sand dunes & old town

Forming a soft, leaning wall between the ocean and an ancient town, the undulating sand dunes at Mambrui are an unexpected scene just 10km north of the hippo-filled Galana-Sabaki River mouth and 20km from a major town like Malindi.

To access the dunes, park at Mambrui Golden Beach Bar and head up the first dune from there, or walk over from Ndoto Boutique Hotel – no entry fees, no guides or tour activities, just virgin sand and beach to enjoy a short hike (quite steep in some places!) or a picnic at an elevated height and a swim in the ocean, which you will almost certainly have to yourself. Like most outdoor activities here, it’s best to keep your visit to the morning or late afternoon because the sun and the sand will be scorching hot in the middle of the day.

Ndoto offers day passes for you to relax at the pool (a great way to cool off) and have a meal or drink if you’re not staying overnight with them.

Some choose to explore the Old Town of Mambrui as well, which in itself is an unusual sight – almost a ghost town in fact, that had its heyday in the 15th century as a major trading centre. Due to wind and storms the sand is slowly shifting inwards and has begun to touch 200-year old Qibla Mosque as well as other buildings, which may well mean the town is on its way to tragically ‘disappearing’ into the dunes.
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Old town, Mambrui | Paul Gapper/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Sleeping in Mambrui: Our Picks

King’s Beach Cottage: Two-bedroom house with a kitchen set on a lush garden. A short walk away from Shale Beach. $$

Ndoto Boutique Hotel: Luxury between the dunes and the ocean with six elegant rooms, a swimming pool, bar and restaurant. $$$

Che Shale: Castaway-style ecolodge on a secluded beach with eight thatched cottages in the sand and a great restaurant. $$$


MALINDI KINGDOM & THE CHINESE CONNECTION

The ancient Malindi Kingdom can be traced back to the 9th to 15th centuries and is believed to be the site of the first contact between China and East Africa.

Although present- day Malindi retains the kingdom’s name, it is not clear today where exactly the kingdom stood – until as recently as 2020, excavation has been underway to help determine this.

In Mambrui, pieces of Chinese coins dated to the 15th century have given a few clues. A shipwreck is believed to have been part of a 40-strong armada of the Ming dynasty led by Zheng He, the explorer widely regarded as the greatest Chinese navigator of all time.



Sleeping in Lamu: Our Picks

Moyoni House: Seven-bedroom villa in Shela with a kitchen and swimming pool. Profits go to Safari Doctors and Safari Vets. $$

Shela Bahari Hotel: Waterfront institution and one of Lamu’s best restaurants. Rooftop rooms have a private terrace. $$

Kisura House: Rustic three-storey home in a lush garden in a village just steps from Manda Beach. Sleeps six. $$

Kizingo, Kipungani: Airy bandas in a peaceful, remote sustainable lodge on the west of Lamu Island, among dunes and waves. $$$



TOP EXPERIENCE
Maasai Mara & the Wildebeest Migration
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One of nature’s grandest shows. The annual wildebeest migration can be seen unfolding between northern Tanzania’s Serengeti and Kenya’s Maasai Mara every year, where upwards of one million wildebeest, hundreds of thousands of zebras and massive herds of gazelle cover large distances following centuries-old routes to find fresh pastures and water.
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Top Tip

Don’t discount the rainy ‘Green Season’ from March to June, when visitor numbers are lower, as are accommodation prices. The rain brings fresh, new life, not only in vegetation but in the birth of wildlife.



Hands down Kenya’s premier wildlife area, the most well-known attraction and stage of one of nature’s greatest shows, the annual wildebeest migration.

Maasai Mara is named for the original inhabitants and custodians of the land, the Nilotic Maasai people, who are historically pastoralists and semi-nomadic.

Maasais are one of Kenya’s most culturally influential communities – you’ll find that many Kenyan towns and natural landmarks have Maa names – and the community has managed to protect most of its ancient customs and identity to this day. There are over 300 camps and lodges in the greater Maasai Mara area, which includes Maasai Mara National Reserve, private conservancies and areas just outside park gates. While the Mara has a reputation for being inaccessible and expensive, there are many ways to design your trip, depending on your accommodation and how and when you choose to travel.
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Getting Around

It’s an easy four- to five-hour drive from Nairobi to the Mara, depending on final destination. It’s a 4WD trip due to dirt roads and off-road terrain. Non-4WDs are sometimes not allowed entry into the reserve, particularly in rainy months.

You can also fly to one of several airstrips, and be picked up and dropped off by your accommodation. If you want to visit different areas within Mara, driving is your best bet as there aren’t usually scheduled flights between airstrips within the Mara.


TOP TIPS

• Staying in the reserve puts you in a better position to watch river crossings, as you can get there early.

• Book a stay for at least five days to give yourself better chances of seeing mass movement.

• It’s wise to book your safari from six months to a year in advance.

• Take advantage of the drivers and guides at your accommodation who have a good knowledge of the landscape, sites and even some individual animals.




When it Happens

In the early months of the year the animals are calving and grazing in Tanzania, then by around June or July they begin trekking north into Kenya, following East Africa’s rain patterns. This is your first lesson in nature’s unpredictability – you never know exactly when the rain will start. Most years it’s possible to see some migrating herds all the way until October.

Herds of wildebeest may arrive at a plain and decide to graze there for days until moving again. They may reach a river bank and stay put there for a while too, until a few feel the urge to get moving and cross over it.

How to Prepare

The first thing to know is that you’ll need to exercise patience. If you’ve ever seen the action-packed footage in wildlife documentaries about the migration, note that the crews had probably camped out for hours or even days waiting for the animals to make a move.

It’s not a bad idea to have your accommodation pack a picnic, then go out nice and early in the morning, and settle in for a full day of wildlife watching. You may even want to bring a book with you, especially for kids!

Animals to Look Out For

Wildebeest take centre stage in the spectacle, but of course several big cats, gazelles, reptiles and birds continue to live in the very same environment and are exciting to spot.

Often the most impressive (and hair-raising) moments involve wildebeest interactions with other animals, both friends and predators. Where there are young animals or any occupied with grazing or drinking water, predators will inevitably follow.

River crossings take the cake for exciting action because on top of the raging water, wildebeest and zebras must watch for huge Nile crocodiles, hippos and lions, who often chance it and go in for a kill in the confusion and mass movement.


Don’t Miss

Wildebeest

Zebras

Elephant herds

Crocodiles

Hippos

Lions ready to pounce at river crossings

Vultures circling over a kill



Where to Stay

A few strategically placed camps and lodges have a front-row seat to river crossings in particular, thanks to their elevated or riverside locations. These include Angama Mara, which sits on an escarpment overlooking a large plain; and Asilia Rekero camp, sitting right by the Talek River with a view of a major crossing point.

In general though, you can stay wherever tickles your fancy and go out wildlife viewing whenever you please – especially as much of the movement happens within the national reserve where you can just pay a day fee to enter if you’re not staying at a property within it.

Views from Above

At times the masses of moving herds can even be seen and photographed from outer space! Here within the Earth’s atmosphere though, you can book a hot-air balloon ride for a bird’s-eye view of the marvellous scenes.

All balloon trips take place early in the morning, in time for sunrise, and end with a bush breakfast. Operators include Governors’ Balloon Safaris (governorsballoonsafaris.com) and Africa Eco Adventures (maraballooning.com).
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Traditional high jump, Maasai Mara | Vadim Petrakov/shutterstock ©


The Weather

From around June to mid-August is the rainy season, when temperatures in the Mara vary between 8°C and 25°C. It will seldom rain all day long, but expect some wet mornings and evenings. That means packing trousers, warm and waterproof layers and at least one pair of mud-proof shoes.







Beyond Maasai Mara
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Heritage, hikes, and palm-lined beaches: just northwest of the Mara is an impressively distinct tropical-lakeside haven around Lake Victoria


Homa Bay town and county sit on the south side of Lake Victoria (‘Nam Lolwe’ in Dholuo, the local language), an area home to several bays on the lake, countless hills and an impressive cultural and historical heritage. Fishing is naturally a major economic driver in the region – if you’ve eaten freshwater fish like Nile perch, tilapia or omena (silver cichlids) anywhere else in Kenya, chances are it was caught in Homa Bay and surrounds.

Nearby to the south is the Gold Belt, where gold mines operated for decades but have since scaled back their operations, as have the soapstone quarries in the Tabaka Hills in Kisii, where artisans create sculptures and other home-decor items sold all over the country.


GETTING AROUND

Buses and minivans are available from Kisumu or Nairobi to main towns Homa Bay, Kendu Bay and Mbita. If you’re driving through but hoping to stay on Mfangano or Takawiri, call to check if you can park at a hotel on Rusinga or in Mbita town. Hop on a boat at major beaches like Sena or ask your accommodation about options, including the latest time to catch one (safest bet: before 5pm!). No public transport to Thimlich Ohinga; self-drive or hire a driver.



Western KenyaTIME FROM MAASAI MARA: 3 hrs 30 mins [image: jpg]

Tread timeworn ruins at Thimlich Ohinga archaeological site

Thimlich Ohinga Archaeological Site is the location of an ancient settlement of dry stone walls, believed to have been originally built in the 6th century. It was home to various communities and ethnic groups before being abandoned early in the 20th century.

The word ‘Thimlich’ translates to ‘dense or frightening forest’ and ‘Ohinga’ means ‘fortress’ or ‘refuge’, which is fitting as the walls around each compound measure up to 1m deep. The site, managed by the National Museums of Kenya, includes a life-size replica of a traditional Luo homestead, which provides a cultural reference and a better understanding of the ruins.

Set aside half a day to get to and explore the site. It actually spans 21 hectares, but a museum guide will take you through the three main enclosures and the surrounding forest trails if you wish. Much of what surrounds the archaeological site is part of an ancient forest containing several indigenous plants with medicinal properties – ask your guide about these if you’re interested.


There’s nowhere to buy water or any other snacks or refreshments within the site, so pack your own or head to Ndhiwa township for the closest shops and (basic) restaurants.

 

Go island-hopping on Lake Victoria

Perhaps one of the region’s unsung heroes is a group of islands on Kenya’s side of Lake Victoria – Rusinga, Mfangano and Takawiri. Each of these three islands has a distinctly different vibe, history and landscape, and are linked by a daily scheduled waterbus service, speedboats and, for the more adventurous, wooden canoes. Visits to uninhabited islands such as Ringiti, close to Mfangano and historically used for rainmaking rituals, and ‘Birds Island’, are a fun way to spend a half-day.

Rusinga is the best-known island, thanks to a famous son (politician Tom Mboya) and a colourful cultural festival held each December. It’s linked to the mainland at Mbita via a bridge, and you can drive or hop on a boda-boda (motorcycle taxi) across to the island to spend a few hours or a few nights. Getting to the good spots is very straightforward – follow the main ring road around the outside of the island to find most of the hotels, as well as Tom Mboya’s Mausoleum. Lorateng, Ulugi Beach and Rusinga Island Lodge are great sunset spots.

Mfangano is the largest of the Kenyan islands, with lush lakeside farms, black-sand beaches and fascinating prehistoric rock art from over 2000 years ago. While there’s also a ring road around the outside of this island, there’s no way to get a car onto it; get around via boda-boda or boat. Take a boat from anywhere on the island to Mawanga Beach, or the waterbus to Wakula to explore the two main rock-art sites.

Takawiri is where you go to relax at the beach – with palm trees and white sand to boot. The interior of this tiny island is quite rocky and really only made up of footpaths and dwellings, so you’ll likely spend all your time at the hotel, beach or on trips to the other islands.


THE LEGENDARY GOR MAHIA

Gor Obunga was a legendary Luo mystic, who, according to Luo folklore, was known to have supernatural powers from a very young age, including psychic abilities and the power to transform into various animals.

Thus he was given the nickname ‘Mahia’, meaning mysterious. Ruma National Park was so named because he lived nearby and called the area Ruma.

He died in the 1920s and is buried just south of the park in Sigama, where herbalists, shamans and even politicians visit his shrine.

You’ll also hear the name ‘Gor Mahia’ today: one of the top football clubs in Kenya is named after him, with passionate fans donning green and white jerseys and face paint.



Sleeping on the Lake Victoria Islands: Our Picks

Rusinga Lodge: A serene luxury lodge with a pool and sprawling lakefront lawns. $$$

Wayando Beach Ecolodge: An earth-built homely ecolodge in Rusinga with airy, whitewashed cottages. $

Mfangano Island Lodge: Luxury option with large rooms each featuring a lake-facing terrace. $$$

Siambi Resort: Midrange hotel in Mfangano with comfortable rooms and open dining cabanas by the lake. $$




Arriving & Getting Around

Nairobi’s Jomo Kenyatta International Airport will be the primary point of entry for most travellers coming to Kenya. Most international flights arrive at Terminal 1, though some flights from within the East Africa region may land at Terminal 2. The airport is a roughly 30-minute drive to central Nairobi.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left
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Speed limit is 50km/h (urban areas) and 110km/h (highways).
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Budget extra travel time for traffic as well as road quality.



Domestic Flights

Domestic flights connect Nairobi to most of the country’s major destinations. Jambojet and Fly540 are the most affordable options, however Kenya Airways also operates regular flights around the country.

Bus

Kenya Bus Services has an extensive network of long- and short-haul bus routes, with particularly good coverage of the areas around Nairobi, the coast and the western regions. Services thin out the further from the capital you get, particularly in the north.


Money
Currency: Currency: Shilling (KSh or KES)

M-PESA

M-Pesa is how most Kenyans pay for goods. You will need a Kenyan SIM card; the mobile operator can set you up with M-Pesa. You can either pay via SMS or through the mobile app. If you don’t have a Kenyan SIM, download the Sendwave app, which allows you to transfer money using your international card.

CASH & CREDIT CARD

Visa and Mastercard are accepted at most places in the major cities and its use is increasing in smaller towns as well. All ATMs also accept these cards and it’s good to always have M-Pesa or cash as a backup. Banks change US dollars, euros and UK pounds into Kenyan shillings.

BRIBES

Bribes are commonplace, particularly in Nairobi. Traffic police target rental cars and ask for a ‘fine’ (usually small). It’s better to agree to go to the police station or ask for a ticket, which you can then pay at the station.







Language

Kenya has two official languages: English and Kiswahili. In the major cities, nearly everyone is fluent in both. In more rural areas, however, many people only speak Kiswahili and their indigenous language. Sheng – dynamic, street-savvy Creole that blends Kiswahili and English alongside other local languages – is widely spoken as well.


Greetings

Hello, how are you? Habari. ha-ba-ree

I’m fine. Nzuri/Salama/Safi. n-zoo-ree/sa-la-ma/sa-fee

Goodbye/see you later. Tutaonana. too-ta-oh-na-na

Yes. Ndiyo. n-dee-yoh

No. Hapana. ha-pa-na

Please. Tafadhali. ta-fa-dha-lee

Thank you (very much). Asante (sana). a-san-tay sa-na

You’re welcome. Karibu. ka-ree-boo

Do you speak English? Unasema (Kiingereza)?

Numbers

1 moja mo-jah

2 mbili mbee-lee

3 tatu ta-too

4 nne in-neh

5 tano ta-noh

6 sita see-tah

7 saba sah-ba

8 nane nah-nay

9 tisa tee-sah

10 kumi koo-mee

20 ishirini ish-ee-ree-nee

50 hamsini ham-see-nee

100 mia moja mee-ah mo-jah

1000 elfu moja el-foo mo-jah

Useful phrases

Do you speak English? Unasema (Kiingereza)?

What’s Your name? Jina lako nani?

My name is... Jina langu ni …

Do you live here? Unakaa hapa?

I’m from... Natoka …

Do you like...? Unapenda …?

Where can I find the...? … kiko wapi?

toilet Choo

nearest village Kijiji jirani

police station Kituo cha polisi

I’m lost Nimejipotea.

I’m sorry Nasikia majuto.

Menu Decoder

Can you recommend...? Unaweza kupendekeza …?

    a cafe mgahawa

    a restaurant hoteli kula

Bia Beer.

Biryani Rice dish, sometimes in a casserole form, often served with chicken or meat.

Githeri Mix of beans and corn.

Irio Mashed greens, potato and boiled corn or beans (also called kienyeji).

Kahawa Coffee.

Karanga Peanut.

Kuku Chicken.

Maji Water.

Mandazi Semisweet doughnut served warm.

Matoke Mashed green plantains.

Maziwa Milk.

Nyama Meat.

Pilipili Pepper.

Sukuma wiki Braised or stewed spinach.

Ugali Thick, doughlike mass made from maize and/or cassava flour.

Wali Cooked rice.







RWANDA
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LAND OF A THOUSAND HILLS

Rwanda is a remarkable journey through jungle-clad volcanoes, emerald vistas, unforgettable wildlife encounters and vibrant traditional culture.
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For one of the smallest countries in mainland Africa, Rwanda manages to pack a lot in. Stunning wildlife-filled national parks, breathtakingly lush landscapes, volcanic peaks, African Great Lakes, vibrant cultural attractions, a cosmopolitan food-and-drink scene and even a beach, which – for a landlocked country – ain’t a bad effort. And all this within no more than a few hours of one another, making it a very compelling package for those seeking an African adventure, minus the long drives. This range of landscapes alongside the depth of Rwanda’s cultural contexts make it a place where you can pack in everything, from hikes to history lessons, into your journey.

Geographically, Rwanda is a high-altitude paradise, straddling the Great Rift Valley’s Albertine branch. The country is bordered by Uganda, Tanzania, Burundi and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, creating a mosaic of ecological ranges and cultural proximities. The country’s famous Volcanoes National Park is a sanctuary for the rare and majestic mountain gorillas, an emblem of wildlife conservation’s successes.

The rich history of Rwanda stretches back centuries, marked by a regal lineage of kings who once roamed its highlands, governing with customs that resonate in Rwandan culture today. The scars of the 1994 genocide, a truly tragic chapter, have been met with remarkable resilience and reconciliation, propelling Rwanda into a new and layered era of national pride.
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THE MAIN AREAS

KIGALI

Rwanda’s vibrant yet relaxed capital.

LAKE KIVU

Lakeside beaches, island-hopping and cycling trails.




Find Your Way

Relative to most African nations, Rwanda’s a tiny country with an excellent road network, which makes it a handily self-contained destination where all highlights are within a half-day’s reach.
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Plan Your Time

The luxury of short-ish distances means you can tick off a lot of Rwanda’s highlights without wasting long days travelling on the road.
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Short on Time

Start your trip off in Kigalifor some context on what framed Rwanda’s transformation at the Kigali Genocide Memorial. Then make your way to Volcanoes National Park for the once-in-a-lifetime experience of meeting mountain gorillas and witnessing (dormant) volcanoes up-close – be sure to trek up to Mt Bisoke.




The Best in One Week

Make time for the Kigali Genocide Memorial, giving yourself room to process all that it represents. From there, spend a few days in Volcanoes National Park. Combine a gorilla-spotting trek with some hikes at the park’s five peaks. Take the scenic route back to Kigali via Lake Kivu and try to spot the swimming cows in Kibuye.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

January

The summer sunshine makes January a perfect time to visit; Be sure to keep high-season demand in mind.

March–April

Rainy season means fewer tourists – and increased availability of gorilla-viewing permits.

May–July

Birdlife is on full display during breeding season. July is the heart of dry season, with pleasant conditions.

August–September

Head for Kwita Izina in September, where baby gorillas born last year are named.




Kigali

[image: jpg]

CULTURE | CUISINE | COMMEMORATION


If Rwanda is the Land of a Thousand Hills, then Kigali’s setting right among rolling green vistas makes this a fitting choice of capital. Not only is it a contender for Africa’s most scenic capital, but it’s one of the cleanest, safest and most relaxed, too.

Much more than just a stop-off to visit the gorillas, here you’ll get a good feel for traditional and modern-day Rwandan culture. As well as checking out its museums, art galleries and cosmopolitan dining scene, take in the local experiences, from enjoying a cold pint at a ‘milk bar’ to flying through town on the back of a moto-taxi (motorcycle taxi), from visiting a Twa community to hanging out in cool, trendy neighbourhoods like Nyamirambo.

At the forefront of the 1994 genocide, Kigali suffered immensely, and there’s no more sobering a stop than the Kigali Genocide Memorial. It’s hard-hitting and confronting, but an important place to learn, reflect and guide future generations.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Campaign Against Genocide Museum

2Kigali Genocide Memorial

SIGHTS

3Camp Kigali Memorial

4Hotel des Mille Collines

EATING

5Inzora Rooftop Café

(see 4)Le Panorama 

6Pili-Pili

(see 4)Rooftop Rendezvous 




GETTING AROUND

Yego is the local app for booking taxis. But you’re never far away from a moto driver – recognisable by their red vests – and all are legally required to carry helmets for passengers.

Though the taxis have meters, most trips are negotiated beforehand, with short trips costing RFr500 to RFr1500, and around 2500Rwf for trips taking 30 minutes.

GURARIDE is Kigali’s bike-share scheme.
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Though still not quite plagued by the same nightmare traffic jams as Kampala or Nairobi, peak hour in Kigali (7.30am to 8.30am and 5.30pm to 7pm) can still be a scourge. To avoid gridlock, jump on a moto-taxi so you can weave through the traffic and be on your way.



Reckoning with the Past

Kigali’s genocide memorial

Alongside Poland’s Auschwitz and Cambodia’s Tuol Sleng, the Kigali Genocide Memorial marks the site of one of the worst atrocities to take place in the 20th century. Built in 2004 to commemorate the 10-year anniversary of the horrific events of the 1994 genocide, here lie the remains of some 250,000 Rwandans who were systemically slaughtered by the extremist Interahamwe militia, under orders by the Hutu-led government.

Set over several permanent exhibitions, this modern, informative memorial charts the events that led up to 100 days of madness, where some 800,000 people lost their lives between 7 April and 15 July. As well as the events that sparked the genocide following President Habyarimana’s plane being shot down on the approach to Kigali Airport, it delves deeper into the past, exploring the background tensions between the Hutu and Tutsi people and the role of European colonisers in creating ethnic divisions between them. It also reflects on the lack of intervention from the international community, who looked the other way during the genocide.

As heart-wrenching and inconceivable as it is to take in the realities of what was essentially a killing spree of Tutsi people – particularly the room that deals with the children who lost their lives – it’s important to realise that this comprises part of Rwanda’s efforts in addressing the past, not only to overcome the resulting pain and trauma, but also to galvanise strength to propel the nation forward.

Entry is by donation, with proceeds going to financial support and counselling for survivors and victims. The memorial gardens outside provide a solemn space for the burial of the victims and offer visitors the opportunity to reflect quietly on all they have learned.
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KIGALI’S GENOCIDE REMEMBRANCE SITES

Hôtel des Milles Collines: Subject of the critically acclaimed Hotel Rwanda, this luxury hotel sheltered 2000 people during the genocide, mainly at the behest of manager Paul Rusesabagina.

Camp Kigali Memorial: This bullet-strewn building in Kigali’s centre remains untouched since 10 Belgian commandos were gunned down after taking refuge here.

Nyanza Genocide Memorial: Guided tours are given of this former school where 4000 Tutsi were murdered by Hutu militants. It’s also the location of mass graves.

Campaign Against Genocide Museum: Offering a deep dive into the events of 1994, this museum is within Rwanda’s parliamentary building; there are remnants of shelling on its façade.



Eating on Rooftops in Kigali: Our Picks

Rooftop RendezVous: Sitting atop Ubumwe Grande Hotel, this glassed-in space has gorgeous wraparound views over Kigali. $$

Inzora Rooftop Café: Sharing space with Ikirezi Bookstore, this shop has magnificent valley views; perfect place for a light meal. $

Le Panorama: Living up to its name, this is one of Kigali’s most famous restaurants, with great meals and views at Hôtel des Mille Collines. $$$

Pili-Pili: This spot is a good all-rounder for fusion cuisine with plenty of drinks to enjoy, plus sparkling views from the open-air terrace. $$




Beyond Kigali
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Venture just two hours outside the capital city and immerse yourself in the verdant splendour of Volcanoes National Park.


Tucked within the Land of a Thousand Hills is a constellation of volcanoes that forms the core of the aptly-named Volcanoes National Park. Forming a stunning backdrop to the Virunga Massif, Rwanda’s spectacular chain of five volcanoes looms majestically over lush, fertile ground. Marked by dramatic, mist-filled, verdant landscapes and a backdrop of towering volcanoes, this stunning national park is home to the world’s last remaining mountain gorillas. Though the gorillas are the undisputed megastars of the park, in reality they make up just part of this gem’s many attractions. Here you’ll find some of Africa’s best hiking along a varied network of trails, ranging from crater summits to the pilgrimage-like trek to visit Dian Fossey’s grave – the renowned conservationist.


GETTING AROUND

The Volcanoes National Park Headquarters is located in Kinigi, 12km north of the town of Ruhengeri, which is the park’s main access-point.

Though you can take a moto-taxi (RFr2000) or taxi (RFr10,000) here from Ruhengeri, you’ll still need a high-clearance vehicle to reach the trekking trailheads – anywhere from a 30-minute to a one-hour drive. Hence, most visitors come with their own wheels, and usually a tour operator. For solo travellers without a vehicle, the best option is to try and get a lift from a group at the park’s headquarters.



Volcanoes National ParkTIME FROM KIGALI: 2 HRS [image: jpg]

Thrilling wildlife encounters

Unquestionably one of the most thrilling wildlife encounters on the planet is the opportunity to track mountain gorillas in their natural habitat, and this is what attracts visitors to the wonderful Volcanoes National Park. There’s nothing more humbling, powerful or exhilarating than standing mere metres from a family of these gentle giants, who go about their business seemingly unfazed by your presence.

Visitors who plan on embarking on a tracking-trek gather at the Volcanoes National Park Headquarters in Kinigi at 7am, and are allocated a family group of gorillas on the day according to fitness levels (and whether they have a 4WD or not). You can then expect to spend the next few hours trekking through dense vegetation up steep, muddy hillsides. If you plan on visiting during peak season (December to January and June to August), it’s best to book around six months in advance (see volcanoesnationalparkrwanda.com for more).

 

Climb volcanoes in the park

Trekking to track one of the resident 12 habituated gorilla families is the primary adventure that brings travelers to Volcanoes National Park; however, the volcanoes themselves are also a spectacle worth exploring. Though two of the volcanoes on the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) side are active, in Rwanda, all remain dormant or extinct, so there’s no immediate danger of any sudden eruption. By far the most popular is Mt Bisoke (3711m), a tough but scenic climb that rewards with all-encompassing vistas. On the border with the DRC, Mt Karisimbi (4507m) is the tallest of the Virunga Massif and the sixth-highest mountain in Africa. It’s also the only place in Rwanda where you’ll find snow. Along the Ugandan border are Mt Gahinga (3474m) and Mt Muhabura (4127m), two volcanoes that can be climbed individually or together. Rwanda’s fifth volcano, Mt Sabyinyo – which translates as ‘old man’s teeth’, due to its jagged-shaped peaks – can only be approached from the Uganda side of the border. Weather can change quickly, which it often does in the afternoon, so come prepared for all conditions. While it is possible to hike in the park without a guide, doing so is not advisable considering the terrain and potential for too-close-for-comfort wildlife encounters. The guides at Rwanda Gorilla (rwandagorilla.com) come recommended.
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KWITA IZINA CEREMONY

If you’re curious about the massive thatched gorilla sitting next to the park headquarters, it’s the venue for the Kwita Izina gorilla-naming ceremony.

This event takes place annually in September, and is based on the Rwandan tradition of naming children in the presence of loved ones.

Since its inception in 2005, the ceremony has named 375 baby mountain gorillas and has become a big event, featuring live music, cultural performances and conservation talks.

The names are announced by celebrities, ranging from footballers to actors and wildlife conservationists.

However, it’s the park rangers who choose the names themselves, drawing on their direct knowledge of the gorillas’ personalities and their mothers’ backgrounds.



Sleeping in Luxury near Volcanoes National Park: Our Picks

Wilderness Bisate Lodge: Rwanda’s most atmospheric lodge, with thatched pods with volcano views; also great nature walks. $$$

Sabyinyo Silverback Lodge: This is an amazing luxury retreat at the foothills of the Virungas, with stylish, rustic cottages. $$$

Singita Kwitonda Lodge: The closest lodge to the park is this high-end ecolodge, with luxurious suites featuring heated plunge pools. $$$

Amakoro Songa Kinigi Lodge: Close to the park’s headquarters, this elegant ecolodge blends seamlessly into the tranquil surroundings. $$$




Lake Kivu
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ISLANDS | BEACHES | LAKES


Beaches, palm trees, islands and sunset cocktails may not sound like an inland destination that’s situated deep in landlocked Africa, but welcome to Lake Kivu!

Covering a whopping 2700 sq km, Lake Kivu stretches some 90km long and 50km wide, while plunging to a depth of nearly 500m. Rwanda’s largest lake, Africa’s eighth largest, and one of the 20 deepest and most voluminous lakes in the world – there’s no doubting Kivu truly is one of the African Great Lakes.

Stats aside, this is also Rwanda’s premier tropical getaway. The main lakeside towns of Rubavu (Gisenyi), Karongi (Kibuye) and Rusizi (Cyangugu) all offer a balmy African-resort feel, with quality accommodation and restaurants that maximise magnificent lake views.

Running the length of the Albertine Rift, Lake Kivu forms the natural border between Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Despite the many issues in the DRC, this side of the border remains a safe and stable area.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Nyungwe Forest National Park

SIGHTS

2Bisesero Genocide Memorial

(see 4)Église St Pierre 

3Gisenyi Public Beach

4Museum of the Environment

ACTIVITIES

(see 5)Green Hills Ecotours

(see 8)Rwandan Adventures 

SLEEPING

5Beach Garden B&B

(see 4)Cormoran Lodge 

6EAR Gisakura Visitor Centre

(see 4)Home St Jean 

(see 6)Keza Nyungwe Lodge 

7Lake Kivu Serena Hotel

(see 4)Macheo Ecolodge-Camping 

(see 6)Nyungwe Top View Hill Hotel 

8Palm Garden Lodge

9Rwiza Village

10Umutuzo Lodge

11Uwinka Campsite

INFORMATION

12Gisakura Visitor Centre

13Uwinka Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

Whether you choose to bike it, walk it, paddle it, drive it or cruise it, this is one destination where every conceivable transport option is possible.

If you’re travelling by car, the roads here are immaculate. There’s a twice-weekly passenger ferry service between Rubavu (Gisenyi), Karongi (Kibuye) and Rusizi (Cyangugu).

If you’re after a tour operator, get in touch with Rwandan Adventures or Green Hills Ecotours, while Kingfisher Journeys take kayak and paddleboard tours on Lake Kivu.
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Swimming is considered safe and bilharzia-free. Wear insect repellent, stick to designated swimming areas and avoid putting your head under the water.



A Laid-Back Lakeside Escape

Chill out with swimming cows

The relaxed lakeside town of Karongi (commonly known by its old name, Kibuye) could well be the best place to enjoy Lake Kivu. Heading out to visit the lake’s islands is Karongi’s most popular activity. Most famous is Napoleon Island, named for its resemblance to the French emperor’s trademark chapeau, and home to a staggering 50,000 fruit bats. Migrating here from the Democratic Republic of Congo from around June to September during fruit season, they are quite the sight. Here you can scramble ashore for a closer look and scale the island’s peak for elevated lake views.

Peace Island is another popular stop and a good place to bring a picnic and enjoy a swim. At Monkey Island, you’ll encounter a small troop of vervet monkeys who live in exile in the middle of the lake.

Among it all is the improbable sight of swimming cows. Surprisingly good swimmers, these are very much a local tourist attraction and can regularly be seen swimming as they’re herded between islands to graze. Another unique experience is Kivu’s singing fishers. Each evening, you’ll see them belting out local sea shanties while rowing out, as their ancestors have done for generations.

To find out why Lake Tivu is known as an ‘exploding lake’, visit Karongi’s Museum of the Environment, a polished affair offering comprehensive coverage of Rwanda’s natural history and environment.
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Napoleon Island | Maurizio Bersanelli/shutterstock ©


KARONGI’S GENOCIDE SITES

Karongi experienced some of the nation’s most harrowing atrocities during the 1994 genocide.

Église St Pierre The entrance to this church is emblazoned with the words ‘Never Again’ – with victims’ skulls displayed above – in commemoration of the 11,000 Tutsis who were murdered here

Gatwaro Genocide Memorial This memorial was built alongside the former football stadium where 14,000 Tutsis were killed in a staggering six hours after being lured here.

Bisesero Genocide Memorial This site 30km southeast of Karongi is where 50,000 Tutsis resisted their aggressors for almost three months, using sticks, stones and farming tools. It’s a stirring story of resistance.



Visit Africa’s Oldest Montane Rainforest

Nyungwe Forest National Park

Covering 1019 sq km of dense, ancient forest, Nyungwe Forest National Park is not just Rwanda’s biggest and most attractive national park, but also one of Africa’s oldest and largest protected montane rainforests. On UNESCO’s World Heritage tentative list, the park features some of the nation’s most stunning biodiversity, including 13 primate species, among some 1000-plus plant species, 300 birds, 75 mammals and 300 butterflies.

The chimpanzees are the main attraction here, and with a population of 500, it’s one of the best places in the world to see these extraordinary creatures. Other highlights include taking the unforgettable canopy walk leading high above the rainforest, encountering the largest troop of Angolan colobus in Africa, hiking spectacular nature trails leading to waterfalls and the starting point of the Nile River’s epic 6700km journey. Nyungwe has two visitor centres for bookings: Uwinka, at the centre of the park, and in the township of Gisakura, on the park’s western boundary.

Sleeping in Gisenyi & Around: Our Picks

Beach Garden B&B: Opposite Gisenyi’s beach bars, this laid-back guesthouse offers a relaxing on-site bar and restaurant. $

Palm Garden Lodge: This boutique guesthouse in Gisenyi has classy rooms, lake views, a private beach, and backpacker dorms. $$

Umutuzo Lodge: Enjoy unimaginably beautiful views of Lake Kivu at this constellation of eco-lodges, built with locally-sourced materials. $$

Lake Kivu Serena Hotel: Lakeside five-star hotel with pool, private beach and bar, plus an attached terrace and on-site restaurant. $$$


BACKSTAGE AT NYUNGWE FOREST NATIONAL PARKS

Paul Ntimugura, national park guide at Nyungwe Forest National Park, shares the perks of his job.

What do you like most about Nyungwe? I like its cool climate. And because of its location, you get a good balance of never too heavy rainfall or never too hot. Instead, it’s often dry.

Do you have a favourite animal? I love the Angolan colobus. Not just for their beautiful black and white colour, but also because they are very social and democratic animals.

What is your favourite hiking trail? Kamiranzovu Waterfall Trail, because of the large volume of water and how it is coloured like Coca-Cola. It’s also a challenging hike that’s good for exercise.



Sleeping in Karongi: Our Picks

Home St Jean: This former nunnery has an attractive hillside location, featuring extraordinary views; Rooms and dorms. $

Macheo EcoLodge Camping: Enjoy lake and mountain views at this ecolodge; their tents are spacious and equipped with solar-power. $

Cormoran Lodge: Right among it all sits this luxurious lakeside hilltop lodge, guaranteeing a truly memorable place to stay. $$$

Rwiza Village: Memorable A-frame thatched chalets offer blissful lakeside views. Escapism, guaranteed. $$$
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Congo-Nile Trail | Rasse2/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0. ©



BIKE THE CONGO–NILE TRAIL
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Running the length of Lake Kivu, this popular 227km overland trail follows the Congo–Nile divide from north to south. As a hike it can be done in 10 days; as a cycle, it can be done in five.

Starting in 1Rubavu, Stage 1 takes you via the scenic Rubona Peninsula before stopping for a crop-to-cup coffee tour with 2Cooprocaki Coffee Cooperative and reaching 3Cyimbiri Base Camp to spend your first night by the beach.

Stage 2 winds you through to the second base camp at 4Kinunu Guesthouse to enjoy its beachside accommodation. Stage 3 is a long lakeside jaunt taking you over a river crossing to reach 5Bumba Base Camp, with astonishing views. Stage 4 gets you to Karongi, where it’s worth factoring in an added day to exploring this idyllic lakeside town. Stage 5 takes you up over Mt Kabuye to reach picturesque 6Gisovu Tea Estate on the edge of Nyungwe National Park. Leading through the forest, this is a scenic leg to 7Gisakura Guest House for a night spent in the boardinghouse. Stage 7 takes you to the spectacular Kumbya Peninsula (yes, pronounced like the song). We recommend staying at the lakeside retreat of 8Kumbya Kivu Life Ecolodge and enjoying a well-earned beer and food. Stage 8 takes you to 9Ishara Beach Hotel, which lives up to its name with lakeside accommodation on a private beach. Then it’s on to aShangi, for Stage 9 to visit the derelict former home of German explorer Richard Kandt. The final stage is an 18.3km leg to bRusizi, a lovely spot to finish up.




Nyungwe’s Thrilling Canopy Walk

High above the jungle

A contender for Africa’s most thrilling nature experience, the 160m-long canopy walk (US$40) at Nyungwe will have you 70m high above the jungle. It’s a walk that comprises three separate suspension bridges and, while enclosed with netting, you’ll feel very much out in the open, with unencumbered views offering a fully immersive perspective. While it may test the nerves of some (acrophobes, may want to skip this one), you can rest assured that a great degree of effort goes into the daily maintenance and safety checks. To get here, it’s a 30-minute hike (one-way) from Uwinka Visitor Centre, and you’ll likely spot mountain monkeys and turacos along the way. Canopy tours take place at 8am, 10am, 1pm and 3pm.


THE MYSTERY OF THE EXPLODING LAKES

Lake Kivu’s significance is deeply rooted in its geology and mythology alike. This vast natural marvel, situated along the tectonic Albertine Rift, is one of three known ‘exploding lakes’ in the world.

It’s propensity for explosions is due to the rare natural phenomenon of limnic eruptions – geologically anomalies that take place when dissolved methane and carbon dioxide suddenly escape from the lake’s depths, releasing deadly gasses that potentially lead to explosions.

Mythologically, the lake is entrenched in local lore, considered a place of spirits and natural mysteries owing to its unpredictable and sometimes perilous nature.

This duality of beauty and danger encapsulates the essence of Lake Kivu’s captivating polar depths.



Sleeping in Nyungwe: Our Picks

Keza Nyungwe Lodge: This sprawling lodge in Gisakura has a labyrinthine-like layout, offering a wide array of well-priced rooms, suited for the budget traveller. $

EAR Gisakura Visitor Centre: Atmospheric pod campsites and cleantoilet blocks with hot water; also at Uwinka Campsite. There are no kitchen facilities, but there is a small cafeteria on-site. $

Nyungwe Top View Hill Hotel: Aptly named lodge and atmospheric cottages with fireplaces, looking out to panoramic mountain vistas from its prime position on the hill. $$$




Arriving & Getting Around

Rwanda’s main selling points are both its compact size and its well-maintained tarmac roads, meaning it’s rare you’ll be travelling more than two to three hours between places. Travelling within towns itself is also a breeze, thanks to an ever-ready fleet of taxis, moto-taxis and minibuses to zip you around.
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Public bus, Rwanda | Godong/Alamy Stock Photo ©


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed cameras are frequent; stick to the 80km/h speed limit on highways

[image: gif]

Roads are in excellent condition.



Boats

The need for boat travel may seem surprising, but if heading to Lake Kivu, you’ll find ferries connect the Rwandan ports of Rusizi, Karongi and Rubavu on a twice-weekly basis. Speedboat charters are another option between these ports, but are prohibitively expensive.

Bus & Minibus

Long-distance buses provide an inexpensive and reliable means of travel in between major towns. Shared minibuses are another option and, due to the prevalence of speed cameras, drivers here are careful and keep to the speed limits.


Money
Currency: Rwandan Franc (RFr)

CREDIT CARDS

Whether tapping or inserting, credit cards are widely accepted in the larger towns by hotels, restaurants and cafes. However, it’s always a good idea to have cash as a backup in case machines aren’t working.

CASH

ATMs are common across Rwanda, hence cash is still the best approach to day-to-day expenses, though note that national parks such as Agakera and Ngungwe are cashless. US dollars are also widely accepted, usually at a rate of $1 to 1000RFr.

TIPPING

Though not mandatory, a small tip does go a long way for those who’ve provided good service in both the hospitality and tourism industry; and even more so for moto drivers, who just about get by on very low incomes. For guides and drivers, around US$10 a day is about right.







Language

The official languages in Rwanda are Kinyarwanda, French and English. In the capital city, most people speak French and occasionally English. That said, being able to speak to people in their own indigenous language is a beautiful nod of respect, and having some Kinyarwanda words and phrases in your toolbox goes a long way.


General Phrases

Hello Muraho

What is your name? Witwande

My name is... Nitwa...

Pleased to meet you Ndabishimiye

Excuse me Imbabazi

Sorry Mbabarira/Ihangane

Please Nyamuneka

Thank you Murakoze/Urakoze

I understand Ndabyumva

I don’t understand Simbyumva

I don’t know Simbizi

Yes Yego

No Oya

Asking for Help

Help! Mfasha

I need your help Ndashaka ubufasha bwawe

It’s an emergency Birihutirwa

I’m lost Nabuze

I’m sick Ndarwaye

I’ve been injured Navunitse

I need a doctor Nkeneye muganga

Can I use your phone? Nakoresha telefone yawe?

Money

How much is this? Aya nangahe?

How much is a mototaxi to...? Nangahe kuri moto kugera….?

500 francs Magana atano

1000 francs Igihumbi

2000 francs Ibihumbi bibiri

5000 francs Ibihumbi bitano

Eating & Drinking

May I have some...? Nabona ku...?

Is there a local specialty? Haba hari umwihariko w’inaha?

I’m a vegetarian Ntago ndya inyama

I don’t eat pork Ntago ndya inyama y’ingurube

It was delicious Byari biryoshye







SOMALIA
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NATION-BUILDING IN DIFFICULT CIRCUMSTANCES

Historically rich and geographically strategic, Somalia continues its 50-year struggle to secure peace and stability against the forces of foreign interference, extremism and climate change.
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Chaos, lawlessness and violence are unavoidable facts in Somalia, making it one of the world’s most dangerous destinations to visit. Ranking first on the Fragile States Index (fragilestatesindex.org), foreign governments issue no-nonsense red warnings against any travel to the country, but a handful of adventurous backpackers continue to visit northern Somaliland, the unrecognised breakaway state that declared independence in 1991. It enjoys a relative level of stability, but remains a risky destination for a holiday with little to no tourism infrastructure.

That said, Somaliland which now has free and fair elections, offers a brave blueprint for how peace is possible even in the most difficult circumstances. And, progress is being made in Somalia, too. In 2020 a new electoral law was adopted although the technical prerequisites for free general elections are still not in place and the 2022 elections, which brought Hassan Sheikh Mohamud to power, were carried out using an indirect procedure. Then, in 2023, Somalia was welcomed into the East African Community economic bloc and, in December that year, the IMF and World Bank facilitated a $4.5 billion debt relief package, which paves the way for Somalia to re-join the global financial system.

President Mohamud has promised to repair relations with Somalia’s neighbours and eliminate militant group Al-Shabaab’s influence entirely. It’s a tall order, particularly in the face of recent Ethiopian manoeuvring in Somaliland and the rise of entrenched political and clan rivalries ahead of the next national election in 2026.
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FAST FACTS

Area 637,657 sq km

Capital Mogadishu; Somaliland, Hargeisa

Currency Somali shilling (SOS); Somaliland shilling (Ssh)

Population 17.6 million

Languages Somali, Arabic

Religions 99% Sunni Islam

Time GMT/UTC +3



 

A Global Nexus

Since ancient times, the Horn of Africa (also known as the Somali Peninsula) has been a bridge between the African continent, the Arabian Peninsula, India and Asia. The eastern coast fronts the Indian Ocean while the northern seaboard faces Arabia across the Gulf of Aden. Here at Bab el-Mandeb (the Gate of Tears) just 20 miles of water separate the two continents. Today it is key to controlling almost all shipping between the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea, including an estimated 4.5 million barrels of oil a day.

These days Djibouti and Eritrea border the southwestern side of Bab el Mandeb, but in a time before borders this crossing was key to Somali development. It’s where the earliest human migrations took place from Africa in to Asia, and the indigenous, Cushitic-speaking Somalis have been here for about 7000 years, leaving their rock art at Laas Geel 5000 years ago. By the time Pharaoh Khufu built the Great Pyramid, the Somalis were trading rare aromatics, gold, ebony, wild animals, ivory and acacia gum with the Egyptians.

Over time, the autonomous Somali city states of Mosylon (El Ayo), Malao (Berbere), Mundus (Heis) and Avalites (Zeila) extended this trade network to Saba (Yemen), Tabae (Turkey), Nabataea (Jordan/Saudi Arabia), Babylon (Iraq), Phoenicia (Lebanon), Persia (Iran), Mycenaea (Greece) and Rome. In return, the strategic Somali Peninsula attracted countless foreign traders and invaders, nurturing a culture that has absorbed global influences over the centuries.

While St Mark the Evangelist carried Christianity to Alexandria in Egypt in 61 CE from where Frumentius set out to convert Ethiopia’s King Ezana (r 330-356 CE), Somalia’s ancient ties to the Arabian peninsula ensured the early arrival of Islamic migrants. They landed at Zeila where they built the 7th-century Masjid al-Qiblatayn – one of the oldest mosques in Africa. For centuries afterwards, Somali ports sent pilgrims to Mecca for the Hajj and Isma‘ili Indians to Haraz in the mountains of Yemen.

By the 10th century, Zeila was the headquarters of the Muslim Sultanate of Adal, one of several important Somali port cities. Regional power was never centralised, but the sultanates were linked via the role of Islam in their political and cultural life. The powerful Sultanate of Mogadishu and the Ajuran Sultanate controlled the East African gold trade, participated in the Asian Silk Road and monopolised the Indian Ocean spice trade. They cultivated cultured cities at Merca, Mogadishu, Barawa and Hobyo, minted their own currency, and created the first North African hydraulic empire harnessing the water of the Shebelle and Jubba rivers.

The wealth of the Ajuran Empire did not go unnoticed by regional rival Ethiopia and expansionist European powers seeking to muscle in on the spice trade. Proselytising Ethiopian military expeditions attacked Somali cities in the early 14th century seeking to convert Muslims, plunder gold, and secure access to ports and trade routes. These attacks increased until Imam Ahmad ibn Ibrahim al-Ghazi led the Conquest of Abyssinia (1529–1543) taking nearly three-quarters of Ethiopia. He might have extinguished the Christian kingdom had the Ethiopians not received help from Cristóvão da Gama’s Portuguese troops.

What followed was the century-long Somali–Portuguese wars as the Portuguese sought to break the Arab/African monopoly of the trade routes. The Ajuran repeatedly repelled the attacks, but the sultanate finally collapsed in the 17th century when the empire-building European powers moved in. They divided the peninsula into British, French and Italian Somaliland, turning Somali ports into supply stops for their ships travelling from Asia and India to the Mediterranean through the French-built Suez Canal, which opened in 1869.

Today the Somali coast is as geopolitically important as ever. These days Djibouti (formerly French Somaliland) is packed with military bases belonging to the US, China, Saudi Arabia, Germany, Spain, France, Italy and the UK, all safeguarding their interests in the 25% of world shipping that passes through the strait. Pirates, too, patrol these waters costing the world economy billions. In 2024, it was on the rise again as commercial vessels divert southwards to avoid Yemeni Houthi attacks prompted by the Israel–Gaza war, causing the IMF to warn of rising global inflation. What happens in the Somali Peninsula is as significant as ever.
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SOMALIA HIGHLIGHTS

Mogadishu Ancient capital and cultural melting pot.

Laas Geel The site of vibrant pastoral rock art dating back 5000 years.

Berbera An ancient maritime port city full of Ottoman mosques and architectural relics.

Hargeisa Camel Market One of the world’s largest camel markets full of traders doing secret deals.

Merca Myriad alleyways in a wonderful old Arab coastal town.

Bajuni Islands A beautiful archipelago blessed with dazzling white sands lapped by turquoise water.



 

Somaliweyn Versus the Clans

If you know any Somalis you may have noticed them wearing a beaded bracelet sporting the colours of a flag or insignia. They’re a popular piece of local jewellery that identifies one’s region or clan, but also illustrate the complex political picture of contemporary Somalia where multiple political entities vie for prominence.

At independence in 1960, the new country of Somalia (population 17.5 million) was created by the unification of British and Italian Somaliland. However, the governing Somali Youth League (SYL) aspired to unite all Somalis in a single country, including those in French Somalia (now Djibouti), the Ogaden (which the British ceded to Ethiopia in 1955) and the Northern Frontier District (which the British ceded to Kenya in 1963). To symbolise this they chose a flag sporting a five-pointed star representing the five homelands of the Somalis. This was the dream of Somaliweyn (Greater Somalia).

But despite initial democratic elections and civic efforts to transcend the clan system and divisions cultivated by colonialism, by the late 1960s the SYL was mired in corruption and the political landscape had fragmented into 60 parties. Then, in 1969, President Abdirashid Ali Shermarke was assassinated bringing Major General Siad Barre to power. Under Barre’s rule Somalia engaged in 20 years of militarised nationalism and ‘scientific socialism’, which attempted to reconcile state ideology with Islamic social principles.

Born in the Ogaden, Barre was an advocate of Somaliweyn and in 1977 he launched the Ogaden War seeking to recover the region from Ethiopia. Although initially successful, the venture failed when the Soviets swapped sides to back Ethiopia. Defeated in 1978, Barre switched allegiances and the US became Somalia’s main supporter, providing US$100 million in aid annually until 1989. But military spending devastated the economy and Barre’s rule became increasingly oppressive. This spawned resistance movements, leading to a military clampdown culminating in the bombardment of Hargeisa in 1988 where 50,000 to 100,000 people were killed.

The resulting civil war saw the Barre regime toppled in 1991 and Somalia’s fragmentation intensified with bombarded Somaliland (population 3.4 million) declaring independence in 1992. Furthermore, displacement, poverty and religious extremism gave rise to new identities and ideologies. And, in 1998, the northeastern region of Puntland (population two million) declared itself an autonomous federal state. But the inescapable feature of a clan-based system is that each clan has sub-groups, which also demand representation, such as the Dhulbahante clan of Las Anod who declared their intention to secede from Somaliland in February 2023. They call their state SSC-Khaatumo and aspire to rejoin Somalia’s federal system.

Finally, in 2000, in the wake of several peace conferences, a power-sharing formula called the 4.5 system was agreed and later formalised in 2012. Of the 249 parliamentary seats, four-fifths of them were allocated to Somalia’s four largest tribes: the Darod, Dir/Isaaq, Hawiye and Rahanweyn/Digil-Mirifle. Twenty-nine seats (half of the seats of any major clan) were allocated to ‘minority’ clans, and 25 seats were reserved for women. Although this resolved immediate conflicts it centred the clan as a semi-official entity and killed the possibility of a unified national identity, creating conditions of chronic instability.
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THE CLAN SYSTEM

Somalis all hail from the same tribe, which is divided into four main clans (Darod, Hawiye, Dir and Rahaweyn). The clan in particular is hugely important to Somalis, who are more likely to ask a stranger ‘Whom are you from?’ than ‘Where are you from?’ Membership to clans is determined by paternal lineage. People can trace their lineage back for generations and are able to determine how they are related to a person, how they should address them and pay respect to them, simply from learning their name and clan membership.

Elders, who may be clan representatives, play a critical role in Somali society as mediators and counsellors. In some regions, their decisions carry the strength of law.



 

The Camel & Climate Change

In Somalia there are more camels – 7.4 million – than anywhere else in the world. For Somalis, the camel is a gift from god, a source of milk and meat, and a valuable insurance policy in times of crisis. Camels are also a key component of Somalia’s livestock industry, which in normal years accounts for 80% of exports accordingto the Food and Agriculture Organization.

But even the indomitable camel is now sorely tested by climate change. This means nomadic herders have to travel further to find scant water and grazing as four decades of drought have thinned herds by as much as 60% in some parts of the country. This is not good news in an overwhelmingly rural society where the rearing of livestock underpins two-thirds of the economy. The on-and-off drought and extreme flash flooding has undermined food and water security leading to the displacement of 3.8 million people to camps where they survive on humanitarian aid. In the camps, young men are at risk of recruitment to militant groups such as Al-Shabaab. The result is a self-reinforcing cycle of natural disaster, displacement and poverty which feeds further political instability.

This instability is not a localised Somali problem – it has ramifications far beyond its borders with potentially cascading impacts in Ethiopia, Kenya, Yemen and beyond as people seek to escape and migrate. The UN estimates the price of climate adaptation and resilience is US$48.5 billion between now and 2030. Although that’s a massive amount for a country whose annual GDP is US$10.42 billion, to put it in context, it is only half of the US$100 billion paid to investors of the top five fossil fuel companies in 2023.





TANZANIA
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WATCH THE ANIMALS, LIE ON A BEACH

Tanzania might just be the best country to go on safari. And the jewel in Tanzania’s archipelago is Zanzibar, one of the most enchanting islands on earth.
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Nowhere compares with the Serengeti: the wildlife here is incredible. Cheetahs streak across the plains and leopards bask on tree branches not far from prides of lions, lords of all they survey. On your way back to camp from an afternoon safari, watch the sun set, silhouetted behind an umbrella-thorn acacia tree like an East African safari cliché. Lying in bed under canvas later at night, listen for the roar of lions. There will be nowhere that you’d rather be at that moment.

And yet the Serengeti is merely the pinnacle of a safari experience that combines prolific animals with drama-filled landscapes. Ngorongoro Crater, Tarangire and Lake Manyara in the north, Ruaha and Nyerere in the south: these are some of the best and most beautiful places to see animals anywhere on the planet. And, of course, there are friendly chimpanzees out west.

Perhaps it will be Zanzibar that captures your imagination, in the moment when you catch a spice-laden sea breeze just as the call to prayer echoes out over the rooftops of Stone Town. Or exploring exquisite architecture lent mystery by the ornate wooden doors that guard inner courtyards.

And if you’ve any time or breath left, climb Mt Kilimanjaro, snorkel a turquoise sea off Pemba, or take a boat ride across the vast Lake Tanganyika like the adventurous African travellers of old. In Tanzania, these are just the start of your adventures.
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THE MAIN AREAS

DAR ES SALAAM

Tanzania’s premier city.

ZANZIBAR

The ultimate spice island.

MT KILIMANJARO

Climb Africa’s highest peak.

NORTHERN SAFARI CIRCUIT

East Africa’s finest wildlife parks.

LAKE TANGANYIKA

Chimps, rainforest and lake.

SOUTHERN HIGHLANDS

Two world-class parks.




Find Your Way

This journey through the best Tanzania has to offer covers both Zanzibar Archipelago and the mainland. Up north, you can climb to the roof of Africa, with fabulous wildlife parks in the north, west and south.
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Plan Your Time

The thrill of going on safari in search of Africa’s charismatic mega-fauna? Or spending time on and around some of Africa’s best beaches? Why not do both...
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Combining beach and wildlife safari is a Tanzanian speciality. Start by flying into Arusha, then drive to Ngorongoro Crater, truly one of Africa’s loveliest landscapes, complete with lions.

• Continue on into the heart of Serengeti National Park. While there, enjoy fabulous wildlife watching and stay in a tented camp (mobile or otherwise) for the full safari experience.

• You may never want to leave, but you’ll find ample compensation in the flight out across the escarpments and savannah grasslands (possibly with a stop in Arusha) and on to the magical island of Zanzibar.




The Ultimate Safari Week

• Start in Arusha and take a day for a cultural tour in one of the surrounding villages.

• From Arusha, drive or fly to Tarangire National Park, where elephants and baobabs will greet you; plan on two days here.

• Drive for around three hours to Lake Manyara National Park and a day with tree-climbing lions in the shadow of the Rift Valley Escarpment. Then, descend into Ngorongoro Crater and enjoy that ‘different-planet’ feeling for a day.

• Finally, it’s on to Serengeti National Park, home to the Great Migration and some of the most jaw-dropping wildlife spectacles on the planet.




Ten Days of Sun & Safari

• Begin your Tanzanian journey by flying into Dar es Salaam, a vibrant, fascinating city worth at least a day.

• From here, catch the ferry to Zanzibar and spend as long as you have in Stone Town, one of the most storied towns around the Indian Ocean rim.

• Next, head for the beaches and world-class diving or snorkelling around Pemba.

• Return to the mainland; if you fly, you’ll probably go via Dar es Salaam on your way to Nyerere National Park, where you can explore by 4WD or along the Rufiji River by boat.



Seasonal Highlights

Dry season runs from June to October is the best time to visit. The November–April rainy season is quieter; rain is not constant.

January

Temperatures are high as the country enjoys a mini high season during the Christmas to New Year holidays.

March

The tail-end of the rainy season can be difficult for getting around in the parks, but very few visitors.

June

The dry season begins with tourist arrivals cranking up; expect dry, relatively mild weather and plenty of sunshine.

July

It’s the high season just about everywhere: prices stay high and availability low until October.

August

Despite the crowds, a great time to be anywhere along the coast; expect warm, clear waters ideal for diving and snorkelling.

October

As the dry season ends, temperatures and humidity rise; a great time to be on safari as animals rush to water.

November

The first rains arrive and with them migrating birds from Europe and North Africa.




Dar es Salaam
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From humble beginnings as the sleepy Zaramo fishing village of Mzizima, Dar es Salaam has grown into a thriving metropolis of over 5 million. It is East Africa’s second-busiest port and Tanzania’s commercial hub. Yet, at heart, it’s a welcoming, friendly place with a down-to-earth feel. Rimming the central area is Kivukoni Front, with a bustling fish market and beach at its eastern tip. West of the fish market, historic African, Arabic, Indian and German architecture rub shoulders with towering, modern high-rises. Sidewalk vendors hawk everything from hot tea to phone chargers, and bajaji (tuk-tuks) and motorcycle taxis whizz around the streets. Further north, and south, of the city, sandy beaches and islands beckon.

Although many travellers bypass Dar completely, it’s well worth lingering for a few days to experience the city’s eclectic cultural mix and languid tropical feel.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mwenge Carvers’ Market

2Village Museum

SIGHTS

3Kunduchi Ruins

4National Museum & House of Culture

SLEEPING

5Chelsea Hotel

6Dar es Salaam Serena Hotel

7Hyatt Regency Dar es Salaam – The Kilimanjaro

8Lutheran House Hostel

9White Sands Hotel & Resort

NIGHTLIFE

10Level 8 Bar

11Triniti Bar & Restaurant

SHOPPING

12Kivukoni Fish Market TRANSPORT

13Julius Nyerere International Airport




GETTING AROUND

Most people arrive at the Julius Nyerere International Airport, which is 9km southwest of the city centre. If you’re not being picked by a tour operator, taxis operate to central Dar and usually take 30 minutes.

Getting around Dar involves a mix of bus, dalla-dallas (crowded minibuses), taxi and ferry; the latter connects Kivukoni Front and Kigamboni, which is across the channel, and the gateway to Dar es Salaam’s south beaches.
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Although it can initially seem forbidding, with its crowded streets and honking horns, walking is the best way to explore. Once away from the Zanzibar ferry terminal and Samora Avenue, where touts and hustlers abound, the vibe is subdued.



Explore Dar es Salaam

Two days in the city

Start in the city centre, where tea vendors stroll the sidewalks clacking coins to attract customers and street stalls sell spicy samosas and sweet peda (cookie-like desserts). Central Dar es Salaam is congested, atmospheric and full of hidden corners.

Begin early, with a light breakfast at one of the tea shops around Kisutu Street before visiting the National Museum & House of Culture, where you can pore over archaeological relics from coastal ruins alongside more quirky landmarks from the independence period, including the Rolls Royce of Julius Nyerere.

The Kivukoni Fish Market is another major highlight, although it’s at its busiest just after dawn after the boats return. Spend the afternoon shopping for handicrafts, perhaps at Mwenge Carvers’ Market, before finishing with sundowners at Level 8. Depending on how quickly you move around, your explorations may spill over into a second day, which you should dedicate to the leafy Msasani Peninsula, before heading to the open-air Village Museum, which showcases the traditional lives of Tanzania’s many traditional peoples through architecture and live performances. Continue to the beaches near White Sands Hotel & Resort, then arrange a boat from one of the operators on the beach for snorkelling around Fungu Yasini and Mbudya islands. Finish with a tour of the Kunduchi Ruins, before drinks and dinner at Triniti Bar & Restaurant back in town.

Sleeping in Dar es Salaam: Our Picks

Chelsea Hotel: Spotless, quiet rooms, a restaurant and a convenient location near the Zanzibar ferry terminal. $

Lutheran House Hostel: A great harbour-side location with renovated rooms and restaurant make this an excellent budget choice. $

Hyatt Regency Dar es Salaam – The Kilimanjaro: Dar’s classiest hotel, with rooftop bar views, fine dining and big rooms. $$$

Dar es-Salaam Serena Hotel: Large pool, expansive gardens and views over the Gymkhana golf course. Location and facilities are superb. $$$


WELCOME TO DAR ES SALAAM
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Kanani Peter Mhinzi, a mother of four who has lived most of her life in Dar es Salaam, shares some thoughts about her home.

Dar es Salaam is a beautiful city, full of history and welcoming to visitors. Over the years, I have seen many foreigners come to explore this history for themselves.

I recommend that they don’t miss the Village Museum, the Kunduchi beach ruins and the Mwenge Carvers’ Market.

Dar es Salaam is a safe and secure travel hub. I invite you to experience all the city has to offer, either at the start of your travels or once you have journeyed through the rest of the country.
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Zanzibar
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The Zanzibar Archipelago consists of two main islands, Unguja (commonly known as Zanzibar) and Pemba, as well as several smaller islands scattered across a turquoise sea.

From the winding streets of Stone Town to the pristine white-sand beaches that surround the islands, Zanzibar balances tranquillity and excitement. The island’s rich history, including as launchpad for the Omani empire, today takes on a unique blend of Swahili, Arab and Indian cultures that are reflected in the architecture, cuisine and hospitality of the local people.

The archipelago’s pristine waters offer some of the best diving and snorkelling in the world, with colourful coral reefs and abundant marine life, and the islands’ forests and mangroves are home to various endemic species, including the red colobus monkey. Whether you’re exploring the vibrant markets of Stone Town, savouring a spicy seafood curry or simply lazing on a palm-fringed beach, Zanzibar will leave you enchanted.
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SIGHTS

1Anglican Cathedral

2Catholic Cathedral

3Forodhani Gardens

4Hamamni Persian Baths

5House of Wonders

6Old Dispensary

7Old Fort

SLEEPING

8Mizingani Seafront Hotel

9Park Hyatt Zanzibar

10Tembo House Hotel

11Zanzibar Serena Hotel

EATING

126 Degrees South

13Emerson Spice Rooftop Teahouse

14Silk Route Restaurant




GETTING AROUND

The main island is easy: taxis are widely available (negotiate fares in advance), and, for a more local experience, try one of the dala-dala, public commuting buses that operate on set routes and are a cheap way to get around. Renting a car is also possible.

Boats promise access to and from the two main islands as well as the smaller offshore islands. Coastal villages can also be accessed this way, and you can choose from a range of vessels, including dhows, speedboats or luxury yachts.
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Tourism is the fuel of Zanzibar’s economy. Expect to be approached by locals trying to sell you something – artwork, a souvenir or atour – and they can be pushy. Just say ‘thank you’ and continue on your way if you’re not interested.



Explore Stone Town

Discovering a cultural mosaic

Stone Town’s architecture is a fusion of Arabic, Indian, European and African influences, and the best way to explore its tangle of laneways is on foot: wander among the bazaars and don’t worry too much about getting lost in the glorious labyrinth. Watch as you walk for the exquisitely decorated Arab buildings arrayed around an inner courtyard, and, of course, the world-renowned carved wooden Zanzibari doors.

Opposite the ferry terminal, the 19th-century Old Dispensary has a facade decorated with intricate stucco carvings and friezes depicting various scenes from Indian mythology and Swahili life. Also worth seeking out, the Old Fort at the end of Mizingani Road was built by the Omanis in the 17th century. If you’re in the Mizingani Road waterfront area in the evening, head for Forodhani Gardens, an area famous for its after-dark Swahili street food, which might include samosas, hot curries and piping hot skewers of grilled meats.

The 19th-century Anglican Cathedral with its pointed arches, ribbed vaults, stained-glass windows and Islamic-style arched windows and a minaret-like tower is a wonderful crossover of styles. Also worth a visit is French-built, 19th-century St Joseph’s Cathedral, one of East Africa’s largest churches.

Other delightful buildings to watch out for include Hamamni Persian Baths, which is no longer used for its original purpose but it’s a great place to let the imagination run free, and the House of Wonders; the latter is a former ceremonial palace and was undergoing restoration at the time of research.

Sleeping by the Beach: Our Picks

Tembo Hotel: At the edge of Stone Town stands the majestic Tembo Hotel, a symbol of Zanzibar’s rich culture and history. $$

Mizingani Seafront Hotel: In a former palace, the hotel blends traditional and modern architecture. Sea-facing rooms and a pool. $$

Park Hyatt Zanzibar: Arguably Stone Town’s fivest-star hotel is a regal sanctuary of Arabian grandeur and African spirit. $$$

Zanzibar Serena Hotel: This majestic blend of Arabic, African and Indian cultures offers a luxurious retreat. $$$

Island-Hop in Zanzibar

Exploring Zanzibar’s archipelago

If you can visit only one island, it should be Changuu Island, also known as Prison Island, 6km northwest of Stone Town (around 30 minutes by boat). Once a prison for enslaved people who made frequent escape attempts, the island is now home to giant, century-old tortoises.

Bawe Island, just 7km from Stone Town and about 40 minutes by boat, was once a stopover for traders and merchants sailing along the East African coast. Today it’s popular for day trips and picnics, thanks to its pristine white-sand beach.

A 25-minute boat ride from either Bawe Island or Stone Town takes you to Nakupenda Beach, a much-loved sandbar that appears during low tide. Chapwani Island, 4km north of Stone Town and about 20 minutes by boat, hosts a variety of wildlife from tortoises to flying foxes, and it’s normal to find a galaxy of starfish resting on the red sand beach during the low tide. Visitors can enjoy a traditional Swahili seafood lunch or dinner (which might include octopus, squid, prawns, lobster, crab or snapper), prepared by local chefs using fresh ingredients from the island; fruits might include jackfruit, pineapple or papaya.

Dedicate a full day to Chumbe Island, 13km south of Stone Town. Chumbe is a marine protected area that spans over 22 hectares and is home to over 400 marine species, including endangered species such as green sea turtles and humpback whales. Explore on a guided snorkelling or glass-bottom boat tour. The island’s eco-lodge offers an immersive natural experience.


MENAI BAY CONSERVATION AREA

Spanning over 470 sq km, Menai Bay is the largest marine protected area in Zanzibar.

Established in 1997, the area is managed by the Fisheries Department and local villages, who’ve set up conservation committees to deter illegal fishing practices. Through hard work, the conservation efforts have resulted in a successful return of bottlenose and humpback dolphins while providing a stable habitat for over 400 species of fish, 47 species of corals, and 200 species of birds who peacefully coexist with the local villagers from over 20 villages.

Menai Bay is a testament to the power of community-led conservation efforts and a true natural wonder of the world.



Eating in Stone Town: Our Picks

Silk Route: Savour flavours inspired by ancient trade routes; the focus here is Indian but with Zanzibari riffs (the secret is in the spices). $$

6 Degrees South: Laid-back eatery serving a range of seafood. Contemporary design plus great wine list and rooftop bar. $$

Emerson Spice: Emerson’s elegant rooftop seafood restaurant boasts picture-perfect views to go with the great food and service. $$

Baharia Restaurant: Near the Indian Ocean, serves international cuisine and creative variations of Swahili classics. $$$

Explore Misali on Sea & Land

Enjoying Pemba’s natural bounty

Misali Island boasts some of the best diving and snorkelling experiences in East Africa. This uninhabited island, which takes in the Pemba Channel Conservation Area, is a perfect day trip for those seeking adventure and relaxation. After an hour-long scenic boat ride from the mainland out through Chake Chake Bay, visitors are greeted by the island’s stunning natural beauty.

With its clear waters and coral reefs, Misali offers an immersive experience. Visitors may encounter nesting turtles on the western beaches, while the northeastern coast features Baobab Beach, a serene spot with fine sand and a small ranger centre. Despite its popularity, there are no permanent settlements on the island, with locals primarily using it for fishing. Tourists are not permitted to camp on the island.

If you’re up for a hiking experience, Misali’s dense forest offers numerous walking trails and bird-watching opportunities. The island’s caves, located inland, which are believed to be inhabited by ancestral spirits, offer an intriguing opportunity for visitors to learn more about the island’s cultural heritage. Visitors can arrange a boat ride from Wesha or opt for an excursion through hotels or travel agencies. All visitors to the island must pay an admission fee, which helps to support the conservation efforts of the Pemba Channel Conservation Area.
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Misali Island | DrimaFilm/shutterstock ©


ZANZIBAR’S HISTORY OF SPICES

Spices have been an integral part of the Zanzibari economy and history for over a thousand years. Portuguese and Arab traders brought cloves, nutmeg, cinnamon and other spices to Zanzibar in the 8th century. The spice trade flourished across Africa and Arabia between the 12th and 15th centuries.

The Portuguese conquered Zanzibar in the 15th century and controlled clove plantations using enslaved African labour. The Sultan of Oman expanded plantations across the archipelago in the 19th century, amassing great wealth and developing Zanzibar’s infrastructure, including grand palaces and buildings.

The spice trade continues to play an important role in the economy, and visitors can take spice tours to learn more.






Mt Kilimanjaro
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Climbing Mt Kilimanjaro (5896m) is one of the great experiences of African travel. It’s an iconic challenge – one that combines accessibility (this is not a technical mountain climb, but rather a serious, high-altitude hiking expedition) with astonishing views and the genuine cachet of having climbed to the roof of Africa.

Mt Kilimanjaro stands at the heart of the national park that bears its name. In addition to being the continent’s highest, it’s also one of the world’s tallest volcanoes and the highest free-standing mountain on Earth. It rises from cultivated farmlands on the lower slopes, through lush rainforest to alpine meadows, and finally across a lunar landscape to the twin summits of Kibo and Mawenzi.

Whether you come to climb it or simply to gaze in awe at this remarkable, snowcapped equatorial mountain, drawing near to Mt Kilimanjaro is a soulful, memorable experience.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mt Kilimanjaro National Park

SLEEPING

2AMEG Lodge

(see 2)Haria Hotel 

(see 2)Hibiscus 

3Kaliwa Lodge

NIGHTLIFE

4Coffee Union Cafe

SHOPPING

5I Curio

(see 5)Moshi Mamas

(see 5)Shah Industries

TRANSPORT

6Kilimanjaro International Airportt




GETTING AROUND

The main points for organising Kilimanjaro treks are from Moshi and Arusha, followed by Marangu. No matter where you arrange your trek, transport will be provided to the trailhead.

If you have the time, it is also possible to catch a bus to Marangu or Machame and organise your trek from there, but this means losing valuable days making the necessary arrangements.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Mt Kilimanjaro can be climbed year-round, though weather patterns are notoriously erratic. The best months to climb are during the dry season, from late June to October, and from late December to February or early March. At other times, rain is always possible, which can affect both trail conditions and visibility.



Trek Mt Kilimanjaro

Ascending to Africa’s summit

Hiking Mt Kilimanjaro is both an extraordinary experience and a serious undertaking. It’s important that both sides of this equation are taken seriously.

All of the climbs rise through the alpine rainforests – home to buffaloes, elephants, leopards and monkeys, although most keep their distance. As you move beyond the treeline, the air begins to thin, as does the vegetation, but the sense of anticipation only grows as you catch glimpses of the summit.

However, don’t be fooled by the number of people who climb Kilimanjaro. While many thousands of trekkers reach Uhuru Peak without difficulty, many more don’t make it because they suffer altitude sickness or aren’t in good enough shape. And every year trekkers and porters die on the mountain. Remember that it’s not essential to reach Uhuru Peak, and that you haven’t ‘failed’ if you don’t. If you don’t think you can reach the top, consider trekking to an area such as the top of the Barranco Wall or the Shira Plateau to appreciate the splendour and magnificence of the mountain without all the slog.

Come prepared with appropriate footwear and waterproof cold-weather clothing and gear, including a quality sleeping bag (which can be rented from trekking operators), everything necessary to waterproof your gear, and, most importantly, allow yourself enough time. If you’re keen to reach the top, seriously consider adding at least one extra day to the ‘standard’ climb itineraries. Although the extra US$150 to US$250 may seem a lot when you’re planning your trip, it will seem insignificant later. Standard medical advice is to increase sleeping altitude by only 300m per day once above 3000m.

There are seven trekking routes to the summit. Trekkers on all routes except Marangu must use tents. Officially a limit of 60 climbers per route per day is in effect, but it’s not always enforced, except for Marangu, which is self-limiting because of maximum hut capacities.

Marangu Route A trek on this route is typically sold as a four-night, five-day return package, although at least one extra night is highly recommended to help you acclimatise, especially if you’ve just flown into Tanzania or arrived from the lowlands.

Machame Route This increasingly popular route has a gradual ascent, including a spectacular day contouring the southern slopes before approaching the summit via the top of the Mweka route. Usually a six- or seven-day return trip.

Umbwe Route Steeper and with a more direct way to the summit, this is very enjoyable if you can resist the temptation to gain altitude too quickly (aim for at least a six-day return trip). Although this route is direct, the top, steep section up the Western Breach is often covered in ice or snow, which makes it extremely dangerous and sometimes impassable. Many trekkers who attempt it without proper acclimatisation are forced to turn back. An indication of its seriousness is that, until fairly recently, the Western Breach was considered a technical mountaineering route. Only consider this route if you’re experienced, properly equipped and travelling with a reputable operator.

Rongai Route This popular route starts near the Kenyan border and goes up the northern side of the mountain.

Shira Plateau Route This route is scenic and good for avoiding crowds, but can be challenging for acclimatisation, as it begins at 3600m, at the Shira Track trailhead. To counteract this, an extra day at Shira Hut is recommended. This takes around six or seven days return.

Lemosho Route On the western side of the mountain, this is arguably the best all-round route for scenery and acclimatisation. It starts with two days in the forest, at Londorosi Gate, before crossing the Shira Plateau and then joining up with the Machame Route. It’s normally done in eight days return.

Northern Circuit Route This route – the longest (eight to 10 days) – follows the same path as the Shira Plateau Route but goes around the northern side of Kilimanjaro before tackling the summit via Gilman’s Point.


COSTS & TIPPING

If you organise your trek through a reputable operator (and we recommend that you do), then a no-frills trek starts at about US$1500 to US$2000, depending on the route. This should include park fees (US$70/20 per adult/child per day), taxes, rescue fees (US$20 per person per trip), guide (US$20 per day) and hut/camping fees (US$60/50 per person per night). The more you pay, the better your guide, meals and equipment will be. Also remember that an environmentally responsible trek usually costs more.

Common tips are from about US$10 to US$15 per group per day for the guide; US$8 to US$10 per group per day for the cook; and US$5 to US$10 per group per day for each porter.



Get to Know Kilimanjaro’s Gateway

Strolling around Moshi

There’s not a whole lot to see in Moshi, but it does have an appealing blend of African and Asian influences and a self-sufficient, prosperous feel, due in large part to it being the centre of one of Tanzania’s major coffee-growing regions. Virtually all visitors are here to climb Mt Kilimanjaro or to recover after having done so. In addition to the many operators offering Kili climbs, there are lots of fun reasons to stick around and get a feel for this local and authentic town. You might just find yourself spending a little longer than planned here, especially if the recovery time after climbing Kili is taking longer than you’d intended.

Places to chill include the outstanding Coffee Union Cafe, which is a real hub of local life, with wi-fi and delicious honey cappuccinos. If you’ve the time and inclination for shopping, I Curio has a better-than-average selection of local crafts; Moshi Mamas sells beadwork and kitenge cloth; and Shah Industries sells leatherwork made by people with disabilities.


GUIDES & PORTERS

Licensed guides, and at least one porter (for the guide), are obligatory and are provided by the trekking companies. Although porters are generally used, you can carry your own gear on the Marangu Route. One or two porters per trekker are essential on all other routes. Porters will carry bags weighing up to 15kg (not including their own food and clothing).

All guides must be registered with the national park authorities; check that your guide’s permit is up-to-date. On Kili, the guide’s job is to show you the way, and that’s it. Only the best guides, working for reputable companies, will be able to tell you about the wildlife, flowers and other features.



Sleeping in Moshi & Kilimanjaro: Our Picks

Hibiscus: Peaceful B&B with cosy rooms, pleasant garden and meals. In a residential area northwest of the town centre. $

Haria Hotel: A friendly spot with simple, spacious rooms and rooftop restaurant. Run by Team Vista. Profits support its work in the community. $

AMEG Lodge: Attractive rooms in manicured gardens with palm trees and frangipanis, 4km northwest of the centre. $$

Kaliwa Lodge: At 1300m, this German-run spot has a contemporary Bauhaus style, with restful cube-like structures. $$$


BEST KILI TOUR OPERATORS

African Scenic Safaris: Well-organised Kilimanjaro treks operating out of Moshi, as well as cultural tours and safari trips around Tanzania’s northern national parks.

Just Kilimanjaro: A small, highly efficient operator offering expertly guided Kilimanjaro treks by the lovely Methley Swai. Rave reviews from travellers.

Summit Expeditions & Nomadic Experience: Excellent Kili climbs organised by a Chagga–American couple with years of experience. They also organise cycling, walks and cultural excursions on the mountain’s lower slopes, and customised wildlife safaris

Tanzania Journeys: Expertly led climbs of all of northern Tanzania’s mountains, with Kilimanjaro expeditions out of Moshi their staple.



Take a Coffee Tour

Wake up and smell the coffee

Moshi means coffee for most Tanzanians, and taking a coffee tour is a great alternative (or complement) to all the fuss about Kili. Kiliman Cultural Tourism is a community-run venture that not only shows you how beans are grown, picked and roasted, but also offers insight into the lives of the Chagga coffee farmers who live on Kilimanjaro’s lower slopes. Tours last from two to three hours. Meals with local families can be arranged, as can a cooking lesson – a wonderful way to get under the skin of local culinary culture and tastes. Other tours include village and waterfall walks, and cycling tours. It’s easiest to book directly through their website (kilimanculturaltourism.com) or at Coffee Union Cafe.
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Northern Safari Circuit
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To paraphrase that well-known quote about Africa, those of you who’ve never been to northern Tanzania are to be envied, because you still have so much to look forward to. Tanzania’s Northern Safari Circuit is a land of superlatives, from shapely Mt Meru to one of the greatest wildlife spectacles on the planet. But Mt Meru and the Serengeti are mere starting points to so many journeys of a lifetime. Mt Meru is Kilimanjaro’s rival in both beauty and the challenge of climbing it, while the Crater Highlands could be Africa’s most haunting landscape. When it comes to wildlife, there’s Tarangire’s baobab-and-elephant kingdom and Lake Manyara’s tree-climbing lions. And venturing down into Ngorongoro’s crater can feel like returning to Earth’s first morning.

But this is also a journey among the Maasai and others whose presence here makes this one of Africa’s most stirring and soulful destinations.
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34Kilombero Market
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36Kilimanjaro International Airport




GETTING AROUND

Kilimanjaro International Airport, between Moshi and Arusha, is northern Tanzania’s air gateway, with plenty of flights from elsewhere in Africa.

Buses and reasonably well-maintained roads fan out from Arusha. Unless you’re self-driving, you’ll most likely fly or be driven by a tour operator from Arusha to and around the various parks in Tanzania’s north.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Check out safaribookings.com well in advance of your arrival. If you don’t already have a safari booked when you arrive in Arusha, shop around for a few days and head straight for one of the offices; if a tout takes you, they’ll be receiving commission, which can add considerably to your costs.



Explore Arusha’s Markets

Getting a taste of city life

Start with Arusha’s largest market, Kilombero, off Dodoma Road. Kilombero is a sprawling, jostling mass of humanity. This is a local market, and no one will pay you much attention. Stalls sell everything from homewares and clothing to fresh produce.

It’s similar at the chaotic Central Market (aka Soko Kuu, or ‘Big Market’) in the heart of the city. Wander to get lost, inhale deeply near the spice stalls, block your nose near the fish, and soak up the sounds of hawkers and haggling.

An essential part of the market experience is Khan’s Barbecue in the Central Market area. This Arushan institution is an auto-spares shop by day (look for the ‘Zubeda Auto Spares’ sign) that moonlights as the best roadside barbecue in the city.


Take a Cultural Tour

Experiencing rural life from Arusha

Local-led village tours out of Arusha offer genuine cultural encounters, some with overnight stays that involve camping or basic homestays.

Tour activities vary, so take your time to find the one that most appeals. The possibilities include nature walks, meetings with herbal doctors and midwives, trips to local markets and schools, visits to local families, traditional cooking classes and tastings of some excellent local food.

All tours in the Arusha area can be booked through the Tanzania Tourist Board’s (TTB) information centre on Boma Road.

Hike & Climb Mt Meru

Choosing your walking safari

While Mt Kilimanjaro may be more famous, Mt Meru – Tanzania’s second-highest mountain, at 4566m – offers an arguably more scenic, high-altitude trekking experience, including a shiver-inducing traverse along the knife edge of a crater rim. Mt Meru is just 48km from Arusha and can be reached by bus or 4WD. The top half of Mt Meru is shaped like a giant horseshoe, and the cliffs of the inner wall below the summit are more than 1500m high – among the tallest in Africa. Inside the crater, there’s a subsidiary peak that only adds to the splendour.

The four-day Momella Route begins at Momella Gate, on the mountain’s eastern side, and climbs to the summit along the northern arm of the horseshoe crater. You’ll need around four days and three nights for this trip, trekkers aren’t allowed to begin trekking after 3pm, and a guide is mandatory and can be arranged at Momella Gate. Two blocks of four-bed bunkhouses are spaced for a four-day trek: book these ahead of time.

But there’s more to Arusha National Park than Mt Meru. Several trails pass below the mountain, and another follows the Ngurdoto Crater Rim Trail. The walk to Njeku Viewpoint in the Meru Crater floor, which comprises Day 1 of the climb up Mt Meru, is an excellent day hike.


ARUSHA NATIONAL PARK’S QUIET MAGIC
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Jörg Gabriel, experienced guide, author and co-owner of Hatari Lodge.

I have lived 20 years inside this hidden treasure of a national park. Most people come only on a day trip or, at best, a one-night stayover as a safari starter. But you really should stay longer so that you can appreciate a different kind of safari, as seen in beautiful forest mornings.

The mornings are so quiet that it’s hard to believe we are actually very close to the growing town of Arusha.

Before the first sunrays make their way into the slopes of the thick mountain forest, the whisper now resonating from thousands of birds grows increasingly louder when the sun hits the steep rock surface of the inner side of Mt Meru.



Look for Wildlife in Tarangire National Park

Tarangire’s wild beauty

A wildlife drive through Tarangire National Park is one of the real pleasures of visiting northern Tanzania. For one thing, Tarangire has the second-highest concentration of wildlife of any Tanzanian national park, after the Serengeti. It offers so much that the other parks can’t, including blissful solitude, unparalleled views and unofficial recognition as the baobab capital of the world.

It’s difficult to describe the awe that you feel on your first drive through the park as you pass by the towering baobabs of astounding girth. Many of these trees are scarred by decades of elephants piercing them with their trunks and rubbing their bodies against the bark; thankfully, most baobabs regrow their bark with no lasting damage done.

Tarangire has one of the world’s highest concentrations of elephants. The Tarangire ecosystem also has more than 700 resident lions. Less visible, but nonetheless present, are leopards and cheetahs. What sustains these cats are the park’s large herds of zebras, wildebeest, giraffes and buffaloes.

The northern triangle, bordered by the park boundaries to the northeast and west, and by the Tarangire River and Tarangire Safari Lodge to the south, offers the most easily accessible and rewarding wildlife areas of the park. Further south, wildlife draws near to the water all along the river valley, which cuts the park in two.
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Go on a Night Drive

Looking for nocturnal animals in Tarangire

Tarangire is a different place once the sun sets. Animals that you don’t see during daylight hours emerge to do their thing, and the night becomes alive with scrub hares, bushbabies, porcupines and genets. Nighttime is also when most predators hunt or, at least, become more active. This is especially so for lions and leopards.

To experience all of this, take a guided night drive, where you’ll be driven around in an open-sided safari vehicle with a guide and driver who use animal-friendly spotlights to try and see the animals. Tarangire Safari Lodge can arrange two-hour night drives for guests for US$95 per person. Ask at the park gate about the park’s own night drives (adult/child US$50/25).

Eating in Arusha: Our Picks

Khan’s Barbecue: Earthy roadside barbecue - Khan’s is the place to experience Arusha like a local. $

Universal Classic Restaurant: Simple local food, with chicken curry, beef pilau and ugali (a maize or cassava porridge) with roast beef. $

Blue Heron: Lounge bar and restaurant serving paninis, soups, mains, smoothies and cocktails out on the bypass. $$

Via Via: Buzzing cafe next to the Natural History Museum serving local dishes with live music. One of the coolest places in town, day and night. $$

Look for Lions & Elephants at Lake Manyara

Spotting surprises in the forest

Lake Manyara is famous as one of few places in Africa where lions climb trees. They’re rarely sighted close to the park entrance, so ease yourself into the experience by ticking off a few easy-to-see species soon after entering the park: baboon troops, blue monkeys, hippos, wildebeest, buffaloes and zebras.

The thin acacia belt that shadows the lakeshore is where you’re most likely to see the arboreal lions. It’s quite something to look up from the safety of your 4WD and into the branches of an acacia to see a lioness or even a whole pride staring back at you. Seeing a lion up a tree is by no means guaranteed, but just knowing they’re there gives every wildlife drive that extra edge of excitement.

And it’s not just lions. Lake Manyara’s elephants live at high densities, so you’re almost sure to see one, or probably many.

Climb into Manyara’s Treetops

Exploring the forest canopy

Lake Manyara’s acacia forests are one of the defining features of the park, and climbing high into the canopy is a unique experience, as this is Tanzania’s only canopy walkway.

The 370m walkway climbs gently through the varying gradations – past the low branches and then into the denser leaves and thorns near the top, around 18m above the forest floor. Don’t expect to see lions up here, but instead enjoy the different perspectives you’ll get of the park. If you stay quietly at the top, birds and baboons will start to appear, shyly at first, then more curious. Also watch out for silvery cheeked hornbills, blue monkeys and more. You might even spot an elephant moving through the forest down below.


COSTS OF THE CLIMB

Expect to pay around US$400 for a four-day, three-night trek. Always ask what’s included in any quoted prices. They should include per-day costs such as park entrance fee (adult/child US$70/20), bunkhouse accommodation huts (US$30), rescue fee (US$20), mandatory guide (US$35) and optional porter (US$10). For a guide who has completed the full trek with you, budget for a tip of about US$50 per group. Chef and porter tips should be around US$30 and US$20, respectively.

Meru guides and porters occasionally expect the big tips demanded by their Kilimanjaro counterparts. If this happens and you’re already on the trail, work out an arrangement to keep going, then report them to park headquarters upon returning.



Sleeping Around Ngorongoro Crater: Our Picks

Simba A Public Campsite: Ngorongoro’s only public campsite has basic facilities, with fabulous views and a gorgeous location. $

Rhino Lodge: This friendly lodge is one of the cheapest places near the rim, with simple rooms and facilities. $$$

Entamanu Ngorongoro: Blissfully quiet, with warm service and stunning rooms and tents facing the crater. $$$

Ngorongoro Crater Lodge: Sophisticated rooms, fine views and a pervasive sense of no-expense-spared indulgence. $$$


THE MAJESTIC BAOBAB

There’s nothing quite like the baobab (Adansonia digitata). Tarangire’s baobabs can reach up to 30m high and span up to 11m in diameter, with the roots extending for hundreds of metres. Some have reached the grand age of around 1000 years, while the world’s oldest recorded baobab, attaining a venerable 6000 years, was located in South Africa.

Some of Tarangire’s baobabs have even served as human shelters. Southwest of Tarangire Hill, Poacher’s Hide is a marvellous old baobab with a slightly concealed entrance and an internal cavern once used as a hideout by poachers. Beware of bees, which have taken a liking to the hide, and check for lions before getting out of your vehicle.



Descend into Ngorongoro Crater

Driving down into another world

Nothing compares to the first descent into Ngorongoro Crater soon after dawn. As the sun touches the highest peaks rising from the crater rim, the wildlife begins to stir, and this lost world seems alive with possibility. And it is. One huge drawcard is the chance to see the critically endangered black rhino – around 30 inhabit the crater floor, and they’re most often seen between the Lerei Forest and the Lemala Road.

Predators in the crater include around 600 spotted hyenas, five lion prides, and both golden and black-backed jackals. If you’re lucky, you’ll find lions on a kill or with their cubs, or maybe even a big male stalking and roaring his way across the grasslands. Ngorongoro’s predators are sustained by large numbers of resident herbivores, including wildebeest, zebras, buffaloes and gazelles. Less commonly seen are elands, warthogs, hartebeests, bushbucks and waterbucks. There are plenty of hippos around the lovely Ngoitoktok Springs picnic site, and Lake Magadi attracts flamingos to its shallows in the rainy season. Lerei Forest can also be good for elephants.

And then there are the views: at 19km wide and with a surface area of 264 sq km, Ngorongoro is one of the largest unbroken calderas in the world. Its steep walls soar up to 610m high and provide the setting for an incredible natural drama, as prey and predators graze and stalk their way through the open grasslands, swamps and acacia woodland on the crater floor. It’s such an impressive sight that, other vehicles aside, you’ll wonder whether you’ve descended into some wild, natural paradise.
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Wildebeest, Ngorongoro Crater | Kjetil Kolbjornsrud/shutterstock ©

Sleeping in Arusha: Our Picks

Raha Leo: Bright, welcoming and good-value budget option with hot water and cable TV. Central location and quieter than most. $

Eight Boutique Hotel: This classy hotel boasts large, sumptuous rooms on a wonderfully quiet side street. $$

Arusha Coffee Lodge: Set amidst a shady coffee plantation, this supremely elegant lodge has gorgeous rooms and a fine restaurant. $$$

Blues & Chutney: An intimate and sophisticated boutique B&B with white-wood decor and a good restaurant. $$$


FELINE TREE CLIMBERS

There’s a reason why, outside of Manyara, you don’t see many lions in the trees. Unlike the lighter leopards, lions have powerful forequarters and stiff backs, meaning they’re custom-built for wrestling large prey to the ground, but not for climbing branches. Only in Manyara, Queen Elizabeth National Park (Uganda) and Lake Nakuru National Park (Kenya) do you find lions consistently climbing trees.

Scientists have long speculated that Lake Manyara’s lions may have developed their tree-climbing habit to escape a nasty biting fly that devastated Ngorongoro Crater lion populations in the 1960s. Lake Manyara’s acacia tree trunks are perfect for them, as the trunks don’t grow vertically, and the branches are low, creating an accessible horizontal platform.



Trek the Crater Highlands

Exploring beyond Ngorongoro

The best way to explore the Crater Highlands is on foot, and the best time to do is during the July-to-October dry season: you’ll quickly leave the crowds and vehicles behind. Wildlife is scarce here, but it’s all about the scenery. Treks range from short day-jaunts to excursions of two weeks or more, where you’ll camp in the bush each night that you’re out. Possibilities include a climb up Mt Oldeani, or a walk along the Empakaai or Olmoti Crater rims. Lake-filled Empakaai Crater, 36km northeast of Ngorongoro’s Lemala road, may not be as famous as Ngorongoro, but many travellers consider it to be its match in beauty. The lake, which draws flamingos and numerous other waterbirds, fills most of the crater floor, which is surrounded by steep-sided forested cliffs that reach at least 300m high. The view from the crater rim is one of the most jaw-dropping in northern Tanzania, and hiking down into the crater is an equally wonderful experience.
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Olduvai Gorge | Shujaa_777/shutterstock ©


TREKKING PRACTICALITIES

Because of the logistics and multiple fees involved, trekking here is expensive, from around US$350 per person for overnight trips.

However, the cost goes down if you have a large group. For all routes, you’ll need to be accompanied by a guide, and for anything except day hikes, most people use donkeys or vehicle support to carry water and supplies (though vehicles can’t go everywhere that the donkeys can).

Nearly all visitors arrange treks through a tour company. Recommended Arusha-based companies include Dorobo Safaris, Base Camp Tanzania and Kiliwarrior Expeditions.



Return to the Dawn of Time at Olduvai Gorge

Witness 2 million years of history

A visit to Olduvai Gorge begins at the viewpoint overlooking the gorge, with an informative lecture by your mandatory guide, who will then take you through the excellent Olduvai Gorge Museum, filled with original and replica fossils and information boards that are worth lingering over. One of the highlights in Room 1 is a partial cast of the Laetoli footprints. Discovered around 45km south of Olduvai Gorge, the 27m long trail of hominid footprints from 3.7 million years ago were probably made by the Australopithecus afarensis, and were discovered by Mary Leakey’s team in 1976. The cost of visiting the museum, which lies within the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, is US$35.40/11.80 per adult/child. A US$10 tip for your guide is appropriate.

Sleeping In & Around Lake Manyara NP: Our Picks

Public Campsite No 2: This campsite has shared facilities amid sausage trees; just an hour’s drive from the park gate. $

Park Bandas: Ensuite bandas (thatched-roof huts) with hot water and a cooking area; located beside the park gate. $

Lake Manyara Tree Lodge: This luxurious place has gorgeous stilted tree-house suites, amazing views, and butler service. $$$

Escarpment Luxury Lodge: The wood-floored chalets here are the height of luxury, with superb views of the lake. $$$


Follow the Great Migration Through the Serengeti

The greatest wildlife show on earth

Every year, more than one million zebras and wildebeest follow the rains and the grasslands in an epic loop through the Serengeti and Kenya’s Maasai Mara. Out on the plains, the vast numbers are an extraordinary sight, often spreading as far as the eye can see – a veritable sea of animals on a scale with few parallels in nature. When the herds are spread out like this, you can drive among them for hours at a time. At various points where the herds have to funnel through narrower areas – river crossings, for example – the herds come together and appear as a single entity.

Predicting where the animals will be and when is tricky. There are, however, some general guidelines to follow:

January–February: The zebras and wildebeest are widely scattered over the southern and southwestern section of the Serengeti, as well as the western side of the Ngorongoro Conservation Area. The mass calving of wildebeest occurs during this time.

March–April: During the rains, the herds remain in the south. At some point during this period, the zebras and wildebeest form thousands-strong herds that begin to migrate northwest in search of food.

May–July: In early May, the herds cross northwest towards the Western Corridor, and the Grumeti River crossing usually takes place between late May and early July; lasting about a week.

July–August: By the second half of July, the herds are moving north into the northern Serengeti and Maasai Mara. However, the herds can sometimes move into Kenya’s Maasai Mara as early as June.

September–October: In early September, the last stragglers leave the Serengeti, and most will remain in the Maasai Mara throughout the month of October.

November–December: The herds usually begin moving south again in November, in anticipation of the rains. They cross down through the eastern Serengeti and move further south in December.


OLDUVAI’S STORY

Between the western rim of Ngorongoro Crater and the Serengeti, Olduvai Gorge slices its way through up to 90m of rock and two million years of history. The unique geological story of this dusty, 48km long ravine provides remarkable perspective on the days of our earliest ancestors. Not for nothing is Olduvai often referred to as the ‘cradle of humankind’.

It was here in 1959 that Mary Leakey discovered an ape skull, roughly 1.8 million years old and from an early hominin (human-like being) now known as the Australopithecus boisei. This discovery, along with that of fossils of over 60 early hominids (including Homo habilis and Homo erectus), forever changed the way we understood the dawn of human history.



Sleeping in Tarangire: Our Picks

Public Campsite: Just inside the park, Tarangire’s public campsite has a good bush location and simple cold-water facilities. $

Tarangire Safari Lodge: Fabulous views above the Tarangire River, with decent food and service, and well-priced tented accommodation. $$$

Sanctuary Swala: A premium camp with luxury tents and a private butler, all nestled in a grove of acacia trees by a busy waterhole. $$$

Oliver’s Camp: An expert combination of the rustic and the luxurious that ticks all boxes for comfort, service and location. $$$


THE UGLY FIVE

Many travellers go to Tanzania on a mission: to see the ‘Big Five’ (elephants, rhinos, lions, leopards and buffaloes). But it can also be great fun to track down what’s unkindly known as the ‘Ugly Five’. By consensus, though not without dispute, they are:

Marabout stork – no argument on this one.

Warthog – or on this one.

Wildebeest – as some African people like to say, it looks like it was made using parts left over from other animals.

Vulture – they may be necessary, but no vulture would win a beauty contest, except maybe in the eyes of another vulture. Spotted hyena – deeply unfair (The Lion King has a lot to answer for).



Stay in a Mobile Tented Camp

Old-style safari glamping

The very first safaris back in the early 20th century were mobile affairs that involved setting up camp where the hunting was good, then moving on as the need arose. The spirit of those mobile camps lives on in the Serengeti, with numerous (mostly high-end) companies offering camps that move in tune with the rhythms of the Great Migration. The Serengeti’s mobile camps vary greatly in comfort and facilities. Many do their best to recreate in temporary form the permanent camps, ranging from simple affairs to surprisingly large and lavish camps and dining areas with 24-hour electricity, wi-fi and stunning furnishings.
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Lion, Serengeti National Park | Henk Bogaard/shutterstock ©

Sleeping in Seronera & the Central Serengeti: Our Picks

One Nature Nyaruswiga: Among the elite of Serengeti camps, this uber-luxurious option is an indulgent safari fantasy. $$$

Dunia Camp: An intimate camp offering a classic safari ambience, great views and close encounters with wildlife. $$$

Serengeti Kati Kati: Excellent camp in a quiet valley west of Seronera, where wildlife often wanders by. $$$

Serengeti Serena Safari Lodge: Serena’s Maasai-style bungalows boast well-appointed rooms with lovely furnishings and views. $$$

Immerse Yourself in the Heart of the Serengeti

Discovering the wonders of Seronera

To truly get to the heart of this incredible park, you really need to spend some time around the Seronera River. Yes, this is the busiest section of the park, but this is wildlife central, and one of the best places in Africa for sightings of lions, leopards and cheetahs.

Most Seronera safaris and wildlife drives concentrate on the river, and with good reason. The trees along the riverbank are home to one of the world’s densest concentrations of leopards, while lion sightings are also common. Sightings of these big cats are also probable around the Maasai Kopjes, the Simba Kopjes, the Moru Kopjes and Makoma Hill. The vast plains south of the Seronera River, often known simply as the ‘Serengeti Plains’, are particularly good for cheetahs, while the plains that rise towards the Kamuyo Hills, west of the Seronera River (west of the Seronera Wildlife Lodge), are particularly good for elephants, spotted hyenas and cheetahs.

Once restricted to the Moru Kopjes, the park’s black rhinos are now being seen across the park, including the Maasai Kopjes. There’s also a popular hippo pool along the park’s main north–south thoroughfare, just south of Seronera.


WHY I LOVE THE SERENGETI
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Anthony Ham, Lonely Planet writer If I could spend one day anywhere on the continent of Africa, I’d choose to spend it in the Serengeti. And then I’d ask for some more time.

The Serengeti is truly one of Africa’s greatest wonders, from the spectacle of the wildlife and the classic savannah grasslands of the east African safari route to the remote Gol Kopjes and Barafu Kopjes – two of my favourite places on the continent.

There’s always something new to discover, and anything seems possible here. This is one of the best places in Africa to see big cats, but I’ve had remarkable encounters here with elephants, servals, hyenas and buffaloes.

And if the Great Migration passes through while I’m there, even better.



Sleeping in a Mobile Safari Camp: Our Picks

Serengeti Safari Camp: One of the original mobile camps and among the most exclusive, this one moves between Ndutu and the park’s north. $$$

Serengeti Under Canvas: Luxury offering that moves through the park, keeping pace with the Migration. $$$

Olakira Camp & Ubuntu Camp: Olakira is one of the finest. Ubuntu is in the Western Corridor (May–July) and up north (July–November). $$$

Lemala Serengeti: This comfortable camp is in Ndutu (December–March) and near Mara River (July–October). $$$




Lake Tanganyika
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HABITUATED CHIMPS | DENSE RAINFOREST | LAKE SCENERY


Lake Tanganyika is the backdrop to so many memorable western Tanzanian experiences. This is true whether you’re watching chimps in the forests that rise up from the lakeshore, snorkelling off Kipili or hopping from one town to the next aboard the MV Liemba.

Apart from the natural beauty of its sunsets, the agreeable clamour of its ports and the timeless traditions of the fishing fleets setting out before dawn, the lake also marks an important geographical boundary. East of the lake is very much East Africa; on the western shore lie the Democratic Republic of Congo and the vast rainforest basin of central Africa. This juxtaposition means that the Tanzanian shore has fascinating (and often dark) historical stories to tell: from explorers to the experiences of enslaved people to the trading caravan routes that once crisscrossed the continent. And there’s a genuinely multicultural cast to the population here, more so than anywhere else in the country.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kasekela Research Centre

SIGHTS

2Livingstone Memorial Museum

SLEEPING

3Gombe Forest Lodge

4Green View Hotel

5Greystoke Mahale

6Mango Tree Bandast




GETTING AROUND

Travelling in western Tanzania has long been the preserve of the determined. Road conditions are improving, but they’re more challenging here than in much of Tanzania and journey times are often long.

The rainy season or a truck breakdown in the perfectly wrong place may mean delays of hours … or days.

There is an increasing range of internal flights linking towns and parks in western Tanzania. To get from one end of Lake Tanganyika to another, take the MV Liemba – it’s an unforgettable African epic.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Everything takes a little longer out here and tourist infrastructure is minimal. Therein lies a part of the region’s charm, so allow time for everything to happen in its own time.



Meet the Chimps of Gombe National Park

Chilling with chimps in the forest

The chimps of Gombe captured world attention at Gombe’s Kasekela Research Centre, where Jane Goodall and her team began the project and habituated chimps back in the 1960s. Sometimes, especially in the dry season, you might find one of the three habituated chimp groups within an hour of setting out from Kasekela. It can take much longer than this, even up to four hours, especially in the wet season when the chimpanzees roam further in their quest for food.

Still, the excitement of the quest rarely falters. With every step, with each unidentified forest noise, you’ll find yourself paying attention to your surroundings like never before. When you find them, you’ll first be surprised by how relaxed they are in your company. But these family groups – the one closest to Kasekela is nearly 50-strong – have been living in close proximity to researchers and tourists for decades. Sightings vary, but you can often get very close. When that happens, you’ll never want the moment to end.

Explore the Forest of Mahale Mountains

Drawing near to a close relative

Imagine yourself walking along a trail through dense forest when, all of a sudden, a dark shape, perhaps a number of them, emerges from the vegetation, bumps into you and then continues on its way as if you’re not even there. Welcome to Mahale.

Having worked so hard to reach Mahale, there is great wonder to be enjoyed in the forest. Mahale’s chimps have all grown up around people and most often they’ll appear completely unperturbed by your presence: find a place to rest and watch, and they’ll soon forget you’re even there. Savour every precious moment, because the chimps can disappear as fast as they came, off on their endless foraging for food elsewhere in the forest.

Guided walks in search of chimps begin from the tourist rest camp at Kasiha.

And reaching here is half the fun: unless you fly or arrive by boat, you’ll need a serious (and expensive) 4WD to get here by ‘road’ from Kigoma or Katavi NP; there’s simply no land public transport to the park.


‘DR LIVINGSTONE, I PRESUME?’

Ujiji, now on the southeastern outskirts of Kigoma, is where explorer-journalist Henry Morton Stanley found the famous Scottish doctor, missionary and explorer, Dr Livingstone, in 1871.

He is reported to have uttered the immortal words, ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume?’; Livingstone had been missing for six years at the time of the encounter.

Ujiji’s Livingstone Memorial Museum and monument tells the story of the encounter. Thankfully, the museum doesn’t focus solely on the meeting of two wandering white men. It also recounts the horrors of the trafficking of enslaved people, and of the ivory trade: Ujiji was where ancient caravan and sailing land routes came together, connecting the African interior with the coast.

Knowing this gives a visit to Ujiji special poignancy.



Village-Hop around Lake Tanganyika

Traversing Africa’s famous lake

Lakes tell stories, and Lake Tanganyika is no exception. Bordered by four countries (Tanzania, Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi and Zambia), the lake is where Central, Southern and East Africa come together. The rainforests of the Congo Basin may spill over onto the Tanzanian shore, but the savannahs and plains of East Africa soon take over not far east of the lake. It’s a meeting point not only of two very different geographical worlds, but also an ancient crossroads where infamous human trafficking expeditions from the interior once met the caravans from the coast.

Once you get beyond Gombe or Mahale Mountains, the lake is all about fishing, white-sand beaches and cross-lake trade. The key is to wander into any port along the western lake shore, and soak up the mix of languages and watch as Congolese or Burundian businessmen haggle with local market women as the fishing boats pull into shore.

The best way to experience this is on board the MV Liemba. Every couple of weeks, the boat heads out from Kigoma near the northern end of the lake down to Mpulungu in Zambia. Along the way it stops at tiny villages (such as Kipili where you can go snorkelling) you’d have no hope of reaching by any other mode of transport. Each stop is Lake Tanganyika in microcosm, as small boats swarm around the steamer and locals try to sell their wares.

Ask your accommodation or any local travel agent about buying tickets, or head down to the ferry port a few days before you wish to travel.
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Lake Tanganyika | v300/shutterstock ©


HOW TO WATCH CHIMPANZEES
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Butati Nyundo, the lead guide at Greystoke Mahale, has worked with chimpanzees as ranger and guide for nearly 12 years.

Best time of year? My favourite time to be in Mahale is mid-August to January or February.

How long does it take to find the chimps? It depends on food availability. It could be anywhere from 30 minutes to more than five hours.

How best to interact? Always follow the instructions given by your guide. Suppress the urge to interact with chimpanzees like domestic or pet animals.

Watch or film? Shooting or recording video clips reduces your field of view. It’s more memorable to experience it with your own eyes and speaking with the guide.



Sleeping in Gombe & Mahale: Our Picks

Green View Hotel: Spotless rooms, friendly staff and life-sized statues of African animals; located near downtown Kigoma. $

Gombe Forest Lodge: The only private lodge in Gombe is right by the water with has six wood-floored safari tents surrounded by forest. $$$

Mango Tree Bandas: Forest bungalows 100m from the lakeshore at Kasiha. Chimp treks start from here; bring your own supplies. $

Greystoke Mahale: Rooms are hewn from old ship timbers and the clifftop bar is Tanzania’s best sundowner venue. Open June to March. $$$




Southern Highlands
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BOAT SAFARIS | EXCEPTIONAL WILDLIFE | TRADITIONAL CULTURE


Tanzania’s Southern Highlands have nothing to envy the rest of the country. Ruaha and Nyerere (Tanzania’s two largest national parks) are superb wildlife-watching destinations and stunningly beautiful slices of the African wild.

Ruaha National Park is one of our favourite parks anywhere in East Africa. Both stirring in the sheer number of animals that it shelters and deliciously remote, Ruaha is certainly among Tanzania’s elite wilderness destinations. It’s larger than the Serengeti but much quieter.

Nyerere National Park – formerly the northern section of Selous Game Reserve – is part of one of Africa’s greatest wilderness areas. Wildlife population numbers in the larger Selous-Mikumi ecosystem, which encompasses Nyerere Park, are staggering: over 30,000 hippos, 66,000 buffaloes, 20,000 impalas, 22,000 zebras, over 3000 lions, significant numbers of giraffes, elephants and wild dogs and over 400 species of birds. The heart of Nyerere Park is the glorious Rufiji River.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mikumi National Park

SLEEPING

2Impala Camp

3Kigelia Ruaha

4Mpingo Lodge Selous

5Mwagusi Safari Camp

6Ruaha Hilltop Lodge

7Ruaha River Lodge

8Rufiji River Camp

9Selous River Camp

10Usangu Expedition Campt




GETTING AROUND

The only way to get around Ruaha National Park is in a 4WD vehicle. You can rent one in Iringa and elsewhere around the country.

Road conditions are generally better around Nyerere, but you’ll still need a 4WD. You can also explore Nyerere by boat.

If you’re flying into Ruaha on a package or a longer safari tour, you’ll be picked up at the airstrip by a representative.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Ruaha is best during the dry season (May or June to October). At other times, there are fewer visitors (and more birds, from November to March) in the park. But getting around can be problematic, especially during March and April, when some lodges and tented camps are closed.



Explore Wild Ruaha National Park

Where East Africa meets the south

Ruaha’s vast territory just feels wild. Much of the park is undulating plateaux, with occasional rocky outcrops, stands of baobabs and even mountains.

The best place to experience the park is along the Great Ruaha River: the riverbanks stretch for miles through the park, drawing predator and prey alike. While this is true at any time of year, the river really becomes more important as the lifeblood of the park and its animals, the longer the dry season (May to October) progresses and the park’s other water sources dry out.

One of the most fruitful regions for seeing wildlife is the circuit that runs northeast along the river, following the riverbanks, before turning inwards towards the area around Mwagusi Safari Camp. Sightings in this area include hippos, crocodiles, elephants, giraffes, zebras, buffaloes, greater kudus, lesser kudus, Grant’s gazelles, and sable and roan antelope. Try not to miss sunrise and sunset, when the large rocks dotting the river’s channel are illuminated and the bordering vegetation and flatlands come alive.

The park can’t quite match the Serengeti for overall lion numbers, but there are some really big prides here. Of the other big cats, cheetahs and leopards are present, but more elusive. Hyenas are rare in Ruaha, as are African wild dogs, but the latter will really make your safari if you see them.


SOUTHERN TANZANIA TOUR OPERATORS

Furahia Tanzania: A well-respected, socially conscious operator with a range of customised itineraries.

Ten Degrees South: This Mikindani-based lodge organises diving and land-based itineraries.

Tent With a View: Southern circuit itineraries, including in Nyerere Park, where it has its own camp.

Wild Thing Safaris: Offbeat safaris combining Nyerere Park with Mikumi Park and elsewhere.



Spot Wildlife on the Mkata Floodplain

Predator meets prey in Mikumi National Park

In the north of Mikumi National Park, northwest of the main road that bisects the park, the Mkata Floodplain is one of the richest wildlife terrains in East Africa. With distant purple mountains looming on the low horizon, it feels a little like the Serengeti in northern Tanzania or Kenya’s Maasai Mara, except for one important detail: it’s very rarely crowded with safari vehicles. Best of all, Mikumi is known for its predators and big herds of buffaloes, wildebeest, giraffes, elephants and zebras; the longer your visit, the better your chances of seeing a respectable sampling of these.

Mikumi is an excellent year-round destination, although the Mkata is called a floodplain for a reason: there may be various places you simply can’t go during the wet season, especially in March and April. If you happen to be here near the end of the dry season (June to October), you’ll witness large wildlife herds gathering around the few remaining waterholes. As the prey species come down to drink, which they increasingly must as temperatures rise and water sources dry out, the great predators – big cats, spotted hyenas, crocodiles and even endangered African wild dogs – are never far away.

If you only have time for one area to explore within the vast floodplain, make it the lovely Millennium area, which everyone calls ‘Little Serengeti’. It’s as if all of Mkata’s wildlife riches are concentrated on this magical and relatively small area. It is especially good for spotting buffaloes – often quite near the roadside – as well as giraffes, elephants, zebras, and even rarer prizes such as eland, kudu and sable antelope.

For something a little busier (because it’s just northwest of the main entry gate, and every safari stops here at some point), there’s Hippo Pool. Here you can watch the bloated but lightning-fast hippopotamuses. Whenever a fight erupts, it’s a real clash of angry giants.
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LION DEFENDERS

Ruaha lies in the heart of Barabaig country. Like the Maasai, whose traditional lands border the Barabaig homeland to the north, the Barabaig (of whom there are perhaps 50,000 in Tanzania), are a herding people.

They live in an area with large lion populations, and they have traditionally hunted lions whenever the latter killed their cattle.

Among young Barabaig men, the spearing of a lion carries great cultural significance, earning much prestige for those who kill lions in combat. Building on the Lion Guardians (lionguardians.org) project among the Maasai in southern Kenya, the Ruaha Carnivore Project (ruahacarnivoreproject.com) oversees the Lion Defenders, whereby young Barabaig men now protect the lions they once killed while also protecting their community’s cattle.



Sleeping in Ruaha: Our Picks

Ruaha Hilltop Lodge: Friendly no-frills lodge on a fine hilltop perch, with wide views and simple two-person cement bandas. $$

Kigelia Ruaha: Gloriously sited riverside tented camp with luxurious tents in a prime wildlife-viewing area of the park. $$$

Usangu Expedition Camp: Style meets substance at Usangu, with outstanding tented accommodation and local conservation projects. $$$

Ruaha River Lodge: Unpretentious, beautifully sited 28-room lodge with stone cottages that overlook the river. $$$

Go Looking for Wildlife in Nyerere National Park

Discovering Tanzania’s wild south

A highlight of Nyerere National Park is the chance to explore, not only in a vehicle, but also by boat or on foot. Ideally, plan to do a bit of each. Boat and vehicle safaris range from a couple of hours to a full day.

For a full-day boat safari, set off after breakfast for the launching point and step aboard. If you launch within the park boundaries, it won’t be long before you realise just how much wildlife surrounds you: half-submerged pods of hippos, crocodiles sunning themselves on the islands and sandbanks; fish eagles – a Nyerere speciality – soaring overhead or perched high up in the treetops; elephants browsing along the river banks; and much more. As you approach the lakes, watch for giraffes and grazing zebras. When the captain turns off the motor, the silence is enveloping and the water-based vantage point enables some wonderful sightings.

Doing a vehicle safari in addition to a boat safari brings its own rewards. Park in the shade, let the stillness settle in and see what comes your way. Lions are a particular Nyerere specialty. See the same areas as on your boat safari, but from a different perspective, and enjoy the scarcity of other vehicles when compared to the Serengeti and elsewhere.G


THE BABOONS OF MIKUMI

Mikumi is an important educational and research centre. Among the projects being carried out is an ongoing field study of yellow baboons, which is one of a handful of long-term primate studies on the continent. In recent years, scientists have found that Mikumi’s baboons feed on a remarkable 180 different plant species within the park boundaries.

Another study found that the yellow baboons have adapted to the presence of the Tanzam Hwy that runs through the park by concentrating their feeding elsewhere. These wide-ranging feeding habits and other evidence of the baboons’ adaptive intelligence are, of course, strong reasons why baboons are such a successful species, and one of the most common that you’ll see on safari.



Sleeping in Nyerere: Our Picks

Impala Camp: Excellent riverside location, spacious tents, top-notch guides, great cuisine and fly camping. $$$

Mpingo Lodge Selous: This lovely, well-situated place run by an all-woman team offers cultural tours and is overall excellent value. $$

Selous River Camp: A good riverside place just outside Mtemere Gate, with cosy, river-facing ‘mud huts’ and tents. $$

Rufiji River Camp: Unpretentious camp with a fine setting on the Rufiji River and well-appointed tents. $$$




Arriving & Getting Around

Tanzania is well served with airports, and visitors tend to arrive at one of three. Julius Nyerere International Airport (DAR) is handy for ongoing connections through Dar es Salaam and for the mainland coast. Zanzibar’s Abeid Amani Karume International Airport (ZNZ) is the main beach-holiday hub, while Kilimanjaro International Airport (JRO) offers access to the northern destinations and parks.
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Julius Nyerere International Airport | Somphop Krittayaworagul/Shutterstock ©


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left
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Speed limit is 80km/h on highways and 40km/h in most national parks
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Blood alcohol limit is 0.08%.



Visas

Apply for e-visas through visa.immigration.go.tz. An Ordinary Visa (single entry) is usually issued for a maximum of 90 days. Current rulings say that US citizens must apply for a multiple-entry visa even for a short holiday.

SIMs

Prepaid SIM starter packs are easiest purchased on arrival at the airport, where English-speaking staff can set them up for you. Vodacom, Airtel and Tigo all operate throughout the country and top-ups are available in most towns.


Money
Currency: Tanzanian Shilling (TZS or Tsh)

CASH

Cash is king in most areas. With US$1 exchanging for a little over Tsh2300 at the time of writing, get acquainted with denominations as soon as possible. (You don’t want to realise later that you inadvertently handed over a Tsh10,000 note for what should have been a Tsh1000 purchase.) Lodges and camps usually accept payments in US dollars.

ATMS

ATMs are not widely available beyond the large towns (where they’re most often found near malls and supermarkets). Be sure to withdraw sufficient quantities when opportunity allows and, if possible, opt for a machine that dispenses smaller notes since large notes can be hard to break in rural communities.

CREDIT CARDS

Credit cards are only accepted at European-style hotels, malls and restaurants. A Visa or MasterCard is required for paying park fees at most national parks.







Language

Swahili or Kiswahili is one of two official languages in Tanzania (the other is English). It is also an official language in Kenya and Rwanda and is widely spoken in Uganda. It is estimated that, across the region, more than 200 million people speak Swahili, with the largest number of Swahili speakers in Tanzania where 95% of the population speaks the language.


Coastal Swahili?

Swahili was originally the language of the Swahili people, who lived primarily along the coasts and offshore islands (including Zanzibar) in both Tanzania and Kenya. It has since become the lingua franca of choice across East Africa, and it’s almost universally spoken in all areas of Tanzania.

Pure Swahili?

Most East Africans agree (even if grudgingly) that Tanzanians speak the region’s purest form of Swahili. Unlike in neighbouring Kenya, Tanzania’s founding president, Julius Nyerere, put Swahili at the heart of nation-building in an attempt to unify the country through language.

Swahili or English?

The Swahili language gives English-speaking travellers a head start with some words that are easy to remember: stesheni (station); tiketi (ticket); ofisi (office); gesti (guesthouse); hosteli and hoteli (although be aware that the latter is more often an eatery or drinking spot).

Important phrases

How are you? Habari gani?

Welcome Karibu

You’re very welcome Karibu sana

Good day Siku njema

Goodbye Kwaheri

Cheers, long life Gonga, maisha marefu

Small/Not many Kidogo

A lot Nyingi

Menu Decoder

Bia Beer

Chai Tea

Chai ya asubuhi Breakfast

Chakula cha jioni Dinner

Chakula cha mchana Lunch

Chenye viungo Spicy

Jusi Juice

Kahawa Coffee

Maji Water

Mboga Vegetable

Mtindi Cultured milk, usually sold in small bags; delicious on a hot day

Nyama choma Seasoned barbecued meat

Pilau Rice dish, often served with chicken, meat or seafood

Pilipili Pepper Sambusas Deep-fried pastry triangles stuffed with spiced mincemeat; similar to Indian samosas

Sukari Sugar

Ugali Thick, dough-like mass made from maize and/or cassava flour.







UGANDA
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BREATHTAKING SCENERY & RICH CULTURES

Beautiful wildlife, mountains and lakes, hip smaller towns; Uganda’s regions offer abundant activities at a relaxed pace.
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Fisher, Lake Victoria | Tykhanskyi Viacheslav/shutterstock ©

It’s sometimes said that Uganda is Africa condensed, with the best of everything the continent has to offer – and in many ways this is true. The country’s draws are numerous: there’s Africa’s tallest mountain range, the mist-covered Rwenzoris, with challenging trekking and stunning scenery; and a section of the world’s longest river (the Nile), famed for its rafting and boat excursions. At the continent’s largest lake (Lake Victoria), you can experience traditional life on the relaxing Ssese Islands. Bwindi Impenetrable and Mgahinga Gorilla national parks have some of the world’s last remaining mountain gorillas. But best of all is the network of national parks, including Murchison Falls, Queen Elizabeth and Kidepo Valley, filled with four of the safari ‘Big Five’ (lions, leopards, elephants and buffaloes) plus abundant other animals and birds.

Just as much of a highlight is the chance to get acquainted with Uganda’s rich mix of cultures. Visit ancient Bugandan royal buildings, sample chapati (flat bread) and pilau (spiced rice), dig into a plate of local favourite matoke (steamed/mashed green cooking banana), and learn about the life of the Karamojong warrior nomads. Wherever you go in Uganda, you’ll notice an ‘in-the-moment’ character to local culture that places more value on experiences and relations between people than on completing tasks.

It’s not about list-checking or filling your schedule with things to do and see, but enjoying life’s pace and soaking in each new day.
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Bwindi Impenetrable National Park (650) | GUDKOV ANDREY/shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

KAMPALA

Exciting and charming capital city.

ENTEBBE & AROUND

Islands, Nile cruises, mountains and waterfalls.

KIDEPO VALLEY

National park and visits with the Karamojong.

HOIMA

Murchison Falls and rhinos.

FORT PORTAL & AROUND

National parks, Rwenzori Mountains and crater lakes.

KABALE & AROUND

Mountain gorillas and Lake Bunyonyi.




Find Your Way

Options for travelling around Uganda include car, minibus, taxi, boda-boda (motorcycle taxi), and – for getting to and around the islands – speedboat or ferry.
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Plan Your Time

Whether you’re visiting classic destinations like Queen Elizabeth National Park or Murchison Falls, or simply absorbing the culture, there’s always so much to see.
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Rafting, Jinja | Anil Varma/shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

If coming from Kenya, stop at Mt Elgon National Park and swim beneath Sipi Falls before heading to Kampala. Enjoy Entebbe’s lakeside setting and the Ssese Islands before heading towards Jinja. Alternatively, head to Kabale for sunset over Lake Bunyonyi and to visit gorillas in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park.




Two Weeks or More

Extend your travels with a visit to Murchison Falls and a safari in Kidepo Valley National Park. Fort Portal is an essential stop, with the chance to enjoy bird watching in Semuliki National Park or trek the Rwenzori Mountains. Spend days spotting wildlife at Queen Elizabeth National Park.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY–FEBRUARY

Dry season and while temperatures are high, rainfall is low. Perfect for mountain trekking..

MARCH–MAY

The rainy months bring low-season rates, fewer crowds and plenty of birds. Toro-Semliki National Park is ideal.

JUNE–SEPTEMBER

Not too hot, with minimal rainfall. September is ideal for wildlife watching as animals seek water.

OCTOBER–DECEMBER

A chance of rain, but fewer tourists; Murchison Falls is a great location to enjoy it.




Kampala
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ROYAL PALACES | UGANDA MUSEUM | CITY TOURS


Kampala is a city of dichotomies: noisy and peaceful, urban and lush, vibrant and gentle, gritty and charming. With a creative vibe and a lot of warmth, KLA – as it’s affectionately known – is easy to like. With few of the hassles of larger East African capitals, it makes a good introduction to Uganda. Once known as the City of Seven Hills, fast-growing Kampala now takes in 23 of them. As the heartland of the powerful Buganda Kingdom, which flourished during the 18th and 19th centuries, Kampala has a rich and colourful history, visible in several fascinating palaces from where the nation was run until the arrival of colonialism. Nestled among the city’s hills are some cool arts venues, great restaurants and delicious street food. Leafy Kololo, with its peaceful garden restaurants, makes a nice escape from the urban hustle, as does the viewpoint from the mosque on Kampala Hill. From there, Old Kampala extends downhill, where the impala once roamed, giving Kampala (‘hill of the impala’) its name.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kasubi Tombs

2Mengo Palace

SIGHTS

3Bulange Royal Building

4Uganda Museum

ACTIVITIES

5Kampala Walking Tours

SLEEPING

6Arcadia Suites

(see 10)Bushpig Backpackers 

7Explorers Hub

8Fat Cat Backpackers

9Onomo Hotel

10Villa Kololo

(see 10)Yushili Hotel 

TRANSPORT

11New Taxi Park

12Old Taxi Parkt




GETTING AROUND

Boda-bodas (motorcycle taxis), taxis and minibuses are the main ways of getting around. Boda-bodas are fastest, as they weave in and out of traffic, though they come with a horrendous safety record.

Better and safer is taking an Uber.

Find taxis at major shopping centres and sights. Kampala has two main ‘taxi’ parks for minibuses, Old Taxi Park and New Taxi Park, and both serve destinations around the country.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Kampala’s boda-bodas are notoriously accident prone. To minimise the risk, download SafeBoda, an app that will call you a boda-boda driver with a fluorescent vest and spare helmet. Hailing a helmetless rider on the street isn’t recommended.



Discover Kampala’s Royal Heritage

Palaces, tombs and Uganda’s parliament

Kampala dates back to 1891 when King Mwanga ll of Buganda had his royal court and capital on Mengo and Rubaga hills. Several buildings from that era survive today, together with other historic sites spread across the city’s hills. Move between them by taxi, boda-boda or (better) a tour.

Start at Mengo Palace. Built in 1922 it is the former home of King Mwanga ll, although it has remained empty since 1966. The building’s interior is closed, but its notorious underground prison is open for tours. Bulange Royal Building is a great place to learn about the history and culture of the Buganda Kingdom. Guided tours take you inside, providing interesting stories and details about the 56 different clans.


To carry on your historical immersion, make your way to the Kasubi Tombs. This UNESCO World Heritage–listed site is of great significance to the Buganda Kingdom as the burial place of its kings and royal family. The huge thatched-roof building was originally constructed in 1882 as the palace of Kabaka Mutesa I before being converted into his tomb following his death two years later. Significant sections were destroyed by fire in 2010, but restoration work is nearing completion.

Finish up with a stop at the Uganda Martyrs’ Shrine in Namugongo, about 15km from central Kampala. It marks the spot where Kabaka Mwanga II ordered the execution of 14 Catholics who refused to renounce their faith, including church leader Charles Lwanga, whose 1886 death is now celebrated in Uganda on 3 June as Martyrs’ Day.
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Mengo Palace | Kateregga1/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©


BEST KAMPALA TOURS

Walter’s Boda-Boda Tours: With the legendary Walter at the helm, this company offers city tours on the back of a boda-boda (including helmets and vetted guides and drivers).

Kampala Walking Tours: Two-, three- and six-hour tours led by young and enthusiastic guides.

Food Tours and Adventures of Uganda: Operates a half-day Amazing Race tour.

Uganda Museum Self-Guided Tour: Spend an afternoon checking out the exhibits, including an ethnographic collection focusing on Uganda’s traditional knowledge systems, ancestral medicine and Bugandan ceremonial accessories.



Sleeping in Kampala: Our Picks

Bushpig Backpackers: A solid backpackers’ favourite with dorms and private rooms, in a relaxed Kololo location. $

Red Chilli Hideaway: A Kampala backpackers’ classic with clean rooms and decent food in tranquil grounds, plus a swimming pool. $

Fat Cat Backpackers: Dorms, doubles, drinks deals, a good social vibe, a convenient central location and, yes, a cat. $

Explorers Hub: Simple rooms in a garden setting, some with air-conditioning. There’s a games room, a farm shop and a good breakfast. $

Arcadia Suites: Large modern rooms with air-con, soundproofing, friendly staff and rooftop restaurant with good breakfasts and views. $$

Onomo Hotel: The Kampala branch of the African business-hotel chain has modern, well-designed rooms, a gym and central location. $$

Yushili Hotel: Nice rooms, an outdoor mini teahouse and a Sunday dim sum buffet. It’s next door to Bushpig Backpackers. $$

Villa Kololo: Charming rooms in a lush garden setting, arranged around a candlelit Italian restaurant serving excellent food. $$




Entebbe & Around
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SSESE ISLANDS | CHIMPANZEE SANCTUARY | NILE RAFTING


Entebbe, just an hour’s drive from Kampala, offers a pleasant and chilled-out welcome to Uganda, and many visitors choose to base themselves here before rushing to the capital or heading towards the forests, lakes and mountains to the north, east and west. Whether you prefer relaxing amidst lush jungle scenery, exploring remote islands or whitewater rafting, the surrounding area has enough to keep you busy for weeks.

Highlights include pretty beaches, the Uganda Wildlife Education Centre and tracts of monkey-, bird- and butterfly-filled tropical rainforest within an easy drive of town. About 50km southwest of Entebbe over choppy waters are the idyllic Ssese Islands, where you can get acquainted with local history and culture and visit the Ngamba Island Chimpanzee Sanctuary.

To Entebbe’s northeast, the big draws are Jinja (about 120km by road) and boating on the Nile; the coffee-producing hub of Mbale (260km from Entebbe); and – about 50km beyond Mbale – scenic Mt Elgon and the lovely Sipi Falls.
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SIGHTS

1Uganda Wildlife Education Centre

SLEEPING

22 Friends Beach Hotel

3Airport Guesthouse

4Entebbe Backpackers Hostel & Campsite

5Gorilla African Guesthouse

(see 6)Karibu Guesthouse 

6Papyrus Guesthouse




GETTING AROUND

You can walk, cycle or use Uber and SafeBoda. Towards the swamps or down onto the peninsulas, roads become rockier, making scooters or 4WD the best choices.

Ferries depart from south of Entebbe for the Ssese Islands.

Transport from Entebbe to Jinja goes via Kampala. Check out Mash Poa, Simba or Link bus schedules for early-morning departures and book in advance if travelling long distances. Jinja is small and walkable, as is Mbale. Take the Mbale–Moroto road northeast to Sipi Falls.




[image: ] TOP TIP

To whet your appetite for location-spotting check out the original Tarzan films, Entebbe, Raid on Entebbe, 7 Days in Entebbe and Operation Entebbe. All were filmed on location.



Experience Wildlife Up Close in Entebbe

Enchanting animal-viewing experiences

Come face-to-face with the rare white tiger, giraffes and various snakes and spiders, each in their protected habitats and safely behind a glass screen, at the Uganda Wildlife Education Centre in Entebbe. The centre combines the feeling of being in a spacious national park with the benefits of a smaller-scale sanctuary where the animals, many of which are rescued, rare or endangered, are well cared for by the staff. Don’t miss the flamingos or the magnificent crested crane – the bird that appears on Uganda’s flag. Watch otters swim on one side of the centre while alligators lurk in their own vast enclosures. It makes a good alternative or mini-safari for those who want to see some big cats and gorillas on a budget and without the risk. Overnight stays are also possible.


WHERE TO STAY ON THE SSESE ISLANDS

Ngamba Island Tented Camp

Stay on Chimpanzee Island in Ngamba’s waterside ‘ecolodge’. $$$

Walindi Point The focus is on sustainability at this lush Nsadze Island lakeshore resort with great sunset views. $$$

Pineapple Bay Resort

Enjoy a restful breeze underneath palm trees on Bulago Island, and modern, well-decorated rooms at this full-service resort. $$$

Victoria Forest Resort

This tranquil hotel on Bulagala Island has a private beach, which is beautiful for morning walks and lake views. $$$



Take a Weekend Expedition to the Ssese Islands

Voyaging in a dazzling archipelago

The Ssese Archipelago is a collection of 84 islands located in the northwestern part of Lake Victoria and about three hours by ferry from Entebbe. You can fish, swim, see primates, hike, enjoy local food and visit caves used in traditional rituals. To get here, take the MV Kalangala or Nyanza Evergreen Waterways ferries or contact Rainbow Tours for reliable three-day tour packages. Once on the islands, enjoy fish and drinks at local beach clubs, do nature hikes and discover the wealth of birdlife, including African grey parrots, turacos and African fish eagles. Just northeast of the Ssese Islands and easily reached from Entebbe is the Koome group of islands, which is home to the Ngamba Island Chimpanzee Sanctuary, with rescued orphaned chimps from around the country. Check ngambaisland.org for tours.

Raft on the Nile Near Jinja

Peaceful cruises or thrilling whitewater

When you mention you’re visiting Uganda, locals will doubtless recommend that you make a stop at the adrenaline centre and travellers hub of Jinja, about 70km east of the capital. It’s known for lively music scene, water sports, lush scenery, forests and lakes, and especially for Nile River rafting trips, where you can experience thrilling rapids and familiarise yourself with the Jinja landscape and many twists and turns, rocks, bumps and rapids. The standard route is 26km, with the chance to see birds and wildlife en route, plus get glimpses of fisherfolk and village life. Seek out a certified and experienced crew and a company that provides helmets and other safety equipment.

For something tamer, visit Source of the Nile Park, where you can arrange boat cruises across the lake, passing many bird species, monitor lizards and other wildlife along the way. After exploring the Nile, take advantage of Jinja’s many mountain biking trails and nature walks, or try ziplining through the rainforest with Canopy Super Skyway.

Sleeping in Entebbe: Our Picks

Entebbe Backpackers Hostel & Campsite: Vibrant and simple backpackers with mosquito nets and a guest kitchen. $

Gorilla African Guesthouse: Built around a flower-filled courtyard, this is a bright backpacker house with simple rooms. $

Airport Guesthouse: Great showers, large double beds, verandas and three-course dinners served alfresco. Book ahead. $

Karibu Guesthouse: Stylish three-star guesthouse with peaceful gardens, a pool and a Mediterranean-themed restaurant. $$

Papyrus Guesthouse: Charming, nine-room rustic guesthouse, with a patio and beautiful African block print bedcovers inside. $$

African Roots: A home-like atmosphere offering 10 smart rooms with canopy beds and an on-site restaurant. $$

Roots Retreat: Chilled nights just outside the city, with camping and bungalow rooms, lush grounds, fire pits and live music on weekends. $$

2 Friends Beach Hotel: Upmarket yet down-to-earth hotel on Lake Victoria with its own private beach and bamboo bar. $$$


Hike Around Mt Elgon and Sipi Falls

Mountain hikes and cascading water

Straddling the Uganda–Kenya border about 200km east of Kampala, and covering a surface area of 4000 sq km, is Mt Elgon, East Africa’s oldest volcanic mountain, with the largest volcanic base of any extinct volcano in the world. Part of Mt Elgon National Park, its steep cliffs rise 4321m to Wagagai Peak on the Ugandan side.

Mt Elgon last erupted 10 million years ago, and today its lower slopes are covered with tropical montane forest with sections of Afro-Alpine moorland blanketing its 40-sq-km caldera. There are several routes for climbing the mountain, the easiest of which is the Sasa Trail, which can be done on a four-day hike. The longest is the 56km Sipi Trail and the most leisurely is the Piswa Trail, where you have a full week to cover less than 50km.

Once you’ve tackled the mountain, make your way to Sipi village in the Kapchorwa District in the foothills of Mt Elgon, from where it’s about a three-hour riverside hike to beautiful Sipi Falls, past pleasant farmland and villages. The falls – actually a triplet of waterfalls – have varying altitudes from 65m to 100m. The plunge pool at the bottom is perfect for swimming.

The best time to visit is during the dry season, from June to August and again around December. En route between Kampala and the Mt Elgon area, don’t miss stopping at Mbale town to enjoy a cup of the locally produced, sustainably-grown coffee.
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Sipi Falls | Matyas Rehak/shutterstock ©

Sleeping in Jinja: Our Picks

Home on the Nile Waterfront Cottage: An apartment with beautiful lake views, plus breakfast, spacious rooms and a balcony. $$

Al-Nisaa Hotel and Spa: Offers clean and comfortable beds with an outdoor seating area and spa. $$

Nile Village Hotel: Exciting resort with a pool, spa facilities and live music in the bar. $$

Afro Smile Guesthouse: This sustainable guest house offers airport transfers and private bathrooms; some rooms have terraces. $$$


KYABAZINGA BUSOGA ROYAL PALACE

Igenge Palace, which sits on a hill about 10km northeast of Jinja town, is home to the kyabazinga (ruler) of the Busoga Kingdom.

Busoga means ‘Land of the Soga’ – people who have preserved their traditional customs while also marrying outside their tribe. Although called a kingdom, Busoga was originally 11 chiefdoms, with chiefs of the town ruling together. It became a kingdom in 1906 when the British government appointed a king.

The current ruler, His Highness Kyazabinga William Gabula Nadope IV, moved to the Bugembe town residence in Jinja in 2020.



Sleeping Near Mt Elgon & Sipi Falls: Our Picks

Salem Uganda Guesthouse: Beautiful hotel with African and international cuisine in Nakaloke, 40km southwest of Sipi Falls. $

Sunrise Homestay: Sipi family stay with restaurant, balconied double and multiple occupancy rooms and bike rentals. $

Pearl Hotel Kumi: Between Soroti and Sipi; large spacious rooms with mosquito nets and full English/Irish breakfasts. $

Mt Elgon Hotel & Spa: Enjoy the atmospheric grounds and pool at this 1950s hotel, which boasts comfortable rooms, wi-fi and air-con. $$

Kayegi Hotel: This multi-storey in Mbale offers a touch of green, free breakfast, wi-fi, parking, kids activities, air-con and mosquito nets. $$

Lacam Lodge: Relaxing wooden thatched bandas with private rooms overlooking Sipi Falls. $$

Sipi Valley Resort Hotel: Very close to Sipi Falls with double and family rooms, bar and airport shuttle. $$

Sipi Travellers Lodge: Five minutes’ drive from the Falls with shared lounge, private parking, restaurant and bar. $$




Kidepo Valley
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SAVANNAH LANDSCAPES | WILDLIFE | NATIONAL PARK


Kidepo Valley National Park is situated in the far northeastern reaches of Uganda, in an area bordering South Sudan and Kenya and known as ‘the empty quarter’. The park is a 1442-sq-km area of rough, semi-arid savannah terrain, rivers that disappear during the dry season, wide grass plains and low mountains.

This expansive landscape and its many animal inhabitants are what bring visitors to the region, with Kidepo Valley National Park offering a safari experience par excellence in a setting that will be familiar to anyone who has gazed longingly at the pages of a travel brochure. You will feel like you have entered one of those glossy pictures as you zoom around savannahs, snapping pictures of iconic birds, mammals and flora. However, keep in mind that this is Uganda’s most isolated park and has low visitor numbers for several reasons – not least the intermittent threats caused by regional conflict and the high expense of reaching it.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kidepo Valley National Park

ACTIVITIES

2Kanangorok Hot Springs

(see 4)Kara-Tunga Tours 

SLEEPING

3Apoka Safari Lodge

4Kara-Tunga Karamoja Safari Camp

5Kidepo Savannah Lodge

6Nga’Moru Wilderness Campt




GETTING AROUND

From Kampala, Mbale or Mt Elgon, take the Mbale–Soroti road or the Mbale–Moroti road, which will bring you directly to northern Uganda and the Kidepo Valley area. Minibuses or coaches from Kampala take around 10 hours and cost USh 20,000. Alternatively, you can book a car from Kampala via Mbale, Soroti, Moroto and onto Kidepo. It’s also possible to fly from Entebbe or from Kampala’s Kajjansi Airfield to Kidepo Valley’s Apoko airstrip.




[image: ] TOP TIP

During the rainiest months from April in to August, it can be more difficult to spot animals as they migrate away from the flooded plains for higher ground. In the December to March dry season, animals congregate around watering holes due to the scarcity of water available across the savannah.



Watch Wildlife in Kidepo Valley National Park

Traversing the Empty Quarter

Kidepo Valley National Park is Uganda’s third-largest and most secluded national park. Its many animals, expansive scenery and guided walks are among the main attractions. The area is home to more than 70 mammal species and is a prime location for spotting lions, leopards, zebras and hyenas, plus large herds of buffaloes. The park is also home to more than 450 bird species, 60 of which are endemic to Kidepo, and to the succulent sausage tree (Kigelia) with its distinctive oblong fruit. At the time of writing, local conflict around Kidepo Valley had eased and two lodges and a government rest camp were operating.


Stay a Night With the Karamojong

When visiting northeastern Uganda, you’ll likely encounter the former Karamojong warrior nomads who are now cattle herders. Spending time in a Karamojong village is an immersive experience that gives an intimate perspective on the Karamojong way of life, which revolves around herding and milking cattle. You’ll be given your own Karamojong name, get a glimpse of domestic duties led by women in the village, learn about local foods and see how the Karamojong spear cattle to draw blood to drink. To arrange a visit, contact Kara-Tunga Tours (kara-tunga.com). The price includes camping gear, dinner and breakfast, with the option also to arrange transportation.

Sleeping in Northeastern Uganda: Our Picks

Nga’Moru Wilderness Camp/Buffalo Base: Tents and gorgeous bandas outside the southern border of Kidepo Valley National Park. $

Apoka Safari Lodge: Comfortable lodgings in bandas with views of the savannah, plus a restaurant overlooking a waterhole. $$

Kidepo Savannah Lodge: Nine bandas sharing an ablution block plus eight self-contained safari tents leading off from a central dining area and bar. $$

Kara-Tunga Karamoja Safari Camp: Choose between a safari camp in Moroto or more remote eco-camps, plus an array of cultural activities. $$


KANANGOROK HOT SPRINGS

On the northeastern edge of Kidepo Valley National Park near the South Sudan border are the impressive Kanangorok Hot Springs, which burst out of the ground at a toasty 50°C. ‘Kanangorok’ means ‘place of black stone’ in the Karamojong language and the springs, which are the only ones in the area, are believed to contain spiritual and health benefits and attract many visitors. The springs have also traditionally served as a place for carrying out sacrifices and spiritual rituals to appease ancestral spirits. Kanangorok is best visited in the drier season, when the surrounding bush lands are easier to navigate.
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Traditional Karamojong clothing | Ivanfaurephotographer/shutterstock ©




Hoima
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INDIGENOUS CULTURE | MURCHISON FALLS | RHINO SANCTUARY


Tourism and business have brought an influx of young people to the oil town of Hoima. Many have come from Kenya and elsewhere in the region, joining the local Nyoro people and turning Hoima into a lively, multicultural hub. There’s a lot of new development and in some ways, you might feel like you’ve stepped into a different country when arriving.

As a business town that has flourished with Uganda’s oil boom, Hoima is renowned for its manicured roads and buzzing social scene. Development in the area surpasses that in much of the rest of the country, and locals enjoy the lifestyle that comes with this wealth. Hoima is an ideal place to cool your heels after hard trekking around Mt Elgon. But it’s not all about plush hotels, mod cons and boutiques: there’s also the splendour of Murchison Falls, just over an hour away from the city, plus lovely panoramas and rich archaeological and cultural sites.
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SIGHTS

1Karuma Falls

2Murchison Falls National Park

3Ziwa Rhino Sanctuary

SLEEPING

4Golden Castle Hotel

(see 4)Hoima Buffalo Hotel 

(see 4)Trisek Hotel 

EATING

(see 4)Karibuni Restaurant 




GETTING AROUND

There are regular bus and minibus connections linking Hoima with Kampala (four to five hours) and Fort Portal (four hours).

Once in Hoima, taxis and boda-bodas are handy for getting around. There are also plenty of places within walking distance of the city centre, with handy, red road markings on some pristine and newly tarmac-lined roads.

Hoima’s rapid development has its downsides, as the ceaseless construction can make it hard to navigate.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you’re travelling from Fort Portal to Hoima, make sure you get up early to catch a morning bus. Otherwise you’ll need to take a minibus, which will entail multiple stops.



Take a Murchison Falls Safari

Thunderous waters and abundant wildlife

Murchison Falls, in Murchison Falls National Park, is the most famous waterfall in Uganda and the most powerful in the world. A visit to this destination at the northeastern end of Lake Albert will give you an unforgettable glimpse of the Nile’s strength as the river pushes through a gap in the rocks, sending 300 cu metres of water per second crashing over the drops and gorges. The falls can be climbed in just under an hour; you’ll ascend the hills before reaching a gorgeous panorama at the peak that makes it all worth it. The sounds and scents of the waterfalls en route are wonderfully refreshing and the surrounding national park offers a range of activities, including boat safaris and wildlife viewing, with the chance to spot lions, leopards, buffaloes and elephants, plus hartebeest and the majestic and graceful Rothschild’s giraffe – a Murchison Falls National Park highlight.

There are seven entrances to the park, with the main one at Kichumbanyobo Gate in the park’s south. While the falls can be experienced in a day, allow three days for wildlife viewing and exploring. On the eastern edge of Murchison Falls park, and well worth a detour, are Karuma Falls, where water cascades from different heights at differing velocities. The surrounding area near Bweyale town is also notable for hosting the nearby Kiryandongo refugee camp, which especially in recent years has become a haven for thousands of South Sudanese fleeing conflict in their country.

Sleeping & Eating in Hoima: Our Picks

Hoima Buffalo Hotel: ‘HB’ Hotel has a central location (although some times noisy), comfortable facilities, a poolside bar and live entertainment. $

Karibuni Restaurant: vFor home-cooked, East African–style meals, including samosas, chicken grills and mandazi (doughnuts). $

Trisek Hotel: Clean, modern and chic rooms with amazing ambience, plus free wi-fi, a lounge bar and a hot tub. $$

Golden Castle Hotel: Four-star hotel with great deals, elegant deluxe rooms, an excellent restaurant and a garden terrace. $$$




Fort Portal & Around
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NATIONAL PARKS | MOUNTAIN TREKS | RICH CULTURES


Fort Portal is renowned as one of Uganda’s ultimate tourist hubs. It’s a culturally rich area and the traditional seat of the Tooro people, meaning you’ll see ancient traditions, such as those associated with the omukama (king) of the Tooro, and modern trends, including some cutting-edge tourism, intertwined and celebrated with equal value against the beautiful backdrop of the Rwenzori foothills. The town makes a convenient jumping-off point for an array of attractions, including Semuliki National Park, with its rich birdlife; picturesque crater lakes; wildlife-filled Queen Elizabeth National Park; Kibale National Park with its chimpanzees; the Rwenzori Mountains, with some of Africa’s highest peaks; and Kasese town – a convenient way station for organising Rwenzori treks.

While it’s easy enough to zip in and out, visiting just one or two places, it’s well worth setting aside more time – at least one to two weeks – to explore in greater depth.
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SIGHTS

1Tooro Palace

SLEEPING

2Maasai Villa Backpackers

3Mountains of the Moon Hotel

4Njara Suites

5Nyaika Hotel

6Rwengoma Hotel and Apartmentst




GETTING AROUND

Fort Portal is a pleasure to walk around. Many shops, bars, markets and points of interest are centrally located and within close proximity of each other.

The town’s paved streets are mostly flat and a cyclist’s dream, but watch out at night for the busy, winding and poorly-lit arteries heading out of town.

Boda-bodas are also convenient. Taxis travel between major towns and long-distance buses stop at Queen Elizabeth National Park.




[image: ] TOP TIP

When you step off the bus in Fort Portal you’ll notice the climate is much cooler than in the north, especially during the wetter months of April and May. It’s worth packing appropriately, especially if you’llbe hiking.



Go Birding in Semuliki National Park

Spotting ibis, hornbills and more

Semuliki National Park, together with the adjacent Toro-Semliki Wildlife Reserve, is part of a vast forest stretching across the DRC and into Uganda. An array of wildlife, plus a rich combination of savannah grasslands, ancient tropical forests, rivers and bubbling hot springs, set Semuliki apart from Uganda’s other parks. Birders will love its 440 bird species, including the rare shoebill stork. The park is also home to 30 species of butterflies, 46 species of forest swallowtails and at least 230 species of moths that are classified as protected. Larger animals found in Semuliki include antelopes, buffaloes, lions and forest elephants, plus colobus monkeys, baboons and red-tailed monkeys. Semuliki safaris generally range from three to five days; contact info@insidesemulikinationalpark.com for prices and bookings.


LAKE NYINAMBUGA

Lake Nyinambuga, about 5km southwest of Nkuruba Lake, is one of about 30 crater lakes in the Albertine Rift – part of the East African Rift system – near Fort Portal.

It sits at an altitude of about 1400m and is notable as the lake featured on the USh20,000 bank note.

It’s also renowned for its exceptionally clean water. Nyinambuga, Nkuruba and the other craters in this area were created by molten lava, rocks and ash from a volcanic eruption rolling down the mountain across lush tropical forest 12,000 years ago, and were subsequently filled by rain water.




Trek in the Rwenzori Mountains

Pure, medicinal waters

Some call Kilimanjaro the highest mountain in Africa, but Ugandans know the truth – when you count the snow on the peak, it’s Mt Stanley! This mountain is part of the Rwenzori Mountains National Park, located on the border of the DRC and includes 10 of Uganda’s highest peaks, including Margherita Peak (5109m), the highest point on Mt Stanley and in Uganda. These not-so-gentle giants pose serious challenges to trekkers due to their steep inclines, hazardous paths and unpredictable weather, with only about 1000 people climbing here each year. The already challenging terrain becomes even tougher if there happens to be rainfall or snow.

From lower-lying Kasese town – the main jumping-off point for treks – the peaks are just about visible through the mist. If you’re interested in exploring, book a guided trek (ideally at least several months in advance) through Rwenzori Expeditions (rwenzoriexpeditions.com). There are camps en route, with three to five days recommended for a climb, plus a rest day on either end.


ANCIENT KINGDOMS

Fort Portal is part of the Bantu kingdom of Tooro and home of the current ruling king, Omukama Oyo Nyimba Rukidi IV.

He assumed office in 1995 at the tender age of three, shortly following reinstatement of the Tooro monarchy after it had been abolished (together with Uganda’s other traditional kingdoms) in 1967. The town was named after Sir Gerald Portal, the British Consul General of Zanzibar, and the fort that was constructed to protect the Tooro kingdom from raids.

Today, the new Tooro Palace is a celebrated focal point of the city, open daily to the public and offering 360-degree views from the heights of the Rwenzori hills.



Track Chimpanzees in Kibale National Park

Meeting our closest cousins

Head to Kibale National Park for the chance of up-close encounters with chimpanzees. To spot them, you’ll need to walk through the lush forest with a guide, bookable through ugandawildlife.org. The search for the chimps can take anything from one to five hours. Once they are found, visitors are limited to one hour in the presence of these endangered primates. Kibale’s forest connects to Queen Elizabeth National Park to the south, creating a 180km-long wildlife and vegetation corridor. In addition to chimpanzees, Kibale is home to a dozen other primate species, making this a regional primate hotspot.
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Sleeping in Kasese: Our Picks

Ribona Guesthouse: Small, simple rooms around a stone courtyard on the outskirts of Kasese town. $

Villa Margherita: This quiet B&B-style place has clean rooms and a delicious tropical fruit breakfast. $$

Rwenzori The Gardens Hotel: This place has a leafy lawn that lives up to its name, and quiet rooms. It’s tucked away on the outskirts of Kasese. $$

Sleeping Near Kibale National Park: Our Picks

Jungle Lodge: Rustic place offering a quiet camp site with a jungle feel. $

Chimpundu Lodge: Luxury high-end resort in the heart of the jungle, ideal for for business or a romantic retreat. $$$

Kibale Forest Camp: Warmly furnished tents with decks in a casual forest lodge with an open-air restaurant/bar. $$


Admire Crater Lake Views

Lake at the top of the world

About 25km south of Fort Portal is Lake Nkuruba, a magical crater lake surrounded by dense tropical forest inhabited by colobus monkeys. From the main viewpoint, you’ll have expansive views to the peaks of the Rwenzori Mountains, as well as over Kibale Forest and beyond to the horizon. Exploring this area can be done on foot – watch for the banded mongooses and squirrels who frequent the lake – or by bicycle or boda-boda. A three-hour Top of the World Crater Lake tour, bookable through insidekibaleforestnationalpark.com, takes in the forest and the entire crater.

For overnight stays, there is the Lake Nkuruba Nature Reserve & Community Campsite, which also has simple thatched-roof bandas and cottages, and the chance to watch dance performances by the Nkuruba Development Dance Group on weekends. It’s also possible to arrange a homestay with a local family.

About 20 minutes’ drive from the lake is Rwaihamba Market, where you can find everything from local crafts and clothes to refreshments and gifts. Look out for Traditional Crafts of Uganda, a collective of women designers whose handicrafts are available for sale; 100% of the profits go to the community.

Tour Wildlife-Rich Queen Elizabeth National Park

Lakes, gorges and tropical forests

Queen Elizabeth National Park – an eight-hour drive from Kampala but only a 20-minute drive from Kasese town – is often ranked, alongside gorilla trekking in Bwindi and a visit to Murchison Falls National Park, as one of Uganda’s best-loved attractions. Its landscapes are stunning, framed by crater lakes, spectacular gorges and tropical forests, and are filled with wildlife, including elephants, buffaloes, hippos, crocodiles, leopards and even elusive tree-climbing lions, plus over 400 bird species.

If you are seeking to experience Uganda’s plains, forests, lakes and wetlands in one memorable package, Queen Elizabeth park is the place to go. Explore on a vehicle safari, a nature walk, or on a boat tour of the 32-km long Kazinga Channel, which connects Lake George and Lake Edward and teems with birds and animals. On the park’s northwestern edge, past the northern banks of Lake Edward, is the saline Lake Katwe, Uganda’s primary source of salt. The surrounding area offers lovely trekking, and the Top of the World viewpoint. As well as being a gateway to Lake Katwe, the northern section of the park is also ideal for spotting elephants, warthogs and buffaloes on self-guided nature walks. While a day or two is enough for an introduction to the southern part of Queen Elizabeth park, add on at least an extra night to also explore the park’s north.
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BIGODI WETLAND SANCTUARY

Just outside the northern edge of Kibale National Park is the tranquil Bigodi Wetland Sanctuary, home to a fascinating array of medicinal plants, birds, monkeys and more. The sanctuary is a community-based initiative begun in the 1990s and aimed at conserving the local wetland habitat and promoting sustainable tourism in the area.

It’s also notable as the base for the Bigodi Women’s Group, who make a wonderful assortment of basketry, mats and other crafts, all sustainably produced with local materials and marketed locally and further afield.



Sleeping in Fort Portal & Semuliki NP: Our Picks

Rwengoma Hotel and Apartments: Great value, located close to the centre of Fort Portal and convenient for exploring the town. $

Muramia Motel: Low-budget, simple lodgings with air-conditioning and wi-fi; near Semuliki National Park. $

Nyaika Hotel: Stylishly decorated rooms and suites, vegetarian meal options, a swimming pool and a health resort. It’s in Fort Portal. $$

Njara Suites: Double and family rooms, plus a garden and a peaceful location in Fort Portal. $$

Maasai Villa Backpackers: This backpackers’ haven in Fort Portal has simple rooms, a shared kitchen, a garden good meals. $$

Mountains of the Moon Hotel: Three-star on the northern side of Fort Portal with gardens, pleasant rooms and pool. $$$

Semliki Safari Lodge: Luxurious thatched cottages and a campsite set in the Toro-Semliki Wildlife Reserve. $$$

Aramaga Rift Valley Lodge: Lavishly decorated wooden pods with a restaurant and beautiful scenery, 15km north of Fort Portal. $$$


SALT MINING

Lake Katwe is known for its salt production, which takes place through a largely non-automated systematic process of extraction and is regulated to ensure sustainability.

Traditionally, women at the site have worked to hollow out the salt and smash it with their feet to create smaller salt crystals, which they then wash to form edible salt.

Miners then use ambatch trees to float on during the rainy season to transport the harvested salt for sale at a nearby landing site. According to local records, this process of mining dates back to the 16th century.






Kabale & Around
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Kabale is a small town between Mbarara and Kisoro, and notable primarily as a convenient jumping-off point for exploring the stellar national parks and other attractions of Uganda’s southwestern corner. Pass through here to meet gorillas in Bwindi Impenetrable Forest, one of Uganda’s highlights. You can also explore Mgahinga Gorilla National Park and observe its primates, or simply let the days unfold while taking in the serene majesty of Lake Bunyonyi, with its many islands and terraced hills.

As for Kabale itself, this lively market and university town has a welcoming atmosphere, with its steady influx of students bringing energy and diversity. Street food has a different flavour here – try a filling Kabale-town ‘rolex’ stuffed with tasty organic tomato and cabbage, or enjoy a warm chapati, plain.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bwindi Impenetrable National Park

2Mgahinga Gorilla National Park

ACTIVITIES

3Garama Cave

SLEEPING

4Bird Nest Resort

5Chameleon Hill Forest Lodge

6Gahiza Island Retreat

7Golden Monkey Guesthouse

8Mutanda Lake Resort

9Om Hostel Bunyonyi

10Silverback Homestay and Guesthouse




GETTING AROUND

Allow a full day for the bus journey between Kampala and Kabale. Once in Kabale, it’s easy to get around on foot. For venturing to outlying villages, you’ll need a boda-boda – which can be readily found in the centre – or 4WD. Many homestays and hotels can help arrange 4WD or private car hire for excursions to the national parks. For Lake Bunyonyi, take a taxi or boda-boda to the dock at Rutinda village, where you can catch a boat to lake destinations.
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The route to Lake Bunyonyi offers views over terraced farmland where matoke and cassava are grown. The best transport is boda-boda or 4WD. It’s worth paying more for a reputable service, where the drivers are knowledgeable about the safest routes for navigating the steep, snaking cliffs.



Learn about Island Lore at Lake Bunyonyi

Quiet islands and grey crowned cranes

Lake Bunyonyi, with its 20-plus islands, is one of Uganda’s natural treasures. Thanks to the lake’s tranquil freshwater, it is also an ideal place for spotting the grey crowned crane, Uganda’s national bird. Surrounding the lake are tracts of lush, tropical vegetation, with views over terraced farming landscapes. Only a handful of the islands are inhabited, mainly by the Chiga people, while others are reserved solely for agriculture. Take a boating tour – these can be arranged through most lakeside hotels and hostels – and listen to lore of each of the islands from your local guide. The most notorious island is Punishment Island, set at the deepest point of the lake. During bygone days, this is where women who became pregnant before marriage were marooned and imprisoned.


Meet Bwindi’s Silverback Gorillas

The ultimate gorilla trekking

The huge bamboo and hardwood forests that lend the Bwindi Impenetrable National Park its name are home to more than half of the world’s remaining endangered mountain gorillas. Consequently, Bwindi – a UNESCO World Heritage Forest on the edge of the Albertine Rift eco-region – is one of the most sought-after gorilla-trekking spots on the continent. In addition to its 400 mountain gorillas, the 32,000 hectare park protects over 160 species of trees, more than 100 species of ferns, over 340 bird species and 11 primate species, including chimpanzees. A trek here will take you through a large swathe of the park, with the chance to see members of its 12 habituated gorilla families.

Instead of trekking, it’s also possible to join researchers in the process of habituating gorillas to get them accustomed to the presence of humans. Groups are limited to small numbers who get to spend four hours with the primates, compared with trekking groups of eight people, who only get an hour with the gorillas.

The best time to see active gorillas is early in the morning or late in the afternoon. Bwindi can be wet at any time of year, so come prepared. Also bring your ID and check the website bwindinationalparkuganda.com.

Sleeping in Kabale & Around Lake Bunyonyi: Our Picks

Silverback Homestay and Guesthouse: Run by the lovely Seith, this comfortable furnished room in Kabale includes a generous breakfast. $

Om Hostel Bunyonyi: Stunning eco-friendly hostel with thatched-roof bandas on jetties next to the lake. $

Bird Nest Resort: This four-star hotel in Kabale has an outdoor pool and is a family-friendly place to relax. $$$

Venture into Mgahinga Gorilla National Park

Wild primates amid extinct volcanoes

The Mgahinga Gorilla National Park, a mere 30-minute drive from Kisoro town, is spread across three extinct volcanoes and offers the chance to encounter its population of mountain gorillas. Although lesser-known than Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, Mgahinga is a popular alternative due to its accessible routes around the forest. Batwa Cultural Tours offers trekking and cultural tours. Depending on where the gorillas are, tours often include a stop at the Mt Muhavura volcano viewing point, looking towards the Rwandan border. Mt Sabinyo, bordering the DRC and Rwanda, is another excellent place to catch sight of gorillas, especially in the mornings. Face-time with the gorillas lasts about an hour. Northeast from Mt Sabinyo is the Garama Cave, a historical home of the Twa. In the same vicinity is the Mt Gahinga Volcano viewing point, where you’ll catch incredible panoramas of the park and surrounding volcanoes.


GORILLA TREKKING MUST-KNOWS

Gorilla trekking is possible year-round, but the best time to visit Bwindi Impenetrable National Park is during the drier months, from June to August or December to February, when tracks are less muddy and slippery and wildlife spotting is easier.

Treks usually last three days, with day one for transfers and accommodation, Day two for tracking the gorillas and Day three for the return transfer. Tracking is typically booked six to 12 months in advance and is in high demand. Whatever time of year you visit, bring along a jacket to ward off the early morning chill and keep you dry if it rains.



Walk with the Twa

An introduction to Twa life and culture

While near Mgahinga Gorilla National Park, get a glimpse into the lives of the indigenous Twa – hunter-gatherer peoples who traditionally relied on the forest for food, tools, medicine and shelter, and were completely dependent on forest living in the not-so-distant past. Many of the Twa who now live near the park were relocated to clear space for gorilla conservation. A good option for learning about their history and daily llives is the Batwa Trail Experience. It is priced at a reasonable Ush46,000 and takes you to various Twa cultural sites. All proceeds go towards rebuilding a displaced community.

Sleeping Near Bwindi & Mgahinga Parks: Our Picks

Chameleon Hill Forest Lodge: Large, modern, beautiful lodge with restaurant, above Lake Mutanda and convenient for Bwindi. $

Golden Monkey Guesthouse: Central with cosy rooms in Kisoro town, decorated with murals and a front patio area; includes breakfast. $

Mutanda Lake Resort: Simple clean cabins with mosquito nets, home-cooked local food and a jetty for private lake swimming access. $$

Gahiza Island Retreat: Secluded paradise in the middle of Lake Mutanda with comfortable rooms, good views and delicious meals. $$




Arriving

The main way to enter Uganda from outside East Africa is through Entebbe International Airport, the country’s international gateway. There are also regional airports, but these only offer domestic flight to local airstrips. Other popular routes into Uganda include via Malaba or Busia if coming by bus from Kenya, or via the crossing at Gatuna, if travelling from Rwanda.
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Airport Transfers

Tourists and pay between USh150,000 and USh200,000 to get from Entebbe to Kampala by private hire car. Guesthouses might include pick-up for as low as USh120,000. Prices outside Kampala are significantly cheaper, at around USh2000 per 15-minute ride.


Money
Currency: Ugandan Shilling (USh)

MOBILE MONEY

If you’ll be in Uganda for a while, get a SIM card for local provider MTN so you can send and receive mobile money the Ugandan way. This allows you to pre-load cash directly to your mobile number and conveniently make payments. Uganda doesn’t yet have PayPal, but MTN is efficient and reliable.

COME PREPARED

Before you leave, let your bank know you are travelling to avoid having transactions blocked or your bank card swallowed by an ATM. Carry a back-up credit card or travellers cheque for emergencies. Note that travellers cheques are not widely accepted.

CASH

Cash is more readily accepted than cards. Since most vendors do not carry change for big notes, you should keep some 100s and 1000s. Prices on goods will sometimes be written with a K to denote ‘thousands’, such 5K for USh5000. ATMs dispensing local currency are widely available in all major towns countrywide.







Getting Around

There are many modes of transportation to take between, in and around Uganda’s towns and regions. In a day you could fly in, jump on a bus, a taxi scooter known as a boda-boda, hire a private car or raft down the Nile RIver.
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Bus

There are some fantastic bus services to take you all over Uganda and to neighbouring countries. Many leave early in the morning and some drive through the night. Book the day before to ensure you can leave promptly on your scheduled service.

Transport Apps

Uber is disliked for the tiny margins it leaves drivers. Add a 20% tip, but watch for dishonest drivers who ask for double the price on the app. Some travel advisory boards warn against boda-bodas; the SafeBoda app is the most reliable bet.

Drivers

It’s a good idea to start collecting numbers for private drivers the moment you get off the plane – the tourism information stand will have numbers for registered drivers at any airport, and you can ask your hotel (or just about anyone else you meet).

Boda-Boda

The top method of transport in Uganda is the boda-boda motorcycle taxi, which can usually accommodate one or two passengers with added luggage. Some districts only allow one passenger at a time and the driver should be licensed and have insurance.

Taxi

Minibuses, locally known as ‘taxis’, take passengers between stops on both long- and short-distance journeys. What most visitors know as taxis, Ugandans call private hire cars, which can be booked through accommodation or tourism companies.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Have your papers and ID card ready for police security checks
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Satnav can be useful, but it often doesn’t keep pace with new roads
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Map your route in advance with residents or the local tourist information.








BOTSWANA
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ONE OF AFRICA’S BEST SAFARI DESTINATIONS

With its vast wilderness, thriving elephant populations and numerous conservation programmes, Botswana is the nature-lover’s paradise.
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Botswana is a landlocked country in southern Africa that is bordered by Zimbabwe to the east, Namibia to the west and north, and South Africa to the south and east. Initially called Bechuanaland, the country gained independence from the British in 1966, and like many former British colonies, the official language is English, although the local language, Setswana, is the most widely spoken. The discovery of diamonds in the late 1960s has made the country one of Africa’s richest, based on gross domestic product.

Literature-lovers may know of Botswana as the setting of award winning British–Zimbabwean writer Alexander McCall Smith’s No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency, which features the crime-solving Mma Ramotswe as the protagonist, but there is so much more to this country. Its vast wilderness makes it one of Africa’s best safari destinations, and wildlife enthusiasts are drawn to the massive elephant populations in the iconic Chobe National Park, to the meerkats and the zebra migration in the vast Makgadikgadi Pans National Park, to birdwatching in the wild wetlands of the Okavango Delta, to the black and white rhinos in the wonderful Khama Rhino Sanctuary – the list really does go on. Serowe, Botswana’s royal city, is also well worth a visit for the museums and monuments that tell an insightful story of the country’s history.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CHOBE NATIONAL PARK

Iconic waterfront game-viewing.

LINYANTI MARSHES

Remote plains filled with elephants.

OKAVANGO DELTA

The world’s wildest wetlands.

MAKGADIKGADI SALT PANS

Meerkats, baobabs and zebra migrations.

SEROWE

Botswana’s rhino and history hub.




Find Your Way

Exploring Botswana is best done by car, as public transport will not get you as close as you’d like. The towns of Maun and Kasane are the main starting point for most safaris.
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Plan Your Time

There’s a lot to see and do in Botswana, and your itinerary will be guided by your choice of transport and location. Use this itinerary guide as inspiration for planning your best Botswana adventure.
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Pressed for Time

Fly into Kasane Airport and seek out the elephants that make Chobe National Park the most popular in Botswana. Spend two nights at a luxury lodge or in the park itself for wildlife drives, safaris and cruises. Head to the Okavango Delta with a flight to Maun Airport from Kasane. From Maun, take a smaller aircraft to the delta and explore.




Two Weeks or More

Learn about rhino conservation at the Khama Rhino Sanctuary, then head to Serowe for a history lesson at Khama III Memorial Museum. Detour to Makgadikgadi Pans National Park before spending a night under the stars at Kubu Island Campsite. See the Baines’ Baobabs in Nxai Pan National Park before embarking on a wildlife trip to the Okavango Delta.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

January

This is green season at it’s best, with high temperatures, intermittent rain and excellent birdwatching.

February

The arid salt pans of Nxai Pan National Park are revitalised by the rains. The Kalahari Desert comes to life.

April

The biggest arts festival in Gaborone (Maitisong) is held in April with dance, theatre, music, poetry and comedy.

November–December

Cooler temperatures characterise these months, with the occasional shower.




Chobe National Park
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Chobe National Park is located in northern Botswana. Founded in 1967 and measuring 10,700 sq km, the park is best known for it’s massive population of elephants, who number in the hundreds of thousands. Additionally, there are more than 400 bird species here, as well as a wide array of wildlife, from lions, cheetahs and leopards to giraffes, wild dogs and countless other predators. The largest concentration of wildlife is in the Chobe riverfront area of the park, while the Savuti Marshes, in the more remote, southern end of the park, is where to go for predator sightings.

To experience the best of Chobe, a combination of exciting wildlife drives and enthralling boat safaris is recommended.

Most visitors to Chobe base themselves in the nearby town of Kasane, as there are more accommodation options here, including many lodgings at less-expensive price points than those situated within the park. The busiest season for Chobe is June to October.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kasane Forest Reserve

2Lesoma Memorial

SLEEPING

3Chobe Bakwena Lodge

4Chobe Game Lodge

5Chobe Safari Lodge

6Elephant Valley Lodge

7Ihaha Campsite

8Muchenje Campsite & Cottages

9Old House

(see 9)Senyati Safari Camp 

10Thebe River Camping




GETTING AROUND

Chobe is serviced by Kasane Airport. Air Botswana has three flights a week from Maun, while air charters can also be booked in collaboration with local agencies. Most visitors arrive to Chobe by road, either from Zimbabwe, Zambia or Namibia. Self-drivers can rent a 4WD at the airport.

The main roads to the park are tarred, but a 4WD is needed within the park. There are scheduled buses between Botswana and South Africa, Zambia, Zimbabwe and Namibia.
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Book a lodge near the entrance to Chobe National Park to reduce driving and waiting times. Most other accommodation options are located in Kasane, which is also the departing point for boat trips along the Chobe River.



Sail on Water Safaris

Spot the elephants

A water safari (aka a motorised boat trip) through Chobe National Park is one of the best ways to see wildlife up close, especially Chobe’s elephants. During the summer months (June to October), drier vegetation and watering holes become scarce, meaning animals head to the river. All-inclusive lodges and camps offer boat cruises in either eight-seater crafts, double-decker barges or solar-powered boats.

As well as elephants, you might also spot crocodiles, hippos, lions and giraffes. Water safaris are also opportune times to spot birds, including kingfisher eagles, canine bee-eaters and cattle egrets. Boat safaris typically last three hours when offered through a camp or lodge like Chobe Game Lodge and can be conducted in the morning or late afternoon.


Go on a Wildlife Drive

A waterfront drive

The best way to see Chobe’s predators is on a game drive along the Chobe River, which runs through Chobe National Park. Lodges and camps that are all-inclusive, such as Chobe Game Lodge, offer morning and late-afternoon drives through the park. (The lodges should be booked at least three to six months in advance, as most have less than a dozen rooms in total.) Skilled guides act as drivers and spotters and provide interesting facts on the behaviour of the wildlife. Wildlife drives typically last 2–3 hours and include a short break for refreshments or sundowners.

For self-drivers, the best routes in the park are in the northern section: the Sedudu Valley drive (the busiest route), the Puku Flats drive (named for its sightings of puku and red lechwes) and the Kalwezi Valley drive (sightings of elephants, zebras, buffaloes and giraffes are common here). For longer trips, the Ngoma Gate drive is recommended. The best place to rent a vehicle is at Kasane Airport.

For more information on self driving routes/distances, visit chobenationalpark.co.za or botswanatourism.co.bw.

Chobe Game Lodge’s Sustainable Safaris

Decrease your carbon footprint

Due to the remote setting of the camps and lodges that are situated near Chobe National Park, many run on diesel-powered generators and vehicles that emit harmful fumes and pollute the air. At Chobe Game Lodge, you can lower your carbon footprint by participating in a ‘silent safari’ – the only silent safaris in the park. Solar power and batteries provide energy for the vehicles and boats, thus reducing noise levels and potentially leading to more surprise wildlife-sightings. For boat cruises, diesel-operated boats usually last up to three hours before they need to refuel. But the ‘silent safari’ boats can last up to eight hours.
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CHOBE’S ANGELS

Historically, the safari industry in Africa has been fairly male-dominated. This is for a variety of reasons, including traditional beliefs that reinforce gender roles and encourage women to be home-makers, as well as the remote locations of lodges and camps that require safari employees to live away from their families for extended periods of time.

While Botswana faces the same challenges as other African countries in this regard, since the mid-to-late 2000s, the management at Chobe Game Lodge has worked to increase female employment in the country in general, and on safaris specifically.

In 2012, Botswana’s first and only all-female guiding team, called ‘Chobe’s Angels’, was unveiled at the lodge. Women now account for over 60% of the lodge’s workforce.



Hop on a House Boat

Just around the river bend

Staying on a houseboat on the Chobe River gives you the option of adding more unique experiences to your safari, such as tiger fishing and birdwatching. Houseboats vary in size, with the Zambezi Collection (zqcollection.com) operating the Zambezi Queen and the Chobe Princess. The former is one of the largest, with 14 suites, while the latter has up to five cabins. The Pangolin Voyager (pangolinphoto.com) is also an excellent option. Houseboats can be booked directly with the operators, and itineraries typically last two to three days. You’ll be picked up from Kasane, taken to Impalila Island in Namibia to clear customs (as most houseboats are moored and registered in Namibia), then taken to your houseboat for a cruisey few days. A stay on a houseboat is a luxury experience with prices per night similar to all-inclusive camps and lodges. There are also minimum stays required, with a two-night stay required for most boats.

Sleeping in Chobe National Park: Our Picks

Ihaha Campsite: The only public campsite inside the park, with hot showers, an ablution block and dedicated BBQ area. $

Senyati Safari Camp: Featuring chalets and campsites, the nearby watering hole attracts elephants, hyenas and baboons. $

Savuti Campsite: One of the best campgrounds in Chobe; each camp features a BBQ stand, and some overlook the Savuti Channel. $

Muchenje Campsite & Cottages: Located 7km from the Ngoma Gate, this campsite is owner-run and -operated and overlooks the Chobe River. $

Predator Sightings at the Savuti Marshes

Lions, hyenas and leopards

If you’ve opted for the self-drive option and have your own 4WD, then head to the Savuti Marshes within Chobe National Park. The marshes, in the southwest corner of the park, feature a healthy population of predators, including lions, hyenas and leopards, while elephants are known to visit the watering holes during the dry season. The best predator spots within Sauvuti include Pump Pans, Baobab Stretch Point and Marabou Pan. This experience is not recommended during the rainy months of January–March, as the roads are wet and may become impassable. For an overnight stay or longer, accommodation options include the budget-friendly Savuti Campsite, while Savute Safari Lodge and Savute Elephant Camp are more expensive options.

Do a Farm Stay in the Lesoma Valley

Experience rural living

Surrounded by the plains bordering the Kasane Forest Reserve and parallel to the border of Zimbabwe, Lesoma Valley is a scenic place to spend a night, especially if you stay in one of the en suite chalets at Ben’s Farm, a working farm and guesthouse. Guests can pick and snack on their own fruit and vegetables from the orchard before or after wildlife drives. As the valley and farm are unfenced, elephants, antelopes and donkeys often pass through. The nearby village is the site of the Lesoma Memorial, which commemorates the 15 members of Botswana’s defence forces who were killed during the liberation wars with neighbouring Zimbabwe.


CHOBE’S TIMBER HISTORY

In the 1940s, the mahogany and teak trees that line the Chobe River in the Serondela area of the park were cut down for timber.

The industry flourished until the sawmill closed in 1955, when the Susman brothers who owned the concession closed their logging operation and sold the timber rights. Shortly thereafter, the settlements within the forest were cleared.

In 1975, the area was declared a protected area and became part of Chobe National Park, which was declared a park in 1967. Today, the ruins of former settlements are still visible (including railway tracks for transporting the timber) and can be spotted from the Serondela Picnic Area.



Sleeping in Kasane: Our Picks

Kasane Self Catering: Centrally located and set in lush gardens, all cottages are equipped with kitchenettes. $$

Thebe River Camping: Leafy, backpacker-style lodgings with shared cooking areas, toilet facilities, an on-site restaurant and a pool. $$

Elephant Valley Lodge: Named due to the elephants that visit its watering hole, this lodge is in Lesoma Valley. $$$

AndBeyond Chobe Under Canvas: Experience luxury for less at this tented camp and luxury mobile safari, all combined into one. $$$

Sleeping on the Chobe Riverfront: Our Picks

Chobe Game Lodge: The only lodge inside the park, it offers an eco-friendly safari experience, and few crowds. $$$

Chobe Safari Lodge: Located 15 minutes from the entrance to Chobe and featuring recently renovated rooms, each with a private patio. $$$

Old House: This family-owned and operated guesthouse has an on-site restaurant, a quiet garden by the riverbank, and a pool. $$

Chobe Bakwena Lodge: Rooms here are thatched-style chalets on stilts; there’s a lovely sense of space, and service is attentive. $$$




Linyanti Marshes
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To experience more wildlife opportunities away from the crowds that visit Chobe, it’s worth venturing beyond the park’s main areas and into the private reserves, where remote African wilderness awaits. Here, the unfenced land means the animals can move more freely, and each of the three reserves covered here offers different experiences: the Linyanti Marshes comprise floodplains and woodlands filled to bursting with herds of elephants, while the Kwando Reserve is renowned for its wild dog sightings; and the Selinda Reserve’s predators make it a wildlife documentarian’s dream, as it’s a 1300 sq km wildlife refuge, right in the heart of Linyanti.

To access Selinda and Kwando, you’ll need to book accommodation at one of the all-inclusive lodges located within the area, such as Lebala Camp, DumaTau Camp or Selinda Camp. For the Kwando Reserve in particular, it’s best to book at least six months to a year in advance due to restrictions on the number of guests allowed.
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GETTING AROUND

If self-driving to Linyanti, avoid the wet season (November–March), as the roads become impassible.

To get to Linyanti, it’s best to use the less sandy route from the Ghoha Gate, but the easiest way to arrive is via light aircraft, with the flight time just 50 minutes from Maun and 40 minutes from Kasane Camp Linyanti is roughly a two-hour drive from the airstrip.

The only way to get to Kwando Reserve is via a light aircraft.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you decide to embark on a walking safari to explore the reserves in the area, remember that you must be careful and abide by the rules. Follow your guide’s lead at all times, and walk in single file only.



Explore the Marshes

Elephants, impalas and buffaloes

The Linyanti Marshes can be explored in myriad different ways.

If you’re visiting between May and October, then head to the Linyanti River, where the water quenches the thirst of a whole host of wildlife, including elephants, kudus, impalas, buffaloes and more. A self-driving tour, or a drive arranged as part of an all-inclusive stay at a lodge or campsite (such as with Camp Linyanti) is a great way to view the animals. Wildlife drives typically last 2–3 hours. For nocturnal sightings, night drives are also offered by these camps and lodges.

If you’re staying at Camp Linyanti, you can also book boat safaris, which are conducted on a motorboat and lead visitors through the Linyanti floodplains. Bird sightings are widespread here.

If you prefer to stretch your legs a bit, then the morning and early-evening walking safaris offered by luxury lodges are an excellent way to learn how to track wildlife. Walking safaris typically last 2–3 hours.

The Kwando Reserve’s Wild Dogs

Track Africa’s painted dogs

Fewer than 6600 wild dogs remain in the wild in Africa. The 2300 sq km Kwando Reserve in the Linyanti Marshes is one of the best places to view this painted dog. If you’re here, try to time your visit during the dogs’ denning season, which runs from June to September, with June and July offering particularly good sightings.

The fact that only 40 guests are allowed in the reserve at a time makes this a more exclusive experience. To spot the animals, you will be accompanied by trained guides and trackers who know the behaviour patterns of the wild dogs, as well as where they may be hunting. Wild-dog tracking is usually part of a wildlife drive experience, and although seeing them is not always possible, you won’t be disappointed when elephants, buffaloes, giraffes and zebras amble into view – all of them traversing Kwando from the adjacent reserves.


HELP THE WILD DOGS OF BOTSWANA

Wild dogs cover vast areas to hunt, working together in packs (of between 2 and 28). An alpha female gives birth to pups, which are guarded by the pack for three months. They spend the rest of the year on the hunt and avoiding predators such as lions and hyenas. As fewer than 7000 wild dogs exist in the wild, the Botswana Predator Conservation Trust (bpctrust.org) works to gather information on their mortality rates, reproductive rates, settlement success and nomadic patterns. Visitors to the reserves can participate in the conservation project by taking a picture of the front and back of any wild dog they spot and emailing the photos to wilddogdispersal@gmail.com. Include the location, GPS coordinates and date of sighting.



Explore the Selinda Reserve

Safaris galore

A safari is a great way to explore the Selinda Game Reserve. Open-vehicle safari drives are offered twice daily at luxury camps such as Selinda Camp, where you’ll spot elephants, cheetahs, leopards, buffaloes, elephants and more.

Guided safari walks are also a way to see the smaller animals that form part of Selinda’s ecosystem. Guides will teach you how to track an animal from its footprints, as well as the medicinal benefits of the various plants and trees in the area. Walking safaris begin with a wildlife drive to a determined area, where you’ll leave the car and walk several kilometres with your armed guide. After the walking safari, you’ll return to the vehicle for refreshment, then head back to your lodge. Walking safaris typically last 2–4 hours and are included in the price of all-inclusive camps/lodges.
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African wild dog | Thomas Retterath/shutterstock ©

Sleeping in the Linyanti Marshes: Our Picks

Camp Linyanti: Luxury tented camp. Sister property Linyanti Ebony offers a helicopter ride if you stay three or more nights. $$$

Linyati Campsite: Five campsites under shaded trees overlooking the Linyati River, each with a barbeque stand and taps. Shared ablutions. $

Selinda Camp: In the dry season, wild dogs den close to this all-inclusive camp, with suites built in a thatched style on raised platforms. $$$

Lebala Camp: There are nine ensuite tents at this spot in the Kwando Reserve. $$$




Okavango Delta
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Located in northwestern Botswana, the Okavango Delta is an expansive, wildlife-rich area whose name is derived from the Okavango River. Home to 130 mammal species, 450 birdlife species, 80 types of fish and 94 species of dragonfly, it’s a dream come true for wildlife-lovers. The river also provides a lifeline to the communities living in the surrounding areas, who traverse the waterways in hand-crafted dugout canoes called mokoro. Activities in the Okavango Delta include wildlife drives, walking safaris, boating and horse-riding. The Okavango Delta comprises four areas; the Eastern Delta, the Moremi Game Reserve, the Inner Delta and the Okavango Panhandle.

For visitors to the Okavango Delta, the journey usually begins in the town of Maun, which is thriving with artisans, creators and more donkeys than you’re likely to ever see in one place (estimates are at over 80,000).
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SIGHTS

1Mboma Island

ACTIVITIES

(see 5)Helicopter Horizons

(see 5)Mack Air 

(see 5)Okavango Kopano Mokoro Community Trust 

(see 8)Old Bridge Backpackers 

SLEEPING

(see 7)Camp Moremi 

(see 7)Camp Xakanaxa 

2Discovery Bed & Breakfast

3Kanana Camp

4Kwara Camp

5Maun Lodge

6Mombo Camp

7Okuti

8Sedia Riverside Hotel

9Thamalakane Lodge




GETTING AROUND

The gateway to the Okavango is Maun, and most arrive from Maun Airport, or you can take a flight from Kasane, though this is more expensive and takes longer. As the inner Delta is aquatic and most lodges within are remote, you’ll most likely take a light aircraft from Maun (arranged prior through your lodge). It’s roughly a 30-minute flight to the airstrip, depending on the camp you’re visiting, and as charters are booked on a shared basis, stops may be made at other airstrips to accommodate visitors staying at different lodges.




[image: ] TOP TIP

When in Maun, make sure to give Okavango Gin a try. It’s locally distilled locally using Okavango water, mopane seed and various botanicals.



Meet the Makers of Maun

Support local industries.

Get your bearings in Maun by booking a three-hour tour with Your Botswana Experience (yourbotswanaexperience.com).

The tour supports female-owned and -operated businesses, and you’ll visit market stalls, eat traditional meals and take part in basket-weaving classes, where you can try your hand at making your own basket while being guided by female basket-makers, who also explain the inspiration for their designs. For centuries, skilled craftspeople in Botswana have made baskets. Although they still serve their purpose for food and grain storage, they are mostly now produced for aesthetic purposes, and for export. In the northwest regions of the Okavango Delta, baskets are made by women from the Wayeyi and and Mbukushu ethnic groups.


Sleeping in Maun: Our Picks

Maun Lodge: On the Thamalakane River, these thatched chalets are en suite. Free airport transfers and there’s an on-site restaurant. $$

Sedia Riverside Hotel: There are spacious en suite rooms at this hotel, as well as a pool and restaurant. $$

Maun Studios: The prime location (10 minutes from the airport) and riverside access makes this self-catering accommodation worth it. $$

Discovery Bed & Breakfast: There are thatched en suite chalets, a pool and family-style meals in this owner-run guesthouse. $$


Take a Mokoro Ride

Canoe in waterlogged wilds

One of the best ways of viewing the wildlife of the Okavango Delta is by mokoro – a traditional dugout canoe. This is because much of the 23,000 sq km delta is inaccessible by land. For centuries, residents of the delta have used these canoes to hunt, fish and navigate the waterways. Most lodges organise day mokoro trips, which include a 2–3 hour drive in a safari vehicle to the point of embarkation. Two guides pilot the mokoro using long poles, and as you drift on the water, you may see hippos, elephants, frogs and more. If not staying at an all-inclusive lodge like Camp Xakanaxa or Camp Moremi, you can book a mokoro ride with the Okavango Kopano Mokoro Community Trust, who have an office in Maun. In addition to day trips, they organise overnight or multi-day camping experiences on the islands of the Okavango. To save costs, bring your own camping gear and food.

Sail on a Boat Safari

Delve deeper into the delta

River-based camps and lodges organise boat safaris, which, compared to a mokoro ride, comprise a much faster way to see wildlife in the delta. You may see hippos and crocodiles in the river, while elephants, buffaloes and lechwes will congregate at the water’s edge to drink.

In July and August – peak flood season – boat trips depart from Maun in the morning and include a lunch break on one of the islands of the delata. Self drivers to the Moremi Game Reserve can embark on boat cruises from Mboma Island. Reputable companies in Maun include Old Bridge Backpackers and Thamalakane Lodge.

Head up High

A soaring sky safari

Spot the wildlife of the Okavango Delta from above by booking a helicopter ride. There are various scenic flight operators you can book with, leaving from Maun Airport. Prices are based on the length of the flight (45 minutes or one hour) and how many people are on each flight (three, five or seven).

There are helicopters with and without doors (scary, but perfect for photography), as well as champagne stops for those special moments. Scenic helicopter rides can also be experienced on transfers between camps and lodges, and you’re likely to spot elephants, giraffes, lions and lechwes. Recommended operators include Helicopter Horizons and Mack Air.

[image: jpg]

Helicopter safari, Okavango Delta | Brian Stuart Nel/Shutterstock ©


SURVIVING PARADISE: A FAMILY TALE

From September to March, herons, egrets, storks, ibises and more gather to mate and nest at the Godikwe herony, an oxbow-shaped lagoon in the Okavango Delta.

The herony provided the inspiration for the Netflix documentary, Surviving Paradise: A Family Tale, which captures the effect of the 2019 drought, and subsequent 2020 rains, on the ecosystem, as well as the animals who call it home, from wild dogs and newborn elephants to banished lionesses.

The documentary celebrates the Okavango in all its glorious diversity, and spot the inserts from local Botswana cinematographer Gaokgonwe Seetsele Nthomiwa that can be seen in the documentary.

The documentary is narrated by Regé-Jean Page, of Bridgerton fame.



Sleeping in the Okavango: Our Picks

Mombo Camp: Wood and canvas en suite tents overlook the Okavango floodplain, where you may spot predators stalking. $$$

Camp Xakanaxa: Located on the banks of the Kwai River, this is one of the best wildlife-viewing sites in the Okavango. $$$

Okuti: After a day in the Okavango, retire to your uniquely designed masasa (reed) houses. The lodge is also wheelchair-accessible. $$$

Kwara Camp: Located 6km from the Godikwe herony, Kwara has large en suite canvas tents with private decks, and an outdoor shower. $$$


THE NKASHI CLASSIC

The annual search for the fastest mokoro poler takes place during the Nkashi Classic, which takes its name from the local word for the large steering pole (nkashi) used to guide the canoe over the waters of the delta.

Organised by the Botswana Wild Bird Trust, it’s been in operation since 2018 and it seeks to create awareness of the river system of the Okavango Delta.

There are three categories in the competition: female, male and veteran. The race usually takes place in July or August, or whenever the water level is at its highest.

The competition inspired the 2023 National Geographic documentary, Nkashi: Race for the Okavango, which tells the story of three mokoro polers.



Equestrian Encounters in the Delta

Try a horse safari

How does cantering alongside zebras and giraffes while taking in all-encompassing views of the delta’s landscape sound? If this sounds right up your street, then try a horse safari. Riders of all abilities can book these with Okavango Horse Safaris (okavangohorse.com) and Ride Botswana (ridebotswana.com). Lengths vary, with trips lasting from five to ten days. Longer safaris are only offered to experienced riders.

Enter an Ornithophile’s Paradise

Birdwatching in the delta

As the largest Ramsar site in Southern Africa, and with over 400 bird species, the Okavango Delta is a birdwatcher’s dream. The best way to see the bee-eaters, wattled cranes and vultures is on a boat safari or wildlife drive. The rainy months of September to March are ideal times for birdwatching, although there are still good opportunities in the dry season, mainly near the watering holes. A bird-focused safari typically lasts 3–4 hours, including transfer time.




Beyond Okavango Delta
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Beyond the delta, you have a fishing mecca, prime birdwatching territory and UNESCO rock art dating back centuries.


The Okavango Panhandle is the starting point of the Okavango River. As a permanently water-filled area, the thick reeds and papyrus plants make it an unpopular wildlife-viewing area. However, if fishing is your thing, then this is the place for you: the Panhandle is a prime fishing location, and a great place to see birdlife. The UNESCO World Heritage Site of Tsodilo Hills, comprising a series of rock art caves, are nearby, and are best visited on a day trip from Maun. November–March is considered the ‘green season’ in Botswana due to the rain that turns the vegetation green and provides nourishment for the wildlife. This is one of the most affordable times to visit the Delta, with prices dropping by almost 40%.


Places

Okavango Panhandle

Tsodilo Hills




GETTING AROUND

The western side of the Panhandle is accessible by 2WD, but potholes in the roads here will cause delays and frustration, so a 4WD is best. To get to camps and lodges, you’ll need a 4WD, but you can also request a pickup from the nearest town in advance at a fee.

Public buses run between Maun and Shakwe and make stops at different villages and small towns along the journey.

There are also some small airstrips in which privately chartered planes land. Tsodilo Hills also an airstrip.



Okavango PanhandleTIME FROM MAUN: 2–3 HRS [image: jpg]

Have a houseboat holiday

A stay on a houseboat on the Okavango River is one of the best ways to combine fishing and birdwatching. Most houseboats have smaller motorboats which can be used for fishing and cruises down the river. Boats range in size, and are best booked in groups, with two- or three-night stays recommended. Reputable houseboats are Okavango Houseboats (16–24 sleepers), the Okavango Spirit (eight cabins) and the Kubu Queen.

 

A birdwatching haven

The Okavango Panhandle supports a large population of water birds, including African rails, rufous-bellied thrushes, goliath herons, and African crakes. These can best be seen on a birdwatching tour (walking or boat safari) that can be organised through your camp or lodge. Expertly trained guides will cater to keen birdwatchers. September to December is the best time to see carmine bee-eaters and African skimmers, who nest on the riverbank. For the best birdwatching experience, stay at Xaro Lodge or Drotsky’s Cabins. Tours last 3–4 hours.


TSODILO TIPS

The hills are open from 7.30am to 4.30pm, all year round.

The best time to visit is in the colder months of May–July.

Pay the entrance fee (cash only) and hire a guide at the Tsodilo Hills Museum, located at the entrance to the hills.

Tip your guide (US $10) at the end of the tour.

Carry a binoculars to get a closer look at the paintings.

Arrive early, bring sunscreen, and wear a hat and hiking boots.

Be respectful and don’t touch the rock art – the Tsodilo Hills are a sacred site.

The three trails in the Tsodilo Hills are the Rhino, Lion and Cliff trails.



Go fishing

The fast-attacking tiger fish are the most popular catch for keen fishers on the Okavango, but there’s also tilapia, nembwe, bream and catfish. All-inclusive camps and lodges such as Guma Lagoon offer these experiences. Guides provide equipment and expertise.

June to October are the best months to go tiger fishing; March and April are good for bream; and August and September are good for nembwe. A fishing ban is in place in January and February to allow for an uninterrupted breeding season, and most lodges and camps practice catch and release fishing. Guides are happy to take your picture with a catch before releasing it.

Tsodilo HillsTIME FROM MAUN: 6 HRS [image: jpg]

Visit a UNESCO World Heritage Site

The Tsodilo Hills (‘The Rock that Whispers’) contain more than 4500 prehistoric rock paintings spread across 400 sites. They comprise a unique record of thousands of years of human settlement.

One of the best spots to visit is the Female Hill – on the trail up to it, spot the Gobeka Fountain, the Rhino Painting, and the Van der Post Panel. If you only have time for one site, see the Van der Post Panel, which contains paintings of elands, giraffes and clearly printed handprints. You can also climb to the top of the cliff for great views.

If you’d like a challenging hike, the Male Hill will be right up your alley (or hill), as it rises to a height of 1400m above sea level. The standout on this trail is the Lion Painting. From the summit, you can view the majesty of this ancient historical site.

The Tsodilo Hills experience is usually included as part of a half-day trip with a luxury camp or lodge, or as part of a scenic helicopter ride.

Sleeping in the Okavango Panhandle: Our Picks

Xaro Lodge: En suite tents are available at this remote camp, which is only accessible by boat. There’s a good restaurant. $$$

Guma Lagoon Camp: En suite canvas chalets overlook Guma Lagoon. For those on a budget, there are self-catering options. $

Drotsky’s Cabins: Luxury cabins set on stilts, 10km south of Shakawe, on the Maun road. There’s also budget-friendly campsites. $$

Nxamaseri Island Lodge: One of the longest-running lodges in the Panhandle, accommodation is in thatched canvas chalets. $$$




Makgadikgadi Salt Pans
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ZEBRA MIGRATION | MEERKATS | BAINES’ BAOBABS


The mighty Makgadikgadi Salt Pans are the largest in the world, and cover an area of over 30,000 sq km. Located in the Kalahari region of Botswana, the salt pans comprise an untouched wilderness and are an important habitat for droves of animals, from rhinos and meercats to kudus, zebras, springboks, giraffes, white rhinos, and of course, vibrant, colourful flamingoes.

The Makgadikgadi Salt Pans is the collective term for the Nxai, Sua and Ntwetwe pans, comprising a vast and remote area that offers a treasure trove of activities, from stargazing sleepouts and quad biking to the majestic phenomenon that is the zebra migration – the three-month journey of Botswana’s national animal covers more than 1000km, right across the salt pans. The migration, the second-largest in Africa, takes place during the rainy season, meaning many lodges and camps will offer lower rates, making it an affordable and utterly unforgettable experience for those who choose to visit during this time.
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SIGHTS

1Nxai Pan National Park

SIGHTS

2Adrian Gale Museum

3Baines’ Baobabs

4Nata Bird Sanctuary

SLEEPING

5Baines’ Baobabs (Campsite)

6Camp Kalahari

7Gweta Lodge

8Jack’s Camp

9Kubu Island Campsite

10Leroo-La-Tau

(see 2)Makumutu Lodge 

11Meno a Kwena

12Migrations Expeditions Camp

13Nata Lodge

14Nxai Pan Camp

15Planet Baobabt




GETTING AROUND

Getting to the salt pans is possible on a 45-minute charter flight from Maun Airport to a local airstrip (booked through a travel agency or arranged with your accommodation). You can also drive to Makgadikgadi from Maun, which takes about three hours. Note that mobile safari camps are located closer to the salt pans, while luxury lodges are further, increasing the driving distance.




[image: ] TOP TIP

To safely navigate the salt pans, follow your guide’s advice, and the tracks of the other drivers. Never venture onto the pans unless the surface and clay beneath it are dry (a foul smell means the pans are wet and potentially dangerous to drive over).



Meet the Meerkats

The mammals of Makgadikgadi

Meerkats are a type of small mongoose that live in burrows. As very social animals, they live in colonies with dedicated roles. Meerkats can be seen in the Ntwetwe Salt Pans, on the western side of the Makgadikgadi Pans, by booking a meerkat tour through Gweta Lodge or Planet Baobab. You’ll need to be an early riser for this activity, as it begins at 5am, with an hour’s drive to the edge of the salt pan. If staying at a luxury lodge like Jack’s Camp, you’ll have closer access to the habituated meerkats. At Jack’s, there are opportunities for afternoon tours that last about four hours. You’ll be accompanied by a guide on this experience.


Go Quad Biking & Stargazing

See the Milky Way

The Ntwetwe Salt Pans are just begging to be explored by quad bike. Requiring no motorbike or car licence, and with easy-to-drive quads that can go up to speeds of 60km/hr, quad biking through the pans is a thrilling experience. A guide accompanies you on this excursion and provides a safety briefing before the tour. They will also explain the geographical forces that formed the pans and explain how to identify ancient artefacts.

Most quad-biking excursions are combined with a sleepout on the pans, where staff will set out a bedroll and cook dinner over an open fire, meaning all you have to do is eat, soak up the silence and fall asleep under the stars. Note that during sleepouts, the only toilets are pit latrines.

Due to seasonal flooding in the green season, this activity can only be done from June to October. Quad biking is offered at lodges like Jack’s Camp and Camp Kalahari.

Museums & Rhinos in Orapa

Animal sightings in Diamond City

Orapa, a town to the south of the Ntwetwe Salt Pans, is the largest mining town in Botswana. It’s also home to the Orapa Game Park, which was founded in 1985. The 490 sq km of parkland is home to elands, kudus, zebras, springboks, giraffes, white rhinos and more. As the game park falls within the highly patrolled and security-controlled mining town of Orapa, permission is required to access the park, and can be obtained through a permit from De Beers, from Makumutu Lodge or from the authorities at the park entrance (passports are required). Entrance fees must also be paid.

Self drives are allowed within the game park, which is open seven days a week. Alternatively, you can join a guided outing to the park and visit the Adrian Gale Museum, which highlights the history of diamond mining in Botswana through exhibits spread across five halls.


BOTSWANA’S DIAMOND HISTORY

Diamonds were first discovered in Botswana in 1967, in the town of Orapa. Shortly thereafter, the country became the world’s largest producer of diamonds.

The diamond industry in Botswana is largely controlled by De Beers, an international diamond conglomerate which owns a 75% stake in the country’s diamond industry, with the remaining 25% owned by the government. Some noteworthy rough diamonds unearthed include the Sewelo, discovered in 2019 and measuring in at a whopping 1758 carats. It was sold to Louis Vuitton.

Although the diamond industry has led to an improved economy and livelihood for the citizens of Botswana, in recent years, the inequality of the economic partnership with De Beers, a foreign-owned company, has come into question.



Witness the Zebra Migration

Follow Botswana’s national animal

Zebras are the national animal of Botswana, and between January and March, thousands migrate across the salt pans. During this three-month journey, the zebras cover more than 1000km and migrate along two routes; from the Okavango Delta to the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans, and from Chobe National Park to the Nxai Salt Pans in Nxai Pan National Park. Meno a Kwena is a luxury lodge that provides a zebra migration experience, equipped with a skilled driver who can traverse the salt pans.

Self-drivers who want to experience the migration can camp and drive through the Nxai Salt Pans and Makgadikgadi Pans National Park. The zebra migration takes place during the green season.

[image: jpg]

Zebras, Makgadikgadi | Radek Borovka/Shutterstock ©


SEASONS OF THE SALT PANS

There are two distinct seasons in the salt pans. The dry season is typically from April/May to the end of October.

During this time, the salt pans appear low and white, and the skies above are crystal clear, making it a perfect time for stargazing. This is also the best time for quad biking, as the pans are dry, without risk of flooding.

The green season, which lasts from early November to the end of March/early April, is when the pans fill with water.

This is a great time to visit and experience the spectacle of the annual zebra migration, which is Africa’s second-largest, and sees thousands of zebras traverse the mighty pans.



Ride Through the Ntwetwe Salt Pans

Head for the horizon

Feel like a character in a Western as you gallop over the Ntwetwe Salt Pans with the wind in your hair. Horse-riding experiences in Makgadikgadi last two hours and include a scenic picnic-stop. You may see sightings of bull elephants, springboks and kudus. Camp Kalahari offers horse-riding experiences for all levels, while Jack’s Camp arranges shorter rides for guests.

Run, Walk or Skydive Makgadikgadi

Epic adventures

Test your stamina and skill at three epic events in the Makgadikgadi. The ‘world’s toughest flat route ultra’ is the Salt Pans Ultra Marathon (saltpansultra.com), which sees runners traverse the salt pans to reach Kukonje Island.It’s typically held in late September and the route is 50 or 100km.

If you prefer to walk, the Makgadikgadi Pans Midnight Walk is for you. Usually in August or September, it involves a 100km trek under the full moon to Kubu Island and the Mosu Escarpment.

Not afraid of heights? In July, you can skydive or tandem jump during the Makgadikgadi Epic sports and adventure event.

Sleeping in the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans: Our Picks

Camp Kalahari: This family-friendly camp features en suite tents and a renowned chef with signature dishes. Lots of activities, too. $$$

Jack’s Camp: Sleep in luxurious tents that feel like a natural history museum. There’s also a swimming pool and plenty of activities. $$$

Planet Baobab: Lodgings take inspiration from local architecture. There’s a restaurant, pool, and a campsite for budget travelers. $$

Kubu Island Campsite: Located on the baobab-rich Lekhubu island, the campsite is ideal for self-drivers and those on a budget. $




Beyond Makgadikgadi Salt Pans
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Welcome to a land of majestic Baines’ boababs and serene boat rides down the Boteti River.


In Makgadikgadi Pans National Park, which is not to be confused with Makgadikgadi Salt Pans, you wont find the Big 5, but you will be rewarded with endless peace and quiet due to its remote nature. Big, migrating dazzles of zebras and herds of wildebeest move through Makgadikgadi Pans National Park, kicking up dust clouds to reach the water. The park protects majestic rolling grasslands, acacia scrub and dense riverine vegetation that fringes its true highlight: the Boteti River. The river is seasonal, and during the dry season (June to October), wildlife-viewing is still possible, though not by boat. Make sure and also pay a visit to the famous Baines’ Baobabs, immortalised in paintings by the artist and adventurer Thomas Baines in 1862


Places

Nata

Makgadikgadi Pans National Park

Nxai Pan National Park




GETTING AROUND

Getting to Makgadikgadi National Park is done by first getting to the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans. Take a 45-minute charter flight from Maun Airport to a local airstrip (booked through a travel agency or arranged with your accommodation). You can also drive to Makgadikgadi from Maun; the journey takes about three hours. There are no scheduled flights to Makgadikgadi, as charters are organised on an as-booked basis.



NataTIME FROM MAKGADIKGADI SALT PANS: 10 MINS [image: jpg]

Breakfast under the baobabs

After an early wake up call to explore the salt pans before sunrise, guests staying at Nata Lodge will have the opportunity to enjoy breakfast under the baobab trees. Eat, drink and recount your experiences in one of the most beautiful places in the world. The lodge is also the place where you can learn about the daily life of the people who reside in Nata, with a guided tour of a local village. The tour begins with a visit to the kgotla – the traditional meeting place for the community – followed by visits to some traditional homestays.

 

Flamingo encounters

Between March and June (or whenever the rains end), flamboyances of flamingos are attracted to pools of water that are filled with aquatic invertebrates. The abundance of food provides the perfect breeding conditions for these pink-hued birds. The flamingos can be seen at the Nata Bird Sanctuary, a community wildlife sanctuary of 230 sq km. The sanctuary was established in 1988 as the country’s first community conservation-project. Visits to the sanctuary are organised by Nata Lodge, which offers daily sunset drives in open vehicles. Self-driving visits are also permitted, though a 4WD vehicle is required during the rainy season.


Makgadikgadi Pans National ParkTIME FROM MAKGADIKGADI SALT PANS: 1 HR 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Head on a self-drive safari

The Boteti River provides seasonal sustenance for the wildlife in Makgadikgadi Pans National Park between May and October, and one of the best ways to see animals is on a self-drive safari. On the road adjacent to the Boteti River, you may spot elephants, zebras, lions and wildebeest. Although you wont spot animals in as large numbers as Chobe or other national parks, the landscape and near silence of Makgadikgadi more than make up for it. Note that you must have a 4WD to navigate the sandy terrain.

If you choose to live it up at the Leroo La Tau luxury lodge, you can also enjoy boat rides on the Boteti River, where you may spot elephants, hippos and crocodiles coming to quench their thirst. If you’re visiting during the zebra migration, you’ll also see zebras drinking at the water’s edge.

Where To Stay for the Zebra Migration in Nxai Pan: Our Picks

Nxai Pan Camp: This permanent camp has views of the plains and watering holes, which attract hyenas and lions. $$$

Leroo-La-Tau: At this luxury lodge on the Boteti River, thatched and glass-fronted rooms are built on raised wooden platforms. $$$

Boteti River Camp: Campsites have shade, water, electric points and a lofty bar area with excellent views. $

Migration Expeditions Camp: Open between December and March, this mobile, safari-style pop-up camp comprises six spacious tents. $$$


Nxai Pan National ParkTIME FROM MAKGADIKGADI SALT PANS: 3 HRS [image: jpg]

See the historic Baines’ Baobabs

Set out on the open road to see the famous Baines’ Baobabs of Nxai Pan National Park. These trees are located on the edges of the Kudiakam Pan.There are isolated campsites here, named, Baines’ Baobabs, with Site 1 known as the best viewing point for the famed trees (especially at sunset and under starlight). The 12km circular Baobab Loop in the park’s northwest section leads you through sheltering bush, seasonal watering holes and open grasslands.

The baobabs are named after Thomas Baines (1820–75), a British explorer, botanist and artist who came across the trees during a 24-month expedition through the Kalahari Desert. He and his team settled under some baobabs for relief from the hot sun, and Baines immortalised the beautiful trees in stunning watercolour.
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Nxai Pan National Park | Steve Barze/Shutterstock ©

Walk with the San

Guests staying at Nxai Pan Camp can book guided walks with the San, the original inhabitants of the Kalahari Desert. A guide from the lodge will accompany you on this activity, which involves learning about their centuries-old way of life. They will talk about their hunting methods and tools, as well as how they harvest indigenous plants and vegetables and use them for medicine. The San, or Bushmen as they are known in Botswana, are one of the oldest indigenous groups in Africa and have called the Kalahari home for more than 50,000 years. Nature walks with skilled trackers and guides of this ancestry offer culturally sensitive insights into their traditional way of life.


BOTSWANA’S CREATORS

Tlotlo Tsamaase and Meleko Mokgosi are two prominent Botswana creatives. In Tsamaase’s debut novel, Womb City (2024), Botswana stands in for a futuristic state where men control women’s bodies through microchips. Dubbed as The Handmaid’s Tale meets Get Out, the novel mixes Botswana’s folklore and culture to create an Afrofuturist novel that should be on every bookshelf.

Mokgosi, on the other hand, was born in Francistown in 1981 and is a US-based visual artist who is known for his large-scale paintings, with themes encompassing democracy, colonialism, gender, labour, cultural erasure and the hopeful restitution of African languages. His work has been exhibited in France, Greece, the United Kingdom and the Botswana National Gallery in Gaborone.






Serowe

[image: jpg]

Museums | Rhino Conservation | Sacred Pools


Located in Central Botswana, Serowe is home of the royal family of the Bamagwanto ethnic group, and subsequently known as ‘The Royal City’. It is also the birth place of the country’s first president, Sir Seretse Khama; get the low-down on everything Serowe by paying a visit to the Khama III Memorial Museum, which outlines the history of the Khama family, one of the most important dynasties in Southern Africa.

In addition to its cultural significance, Serowe is a gateway to the nearby Khama Rhino Sanctuary, a must-visit destination for anyone interested in wildlife conservation. Covering the Kalahari Sandveld, the sanctuary provides prime habitat for white and black rhinos, over 30 other animal species, and more than 230 species of birds – yet it’s just 1% of the size of Chobe National Park.

[image: map]


GETTING AROUND

The best way to get around Serowe is by private vehicle, although there is public transport available through either taxis or combis (public minibuses). It’s best to ask your hotel for general rates if taking public transport and to always agree on a fare before boarding a taxi or bus. Taxis are more expensive, while combis are the most cost-efficient option, although, because they make frequent stops, your journey will take longer.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Take it slow in Serowe. Hike to the cemetery in the early morning to avoid the heat, give yourself at least an hour for a guided tour of the museum, and use the proximity of the great rhino sightings at the hides and scenic pans to hone your photography skills.



Museums & Monuments

Learn about the Khama family

Serowe started out as an 11th-century village at the base of Thathaganyana Hill before it was occupied by Chief Khama III in 1902. The chief’s personal effects, as well as his role in fighting imperialism, can be seen and learnt about at the Khama III Memorial Museum. There are also exhibits on San culture (with much of the collections relating to the disappearing cultural practices of Botswana), temporary art displays and a room dedicated to author Bessie Head, the South African-born writer who moved to Serowe in the early 1960s due to racial discrimination (she was biracial) and who immortalised Serowe in her book, Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind (1981).

Before visiting the museum, do the guided hike to the top of Thathaganyana Hill. Also visit the Royal Cemetery, the resting place of of Sir Seretse Khama and Khama III. There is a chief’s office at the bottom of the hill where you must seek permission to visit the cemetery. You can also ask for a guide here.

Support Endangered Rhinos

Conserve one of the Big Five

One of the best places in Botswana to see white and black rhinos is the Khama Rhino Sanctuary, located 25km north of Serowe village. A great year-round destination, the sanctuary is also home to wildebeest, impalas, ostriches, brown hyenas, leopards and more than 230 bird species. The best time for spotting the rhinos is late afternoon or early morning at Malema’s Pan, Serwe Pan and the watering hole at the Bird Hide. To have a guaranteed sighting of rhinos, book with a guide on a wildlife drive, walking safari or rhino-tracking expedition. Booking a guide in advance for activities is recommended and can be done via Khama Rhino’s website (khamarhinosanctuary.org.bw).

Sleeping in Serowe & Palapye: Our Picks

Serowe Hotel: Comfortable rooms ensure a good night’s sleep in this old-fashioned hotel. Outdoor bar and restaurant. $

Khama Rhino Sanctuary: The chalets and ablutions need attention, but these campsites below manketti trees remain a choice stop. $

Palapye Hotel: Set near the railway, the Palapye Hotel is one of the oldest hotels in Botswana, open since the 1920s. $

Majestic Five Hotel: Aimed at business travellers 50km away in Palapye, this enormous hotel has big rooms and every amenity. $$




Beyond Serowe
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Botswana’s eastern region is thriving with stargazing opportunities, gushing waterfalls and wildlife reserves of roaming elephants and leopards.


The land beyond Serowe is glorious and diverse. Southeast of Serowe lie the Tswapong Hills – boulder-strewn elevations that keep watch over intriguing ruins, and steep-walled gorges that drive deep into the rocky interior, filled with colonies of breeding Cape vultures. Follow the hills and folklore further to find waterfalls and oasis-like picnic spots, and for some great wildlife experiences, head to Tuli Block on the eastern edge of Botswana. This comprises private wildlife reserves where leopards and elephants can be seen.

And that’s before you get to the iconic Central Kalahari Game Reserve, which is, among many things, an astrophile’s paradise, with night skies that have to be seen to be believed.


Places

Francistown

Northern Tuli Game Reserve

Central Kalahari Game Reserve




GETTING AROUND

The best way to get around this region is by private vehicle, specifically a 4WD. Though most roads are tarred and in fairly good condition, some are marred with potholes, making for a fairly bumpy ride.

There are also public minibuses, called combis, which run between Serowe to Francistown, Maun and Gaborone. Serowe doesn’t have an airport.



FrancistownTIME FROM SEROWE: 2 HRS 40 MINS [image: jpg]

See a gold rush

Located 210 km from Serowe, Francistown is one of the oldest settlements in the country. In 1867, gold was first discovered here, along the Tati River. You can visit Francistown’s Supa-Ngwao Museum, set in the Old Courthouse, to learn more about the town’s history. The museum hosts small exhibitions on Kalanga culture and a photographic timeline of the mining and gold rush eras. You can also hike to nearby Nyangabwe Hill, a popular spot for residents of the town, and a revered site for the Kalanga, who are the largest ethnic group in the area. Get an early-morning start, when the weather is cool. The area is generally safe, but it’s best to go on the weekend, when there are more people.

Every year in either October or November, the foothills of Nyangabwe are home to the Nyangabgwe Cultural Hill Festival, featuring live music, fashion, traditional games, poetry and food.


Northern Tuli Game ReserveTIME FROM SEROWE: 5 HRS [image: jpg]

Track leopards

Set within the Northern Tuli Game Reserve, Mashatu Game Reserve takes its name from the majestic mashatu (nyala berry) trees that line the riverbanks. Leopards thrive in this habitat, and it’s one of the best places to see them in Botswana.

Stay two or three nights at luxury lodges like Mashatu Tented Camp, Mashatu Euphorbia or Mashatu Lodge, and go on a guided tour. You’re virtually guaranteed a sighting, as guides have decades of experience in tracking and habituation. July is the best month to see leopards.

 

Fancy mountain-biking?

A great option for exploring Mashatu Game Reserve is to whizz along ancient footpaths by mountain bike on a Horizon MTB—Cycle Mashatu (mtbsafaris.com) cycling safari, pedalling past giraffes and eland herds. You can request a leisurely afternoon cycle from any lodge inside the Mashatu, or choose a longer off-the-grid cycle safari that meanders from dense woodland hugging the Limpopo River to the central grassland plains. These can cover anything from 20km to 50km daily, and there are two circuits: the four-night Three Rivers Ride (all riding levels) and a more immersive seven-night Ride of the Giants.

If two wheels aren’t your thing, intermediate and expert horse riders can participate in horse riding safaris by booking an experience with Horizon Horseback Riding (ridinginafrica.com), who organise horse-led safaris. Every rider is required to prove their riding competency beforehand, as being able to handle your horse in the presence of zebras, giraffes and wildebeest is essential.

 

Explore an Iron Age site

In the western section of the Northern Tuli Game Reserve lies the Greater Mapungubwe Transfrontier Conservation Area, which is rich in archaeological artefacts. The most impressive and tangible history of the region has to be that of Mmamagwa. This hill is only accessible with a guide who will point out the signs of human occupation, such as grinding stones and stone walls. This Iron Age site stands as a precursor to Great Zimbabwe and documents the sophisticated mining, smelting and pottery skills of the Zhizo, Leopard’s Kopje and Mapungubwe peoples between 1100 and 1290 CE.


THE SON OF SEROWE

Sir Seretse Khama (1921–80) served as the first President of Botswana, from 1966 until his death.

Born into an influential royal family, when he married a British woman (Ruth Williams), whom he met when they were students in the United Kingdom, he was stripped of his chieftainship. This was due to his family’s (jndeed, widespread) disapproval of his interracial relationship with Williams.

The 2016 film, A United Kingdom, starring David Oyelowo and Rosamund Pike, chronicles their relationship and his subsequent rise to become the first president of independent Botswana in 1966.

Their son, Ian Khama, served as Botswana’s fourth president, from 2008 to 2018. Ian voluntarily opted to step down as president after ruling for 10 years, citing the need to respect democracy.



Central Kalahari Game ReserveTIME FROM MAUN: 4 HRS [image: jpg]

Explore a desert reserve

The Central Kalahari Game Reserve is home to black mane lions, cheetahs, brown hyenas, spotted hyenas, hares and more. Birdlife around the ancient river valleys is considerable, with sightings of larger species such as ostriches and kori bustards (the world’s heaviest flying bird) almost guaranteed. The easiest way to explore the incomprehensible vastness is to dip into the park from Rakops and focus on the Deception Valley area and the surrounding pans. There is only one permanent lodge in the park (Tau Pan Camp). Accommodation includes Deception Valley Lodge, Sunday Pan Campsites and Motopi Campsites.
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Kori bustard | Travel Telly/Shutterstock ©

Stargaze the Clearest Skies on the Planet

The Central Kalahari Game Reserve has one of the clearest skies on the planet due to the complete lack of pollution. You can vividly see formations with the naked eye, so trace the Southern Cross, seek the gorgeous glittering Jewel Box (one of the most colourful open clusters) and other easy-to-identify seasonal constellations, such as Orion’s Belt. While dedicated stargazing tours aren’t available, a tour is sometimes offered as an additional activity at luxury lodges or, if you’re lucky, your guide will point out some constellations on a mobile safari. For the best stargazing experiences, stay at Tau Pan Camp, Dinaka Camp or the Kukama Campsite.


THE COMPLICATED LAND ISSUE

When South Africa’s highest court recognised that indigenous people had communal land ownership and mineral rights in 2003, the San of Botswana launched a similar appeal. The court case brought by the First People of the Kalahari against the government’s relocation policies concluded in 2006, with approximately 1000 San attaching their names to the effort.

The High Court ruled that the eviction of the San from the Central Kalahari Game Reserve was ‘unlawful and unconstitutional’. Some San have been allowed back into the reserve, but the government needs to do more to fully implement the court ruling. Most San still reside in settlements on the periphery, and Botswana’s indigenous people remain embroiled in fights over the eviction.






Arriving & Getting Around

The main access points for Botswana are Gaborone, Maun and Chobe’s Kasane airports. Some private concessions have landing strips where chartered flights land. For travellers with more time to spare, self-driving is recommended. There are rental companies at the major tourist hubs – Maun, Gaborone and Chobe, where, conveniently, the airports are also located.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left.
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Avoid driving in the dark.

[image: gif]

When driving on sandy tracks, lower your tire pressure for a better grip.



Public Transport

Minibuses (known as combis) are the main form of public transport in Botswana. They regularly and cheaply connect the major towns, but note that safety and overcrowding can be issues. There’s also a limited network of long-distance buses.

Road Conditions

Primary roads in Botswana are generally good, as are many secondary roads. Expect seasonal flooding, and don’t drive through riverbeds and salt pans without first checking locally on the conditions. For remote areas, GPS is recommended. Download maps, as internet coverage may be spotty or completely unavailable.


Money
Currency: Botswanan Pula (BWP)

SAVING THE PENNIES

To save money while planning your travels to Botswana, consider flying to Johannesburg, then taking a bus (Intercape is an option) to Gaborone, where you can book a vehicle for self-driving. The bus trip from Johannesburg to Gaborone is about seven hours and can be booked online (intercape.co.za).

CASH VS CARD

In major towns, digital payments are common. ATMs dispensing local currency are found in all major towns. However, ATMS can be unreliable, so carry as much cash as possible. South African rand is also accepted in Botswana.

TIPPING

Tipping (10–15%) is expected in upmarket restaurants. Also tip your safari guides and camp staff. Travel agents advise US$15 per guest per guide, and US$10 per guest per day for other staff. For local currency tips, it’s best to ask safari management how much they suggest for a tip and how they divide them, as some have communal tipping boxes.








Lesotho
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SOUTHERN AFRICA’S STUNNING MOUNTAIN KINGDOM

Affordable, intriguing and exceptionally beautiful, Lesotho charms travellers with its harsh mountain landscapes, rich culture and warm hospitality.
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Grave, King Moshoeshoe I | mtcurado/getty images ©

Lesotho is sometimes called the Kingdom in the Sky or the Mountain Kingdom, and these evocative monikers couldn’t be more apt. Lesotho is the world’s highest country (its lowest point is 1400m above sea level) and its highest peak, Thabana Ntlenyana (3482m) is the highest in Africa, south of Kilimanjaro.

It might be small – almost the same size as Belgium – but Lesotho is big on dramatic, unforgettable landscapes and is rich in culture (and, it turns out, diamonds). While the flatter lowlands are more developed and economically richer, the highlands, which are flanked in the northwest by the Maluti Mountains and in the southeast by the mighty Drakensberg, remain a bastion of tradition. As you weave around astounding mountain passes (many of which are tar, thanks to the Chinese because: diamonds) you’ll pass scattered villages where life is lived almost as it has been for generations.

Horses are integral to life in Lesotho and pony trekking is a big drawcard for travellers. It's a chance to see parts of the country otherwise obscure and, as overnight treks usually stop in remote villages, it's a wonderful cultural experience too. Lesotho’s wild open spaces also draw hikers and fly-fishers, motorcyclists and travellers in search of journeys that will take them well off the beaten track. The Mountain Kingdom is a surprisingly underrated destination and one that, for intrepid travellers in particular, should not be missed.
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Sehlabathebe National Park | LOUIS-MICHEL DESERT/shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREA

MASERU

Explore Lesotho’s history and culture




Find Your Way

Lesotho, which is completely surrounded by South Africa, is small enough to see in a week – but rather than cover distance, go for depth. Linger in places longer and you’ll experience the soul of Lesotho.
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Plan Your Time

The highlands area is spectacular for hiking and driving mountain passes, while there are many opportunities in the lowlands to connect with traditional Basotho culture. Split your time between both areas.
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Sani Mountain Lodge | A. Mertens/shutterstock ©


Pressed For Time

Begin at Thaba Bosiu with a walk up the mountain and a visit to the cultural village. At Morija take an informative museum tour and a pony trek across the plateaus. Head to Malealea Lodge for two nights to do a walking tour of the village and to explore the surrounding mountains on foot or horseback.




Lesotho in 2 Weeks

Enter Lesotho via Sani Pass and hike Thabana Ntlenyana. Head north to Tsehlenayane National Park en route to the cultural village at Thaba Bosiu. Next up: abseiling, a donkey pub crawl and blanket presentation at Semonkong. The grand finale: camping at Sehlabathebe National Park.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

September– November

The warmer spring weather is brilliant for pony trekking.

November–December

Roof of Africa enduro riders test their mettle on Lesotho’s rugged highland terrain.

March–May

Purple cosmos flowers bring splashes of colour to the hills. Cooler temperatures, it’s a pleasant time for hiking.

June–August

Hit the 3km slope on skiis or snowboard at Afriski, where snow is guaranteed between June and August.




Maseru
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CULTURAL CENTRE | TRADITIONAL FOOD | MOUNTAIN HIKES


As far as African cities go, Maseru is right up there among the most chilled on the continent. Despite being Lesotho’s largest urban area (and home to just under a quarter of the country’s 2.3-million-strong population), this small capital city is very low-key – and low-rise. Maseru’s centre sprawls around a shallow valley in the foothills of the Maluti Mountains, and buildings are dwarfed by occasional trees and the hills that surround them.

Maseru sits right on the South Africa border, less than two hours’ drive from Bloemfontein. There’s not much here to capture a traveller’s attention but with its two large shopping centres (Pioneer and Maseru malls), it’s a good place to get provisions for a self-catering trip. Thaba Bosiu, considered the most important cultural site in the country as it’s where Moshoeshoe I unified the nation, is a 40-minute drive from the city centre, and a visit here makes for a very worthwhile outing.
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GETTING AROUND

Maseru is a small city, and getting around it is easy. Across Maseru you’ll find '4+1' taxis, which are clearly marked with a wide yellow band around the vehicle, and which depart only when the vehicle has four passengers. There is a flat rate per passenger, and if you’re in a hurry you can pay for four people, and have the taxi to yourself. Moshoeshoe I International Airport (which connects with Johannesburg) is a 40-minute drive southeast of the city; Avis, Europcar and Bluu have desks here.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Be sure to get (and register) a Vodacom or Econet SIM card while you’re in Maseru. While you can top up with data or calling credit almost anywhere, you won’t be able to register a SIM in the more rural areas.



Take a Walk Around ‘Old Lesotho’

Visit Thaba Bosiu Cultural Village

For a crash course in Lesotho’s history and culture, pay a visit to Thaba Bosiu Cultural Village. You’ll explore a traditional-style village with a guide, who will explain how the structures are built and why they’re designed the way they are; he’ll also talk you through the social dynamics of the old villages and share details of King Moshoeshoe I, the founding father of Lesotho. Also on the property is a museum, which is well worth a visit for the comprehensive information panels that detail Lesotho’s history, the rise of King Moshoeshoe I and why Thaba Bosiu is such an important place for the nation, as well as cultural heritage such as how blankets came to become so important to Basotho people.


Walk on Lesotho’s Most Significant Mountain

Hike to King Moshoeshoe I’s grave

Thaba Bosiu is Lesotho’s most historically significant site: it was on that plateau that King Moshoeshoe I unified the nation in 1824. Take a guided walk up the mountain for an insight into the dramatic history and to see the final resting place of several generations of Basotho leaders – it would be a worthwhile experience if only for the dramatic landscapes viewed from the top of this flat-topped mountain. Traditional insights shared by the guide into current daily life and medicinal plants is an added bonus. Guides are available at the Thaba Bosiu information centre, which is 200m past the entrance to the Thaba Bosiu Cultural Village.
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Thaba Bosiu Cultural Village | Ariadne Van Zandbergen/Alamy Stock Photo ©


MASERU'S FOOD SCENE

Ska Mirriam Moteane, award-winning chef and author of Cuisine of the Mountain Kingdom @skamoteane

Traditional Basotho cuisine will always include sorghum, one of our staples, which is a nutritious crop prepared into many different dishes from porridge and beverages, to stews, bread and snacks. Renaissance Café at Pioneer Mall serves excellent sorghum dishes prepared with local beef, chicken, pork and a vegetarian offering. N'Jays Restaurant in Maseru West has a slow-roasted mountain lamb shank and a local mountain trout that are a must to try.

For quick lunch takeaways, Nteboheleng Soul Food has traditional delicacies like goat meat stew, mutton stew, tripe and oxtails.



SLEEPING IN MASERU: OUR PICKS

Hokahanya Inn: This small hotel forms part of Kick4Life, a social initiative working with vulnerable children through football. $

Black Swan: The en-suite rooms at this guesthouse near Maseru Mall each have a kitchenette. It’s well cared for, and peaceful. $$

Mmelesi Lodge: This lodge’s comfortable rooms, built from stone and thatch, echo Basotho traditions and are very near Thaba Bosiu. $$

Botleng Guest House: This well-appointed lodge with stunning gardens is a true oasis, close to Thaba Bosiu. Exceptional buffet breakfasts. $$




Beyond Maseru
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Welcome to the Mountain Kingdom, where stunning landscapes, compelling culture and thrilling outdoor adventures await.


A topographical map reveals Lesotho’s two distinct regions: the lowlands and the highlands. It’s to the lowlands, the northwestern strip home to the majority of Lesotho’s population, that travellers gravitate for pretty hiking trails and pony treks across remote plateaus, mystical cave dwellings and rock art, and to experience Basotho culture in rural villages. In the striking highlands, which are flanked by the Maluti Mountains and the rugged Drakensberg, the country’s moniker ‘Kingdom in the Sky’ becomes apparent. The region is laced with dramatic passes and you can hike up Southern Africa’s highest peak and abseil beside a record-breaking waterfall. The wild mountain landscapes are stunning and a true balm for the soul.


Places

Morija

Malealea

Ts’ehlanyane National Park

Semonkong

Sehlabathebe National Park

Sani Top




GETTING AROUND

Travelling by minibus taxi is generally safe and uncomplicated – but, as taxis tend to depart only when full, you need to have plenty of time. If you’ve hired a car then know that as soon as you leave a tar road the surface will deteriorate rapidly, and a vehicle with good ground clearance is often necessary. Avoid driving at night due to sharp, unexpected curves and free-roaming livestock. Roads can be icy in winter.



MorijaTIME FROM MASERU: 1 HR [image: jpg]

Explore rural Lesotho on horseback

Experience not only how Basotho people live, but also how they travel by going on a pony trek with Morija Horse Trails. Kefuoe Namane (WhatsApp: +266 5353 9084), who started riding solo when he was just four years old, leads exhilarating short and multiday treks onto the remote plateaus around Morija. On the longer treks you will overnight in village homestays, and experience genuine insight into how remote Basotho communities live today. While the level of hospitality is first-class, conditions can be basic by Western standards (long-drop toilets, no running water and you might sleep on a mattress on the floor). A highly experienced rider, Kefuoe has a stable of sturdy Lesotho ponies that are suited to all levels of riders.

MalealeaTIME FROM MASERU: 1 HR 50 MINS [image: jpg]

Learn about everyday village life

Weave into the fabric of village life by taking a walking tour with a guide from Malealea Development Trust. It’s a very laid-back affair: you’ll go out for a stroll through the village with a guide who has lived there all their life. What makes this walk special are the details that reveal how everyday life is lived – how to catch a taxi to the nearest town; a visit to a small shop to see the basics that are sold in the village; and swapping pleasantries with those who live here. You’ll meet with the village chief, sample locally brewed beer, and walk through the fields to a small museum to learn more about Basotho traditions. Book through the reception at Malealea Lodge.


PONY TREKKING IN LESOTHO

‘Sure-footed’ are the words commonly used to describe Basotho ponies, and once you’ve ridden one you’ll realise how true this is: their ability to trek up and down steep, rocky inclines is astonishing.

These horses, a sturdy and resilient breed native to Lesotho, have evolved to adapt to the country’s rugged terrain and harsh climate.

They’re renowned for their endurance, strength and, yes, sure-footedness, and have become indispensable companions to the Basotho people, particularly in the highlands, where the horses are vital for transportation.

Pony treks are one of Lesotho’s top drawcards and almost every lodge and guesthouse will be able to assist with setting up a ride.



Ts’ehlanyane National ParkTIME FROM MASERU: 3 HRS [image: jpg]

Hike mountain trails in a national park

Ts’ehlanyane National Park is tucked into the valleys and hills of the Maluti mountain range. There are a few eland, some jackal and 22 other small mammals here, but you don't come for the wildlife: this is a destination for hikers. The 10 trails that lead from Maliba Lodge, the only accommodation in the park, make for very pleasant walks (or horse rides) and range from two hours up to a strenuous 13km circular route. A highlight of the trails are the pretty mountain streams that are riddled with rock pools: take some snacks and a book, find your own private pool and while away the hours. For a small fee you can camp near the gate and share staff facilities.

SemonkongTIME FROM MASERU: 2 HRS 15 MINS [image: jpg]

Walk or drive to Maletsunyane Falls

Maletsunyane Falls (192m) is the highest single-drop waterfall in Africa; it’s a spectacular sight, as the slim cascade plunges into an almighty gorge. To drive to the falls viewpoint from Semonkong will take about 40 minutes on a relatively bumpy gravel road, but the impressive view is well worth the journey. Come here for lunch (Manong restaurant has a simple menu) and you’ll see the waterfall basking in sunlight. You’ll get the same gorgeous view, albeit from a slightly lower elevation, if you walk 2.5km from Semonkong village. It’s a very pleasant trek through grasslands and past villages, and you’ll find your way easily if you use Maps.me; alternately you can hire a local guide from Semonkong Lodge. There is a small kiosk as you approach the gorge and you’ll need to pay to get closer, so be sure to set off with enough cash to cover your entrance (M130; cards are not accepted). You’ll need a guide if you want to walk an additional hour to the base of the falls, which is a truly humbling sight.

Sleeping in the Highlands: Our Picks

Ha Liphapang: Stay in a rondavel, and explore a community initiative offering an authentic cultural experience. Quthing District. $

Ramabanta Trading Post: Picturesque river and mountain views and lawns create a peaceful atmosphere. Maseru District. $$

Molimo Nthuse Lodge: Pleasant mountainside hotel on God Help Me Pass. Rooms have small balconies. Maseru District. $$

The Clan Guesthouse: A neat, modern guesthouse with a bar, restaurant and large en-suite rooms. Comfortable overnight stop. Thaba Tseka. $$


Abseil beside a waterfall

If you have a head for heights (or want to seriously push your boundaries) then make sure you abseil the cliff beside Maletsunyane Falls. At 204m it stands in the Guinness World Records as the longest commercially operated abseil on the planet – and it’s such a daunting height that everyone who signs up to do the abseil must complete a training session the day before. During this session you’ll learn about all of the equipment you’ll be using, how to set it all up and you’ll also do a practise abseil of 25m. The very experienced and compassionate guides are experts at helping travellers to quell those nerves – but still, there’s nothing quite like leaning back at the top of the cliff, with 204m dropping below you. It’ll take about eight minutes to complete the abseil, and you’ll then need to walk an hour to ascend the gorge. Bookings are taken at Semonkong Lodge reception.
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Abseiling, Maletsunyane Falls | Eric Nathan/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Learn about Lesotho’s blanket tradition

King Moshoeshoe I was first presented with a blanket in 1860, and, in the years following, this simple household item has settled firmly into the traditions of the Basotho people and this now-iconic piece of attire is essential to everyday life in Lesotho. Masetho Letsie (also known as Elizabeth) is a gifted storyteller who gives a fascinating presentation on the history and cultural significance of blankets. Using her own collection of blankets, she explains how the colours, design and the way a blanket is worn have come to represent different walks of life, and gives insights into the icons used in the designs. It’s an exceptionally enlightening window into Basotho culture, and it's worth travelling to Semonkong for this presentation alone. Book directly with Masetho on WhatsApp (+266 5373 9716).


MAGNIFICENT TAR PASSES OF LESOTHO

Moteng Pass (2820m): The steep Moteng Pass on the A1 connects the lowlands with Afriski. It has an astounding 91 bends – and magnificent views.

Mafika Lisiu Pass (3091m): One of Lesotho’s most dramatic tar roads, this 26km-long pass connects Hlotse with Pitseng.

Black Mountain Pass (3240m): Separated from Sani Pass by a 6km plateau, this majestic 32km-long pass has 139 bends, six of which are tight hairpins.

Blue Mountain Pass (2633m): This long, exhilarating pass, on the A3 between Maseru and Mohale, has some steep sections and 12 bends greater than 90 degrees.

Bushman’s Pass (2277m): Also on the A3, Bushman’s Pass sweeps and curves arounds hillsides as it drops down into the flatlands.



Sehlabathebe National ParkTIME FROM MASERU: 8HRS 30MINS [image: jpg]

Explore the park less visited

Remote Sehlabathebe National Park is next-level stunning. It’s rarely visited, but those who do make it here are rewarded with unbelievably beautiful views of wild grasslands and vast mountain vistas; the intriguing rock formations, waterfalls and streams are a delight to explore and to photograph – particularly in the early morning light. Walking trails will take you to the park’s highlights, including the Arch, Tarns and Devil’s Knuckles. The park’s lodge is completely run down and the campsite has no ablution facilities, so arrive prepared to be self-sufficient during your stay. If you’re travelling from the Sani or Katse region, Google Maps will route you to the park via Thaba Tseka, but the road south of Sehonghong is particularly rough and best avoided. The best route in is via Qacha’s Nek, from where the road into the park was recently tarred.
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Traditional blankets, Basotho people | Rostasedlacek/shutterstock ©


LESOTHO’S REVERED FOUNDING FATHER

King Moshoeshoe I (1786–1870) is Lesotho’s much-loved (still, to this day) founding father, credited with being an exceptional leader who united Basotho clans and established Lesotho as a nation in 1824. His leadership was characterised by a commitment to peace, justice and inclusivity, and his ability to navigate turbulent times and maintain stability laid the foundation for Lesotho’s cultural identity and sovereignty. He maintained a strategic relationship with the British and willingly sought protection from them to safeguard his kingdom against the encroaching Boers. Beyond his political prowess, Moshoeshoe was also a visionary leader who prioritised the welfare of his people, implementing policies to ensure their security, prosperity and access to education.



Sleeping in Lesotho’s Lowlands: Our Picks

Lindy's: Lovely Lindy’s is a small, well-appointed guesthouse on the fringe of Morija. There’s a sense of history here. Maseru District. $$

Morija Guest House: This homely guesthouse overlooks historic Morija, and the host has a wealth of knowledge on the area. Maseru District. $$

Malealea Lodge: The many activities offered through the lodge are community initiatives. Mafeteng District. $

Maliba Lodge: The only accommodation in Ts’ehlanyane National Park and Lesotho’s only five-star eco-lodge. Leribe District. $$$


Sani TopTIME FROM MASERU: 6HRS [image: jpg]

Hike to the highest point in Southern Africa

Thabana Ntlenyana (3482m), the highest peak in Africa south of Kilimanjaro, looks only marginally higher than the hills that surround it – but the hike to the top is exhilarating. The landscape is beautiful, with highland hills rolling out into Lesotho and the rugged Drakensberg peaks on the horizon. There are various routes to the top of Thabana Ntlenyana. The shortest is a 22km round hike from the top of Black Mountain Pass, or you could walk 28km from the top of Sani Pass. If you use Maps.me you could walk unguided, but it’s much safer to walk with a guide who knows the area – as much for the routes as for how to deal with altitude sickness, which is a common problem up here. Many companies offer the hike, and you’ll need to set this up at least a few days in advance. At the top of Sani Pass, Sani Mountain Lodge can usually arrange a guide for the following day. The weather changes very quickly, so be prepared for changing conditions.

 

View from the Top

Standing at the top of the dramatic Sani Pass, which winds 9km up to the Lesotho border from South Africa, seems a lot like standing on top of the world – especially when all that stretches out below your mountaintop vantage point is an endless sea of clouds. On a clear day it’s a landscape of rumpled hills that stretches off into the horizon and it’s for this view, and the drive up the pass, that Sani Top is such a popular destination. There’s very little in terms of infrastructure at the top of the pass: a border post, a few huts where souvenirs are sold, and Sani Mountain Lodge with its big attraction: the highest pub in Africa. There is more to do than simply have a drink or take in the view: the lodge offers a range of guided hikes, mountain bike tours and pony treks that follow routes along the fringe of the Drakensberg. These can be booked at the lodge reception.


DON'T MISS THE CHANCE TO…

Connect with Lesotho’s past

The Morija Museum & Archives might be tiny, but its guided tour is excellent.

Sleep in a cave ‘house’

200 years ago at what is now Kome Cave Houses, a Basotho healer built dwellings into a sandstone overhang. @KomeCaves2

Stay in a highland village

Get to know the rhythms of daily life at a rural village near Thabana Ntlenyana. WhatsApp: +266 63 896 661

Walk inside the Katse Dam wall.

The Katse Dam Visitor Centre holds guided tours of the imposing curved 185m-high dam wall twice a day.

Snowboard in winter

Yes, Lesotho has a ski slope – and Afriski guarantees snow between June and August.



Sleeping in the Highlands: Our Picks

Bonnini Homestay & Art Residency: Simple but tasteful, for independent travellers looking for a cultural experience. Semonkong. $

Semonkong Lodge: Camping, dorms and comfortable cottages, has community-run activities and is a hub for travellers. Semonkong. $$

Oxbow: Riverside hotel beside the magnificent Moteng Pass popular with flyfishers, skiers and motorcyclists. Butha Buthe District. $$

Afriski: Ranges from bland budget rooms to glass-fronted chalets (hello luxury). Book well in advance during winter. Butha Buthe District. $$




Arriving

Entry to Lesotho is usually quite straightforward. Many nationalities can enter Lesotho visa-free and stay for 30 days, some longer (check with your embassy for details). When you re-enter South Africa you will do so on the visa you got when you first arrived in South Africa, but if that expires while you’re in Lesotho you will get a stamp allowing you to stay for a week.
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By Air

Lesotho’s only international airport is the very modest Moshoeshoe I International Airport (code: MSU). Airlink is the only commercial airline that operates here, and there are usually two flights arriving and departing each day from OR Tambo (Johannesburg, South Africa). The airport is a 40-minute drive southeast of the city.

By Land

There are 12 border posts around Lesotho, the majority of which are along the Free State border. Maseru is the only one that is open 24 hours. There are some restrictions on what may or may not be brought into the country; for these and vehicle requirements see aa.co.za.


Money
Currency: Lesotho loti (plural maloti, M)

CASH

The Lesotho loti is based on South Africa’s rand, and South African banknotes are widely used around the country. You will almost always be given change in the local currency. Be aware that away from the bigger towns it can be difficult to find a functioning ATM, and when you do, there is likely to be a very long queue of people waiting to withdraw cash.

To be sure you’re not caught in a rural area without cash, it would be worth paying with a credit card whenever possible, and carrying a back-up stash of rands. Some fuel stations in small towns accept cash payments only.

CREDIT CARDS

ACredit cards are accepted in most of the bigger hotels and guesthouses, and almost everywhere around Maseru.

MOBILE PAYMENTS

M-Pesa (linked with Vodacom) and EcoCash (EcoNet) are widely used around Lesotho. If you have a registered local SIM card you can load credit onto your number.







Getting Around

At its widest stretch Lesotho measures just 240km, but travelling around the country takes time. Despite being tarred, the highways across Lesotho are slow going due to steep, winding mountain passes, and because the gravel roads between them can be in dire condition (or there simply aren’t any) shortcuts rarely exist. While road conditions vary, one thing is guaranteed: views that will blow your mind.


Car

As road conditions can deteriorate quickly once off the highway it’s best to have a high-clearance vehicle. There are car-hire companies at the airport but it’s best to rent a 4x4 in South Africa. Johannesburg-based Tread Lite rents Suzuki Jimny 4x4s kitted out for camping.

Taxis

The larger towns have ‘4+1’ taxis (you’ll recognise them from the broad yellow band around the vehicle) which depart only when full. They operate on a set rate per passenger, so if you’re in a hurry, pay the price for four passengers, and you’ll be on your way.

Public Transport

Minibus taxis are a cheap but slow option for getting around between towns. Because distances can be great and the going slow, departures are often only in the morning. Like 4+1s, minibus taxis depart only when full..

Road Conditions

The Chinese have invested heaving in building roads in Lesotho (en route to their diamond mines), and so travelling is easier than it has been in the past. Tar roads are generally in good condition but gravel roads tend to be dire, and on those stretches where bridges have been washed away temporary fords are sometimes built.

Maps

You cannot rely on Google Maps to select a route along good roads, and paper maps date quickly. Before setting out (especially if your destination is in the highlands) check with your host as to the condition of the roads along your chosen route. Tracks4Africa (tracks4africa.co.za) is a good resource for drivers.

Language

In the Sesotho language the greeting differs depending on how many people you are talking to. If it’s one person, say lumela (‘lu’ is pronounced ‘du’), and for more than one person say lumelang. As a sign of respect, add ‘m’e (pronounced ‘meh’) if you’re greeting a woman or ntate for a man, ausi for a girl and abuti for a boy.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left

[image: gif]

Speed limits are 50km/h in urban areas, 80km/h in rural areas and 100km/h on highways.

[image: gif]

Road conditions range from good to terrible.








MADAGASCAR
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BREATHTAKING BIODIVERSITY AND OTHERWORLDLY TERRAIN

Full of baobabs, rare wildlife and a broad range of cultures, Madagascar is an island of countless marvels.
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black Lemur | MARCO POZZI PHOTOGRAPHER/GETTY IMAGES ©

Perched in the Indian Ocean, off the southeastern coast of Africa, Madagascar beckons as a world apart. Known as the fourth-largest island on Earth, Madagascar is a sacred land brimming with wonders that defy the imagination – far beyond the Disney movie that brought it to the world’s awareness. The island’s unique isolation for over 80 million years has nurtured a vast array of flora and fauna, of which more than 90% are found nowhere else on the planet. Madagascar’s natural landscapes, however, stand in blistering contrast against the immense poverty that millions of its people contend with; nearly 80% of Madagascar’s population of 30 million live on less than 3 dollars a day. The sun-drenched beaches of Nosy Be attract tens of thousands of visitors each year, yet this region is also home to some of the world’s highest rates of sex tourism – a harrowing response to the locals’ deep economic precarity.

These polarities, alongside the mystical histories that breathe life into Madagascar’s stunning landscapes, are essential in understanding the country as a whole. From the ancient rainforests of Andasibe in the east to the surreal forest of limestone needles at Tsingy de Bemaraha National Park, Madagascar’s most renowned tourist attractions are cloaked in reverence by its original indigenous stewards, many of whom have regarded these sites as sacred burial grounds and places of worship for centuries. Madagascar’s culture is a fascinating collage of hybrid, pan-Indigenous beliefs and traditions – all of which contribute to an unforgettable experience.
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rock formations, Parc National Isalo | LOUIELEA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

ANTANANARIVO

Vibrant capital of highs and lows.

CENTRAL & WESTERN MADAGASCAR

Historic towns, geology and baobabs.

SOUTHERN MADAGASCAR

Canyons, coral and wildlife-rich spiny forests.

EASTERN MADAGASCAR

Gems off the beaten path.

NORTHERN MADAGASCAR

A constellation of verdant islands.




Find Your Way

Madagascar is a massive island, and there are three main choices for navigating its expanses – the cheap (taxis-brousses), the fast (domestic flights) and the practical (renting a 4WD with a driver). For the offshore islands, there’s boats.


[image: jpg]


Plan Your Time

Madagascar is not the kind of place you can dip into for a few days. In order to make your visit worthwhile, budget for at least a week; and ideally two weeks or more.
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A Week to Explore

Start with a visit to the Merina Kingdom’s Rova palace at Antananarivo. Hit the road for a 24-hour-long taxi-brousse up to Diego Suarez. Madagascar’s number-one beach destination, Nosy Be is a short boat ride away. With powder-white sand and turquoise waters, it’s bliss. Spend a few days island-hopping in the archipelago.




Two Weeks of Fun

For your second week, from Antananarivo, head eight hours east to explore the lemurs of Parc National Andasibe Mantadia. Continue south towards Parc National Ranomafana and the wonderful town of Fianarantsoa. Make your way to Parc National Isalo. Close your visit exploring the villages around The Great Reef.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

February

Elephant’s foot starts to bloom, its yellow flowers bringing colour to Parc National Isalo.

May–June

The dry season is busy, and the only time to explore the tsingy at Tsingy de Bemaraha.

July–August

Prime time for humpback whales off The Great Reef. Dry season makes this ideal for national park visits.

October–December

It’s cool and dry, and lemurs are nursing. Catch Fort Dauphin’s Sambaraha Festival.




Antananarivo
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Antananarivo is an enigma. In the right light, Tana, as the capital is universally known, can be quite beautiful, with its hodgepodge of colourful terraced houses, glittering lakes, purple clouds of blossoming jacaranda trees and a patchwork of rice fields that intermingles with the city limits. Madagascar’s political and economic centre, the city has been the home of Malagasy power for 300 years – nowhere else in the country can you gain such an insight into the kings and queens who unified the island’s tribes.

The city is best explored in the same way that it developed: from top to bottom, starting at the ridgetop Haute-Ville – home to the Rova palace of Antananarivo – and continuing to Basse-Ville, once little more than marshland but now a city-centre sprawl of wide boulevards and jam-packed markets.

Welcome to Tana, a city that – in the words of an old Malagasy proverb – is very much ‘like the chameleon, one eye on the future, one eye on the past’.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Analakely Market

2Musée de la Photo

ACTIVITIES

3Tana Kitchen

SLEEPING

4Chez Aina

5Citizen

6Hôtel Niaouly

EATING

7La Varanguet




GETTING AROUND

The easiest way to move around Madagascar is with a driver-guide. There is public transport but navigating it requires a lot of patience (for detours and delays) as well as a willingness to compromise on leg-room – they are often generously over-packed.

If you’re heading on from Antananarivo by public transport, the best bus service is Cotisse, opposite the Ambodivona bus station, whose smart Mercedes minivans run between Tana and Fianarantsoa, Majunga, Morondava and Toamasina.




[image: ] TOP TIP

When you’re in Tana, it’s best to split your time between the tumbledown houses of the Haute-Ville and the Basse-Ville’s thrumming markets.



Explore Merina Royal History

The Regal Rova

The ‘top’ of Antananarivo is Ambohimanga (‘Blue Hill’), which was the original capital of the Merina royal family. Even after the seat of government was shifted to Antananarivo, it remained a sacred site and was off-limits to foreigners for many years. It is located around 30km north of central Antananarivo, and can be reached most easily by taxi.

The entrance to the palace of Rova in Ambohimanga is marked by a traditional gateway, which was sealed off (by up to 40 enslaved people) with a vavahady, the 30-ton granite disc ‘door’ to its side. Inside the compound is the very simple but striking palace of King Andrianampoinimerina (r. 1787–1810), comprised of a dirt-floored wooden building of black palisander wood. Among the king’s belongings on display are his tiny throne and his bed, positioned in the northeast corner (the north is considered sacred) and elevated to indicate his superior status. It is tradition to enter the palace with your right foot and exit, backwards, with your left, so as not to turn your back on the king.

Next door are the elegant summer palaces, beautifully restored and with original European furniture. They were built in 1871 for Queen Ranavalona II – the dining room was lined with mirrors to allegedly allow the queen to check that no one was poisoning her food – but they were also used by Ranavalona III.

Ambohimanga is still revered by many Malagasy as a sacred site. You will see offerings (zebu skulls, candles, honey) at various shrines around the compound, as well as fish left as ‘lucky’ gifts in the open-air baths behind the palace, where the king performed his annual royal ablutions.
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Sleeping in Antananarivo: Our Picks

Hotel Niaouly: Punching well above its weight for the price, the pretty rooms of Niaouly feature polished wooden floors and Malagasy crafts; located between Haute-Ville and Isoraka. $

Chez Aina: Set in a traditional Malagasy home, with five beautifully decorated rooms, this spot also boasts a gorgeous garden and a convivial host. $$

Citizen: Quiet sophistication is offered in three gorgeous rooms sprinkled with antiques and balconies that overlook the lovely Lac Anosy. $$$


THE ‘CRUEL QUEEN’

The first female sovereign of the Merina Kingdom, Ranavalona I’s reign (1828–61) was marked by war, disease, forced labour and religious persecution. Her brutal rule – during which the country’s population was reduced by half – earned her the nicknames the ‘Cruel Queen’ and the ‘Mad Monarch of Madagascar’.

In an eclectic performance aimed at strengthening her connection to Malagasy gods, Queen Ranavalona would take a public bath each year – a spectacle which drew immense crowds from across the region.

Ranavalona was already pursuing a policy of isolationism when, in 1835, she outlawed Christianity; any Malagasy caught practicing the religion was fined, jailed, poisoned or executed. Memorial churches now mark the spots where the queen had her victims killed.






Central & Western Madagascar
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Many of Central Madagascar’s most popular sights are handily condensed in a relatively small area either side of the tarmac ribbon of the Route Nationale 7 (RN7), which runs like a spine through the island. Leaving from Antananarivo and running all the way southward beyond Ambalavao (500km), the RN7 offers travellers the chance to witness the steady transformation of indigenous cultures as they progress south, from the clustered red-brick hamlets of the Merina through the fortress-like houses of the Betsileo to the simple baked-mud bungalows of the Bara. This region is also home to one of Madagascar’s most revered flora: giant, ancient baobabs, whose sculptural beauty is on full display at the Allée des Baobabs.

Wildlife buffs will be charmed by the lemurs and chameleons in magnificent Parc National Ranomafana, and architecture enthusiasts will find themselves mesmerised by the architecture in Fianarantsoa’s historic old town. Parc National Tsingy de Bemaraha in the west, with its surreal, jagged and serrated limestone pinnacles, is perhaps the most captivating attraction of them all.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Allée des Baobabs

2Parc National Bemaraha

3Parc National Ranomafana

SIGHTS

4Ambozontany Cathedral

5Baobab Amoureux

ACTIVITIES

6Loic Tours

SLEEPING

(see 14)Camp Croco Chez Maggie

8Ecolodge du Menabe

9Hôtel Entremer

10Hôtel Manja

(see 14)Hôtel Palissandre Côte Ouest 

11Hôtel Thermal

12La Petite Bouffe

13Le Soleil des Tsingy

14Les Bougainvilliers

(see 13)Orchidée du Bemaraha 

15Relais du Kirindy

(see 13)Tanankoay 

16Zomatel




GETTING AROUND

Madagascar’s main form of public transport – the taxis-brousses (bush taxis) - connect Morondava with the main towns to the west of the country (for river trips) and Bekopaka further west (for Parc National Tsingy de Bemaraha visits). But from there you’ll need your own wheels.

If you’re short on time, it’s better to arrange a car and driver, or book an all-inclusive tour through one of the many operators in Morondava.




[image: ] TOP TIPS

May is the only month of the year that you can explore the tsingy (limestone pinnacle formations) at Parc National Bemaraha, so plan your time (and your trip) accordingly.



Soak up History in Fianarantsoa’s Surrounds

Striking historic quarters

Fianarantsoa’s Old Town in central Madagascar is undoubtedly one of the most striking historic quarters in sub-Saharan Africa. Begin your walk around this quarter of the town at the majestic red-brick Ambozontany Cathedral and turn northwards along the eucalyptus-forested ridge of Kianjasoa. It was here, an appropriately elevated vantage point over the city, where Queen Ranavalona I originally established her fortified city. Beyond the Catholic seminary, a steep dirt track leads westward, dropping away from the forested hilltop to the bridge over the Mandranofotsy River (‘River of White Water’). Crossing the valley floor through a landscape of rice paddies, you’ll reach Vadosola village. You can now climb up Vadosola Rock – where it is said that a Betsileo king once lived – to hike right along the top of the ridge. If you prefer to stick to the valley floor, you’ll pass through the friendly rural hamlets of Ankazobe (‘Place of Many Trees’) and Ambanimaso (known as ‘Under the Eyes’, perhaps because it was easily visible from the palace on Fianarantsoa’s hilltop).

Sleeping in Fianarantsoa and Ranomafana: Our Picks

La Petite Bouffe: Fianarantsoa’s best budget option is located just below the Haute-Ville and has a great-value restaurant. $

Zomatel: Perhaps the best-equipped hotel in Fianarantsoa, with a swimming-pool, hot tub and Fiana’s best cafe/boulangerie attached. $$

Hôtel Manja: There’s a steep walk up to the bungalows but the valley views make it worthwhile. $

Hotel Thermal: Best Ranomafana town-centre hotel has a pleasant boutique feel, with lovely timber rooms and thermal hot tubs. $$$

See Lemurs at Parc National Ranomafana

Trek through jungle

You can pair a trip to Fianarantsoa with a visit to Parc National Ranomafana, which is just two hours from Fianarantsoa by taxi-brousse. The picturesque trails here, as well as 12 habituated lemur species, make for particularly exciting jungle-trekking. Ranomafana’s enthusiastic and highly trained local guides can explain unique aspects of the Malagasy jungle to you that you might never hear of elsewhere. There are numerous sacred sites here with funereal standing stones and graves – heavily protected by fady (taboos) from the local Tanala tribe. Word has it that supernatural creatures like the kalanoro (a kind of miniscule hairy pygmy) haunt the riverbanks. If you want to know more about the kalanoro, wait until you’re out of the jungle before you ask, because it’s considered dangerous even to mention such things when still within the vicinity of said creatures.


MADAGASCAR’S MEDICINAL PLANTS

For generations, the Tanala – ‘People of the Forest’ – have harvested the hills around Ranomafana for ravin-kazo (medicinal plants). A mpitsabo (shaman) called Pierre Rakoto oversees the small plantation, 2km south of Ranomafana town, where more than 120 of these plants are now cultivated for different medicines: there’s the bush that’s regularly harvested by passing taxi-brousse drivers for leaves that stave off drowsiness; there’s the bush that cures travel-sickness; and there is, of course, a shrub that is a local form of Viagra, and another that cures hangovers. Another that counteracts depression has been pruned worryingly regularly.

English-language speaking naturalist Santatranirina Razanakolona (shantraz@gmail.com) at the ValBio research centre can arrange visits and acts as an interpreter.



Sleeping near Morondava and Belo-Sur-Mer: Our Picks

Ecolodge du Menabe: Belo’s best option, with 12 beachside bungalows, good food and a range of activities, including diving and snorkelling. $$

Hôtel Palissandre Côte Ouest: Morondava’s premier address, with supremely comfy bungalows, restaurant and pool. $$$

Hôtel Entremer: This is an excellent choice, with great food, nice seaside bungalows, strong community ties, activities and solar power. $$$

Relais du Kirindy: Among the most pleasant places to stay in Kirindy, with tidy, elevated wooden bungalows, plus a restaurant and pool. $$$


A BABY COUNTRY

In the grand scheme of history, Madagascar is a baby. Although the country has existed in its current form for nearly 100 million years, humans only set foot on the island a few thousand years ago, a marked difference to East Africa, which is generally seen as the cradle of humanity.

Like its neighbours on the mainland, however, its modern history has been shaped by colonialism, and the struggles to shake off its long shadow.

To get more of a background to Madagascar’s history, A History of Madagascar by Mervyn Brown, and Madagascar: A Short History by Solofo Randrianja and Stephen Ellis, come recommended.



Dalí Landscapes at Parc National Tsingy de Bemaraha

A UNESCO World Heritage Site

The landscapes of the UNESCO World Heritage-listed Parc National Tsingy de Bemaraha, which lie 195km, or roughly a seven-hour drive, from Morondava, are at once quintessentially Madagascan while also seeming to spring from the surrealist imagination of Salvador Dalí. At its heart is the tsingy, the endless, jagged, serrated limestone pinnacles that rise hundreds of metres into the air, formed over centuries by the movement of wind and water.

The park is very well set-up for visitors, smoothing the rough edges and making accessible some astonishing places that would be otherwise unreachable. This is done through the use of via ferrata (mountain routes equipped with fixed cables, stempels, ladders and bridges), rope bridges and walkways. You won’t need any technical climbing experience for any of the routes: you just wear a harness, which you clip to cables and ladders as you go. Spread over a large area, the park has two main sections worth exploring, the Petits Tsingy and the Grands Tsingy. The Petits Tsingy, close to Bekopaka, is the most accessible section of the park, and has plentiful hiking trails. There are seven in all, ranging from an easy 90-minute walk with walkways and easy bridges to a hard-core six-hour circuit requiring you to abseil a 30m cliff. Many of the trails in this area come with the added bonus of including a section by pirogue (traditional wooden canoe) through the stunning Manambolo River gorges. The largest and most impressive expanse of limestone pinnacles, the Grands Tsingy lies around 40km north of Bekopaka; it’s a two-hour drive on a bad road, so start your day early. Most visitors drive to the start of the two circuits (four hours each), which follow a fantastic via ferrata through (and up and over) the pinnacles.

Sleeping in Parc National Tsingy de Bemaraha: Our Picks

Tanankoay: This friendly hotel offers everything from camping to spacious bungalows, plus gardens and an on-site restaurant. $

Camp Croco: Epic sunsets by the river await at this shaded tented camp, filled with canvas tents that are a tad bare; good meals. $$

Orchidée du Bemaraha: With a choice of both tents and rooms, plus two pools, a lovely bar, and beautiful grounds. $$$

Le Soleil des Tsingy: The park’s best base, with wilderness views from the restaurant, not to mention an infinity pool and lovely bungalows. $$$

Chase Ancient Baobabs

Visit the Allée des Baobabs

There are baobabs throughout Madagascar, but nowhere do they come together in such a magical way as they do at Allée des Baobabs. The trees, some of which may be more than 1000 years old, flank either side of the RN8 between Morondava and Belo-sur-Tsiribihina. At any time of the day, the huge, gnarled branches fan out at the top of their trunks as if the trees have been planted upside down, lending to their nickname of the ‘roots of the sky’. But as the sun nears the horizon, the trunks turn golden, the colours of the trees and surrounding earth deepen, and the long shadows cast weirdly wonderful shapes across the landscape. Some of the best views of the actual sunset are from the large lily pond; a trail leads along the pond’s north side to the best viewing area. But also don’t forget to look away from the sun to see the baobabs turn magnificent.

The Allée des Baobabs is 20km from Morondava; the turn-off is 14km east of town, in the village of Marofototra. Providing inspiration for many a Malagasy wood sculptor, two baobab trees, known as Baobab Amoureux, have twisted themselves into a perfect lovers’ embrace, earning them the sobriquet of ‘Baobabs in Love’. The entwined lovers are around 3km off the Morondava–Kirindy road, just north of the Allée des Baobabs – look for the Kivalo signpost. It’s worth visiting before a sunset trip to Allée des Baobabs, or as a detour on your way between Morondava and Réserve Forestière de Kirindy. The whole complex opens at 5am and closes after the last sunset visitors leave.
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WESTERN MADAGASCAR’S TOUR OPERATORS

François Vahiako

Vahiako is head of the Morondava Guides Association and organises 4WDs (with driver) to Bemaraha and Belo-sur-Mer, and coastal canoe trips. Look for him at Les Bougainvilliers (visk_fr@yahoo.fr)

Jean le Rasta Charismatic ‘Rasta Jean’ speaks English, owns a 4WD and runs tours in the region. (032 04 931 60 or 020 95 527 81)

Remote River Expeditions

Remote River runs sustainable trips down the Mangoky, Mahavavy and Manambolo rivers, and across western Madagascar. Find them at Chez Maggie. (remoterivers.com)

Loic Tours

Loic offers a portfolio of activities, from 4WD rental to national parks. Find them at Loic Tours. (contact@loictours.com)






Southern Madagascar
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DESERT CANYONS | CORAL REEF | SPINY FOREST


Southern Madagascar is an adventure among some of nature’s most dramatic forms and the country’s most breathtaking attractions. The stark desert canyons of Parc National Isalo are cut through with gurgling streams and natural rock pools, while the southwest coast offers gorgeous fishing villages that are gateways to the unparalleled Great Reef. Stretching over 450km along the southwestern coast, this is the fifth-largest reef in the world and offers some of the country’s best snorkelling, diving and whale watching.

Raffish Túlear, a sea of bicycle rickshaws at the end of the RN7, is its gateway. To the north, the tourist-saturated towns of Ifaty and Mangily give way to a gentle curve of white-sand beaches and fishing villages, plus a challenging coastal track running all the way to Andavadoaka, backed by a turquoise ocean that looks for all the world like paradise. To the south, the reef extends beyond idyllic Anakao.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Parc National Isalo

2Parc National Tsimanampetsotse

SIGHTS

3Canyon des Makis

4Canyon des Rats

SLEEPING

5Anakao Ocean Lodge

6Auberge de la Table

7Auberge Peter Pan

(see 8)Chez Alice 

8Isalo Rock Lodge

(see 8)Jardin du Roy 

9Lalandaka

(see 8)Satrana Lodge 




GETTING AROUND

Southern Madagascar covers an area twice the size of Scotland. Focus on the tail-end of the RN7, between Isalo and Túlear (Toliara) and the magnificent coastline either side, or the area around Fort Dauphin. You’ll need a 4WD to tackle most roads.

Taxis-brousses (bush taxis) run between Tana and Túlear, serving Isalo (Ranohira) and Zombitse-Vohibasia.

Tsaradia flies daily between Tana and Túlear and Tana and Fort Dauphin. Due to the current security situation, flying is the only way to get to Fort Dauphin.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If journeying by road, stay up to date with the safety situation in the regions you plan on travelling through. Certain stretches in the south are notorious for being ‘bandit country’.



Hike in the Epic Parc National Isalo

Sculptures in sandstone

Parc National Isalo is epic in every sense of the word. Rising from the savannah-like plains of the Ihorombe Plateau, this huge massif of continental sandstone is like a museum dedicated to the art of the desert canyon: sculpted escarpments, ochre rock walls and deep river gorges shot through with lush vegetation and natural pools for swimming. It’s no wonder this is Madagascar’s most popular park.

Isalo is a sacred site for the Bara, who bury their dead in permanent cave tombs high up in the cliff face; park trails lead past several of these funeral sanctuaries, as well as the Sakalava rock-pile tombs that predate them.

North of Ranohira, you can follow a river up through lush pockets of forest in the park’s Canyon des Makis. The nearby Canyon des Rats is a good place to see the Bara tombs. The trails (closed December to April) are 2km and 4km long, respectively, and can be combined for a full-day hike.

One of the most popular trails in Isalo, is the 6km (return) hike to the Piscine Naturelle, with its gurgling waterfall tumbling into a deliciously clear pool fringed by ferns and pandanus plants. For an even finer walk, combine this with the Circuit Crête (Crest Trail), which branches off near the beginning of the Piscine Naturelle trail and loops for 5km along the ridgeline for sweeping views over Ranohira and the vast grasslands of the Ihorombe Plateau. The combined hike is 8km in total.

The best trail for spotting wildlife is the Namaza Circuit.This 3.5km circuit follows the course of a river gorge up to the dramatic Cascades des Nymphes, with the option of adding the side trail to the Piscine Bleue and Piscine Noire (an additional 1.5km).

Marvel at The Turquoise Lake

A milky marvel

One of the most extraordinary places in Madagascar, Parc National Tsimanampetsotse spreads around the ancient salt lake of the same name; a milky turquoise body of water that is devoid of life (the word tsimanampetsotse translates as ‘there are no dolphins’), bar the flamingos that congregate here between April and November. Amid the spiny forest, look out for the 1600-year-old ‘Grandmother’, actually three separate baobab trees fused together over time. Trails also lead to a spectacular banyan tree – whose curtain of aerial roots is reaching down into a sinkhole in search of water – and a sacred cave that’s home to a species of pinky-white blind fish found nowhere else on Earth. You can arrange a mandatory guide at the MNP office in the nearby town of Efoetse, but the easiest way to visit Tsimanampesotse is on a tour from Anakao, 55km to the north (two hours’ drive each way).


HIKING TIPS IN ISALO

You need to organise all your hiking in the park’s gateway town of Ranohira, preferably the day before, so you can make an early start and avoid the midday heat. Entrance fees are paid at the Madagascar National Parks office, a right turn off the RN7 as it bends through town; if you’re spending more than a day in Isalo (and you really should), it’s cheaper to buy a multi-day pass. The Guides Association Office, on the opposite side of the road, has a list of nearly 90 accredited guides, along with the languages they speak and their phone numbers.



The Great Reef

White sand and seaside towns

Stretching over 450km along the southwestern coast of Madagascar, the Great Reef is the fifth-largest in the world and the source of some of the best snorkelling, diving and whale watching in the country. Túlear (Toliara), at the end of the RN7, serves as its gateway. To the north, the tourist-saturated towns of Ifaty and Mangily give way to a gentle curve of white-sand beaches and Vezo fishing villages, and a challenging coastal track that runs all the way to Andavadoaka, backed by a turquoise ocean that looks for all the world like paradise. To the south, the reef extends beyond idyllic Anakao, its best overall tourist destination and a top spot for surfing.

Strung out along a series of perfect semicircles of white sand and looking out over clear waters, Anakao is laid-back in the finest tradition of small seaside Malagasy settlements. It’s the pick of places to stay along the reef, and worth a visit of its own. Days drift by on near-empty beaches – at least, those either side of the village – watching Vezo fishers sail their dugout pirogues (traditional wooden canoes) back and forth across the lagoon. Nearly all of the hotels in Anakao can arrange for local fishermen to take you out to the picturesque Nosy Ve, a protected island that’s home to a colony of red-tailed tropicbirds. Anakao is also a transport hub for Parc National Tsimanampetsotse.
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Sleeping near Parc National Isalo: Our Picks

Chez Alice: This convivial budget-friendly backpackers’ hangout just north of Ranohira has various wattle-roofed Bara-style bungalows. $

Jardin du Roy: Stunning property situated among sandstone formations, offering stone bungalows and a gorgeous pool; plus air-con. $$$

Isalo Rock Lodge: Stylish retreat with earthy-toned rooms and a spa and pool. Great restaurant and there’s a walking trail nearby. $$$

Satrana Lodge: Atmospheric wood-floored safari-tent rooms and endless desert views from a majestic pool make this spot a hit. $$$


INDIGENOUS TOMBS

The tribes of Madagascar’s south have some of the most elaborate tombs and memorials in the country. While the Bara bury their dead in decorative coffins high up in the cliffs of Isalo, the Mahafaly, Sakalava and Antandroy inter theirs in walled rectangular tombs that are covered with stones and scattered with the skulls of sacrificed zebu – the larger the structure, and the more zebu horns there are, the wealthier (and more important) the person was. Scenes from the life of the deceased are depicted in colourful paintings along the walls of the tomb and atop intricately carved aloalo (wooden funerary posts). In contrast, the Antanosy erect commemorative obelisks some distance from the tombs themselves.



Sleeping near The Greet Reef: Our Picks

Auberge Peter Pan: Selection of eclectic bungalows. Top food and a dynamic bar. Rates are half board; in Anakao. $$$

Lalandaka: Upscale Anakao beach shack with a laid-back vibe. Classy central lodge and a variety of rustic-but-chic bungalows. $$$

Anakao Ocean Lodge: The premier resort along the southern reef. Beautiful bungalows, extremely helpful staff and superb food. $$$

Auberge de la Table: Airy bungalows of great value, especially the superior ones, in Túlear. Sun-trap pool and a very good restaurant. $$$




Eastern Madagascar
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RUSTIC ADVENTURES | great BEACHES | LEMURS


Eastern Madagascar is travel the way it used to be, and exploring this glorious region means falling off the map for a while. The further you travel from Antananarivo, the more the tourism infrastructure fades away. Like bookends to such adventurous expeditions, Parc National Andasibe Mantadia and Île Sainte Marie rank among Madagascar’s most popular attractions, and deservedly so. The former is one of the best and most varied places in the country to see lemurs, while the latter has everything from perfect beaches and hideaway seafood restaurants to whale watching from its picture-postcard beaches.

A number of areas in eastern Madagascar are largely cut off from the rest of the country, and from each other, by awful roads that are straight out of an engineer’s nightmare. But this inaccessibility protects isolated communities and promises the intrepid traveller a near-constant sense of discovery.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Parc National Andasibe Mantadia

SIGHTS

2Cimetière des Pirates

3Parc National Analamazaotra

ACTIVITIES

4Bora Dive & Research

SLEEPING

5Chez Nath

(see 8)Hôtel Feon’ny Ala 

(see 8)Hôtel Mikalo 

6Le Bon Endroit

(see 5)Les Tipaniers Lodge Libertalia

8Mantadia Lodge

(see 8)Vakôna Forest Lodge 




GETTING AROUND

Almost all land access to eastern Madagascar is via a single road, the RN2 from Antananarivo. Then there’s the RN5; it’s fine between Tamatave and Soanierana-Ivongo, but it’s spectacularly bad between Soanierana-Ivongo and Maroantsetra. Ferries and catamarans connect Île Sainte Marie and Soanierana-Ivongo or Mahambo on the mainland. Despite eastern Madagascar covering a large area, the only internal flights within the region are those between Tamatave and Île Sainte Marie.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Plan on spending two full days in Andasibe. By doing so, you increase your chances of seeing all 12 lemur species, and you’ll also give yourself enough time to explore the area’s other cultural offerings.



Look for Lemurs

Head to Parc National Andasibe Mantadia

Everybody wants to see the wailing, charismatic indri, the largest of all lemur species and an icon of the Malagasy wild. And there’s no better place to do this than in and around Parc National Andasibe Mantadia.

A visit here requires careful planning. In addition to the two parks within the park – Analamazaotra and Mantadia – numerous private reserves of astonishing biodiversity lie scattered across the nearby hills, and there are night walks, village visits and even tree-planting to add to your indri-spotting expeditions.

If you’re traveling with a small family, consider the Palmier Circuit (2km, one to two hours), an easy forest walk overflowing with botanical interest (palms and orchids, the latter from October to December) as well as indri possibilities.

If your time or mobility is limited, take the two-hour Circuit Indri 1. The trail takes you past the park’s two small lakes: Lac Vert (Green Lake) and Lac Rouge (Red Lake). It’s enough to give you a taste of the lush vegetation, as well as some of the smaller species, such as the park’s nine species of chameleon, leaf-tailed geckos and more.

The three-hour Circuit Indri 2 is similar, if slightly more strenuous: it takes in the two lakes and increases your chances of seeing indris as you pass through more family territories. Circuit Adventure (8km, four to six hours) combines the two indri circuits and adds some quite steep hill-walking through the forest; watch your step carefully, both for smaller forest species hiding in the leaf litter, and for slippery sections of the trail that are common in this perennially humid forest.


PLANNING ANDASIBE

A trip to Andasibe requires careful planning, not least to make sure you keep your spending under control.

All prices are listed on a board outside every park or reserve entrance. For a start, plan on paying a guide, arranged through your hotel or at the Parc National Analamazaotra entrance for around Ar150,000 per day.

You also have to pay entry fees for each park and private reserve.

Most often, the amount depends on which hiking trails you’re going on, ranging from Ar40,000 to Ar120,000 in parks, and from Ar30,000 for most private reserves.



The Perfection of Île Sainte Marie

Follow in pirates’ footsteps

The long (57km), thin, lush and relatively flat tropical island of Île Sainte Marie is Madagascar’s poster child for Indian Ocean perfection. Surrounded by beaches and reef, and spotted with thatched villages, the island has yet to be swallowed up by development, with the small west-coast port of Ambodifotatra the only sizeable town.

Back in the late 17th and 18th centuries, Île Sainte Marie was a renowned pirate outpost, perhaps the largest in the world. Its sheltered harbours, lack of government control and proximity to maritime trade routes – to say nothing, of course, about its abundant food and female company – made it the perfect place for Libertalia, a true pirate settlement on Île aux Forbans, near Ambodifotatra. Today, the remains of several pirate ships still lie scattered offshore. Not a lot remains of Libertalia, but you can still see the crumbling piers used for ship repairs, and the Cimetière des Pirates holds the graves of colonial officers and more than a few pirates: the skull and crossbones on the grave of one English pirate are clearly visible.

In a migration eagerly awaited every year on Île Sainte Marie, large numbers of humpback whales pass by the island’s east coast as they journey north from cooler Antarctic waters to Madagascar’s Baie d’Antongil and surrounding areas. There, in the considerably warmer waters, they breed and give birth, before returning south as temperatures warm again, meaning that there’s a great opportunity to spot these giants of the sea as they swim past Île Sainte Marie between July and mid-September.

Sleeping on Île Sainte Marie: Our Picks

Chez Nath: This classy backpacker hangout has great rooms and dorms, plus a terrific restaurant and bar with live music and tasty BBQs. $

Le Bon Endroit: Brilliant budget guesthouse with simple en suite bungalows on a rugged coral beach, with a good restaurant. $

Libertalia: On a private island, with restaurant and rooms, and hydrophones for listening to the song of the whales. Named after a pirate settlement. $$$

Les Tipaniers Lodge: Remote, stunning Tipaniers has a white-sand beach, swaying palms, turquoise water and eight pretty bungalows. $$$

Sleeping in Andasibe: Our Picks

Hôtel Mikalo: An excellent roadside restaurant, a fragrant garden and bungalows in a range of sizes are available at Mikalo. $$

Hôtel Feon’ny Ala: The ‘Song of the Forest’ is aptly named – it’s so close to the forest that you can hear the indri. It has 60 bungalows. $$

Mantadia Lodge: Spectacular lodge with 28 sharply decorated bungalows, a fusion restaurant, spa and swimming pool. $$$

Vakôna Forest Lodge: Resort 7km north of Andasibe, with an island full of lemurs, plus a crocodile park, equestrian centre, spa and golf. $$$




Northern Madagascar
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PARADISE ISLANDS | SWAHILI HISTORY | DIVING


The rugged north serves up the full Madagascar package – endless beaches, teeming coral reefs, historic hubs and expansive national parks. With some of the country’s most alluring diving and snorkelling sites, the area around Nosy Be attracts tens of thousands of beach lovers each year. However, this seaside splendour sits in stark contrast with Nosy Be’s dark underbelly of immense poverty and its proliferation of sex tourism.

A journey to northern Madagascar necessitates a respectful acknowledgment of the historical and cultural context that these islands hold. The architectural fingerprints of Madagascar’s Swahili Coast history are speckled throughout these shores, with landmarks like the House of the Ghosts alongside spiritual landmarks such as Hell-Ville’s Sacred Banyan Tree – each of which serve as a reminder that the islands are inextricable from the people who call them home. Whether you fly in from the capital, or opt to take the 24-hour journey there by bus, a visit here is unforgettable.
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SIGHTS

1Andilana

2Parc National Marin de Nosy Tanikely

3Sacred Banyan Tree

ACTIVITIES

4Les Baleines Rand’Eau

5MadaVoile

6Tropical Fishing

SLEEPING

7293 On Komba

8Chez Yolande

9Hôtel Belle Vue

10Hôtel Gérard et Francine

11Le Coucher du Soleil

12Tamana Hostel

13Tsara Komba

EATING

14Chez Mama

15Restaurant Manava

INFORMATION

16Mada Megafauna Association




GETTING AROUND

International and domestic flights serve Nosy Be and Diego Suarez, and taxis-brousses (bush taxis) link the major towns. You’ll need a hired vehicle to access most national parks.

Regular taxis-brousses link the mainland towns, including Ankify – the port for ferries to Nosy Be and neighbouring islands. However, with the poor condition of the roads, journeys can be slow and services often fizzle out in the afternoon.

Motorised boats operate between the islands, leaving when enough passengers gather, but services wind down after lunch.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Keep an eye out for the day’s weather conditions if you plan on travelling by boat. The rides can get quite choppy.



Journey Through Time on Nosy Be

Sacred sites, sands and Swahili history

The largest of more than 20 tropical islands basking off the northwest coast, Nosy Be – literally ‘big island’ – is full of both natural beauty and deep history, and is Madagascar’s number-one beach destination, boasting soft white sand and clear water. Apart from the world-class swimming, snorkelling and diving, taking time to dive into the island’s rich history will leave you with a deeper understanding of it. A motorbike will get you to most places.

Hell-Ville is the island’s main town, and on the coast west of the town, reached via a bumpy track from the village of Mahatsinjo on Route de l’Ouest, is the enormous Sacred Banyan Tree, Nosy Be’s most important Animist shrine. Wrapped in red and white cloth, this vast, tangled banyan tree was planted by Queen Tsiomeko of the Sakalava tribe in 1836, and it’s a popular place to leave offerings. The current queen of Nosy Be makes an annual pilgrimage here to sacrifice a zebu and gain benediction (look for the zebu horns dangling from the roots). Shoes must be removed and you must cover your legs with a wrap, and enter and leave the compound by putting your right foot first.

On the island’s southeast coast is sleepy Marodoka, roughly 7km from Hell-Ville. Here is the site of an ancient Swahili trading port, settled by Arab traders in around 800 CE. The village is dotted with the ruins of grand stone and stucco mansions, including the House of the Ghosts – former home of wealthy Indian trader Karim Djikak.



STROLL HISTORIC DIEGO SUAREZ
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To get a feel for historic Diego Suarez (Antsiranana), it’s well worth setting out on foot. Start at the 1Centre Hospitalier Universitaire de Place Kabary at the northeast of town, where a green gate at the back of the grounds leads to the curious 2Japanese Monument, recalling the Japanese submarine crews who fought alongside Vichy French troops in WWII.

From here, stroll west along Rue Richelieu, passing a striking pink house with minerals and crystals set in its walls, to reach the handsome, 19th-century 3La Résidence, formerly the home of the French governor and now the offices of the regional government. Just west is the crumbling Moroccan arches of the ruined 4Hôtel de la Marine, a once-lavish hotel constructed by gold-mining entrepreneur Alphonse Montages. Across the road, see the 5Mosquée Jacob, constructed by Muslim migrants from India, Mauritius and the Comoros in the 1920s. Turn right onto Rue Colbert and go south past the 6Tribunal – Diego’s eye-catching courthouse, constructed in 1908 – to reach the 7Alliance Française, set in a striking iron-framed building from 1925.

Continuing south on Rue Colbert, you’ll pass more fading colonial-era buildings. Note the star and crescent logo on many of the veranda-fronted shops – these graceful buildings were constructed by 19th-century Muslim migrants from the Indian subcontinent. Head towards the inviting 8Grand Hotel and make a pitstop for a cold drink in the bar. The last stop is the grand structure of the 9Maison Cassam Chenaï, built by a Gujarati family in 1925 (today, it’s the BMOI bank).




Whale Watching near Nosy Be

Spot the giants of the sea

From August to October, migrating humpback whales cruise through the waters off Nosy Be, and local boat operators ferry travellers out to observe these magnificent animals breaching. One of the best companies is Les Baleines Rand’Eau (baleinesrandeau.com) based at the Chez Senga hotel at Madirokely, further west of Hell-Ville, where guides insist on responsible interactions with cetaceans, and trips support the conservation work of the Mada Megafauna Association (madamegafauna.com). Baleines’ sighting success rate for humpback whales and whale sharks is over 90%.


SORABE

Sorabe (‘Great Writings’; from the Arabic word sora, ‘to write’, and the Malagasy be, meaning ‘big’) is an early written form of Malagasy using Arabic script.

The earliest Sorabe manuscripts were written sometime after the 15th century under the influence of Muslim traders who wanted to reproduce pages of the Koran (academics disagree on whether these traders were from Indonesia or the Arabian Peninsula).

Sorabe was later used to write histories, genealogies and various works on traditional medicine. Knowledge of the script was the preserve of specially trained scribes known as katibo.

Most Sorabe manuscripts are in the possession of the Antaimoro and Antambohoaka tribes, although the oldest-surviving example is in a Paris library.



Hikes & History on Nosy Komba

Volcanic slopes

It’s easy to arrange boat trips to Nosy Be’s neighbouring islands. The widest range of operators is in Ambatoloaka, and just an 8km boat ride from Nosy Be, the island of Nosy Komba is an isolated volcanic cone that towers 622m over the bay, its slopes enveloped in dense jungle. Villages and resorts hug the beaches dotted around the coast, and steep trails climb into the rainforest. Close to where the pirogues (traditional wooden canoes) from Hell-Ville land, the interesting Lovako Museum has some thoughtfully laid-out displays on the island’s history, culture and customs, including a detailed exploration (in French) of the impact of colonialism. To see more of Nosy Komba, arrange a guide in Ampangorinana and follow the steep trail to Nosy Komba’s summit (allow five sweaty hours).
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Island Hop Nosy Tanikely, Sakatia & Mitsio

Explore paradise islands

The islands of Tanikely, Sakatia and Mitsio offer some of the best snorkelling and diving that you’ll find in this area.

Parc National Marin de Nosy Tanikely is a worthwhile boat trip from its neighbour. It’s a protected marine reserve just 10km from Nosy Be. It has three impressive dive sites filled with fish, turtles and invertebrate species. It’s also one of the best snorkelling spots in the area (snorkelling is best here in the morning, before the wind picks up, so come early).

To find your own island in the sun, head to Ambaro on Nosy Be’s west coast, where motorised pirogues buzz over to gorgeous Nosy Sakatia, a low-lying island ringed by sparkling sands, just 1.5km offshore. This is a great spot for whale shark encounters, as well as ‘macro’ meetings with crustaceans, nudibranchs and seahorses. Mantas often swing by the submerged plateau at the island’s Manta Point, while hammerheads and reef sharks cruise by Grand Banc.

Most people visit Nosy Mitsio, roughly 55km northeast of Nosy Be, on multiday diving, whale-spotting and fishing trips arranged through upscale boat operators such as MadaVoile, Ulysse Explorer and Tropical Fishing. The island’s beautiful beaches and pristine dive sites only add to the charm.


ÎLE SAINTE MARIE’S BEST ACTIVITIES

Swimming

The island’s western beaches are smaller but more sheltered than those on the relatively undeveloped east coast.

Diving

Île Sainte Marie’s marine fauna and flora is fantastic, and there are shipwrecks, too. Recommended operators include Bora Dive & Research and Sainte-Marie Plongée.

Water Sports

Most hotels have snorkelling gear and kayaks that guests can use for free. Kitesurfing is taking off on the east coast, while water-skiing is possible in spring and summer.

Mountain Biking

You can rent mountain bikes in most hotels, but ask about a guided mountain-bike tour that will take you on scenic/challenging trails you’d struggle to discover by yourself.






Arriving & Getting Around

Most people reach Madagascar via Ivato International Airport in the capital, Antananarivo (Tana). This is certainly the cheapest way to reach the island, and the most convenient hub for the centre and the south. If you’re bound for the north, you can fly directly into Nosy Be or Diego Suarez (Antsiranana), bypassing the capital completely.
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Antananarivo, Madagascar | ELEN MARLEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Roads can get quite rocky, so ask a local for advice

[image: gif]

Avoid driving in or around rural areas when it’s wet

[image: gif]

Budget extra time in your schedule for unanticipated delays



By Air

International flights come into Ivato airport, 20km north of Antananarivo. The airports in Majunga (Mahajanga), Diego Suarez and Tamatave (Toamasina) also handle flights from Réunion, Mauritius and the Comoros. Domestic routes are covered by Tsaradia, a subsidiary of Air Madagascar, and longer routes often involve a stop in Antananarivo.

By Land

The quality of the roads differs drastically by region. If you’re driving your own car, be sure to ask an experienced local driver for advice about which routes to avoid, and what realistic travel times are.


Money
Currency: Malagasy Ariary (AR)

CASH OR CARD

ATMs are widely available in large towns and cities. In rural areas, cash rules. Euros are the easiest foreign currency to exchange. Changing money may only be possible in larger towns, and banks close at lunchtimes and weekends.

EXCHANGING MONEY

In tourist towns and cities, you’ll find private foreign exchange offices, offering slightly lower rates than banks but with better opening hours (including at weekends). Elsewhere, the Société Générale Madagasikara (SGM) and BMOI banks can usually change euros and dollars if you have your passport.

PRACTICALITIES

Madagascar exists at the periphery of the international banking system, and the majority of local businesses operate on a cash basis.

The ariary came into existence in 2002, replacing the Malagasy Franc (MGF), but some locals still quote prices in francs. If you get stuck without ariary, many locals will accept euros (and sometimes dollars).







Language

Madagascar has two official languages: Malagasy and French. Malagasy is the everyday spoken language, while French is often used for business and administrative purposes, and in the more upmarket sectors of the tourism industry. In some rural areas, you will find that only Malagasy is spoken.


Malagasy

Malagasy belongs to the Malayo–Polynesian branch of the Austronesian language family – its closest relative is a language from southern Borneo. The modern Latin-based alphabet was developed in the early 19th century; Malagasy was originally written using a form of Arabic script.

Regional Greetings

Saying hello varies between regions: use Manao ahoana (maa·now aa·hon) in the highlands, Mbola tsara (em·bool·a tsaar) in the north and east, and Akory (a·koor·y) in the south and west. Salama, another form, is understood everywhere – and is an example of the Arabic influence on Malagasy vocabulary.

Greetings and Gratitude

Hello Manao ahoana (maa·now aa·hon).

How’s it going? Inona no vaovao? (i·noon vow·vow) Literally, ‘What’s new?’

Please or Excuse me Azafady (aa·zaa·faad) Literally, ‘May it not be taboo to me’.

Thank you Misaotra (mi·sotr)

Goodbye Veloma (ve-lum).

What’s your name? Iza no anaranao? (i·zaa nu aa·naa·raa·now)

My name’s … … no anarako (… nu aa·naa·raa·ku)

I’m pleased to meet you Faly mahafantatra anao (faa·li maa·faan·taa·traa now)

Food

Can you recommend a...? Afaka manoro ahy...tsara ve ianao? (aa·faa·kaa maa·nur waa...tsaar ve i·aa·now)

    Dish sakafo (saa·kaaf)

    Place to eat toerana hisakafoanana (tu·e·raan i·saa·kaa·fu·aa·naan)

I’d like..., please Mba mila..., azafady (mbaa mi·laa … aa·zaa·faad)

    the bill ny fakitiora (ni faak·ti·ur)

    the menu ny lisitra sakafo (ni lis·traa saa·kaaf)

Do you have vegetarian food? Manana sakafo tsy misy hena ve ianareo? (maa·naa·naa saa·kaaf tsi mis he·naa ve i·aa·naa·re·u)

Achards Local pickles with chilli

Kida amin’ny voanio Bananas in coconut milk

Laoka Dishes to go with rice

Masikita/brochettes Small meat kebabs

Mofo menakely Beignet-like doughnuts

Ravimbomanga sy patsa mena Sweet potato leaves with shrimp

Sakay Hot chilli sauce

Sambos Madagascan beef samosas

Vary Rice

Varenga Crispy shredded beef

Zebu Meat from the zebu cow







MALAWI
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RESURGENT WILDLIFE AND A WONDERFUL LAKE

This small landlocked country has two outstanding draws: national parks teeming with wild animals, and one of the world’s most biodiverse lakes.
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cichlid fish, Lake Malawi | Yarrrrrbright/Shutterstock ©

The much-used description of Malawi as the ‘warm heart of Africa’ still rings true: this is a place where it’s almost impossible for travellers to feel lonely. While Malawi is being hit hard by climate change and food scarcity, its people remain remarkably ready to welcome visitors.

As well as this legendary openness, Malawi is a place of stunning geographical diversity and plenty of wildlife. Sitting pretty in a trough formed by the Great Rift Valley, Lake Malawi – Africa’s third-largest – is filled with bright cichlid fish. Wide-winged fish eagles swoop to pull prey from the lake’s shimmering waters, where wooden dugout canoes are the main mode of transport. Whether you’re diving, snorkelling, swimming, sunset-watching or playing a lazy round of traditional board game bawo by the water’s edge, a visit to this lake is essential.

In Malawi’s south, hikers should make a beeline for the dramatic peaks of Mt Mulanje and the mist-curled forest of the mysterious Zomba Plateau. And in the far north of the country, you’ll find the rolling grasslands of the Nyika Plateau, dotted with zebra: it’s a miraculously pristine environment with temperatures that dip so low you’ll need an evening fire.

In all, Malawi is becoming an outstanding destination for nature lovers across the board, with the Majete Wildlife Reserve and Liwonde National Park hosting new lion, cheetah, wild dog and black rhino populations.
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Mt Mulanje | Pascal Boegli/getty images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

CAPE MACLEAR

Lakeside fishing village.

NYIKA NATIONAL PARK

Pristine high grasslands.




Find Your Way

The towns and cities of this small landlocked country are well connected by relatively good roads, which can be harder to traverse during the sometimes tumultuous rainy season (December to March).
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Plan Your Time

You’ll need at least a week to sample the lake and wildlife viewing. With more time, you can enjoy some urban pleasures, follow hiking trails, explore the country’s rock art sites, and relax.
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Cathedral of St Peter, Likoma Island | Roy Gilham/getty images ©


Pressed for Time

Many visitors drop into Malawi for the Lake of Stars Music Festival, held at changing locations along the lake shore, usually in September. If time is short, combine the festival with at least one other location: chill at an ecolodge before hiking through Livingstonia. Enjoy wildlife viewing at Liwonde National Park; or lace up your boots and walk the trails of the spectacular Zomba Plateau.




Ten Days of Travel

Start at the capital Lilongwe and enjoy its live music bars and funky clubs. Check out the Lilongwe Wildlife Centre, too. Head north to Nkhata Bay for some mellow backpacker vibes at Chikale Beach. Hike the unspoiled Nyika National Park. Then return via Vwaza Marsh Wildlife Reserve, with its huge elephant population.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

APRIL

The ‘emerald season’ begins, when the rains turn the landscape green. Zomba City Festival erupts.

MAY–JULY

The most pleasant time to visit. July sees the Mt Mulanje Porters’ Race, where competitors follow a tough, rocky route.

SEPT–OCT

Festival time: Cape Maclear’s Carnival, Sand Music Festival, Zomba’s Run 4 Reforestation, the Lake of Stars.

NOVEMBER

Dzaleka Refugee Camp near Lilongwe stages the Tumaini Festival, with musical and dance talent that will astound.




Cape Maclear
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BOAT TRIPS | SNORKELLING | VILLAGE SUNDOWNERS


A stretch of crunchy golden sand enclosed by green mountains and lapped by clear lake water, Cape Maclear is a dazzling destination. Bounteously biodiverse, the lake is dotted with forested islands, and crisscrossed by fisherfolk in their dugout canoes. Stumbling out of your beachfront cabana in the morning, you are immediately immersed in village life, with families washing clothes (and themselves) in the water, and nets being spread out to dry on the beach. After a lazy day, the sun sets over Thumbi island, and the baobab-dotted lanes come alive, with music drifting out from the bars, and villagers gathered round computer screens at the mini streetside cinemas. The draw of Cape Maclear is that tourism coexists with the village: getting to know some villagers, sharing a game of bawo and exploring with a local guide will bring your visit to life.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Lake Malawi National Park

SIGHTS

2Thumbi Island

ACTIVITIES

3HEEED Malawi

4Kayak Africa

5Panda Garden

SLEEPING

6Mgoza Lodge

7Thumbi View Lodge

8Warm Heart Adventure Lodge

EATING

(see 7)Thumbi View Lodge 

9Zathu Cape Community Kitchen & Bar

Nightlife

10Hiccups

SHOPPING

11Recycling Shop




GETTING AROUND

Once you’ve traversed the often battered road to Cape Maclear by bus, car or motorbike taxi – sometimes a challenge in the rainy season – the best way of exploring the village is on foot. A network of dirt roads loops through this fishing settlement, and it’s a good idea to take guided hikes into the hills above. To get around on the lake itself, you can hire a canoe, or take an organised trip to Thumbi Island to swim amongst the fish and watch fish eagles swoop to catch their prey.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Tour guides in Cape Maclear have collectivised, forming the Cape Maclear Tour Guides Association: particular guides will be assigned to your lodge, and will visit you to describe the portfolio of trips on offer. Their expertise will ensure you have a more rewarding trip than if you try to go solo.



Stroll Cape Maclear’s Backstreets

Explore the village and shoreline

While there’s a lack of formal attractions in Cape Maclear (its local name is Chembe) itself, it’s this very informality that makes for such an appealing experience: when you wake up in your lodge and dip into the water for a morning swim, you’re sharing the lake with villagers doing just the same.

The unpaved lanes of Cape Maclear are lined with craft stalls selling carvings and curios, while the Recycling Shop offers ingenious gifts made locally: the little lizard musicians crafted from wire and soft-drink cans are a winner for kids. At the eastern end of town, Panda Garden is well worth a visit: it’s an eco project experimenting with growing drought-resistant crops. The project also makes eco-friendly briquettes to alleviate Malawi’s over-dependence on charcoal.

For lunch, drop into one of the local lodges, like Thumbi View Lodge. Most will have a bawo board, and you can ask someone to show you the rules of this quintessential Lake Malawi game. After a day of swims and wandering, enjoy the sight of the sun dropping behind Thumbi Island, and head to Hiccups for a nightcap.

Dive into Lake Malawi National Park

HIkes, dives and boat trips

Skilled guides offer an array of trips that make a trip to Cape Maclear, and Lake Malawi National Park, unforgettable. The classic boat trip is to Thumbi Island, where you can slip into the water with a snorkel (provided) and enjoy the glorious sight of masses of multicoloured cichlid fish: as many as 600 species live in the waters here. The boatman will also bring fish to throw into the water to entice fish eagles to fly near you and catch easy prey in their talons.

Diving is also a major draw, with Kayak Africa and HEEED Malawi offering the chance to explore biological riches, pinnacles and rock walls below the lake surface. For a real castaway feel, head to the eco lodges of Mumbo Island Camp and Domwe Island Camp that Kayak Africa operates (the latter more affordable). True to the name, they also operate kayaking trips, as does Warm Heart Adventure Lodge.

Sleeping and Eating in Cape Maclear: Our Picks

Warm Heart Adventure Lodge: Simple but attractive beachfront chalets with tours and kayaking. Breakfast is left outside your door. $

Thumbi View Lodge: These rooms and dorms sit pretty on the waterfront in the centre of the village, plus tasty homemade pizza. $$

Mgoza Lodge: A handsome lodge with a beautiful garden centred around a spreading mgoza tree. Satisfying meals. $$

Zathu Cape Community Kitchen & Bar: Village eaterie dishing up great local food; this new endeavour has become a local hub. $




Beyond Cape Maclear
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From elephant herds to international restaurants, and from mountain trails to market haggling, central and southern Malawi is richly varied.


Having soaked up some serenity at the lake, you are probably ready to discover more of what the country has to offer. Two revitalised national parks bookend the experience: Liwonde, with its waddling hippos, large elephant herds and growing lion population, and southern Majete, where the watering holes teem with abundant life. In between, you’ll find the leafy university and market town of Zomba, where baboons and vervet monkeys stroll the streets and a high plateau provides a mythic backdrop; the historic and commercial centre of Blantyre, which provides some city action and plenty of good restaurants; and epic Mulanje Mountain, which is surrounded by emerald tea estates and often swathed in clouds.


Places

Zomba

Liwonde National Park

Blantyre

Mulanje

Majete Wildlife Reserve




GETTING AROUND

Many people choose to drive or a hire car: bear in mind that 4x4s are essential in the national parks, especially in the rainy season. Otherwise, take a taxi to a lodge on the park fringes, and then do safari drives with the lodge owners. Expensive transfers will transport you to lodges deeper inside the parks. Minibuses – cheap and hair-raising – link the area’s settlements, and motorbike taxis can take you around town (helmets are a rarity).



ZombaTIME FROM CAPE MACLEAR: 4 HRS [image: jpg]

Take a trip on the Zomba Plateau

Rising for 2000 vertiginous metres behind Zomba town, cloaked in pine and often dipped in mist, the Zomba Plateau is an enchanting place. How you get there depends on your energy levels: you can drive up the snaking road; town taxi drivers will take you; or you can do it on foot, pausing to buy strawberries from vendors and passing locals with bundles balanced on their heads.

When entering this glorious highland paradise, with its lakes, turbulent waterfalls and mountain streams, look out for vervet monkeys, bushbucks, mountain wagtails and citrus-coloured Bertram’s weavers. The plateau has been sadly affected by deforestation, but in the remnants of indigenous forest around Chingwe’s Hole and Zomba Forest Lodge, you can see samango monkeys. Even more elusive are the plateau’s leopard and serval cat populations.

There are more than ten trails to follow, from short strolls to six-hour hikes. It’s recommended to walk with a guide from the Zomba Tour Guide Association (zombatourguides.com). You can book their services through Zomba Forest Lodge. And if you’d like to get involved in reforesting the plateau, sign up or sponsor Run 4 Reforestation, held here in early September.

 

Explore botanical Zomba

Zomba’s Botanic Gardens have a long history: they were established in what was the British Consul’s garden in the late 19th century in order to determine which plants could be used for the country’s agriculture. Now the gardens are used to conserve species that have become threatened by deforestation, such as the mbawa (East African mahogany) and the Mulanje cedar. Paths wind through this peaceful place, and gospel singers and students gather on the lawns on Sundays.

Liwonde National ParkTIME FROM CAPE MACLEAR: 4 HRS 30 MIN [image: jpg]

Watch for cheetahs & elephants

Although relatively small – 584 sq km of dry savannah and forest alongside the Shire River – Liwonde National Park is one of the most attractive and abundant parks in Africa, with the landscape ranging from palm-studded flood plains and riverine forests to mopane and acacia woodlands.

There are around 600 elephants, 2500 hippos and innumerable crocs, as well as black rhinos, buffaloes and sable antelope.

The predator population is also outstanding, with reintroduced populations of cheetahs, lions and wild dogs. More than individual species though, it’s the tapestry of life at Liwonde that is so enthralling, from dragonflies flitting to yellow weaver birds constructing their nests to baby elephants tagging behind their mothers.

Brave visitors can self-drive and wildlife spot, but trained eyes will reveal much more: hire a community guide at the main park gate on the Liwonde town side, or take a jeep trip with a guide from your lodge.

 

Take to the water

All the lodges near Liwonde National Park offer a serene but exciting way to wildlife-spot, from a motorized boat on the wide Shire River. You get dramatic views of elephants feeding on the river banks, and you’ll come eye to eye with hippos, who shyly slip under the surface as the boat draws near.

 

Experience village life

Njobvu Cultural Village, located near the park’s Makanga Gate, gives visitors a special opportunity to stay in a traditional Malawian village by sleeping in a mud-brick hut. You’ll be invited to take part in the villagers’ daily lives, visiting traditional doctors and the school, and eating staple food such as the porridge-like nsima.


CARNIVAL TIME

[image: author]

Kay de Silva, tour operator and owner of Warm Heart Adventure Lodge, on the joys of Carnival @kayswarmheart adventures

Visit Cape Maclear during our new carnival in November. You’ll hear great live music, and much more. We integrate inhabitants of the fishing village with visitors, so the carnival starts with an introduction and storytelling session. A parade of Cape Maclear women doing Chimtale and Chioda traditional dances – plus other dancers and circus performers – comes through town, bringing joy, happiness and healing.

There is a strong wellness element, with yoga, African rhythm, training and female empowerment classes, plus we have competitive runs or walks, as well as art workshops. There is something for everyone, and each venue contributes to our holistic and all-embracing carnival.



Sleeping and Eating in Zomba: Our Picks

Blend Lodge: Idyllic garden, good food and fun trips and courses. Blend has become a lively meeting place for visitors and locals. $

Zomba Forest Lodge: Gorgeously remote off-grid lodge serving excellent food. They also run an impressive reforestation project. $$$

Casa Rossa: House and garden serving fine Italian food; located high up in the town and with a gorgeously secluded feel. $$

Annie’s Lodge: These green tin-roofed chalets at the plateau foothills are engulfed in greenery and offer a peaceful location away from the hubbub. $$


ELEPHANT TRANSLOCATIONS

Elephants are migratory animals, but brutal poaching – and the consequent fencing of the major reserves – has curtailed their ability to roam.

In 2022, 262 elephants were moved from Liwonde, where their numbers were soaring, to heavily poached Kasungu National Park on the border with Zambia.

Incredible scenes ensued, with the gigantic creatures being sedated and lifted upside-down into trucks, then transported north, trunks waving from the sides of the vehicles.

Antelope, warthogs and buffaloes were moved, too, to augment the dwindling wildlife at Kasungu. While the translocations were rightly heralded as a great success, human–wildlife conflict has been a tragic outcome, and a number of villagers have been killed by elephants.



BlantyreTIME FROM CAPE MACLEAR: 5 HRS [image: jpg]

Get to Know Blantyre

In the 1870s, when the Scottish missionaries of Cape Maclear became so ravaged by malaria that the settlement was untenable, they upped sticks and headed for the cooler climes of the town they called Blantyre (named for the Scottish town where fabled missionary David Livingstone was born). Compact and hilly, this is a much more cohesive city than sprawling Lilongwe. Start your explorations at Mandala House: the oldest building in the entire country, it’s a verdant spot where you can eat at Mandala Café, browse the art gallery and visit the Society of Malawi Library & Archive.

The other key building is magnificent St Michael and All Angels Church, constructed by Scottish missionaries in the 1880s: each of the red bricks is a different size, moulded to fit the building as it was constructed. The town’s Old Boma, built as a courthouse and for administration, dates from 1900.

Beyond this, there are no knock-out sites, but you’ll find some excellent restaurants, including Casa Mia and L’Hostaria.
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Jacaranda Museum | Michaelphoya/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 3.0 ©

The museum trail

Anyone with an interest in the masked Gule Wamkulu dancers that you may see walking the roads – most are heading to funerals to perform – should head out of Blantyre towards Limbe, to the nearby Museum of Malawi. Musicians should make a beeline for the Jacaranda Museum near Singano village, where a single room houses a wealth of instruments..

Eating in Blantyre: Our Picks

L’Hostaria: Come for delicious Italian in a charming old house that serves delicious wood-fired pizzas and homemade pasta. $$

Casa Mia: Don your smarts for dinner at this classy restaurant. The wine-stacked interior is all white tablecloths and expat clientele. $$$

Mandala Café: Chilled arty cafe serving freshly brewed coffee, iced tea and gelato. Regulars love the Italian cuisine, fillet steak and Thai chicken. $$

Doogles: Come here for the inviting pool and bar, TV lounge, lush gardens and international and Malawian cuisine. $


MulanjeTIME FROM CAPE MACLEAR: 5 HRs 30 MINs [image: jpg]

Ascend a mythic mountain

Looming over 3000m high, Mt Mulanje is a massive hulk of twisted granite that soars up from the plains and tea estates. It’s known locally as the ‘Island in the Sky’: when mist descends, the massif sits in a hazy cloud, the tallest peaks rising above to form a mystical effect. And mysticism shrouds the mountain in other ways: in legend, it is home to little people (possibly a folk memory of Batwa hunter-gatherers), and to the spirit Napolo, who causes thunderstorms.

Braving these stories, hikers arrive at verdant Mulanje town to sort the practicalities of their trips; various operators offer all-inclusive hikes up the dense green valleys of the mountain. There are about six main routes up and down Mulanje. The three main ascent routes go from Likhubula; other routes, more often used for the descent are Sombani Hut to Fort Lister Forestry Office, and Minunu Hut to the Lujeri Tea Estate. Once you’re on the mountain, a web of paths links the huts and peaks, and many variations are possible. Hiking on Mulanje is controlled at the small village of Likhubula, 15km north of Mulanje town, where entry fees are paid at Likhubula Forestry Office.

 

Find shelter on Mulanje

Mulanje has eight romantically isolated forestry huts, each kitted out with wooden benches, tables and open fires with a supply of wood. In some, there are sleeping platforms (no mattresses), while in others, you sleep on the floor. You need to bring your own food, cooking equipment, candles, sleeping bag and stove, or you can cook on the fire. Some of the huts include Chambe Hut, Chisepo Hut, Minunu Hut and Thuchila Hut.


MT MULANJE PORTERS’ RACE

Established in 1996, the Mt Mulanje Porters’ Race takes place on the 2nd Sunday in July, and sees competitors sprint their way up the tough, rock-strewn route from Likhubula Forestry Office at the base of the mountain to the Chambe Plateau (2,500m above sea level), then to the Lichenya Plateau before circling back to Likhubula.

Initially this was, as the name suggests, a race for hardy mountain porters, some of whom ran barefoot. But as time went by, other local runners joined the 25km route – turning what would be a ten-hour walk into a two-hour run – and then it turned international.

As many as 5000 spectators attend, soaking up the atmosphere, as well as the majestic beauty of Mt Mulanje.



sleeping in Liwonde: Our Picks

Mvuu Lodge: Beautiful lodge set around hippo-filled waters, with excellent guides to take you out on drives and walks. $$$

Kutchire Lodge: Thatched chalets inside the park with friendly owners and a small pool. You can watch elephants from the high terraces. $$

Liwonde Safari Camp: With high observation platforms and funkily attractive dorms and tents, this is a great hub for younger travellers. $

Chunguni Campsite: Simple African Parks site with an electric fence and panoramic views from the dining area. A hotspot for overland travellers. $

Majete Wildlife ReserveTIME FROM CAPE MACLEAR: 6 HRS 30 MINs [image: jpg]

Explore the wildlife reserve

Like Liwonde, Majete Wildlife Reserve owes its remarkable recovery to the fact that the non-profit African Parks took over its management, fencing the perimeter and reintroducing species that had been wiped out or drastically affected by organised poaching. Located way down south in the sultry Shire Valley, the hills of the reserve – tangled with miombo woodland – drop down to savannah on the west bank of the river. Accommodation options here are excellent, and the roads have been upgraded, too. And with Majete’s lion reintroduction programme, the big five roam the park and provide a thrilling experience for visitors.

While most visitors self-drive in jeeps hired in Blantyre or do safaris organised by their lodge, it’s also possible to do walking safaris in Majete. You’ll have an armed guide from your lodge by your side, and you can learn how the rangers follow the smallest of clues to track animals. This is often a way to appreciate the smaller creatures, including a wonderful array of insects, that you miss as you bump past in a jeep. Jeep tours can be organised on arrival at your lodge: they usually last 2–3 hours, and are timed for early morning or late afternoon for optimum wildlife viewing.

 

Visit Kapichira Falls

A short drive from Majete takes you to high rocky Kapichira Falls, now topped by a hydroelectric power station. The falls have gone down in history as the spot where David Livingstone’s attempt to explore Malawi by boat came to a halt, as he looked up at the crashing water. He was perhaps cheered by the abundant birdlife on the river banks: 300 species have been recorded here, from the racket-tailed roller to the African pitta.
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Zomba Market, Zomba | Wolfgang Kaehler/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BLANTYRE’S BEST SHOPS

Kwa Haraba This craft shop and cafe sells wonderful masks, paintings, secondhand books and colourful clothes, in hand-painted paper bags.

Central Africana Bookshop The best shop in town for titles about Malawi, both contemporary and secondhand.

Mandala House This eclectic gallery features vividly coloured, contemporary work by local artists, as well as sculptures and carved wooden thrones.

People of the Sun This social enterprise sells impeccably beautiful wicker items and furniture, including dramatic statement wall-hangings and geometrically patterned baskets.

Tiyamike Sewing For sale here are gorgeous garments, earrings, toys and totes handmade by local women, all trained by a charity.



Sleeping and Eating near Mt Mulanje: Our Picks

Likhubula Forest Lodge: A lovely old house with rocking chairs on the verandas – it’s a good spot to connect with fellow hikers. $

CCAP Guesthouse: This simple and friendly guesthouse sits among the jacaranda trees and has hiking trails leading from the front door. $

Africa Wild Lodge: This old red-brick building has a lush garden overlooking tea estates and the mountain; they also serve Italian food. $$$

Mulanje Pepper Pizza: An unexpected treat of a wood-fired pizza served in convivial surroundings in the heart of town. $



Stroll around Zomba

[image: jpg]

Start your tour with breakfast at 1Blend Lodge, which has a lush garden and a relaxed traveller-friendly café. You can peruse their list of tours of the town, plateau and nearby sites for further inspiration. From here, stroll across 2Zomba Golf Course, following the line of magnificent mahogany, mango and honey locust trees. Head up the slope to the right to the golf club pavilion, then cross the road to peek inside the faded Gymkhana Club. Next door is enticing 3African Heritage, which sells attractive crafts such as beaded necklaces and hand-painted postcards. They can also arrange transport to the plateau and trips to Mulanje, Lake Chilwa and Mua Mission.

From here, walk towards the town’s main drag – cross over it and head downhill. Look out for fabric shops with tailors sitting out front: you can design garments for them to make, or get a favourite outfit copied in patterned chitenje fabric. Take a right off the road into the excellent 4Zomba Market. This is the spot to buy fresh produce. Other wares include bargain fabrics, terracotta pots, wooden utensils and beautiful baskets.

From here, head downhill again, then left to Harry Johnston International School: at weekends and school holidays you can pay a small fee to swim in their beautiful 5pool, soaking up views of the plateau with your laps. Heading on up the school road and turn right to stroll to the campus of 6Chancellor College – you may be lucky enough to coincide with a concert at the Great Hall. Heading back up the road, you come to the 7CCAP Church near Blend Lodge, which swells with harmonious singing on Sundays.






Nyika National Park
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ZEBRAS | MOUNTAIN BIKING | STAR GAZING


Malawi isn’t short on natural beauty, but Nyika National Park takes things to a whole other, and otherworldly, level. This is the oldest reserve in the country, a highland paradise that necessitates a rugged, bumpy drive that takes you 2000m above sea level. The air is startlingly clean and clear, with temperatures dipping so low that fires in the lodges are a must. With burnt amber plains and glimmering boulders, the landscape has a northern European look and feel – that is, until a herd of zebra stroll into view or, if you’re very lucky, you spy a leopard slinking through the long grass. Accommodation options are excellent but limited: the 3200-sq-km park is a true wilderness with no settlements. This is not a place where you just rock up – you need to book and come prepared. Those on a budget can bring a tent and enjoy paradisal camping experiences.
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HIGHLIGHTS

(see 3)Livingstonia Church 

1Manchewe Falls

2Nyika National Park

3Stone House Museum

SLEEPING

4Chelinda Camp

5Chelinda Campground

6Chelinda Lodge

(see 1)Lukwe EcoCamp 

(see 1)Mushroom Farm 




GETTING AROUND

The entrance point for the park is Thazima Gate, which lies 55km northwest of Rumphi – it’s about two hours’ drive from town.

Once inside the park, it’s another 60km, two-hour drive to Chelinda, where all of the accommodation is located. This is not a settlement, but a small collection of lodge buildings and a campsite.

The corrugated road which leads you there can be very bumpy: check its condition beforehand with the lodges at Chelinda if you’re travelling during rainy season.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Fill up with fuel before you enter the park and, if you’re self-catering, stock up with everything you need in Mzuzu or Rumphi. Bring warm clothes, especially if you’re camping, as winter temperatures can dip well below zero.



Nature at Nyika

Get your binoculars out

Viewing animals in Nyika National Park is a quieter and less edgy experience than it is in the country’s other national parks, though hikes and bike rides should be done with a guide. Apart from the surreal sight of zebras grazing their way across the grasslands, there are many creatures to be spied, including the eland, roan, bushbuck, southern reedbuck, warthog, bushpig, side-striped jackal and spotted hyena.

Nyika’s major predator is the leopard: they can be seen at the Chelinda pine plantation, and due to the lack of threats you might spot them in daylight, not just on night drives. These beautiful creatures are usually solitary, except when they have cubs.

A population of 100 elephants in the wooded areas of the park was boosted in 2017 by a translocation of 34 animals from Liwonde (where their numbers are booming).

The name Nyika means ‘where the water comes from’ – and this is a major water catchment area. In the rainy season, 200 types of orchid bloom here in colourful abundance. And be sure to bring your binoculars for the 400 bird species to be spotted, including the wattled crane, shimmering malachite sunbirds, rare Denham’s bustards, white-back vultures and the red-winged francolin, which is endemic to Nyika. The plateau also shelters 13 endemic butterfly species.

Experience Wildlife Drives

Spot animals with a trained guide

Thanks to the excellent guides at Central African Wilderness Safaris (cawsmw.com), your chances of seeing animals on a wildlife drive are very high. Half- or full-day trips (book online) take you to lofty peaks, plains, dams, waterfalls and ancient forests, with a picnic packed to keep you going. But for even more thrills, opt for a night drive: these offer the best chance of seeing leopards, and you might also find hyenas, honey badgers and the nocturnal Ruwenzori nightjar – plus a sky full of bright stars. Just remember to wrap up warm!


CHEETAHS & LEOPARDS

There are small leopard populations at Liwonde National Park and Majete Wildlife Reserve, though you’re more likely to see cheetahs there, distinguishable from leopards by the tear-like stripe that runs down their faces.



Hike & Mountain Bike the Plateau

Trace trails across the grasslands

Guided walks from your accommodation at Chelinda allow you to see the park’s natural wonders in sharp focus – trails take you to two nearby dams, as well as to natural Lake Kaulime, where zebras and antelope come to drink. For a truly adventurous trip, try the three-day guided and portered hike to Livingstonia, though dense forest and across mountain streams, where you’ll stay at local villages en route that are home to smallholder coffee growers. Or opt for the circular three-day Sangwala Trail, which weaves a magical route across montane grassland and woodland: this is fully catered and guided, with a cosy tent at the end of each day. All the walks are booked through the lodges at Chelinda.

The lodges at Chelinda rent out mountain bikes and helmets (around $20), and provide you with a flip-card pack of routes across the gravel roads. This is a wonderfully peaceful way to see nature up close: ask in advance for a picnic to take with you.
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Nyika National Park | Kristof Bellens/Shutterstock ©


WHERE IS EVERYONE?

Malawi is a heavily populated country, and when you reach the Nyika, you may ask…where is everyone?

This was the country’s first national park, declared as such in 1965. In 1978 the boundaries were extended to include nearly all the escarpment areas, and in the process, 5000 people were resettled to protect the water catchment and to allow kudu, elephants and buffaloes to range the woodlands. This caused much distress, and over the years a more collaborative approach has been adopted.

A bee-keeping project allows people to harvest honey inside the park to sell, along with beeswax candles. And other forest products such as palm fronds, mushrooms and medicinal plants can also be selectively harvested.



Sleeping in Chelinda: Our Picks

Chelinda Campground: Great for campers who want to be immersed in the outdoors. Incredible views, clean toilets, hot showers and firewood. $

Chelinda Lodge: An alpine-style central building where excellent dinners are served, and on chill nights, snug rooms are warmed by a fire. $$$

Chelinda Camp: A cluster of bungalows with an aesthetically pleasing ‘70s vibe that are ideal for families and groups who want to self-cater. $$$




Beyond Nyika
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A remote mission awaits, with elephant herds, urban pleasures, and the chance to kick back lakeside.


It might feel a wrench to leave Nyika, but many marvellous places are waiting in the north of the country. Your journey will likely start at the capital, Lilongwe, a somewhat sprawling city but a good place to get organised and catch a bit of urban culture and music. A high point, quite literally, of many Malawi trips is Livingstonia, perched on a dizzying escarpment. At Vwaza Marsh Wildlife Reserve, you will likely see huge elephant herds, while Mzuzu makes a functional but fun base for a couple of days. Heading to the lake, Nkhata Bay is a funky and fun waterside town, and taking a ferry to Likoma Island is an adventure in itself.


Places

Lilongwe

Livingstonia

Vwaza Marsh Wildlife Reserve

Mzuzu

Nkhata Bay

Likoma Island




GETTING AROUND

The biggest transport challenge in the region is getting to Nyika National Park: everything else seems relatively easy. The SoSoSo bus is the most affordable and safe way to getting from Lilongwe to Mzuzu. Beyond this, the options are taking taxis to hop from one place to the next, self-driving, or taking your life in your hands on the minibuses. Getting to Likoma Island is a lot of fun: it’s all aboard the ancient MV Ilala, or a local boat.



LilongweTIME FROM NYIKA: 8 HRS [image: jpg]

Navigate the city

The hardest part of getting to know Lilongwe is figuring out where you are – the numbered districts adjoin each other in apparently random order. Lilongwe sprawls, its roads are constantly being rebuilt, the agreeable bustle sometimes threatens to turn into chaos and there are few formal sights. Sadly, it’s not a place to explore at night on foot due to safety issues and the lack of street lights. Instead, jump into a taxi and hear some live music at Four Seasons Centre, or enjoy Indian food at Woodlands, or Italian at Mamma Mia.

As for the elusive centre of the city? You decide where it is. Once you’ve found a couple of great restaurants, browsed the galleries and bookstore at Old Town Mall, shopped at the Craft Market and relaxed in the hidden leafy gardens of hotels such as Ad Lib and Sunbird Capital, you may find Lilongwe growing on you.

 

Uncover nature

Lilongwe harbours an extraordinary and very central 70-hectare nature reserve: the Lilongwe Wildlife Centre, which is open every day of the year (8am–5pm; $2). It’s Malawi’s only sanctuary for orphaned, injured and rescued wild animals, and it plays an active role in conservation. Some 6km of trails lead visitors along the Lingadzi River, with a raised boardwalk made from recycled plastic taking you up into the trees. The trail is self-guided, but enthusiastic staff are always ready to answer questions. Look out for bright turaco birds, vervet monkeys and even hyenas – and take heed of the signs warning you not to approach crocodiles on the banks!

 

Visit kamuzu mausoleum

The temple-like and grandiose Kamuzu Mausoleum is the final resting place of Malawi’s self-declared ‘president for life’, Dr Hastings Kamuzu Banda. In the end, he didn’t quite make it, as he was ousted by a democracy movement in 1994 and died in 1997. Guides at the entrance will show you around in exchange for a small tip.


LILONGWE’S BEST LIVE MUSIC
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Muti Michael Phoya, curator of Chambo Market Bookshop and Art Gallery, and publisher at Logos Open Culture, tells us Lilongwe’s best spots for live music. logosmw.org

MADSOC Theatre, live music and chats with directors Hazel and Stanley. Not the easiest place to locate, but well worth the trouble.

Four Seasons Centre: On Sunday afternoons you can hear live Malawian jazz and enjoy good coffee, ice cream and a very inviting garden.

Kaza Kitchen: Delicious food, and wonderful staff and hosts. Some of the best live music and poetry performances Lilongwe has to offer.

Lilongwe Wildlife Centre: Sometimes home to bespoke performances, the centre is a lot of fun for everyone, especially kids. A very cozy cafe and amazing artworks for sale.



LivingstoniaTIME FROM NYIKA: 3 HRS 30 MINs [image: jpg]

Ascend to Livingstonia

Whether you drive the hairpin bends or walk the steep path that leads up from the lake shore, the approach to Livingstonia (1336m above sea level) will take your breath away – in every sense. Walkers can hire a guide/porter at the booth at the turn off to Livingstonia and get ready for a steep 2.5 hour hike. First up, you come to a cluster of excellent and remarkably affordable lodges on the escarpment edge, embedded deep in the community and with dense permaculture gardens. Beyond these are the thundering Manchewe Falls, and a few kilometres on, the town of Livingstonia itself, a faded, sacred relic founded by Scottish missionaries in the 19th century. Stone House Museum tells the story of the founders, while the 1894 Livingstonia Church has a stained-glass window featuring David Livingstone, with his sextant and medicine chest, with Lake Malawi in the background.

Vwaza Marsh Wildlife ReserveTIME FROM NYIKA: 50 MINs [image: jpg]

Spot elephants &hippos

Vwaza Marsh Wildlife Reserve, with its swamps and wetlands, is not the most scenic of Malawi’s reserves, and accommodation options are limited. But it does harbour a wonderful elephant population: it’s not unusual to see up to 100 of the mighty beasts gathered together. There are also large numbers of hippos – around 300 – and 2000 buffaloes, which move between here and neighbouring Zambia. If you’re looking for a wildlife experience off the beaten track, this could be for you. Call ahead to Kazuni Safari Camps to book their simple accommodation and organise a guide.

Sleeping and Eating in Lilongwe: Our Picks

Ad Lib Executive Lounge: Central hotel, set in a garden with a great pool. Large portions of international food. $$

Woodlands Restaurant: An array of international food, with particularly good Indian classics. Watch vervet monkeys play as you eat. $$

Latitude 13°: A world-class boutique hotel with a chic atmosphere. Malawian dishes are served alongside Indian and international. $$$

Ama Khofi: Delightful Parisian-style cafe dishing up salads, burgers and roast-beef sandwiches, plus homemade cakes and ice cream. $$


MzuzuTIME FROM NYIKA: 3 HRS [image: jpg]

Experience northern city life

Malawi’s third-largest city isn’t immediately enticing, but there’s something appealing authentic about Mzuzu, and it’s a good spot to gear up for trips to the nearby reserves. The lodges are excellent, and the town offers a slice of everyday Malawian life, with its supermarkets, banks, stores and pharmacies. Have a wander round the Main Market while you are here, and check out colourful textiles at the Swahili Market.

Nkhata BayTIME FROM NYIKA: 4 HRS [image: jpg]

Stroll the streets & dive the waters

Little lakefront Nkhata Bay may be the most laidback town in Malawi: it’s a place where the country’s love for reggae is most obvious, and there is an almost Caribbean vibe in the air. Fishing boats nip across the bay, and a couple of outstanding lodges provide gorgeous places to flop while you await the MV Ilala or plan your next saunter into town. You’ll also find plenty of things to do in addition to the hammock action, from snorkelling and cliff jumping to fish-eagle feeding and kayaking: contact Nkhata Bay Safaris (nkhatabaysafari.com) to book activities.

Nkhata Bay is also a standout dive destination – Aqua Africa (aquaafrica.co.uk) will take you on night dives.

Likoma IslandTIME FROM NKHATA BAY: 6 HRS [image: jpg]

Bliss out with island life

Located on the Mozambique side of Lake Malawi, Likoma Island is a perfect place if you need to recuperate a little: swim and snorkel from the pristine beaches, walking among the baobabs, and enjoy some watersports. The lodges offer all the comforts you could need, and there’s spiritual succour to be had here, too. Incongruously impressive Cathedral of St Peter, built in 1911 by zealous missionaries, is said to be the same size as Winchester Cathedral. The lake ferry deposits visitors on a Saturday, and you can be picked up on a Tuesday.


THE STORY OF LIVINGSTONIA

Livingstonia feels so remote that it’s hard to imagine the Scottish missionaries having the energy to ascend the high escarpment and establish the town.

The answer lies in the malaria that devastated the missionaries of Cape Maclear: so many missionaries died in their 20s that the decision was made to shift to cooler and safer ground.

Aberdeenshire doctor Robert Laws headed up the mission for 50 years, treating local people and establishing a school whose students included Malawian writer Legson Kayira.

Laws also designed the 20 hairpin bends of the road that make such a vertiginous zigzag to Livingstonia.



Sleeping at Nkhata Bay and Likoma Island: Our Picks

Mayoka Village: Built around a rocky cliff at Nkhata Bay, with bamboo-and-stone chalets, and watersports equipment available. $

Butterfly Space: Socially committed, and a backpacker oasis in Nkhata Bay; many guests will be teachers at a community school. $

Mango Drift: This affordable Likoma Island idyll is one of Malawi’s most luxurious hostels, and a great spot for boat and shore dives. $$

Kaya Mawa: Gorgeously set on an amber-coloured Likoma beach lapped by turquoise water, this is one of Malawi’s most stylish hotels. $$$

Sleeping in Livingstonia and Mzuzu: Our Picks

Mushroom Farm: A rustic and beautiful Livingstonia lodge, where you can do yoga, book hikes and meet fellow travellers. $

Lukwe EcoCamp: Tasteful permaculture lodge near Livingstonia set in terraced gardens, with a slightly more formal air that its neighbour, Mushroom. $

Macondo Camp: Italian-run Mzuzu outfit with cute rooms, tented chalets with wooden decks, and an annex with dorm beds. $

Sunbird Mzuzu: Plush Mzuzu hotel in imposing grounds with deep-pile carpet, flat-screen TV, fridge and views of Mzuzu’s golf course. $$$




Arriving & Getting Around

Visitors arrive by air at Kamuzu International Airport in Lilongwe, or Chileka Airport in Blantyre. Overland travellers can enter the country from Zambia, Mozambique or Tanzania. Malawi is also a staging post for overland trucks on the route between between Nairobi and Cape Town. Most of the border crossings close from 6pm to 7am.
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Kamuzu International Airport | Sean Mendis/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left

[image: gif]

Police checks are frequent: always wear a seatbelt

[image: gif]

Don’t drive at night: roads are unlit, and people and animals walk on the verge.



SIM Cards

Malawian sim cards are super affordable: you can purchase one for a few cents and a cheap data package by visiting one of the umpteen Airtel or TNM stalls or stores across the country. The most popular mode of communication is WhatsApp.

Public Transport

Unfortunately you can’t rely on good public transport in Malawi: minibuses are ubiquitous, but you’ll have to wait till they are crammed with passengers, and the driving can be wild. There’s a reliable bus service – SoSoSo – which connects Mzuzu and Blantyre, via Lilongwe.


Money
Currency: Malawi Kwacha (MK)

AIRPORT ATMS

Bring some US dollars with you to Malawi, as airport ATMs don’t always work, but you can always exchange dollars for kwacha on arrival. At larger hotels that quote in US dollars, you can pay in dollars or kwacha at the prevailing exchange rate..

CASH

Be prepared, and take cash with you wherever you travel. Some small settlements, such as Cape Maclear, have no ATMs. Throughout the country, paying by debit or debit card is not the norm, except at larger hotels, and many businesses have no card machine.

BARGAINING &TIPPING

It’s generally unnecessary to press a hard bargain in Malawi, and services like taxis are well regulated. If you feel you are being charged way over the odds, then you can bargain, bearing in mind you are in one of the world’s poorest countries, and that small margins for foreign travellers can make a significant difference to most Malawians. Tipping 10% for services is a good practice.







People & Culture

The warmth travellers encounter in Malawi belies a country grappling with climate change, which has led to drought and food shortages. Malawi also has one of the world’s highest HIV/AIDS infection rates, at about 8%. Community-planting projects are attempting to address rampant deforestation, and wildlife is resurgent, with commercial poaching outlawed and animal translocations filling once desolate parks with life..
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Traditional dancer, Chewa ethnic group | Dietmar Temps/Shutterstock ©

Ethnic Groups

Malawi’s main ethnic groups are Chewa, dominant in the centre and south; Yao in the south; and Tumbuka in the north. Other groups include the Ngoni, in the central and northern provinces; the Chipoka in the centre; the Lambya and Ngonde in the north; and the Tonga, along the lakeshore.

Religion

Around 83% of Malawians are Christians. Most are Protestant, while many follow indigenous Christian faiths that have been established locally. Malawi has a significant Muslim population of around 12%, mostly living in the south. Many Malawians also follow traditional animist religions.

Reading

Check out Chambo Market bookshop in Lilongwe for a wide variety of books on all aspects of the country: they also host events and publish books about Malawi’s history, contemporary life and music, under the Logos Open Culture imprint.

Culture Museums

Visit the 1902 Mua Mission Church, which sits on a hill surrounded by flame trees, to dive into Malawi’s traditional cultures. The excellent Kungoni Centre of Culture & Art and the Chamare Museum offer compelling insights into the culture and creativity of the country’s ethnic groups.

Greetings

Chichewa is the country’s official language, though several other languages, including Tumbuka and Yao, are spoken. Learning a few Chichewa phrases will give you a good start: Muli bwanji? How are you? Ndiri bwino, kaya inu? I’m fine, and you?







Mozambique
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CULTURE, WILDLIFE & WILD SAND BEACHES

Celebrated for its extensive beaches, beautiful offshore islands and lively capital Maputo, Mozambique continues its patient, postwar move towards modern infrastructure and development.
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Mozambique Island | TIAGO CONTE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Beside the Indian Ocean at the southern end of Africa, Mozambique was for decades known for all the wrong reasons – civil war, poverty and high incidence of AIDS. As memories of the war retreat into history for much of the population, the country is forging a path where tourism, particularly focused on the country’s beautiful coast and islands, is playing a key role.

For many people in Mozambique, there’s still an invisible line between ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’: the wealthier neighbourhoods of the educated and entrepreneurial, and the poor communities of limited opportunity and challenged infrastructure. This is also the fault line between the rural interior and an ever-growing contingent of urban hopefuls in Maputo. Many preeminent people in Mozambique’s political and social history have defied the challenges of their early life in the poorer districts of these cities. Today their legacy can be felt in the energy and enthusiasm of Mozambique’s young population, over half of which is under the age of 20.

It’s possible to visit Mozambique, sip cocktails beside the Indian Ocean, eat prawns at a luxury resort in the Bazaruto archipelago and skip the story of a country growing confident in the aftermath of the now-distant civil war, but that would miss the most exciting part of this determined, forward-looking nation.

Take at least one guided walk, around Maputo, Inhambane or Mozambique Island, and the country takes on a much richer complexion.
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capulana fabric | SOPOTNICKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

MAPUTO

Elegant, acacia-filled capital and port city.

INHAMBANE

Post-colonial gateway to gorgeous beaches.




Find Your Way

Mozambique’s 2500km Indian Ocean coastline separates the mainland from the island of Madagascar. We’ve covered this coast, together with its strings of tropical islands, while being mindful of political upheaval restricting movement in the north.
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Plan Your Time

Tourism in Mozambique is defined by its beaches so don’t miss dipping a toe in the Indian Ocean, even if you’re only here for a few days.
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Ponta do Ouro | MARTINA.ABBA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


A Capital Weekend in Maputo

Enjoy Maputo’s youthful energy on a guided walking tour of downtown. Amble along the corniche at sunset and track down a signature dish of grilled prawns. On day two, swim at Bilene or have lunch in Catembe in view of the city’s skyline, and don’t leave without buying Mozambique’s cherished printed fabrics at the Feira de Artesanato.




10 Days in Mozambique

After a capital weekend, head south on day three to lively Ponta do Ouro to enjoy Mozambique’s most southerly beaches. On day five, take a guided visit through Maputo National Park on the return. On day seven, fly from Maputo to Inhambane, retreating to beautiful Barra and party-town Tofo for a few days of Indian Ocean diving and dhow trips.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

MAY–JUNE

AZGO Festival brings three days of open-air music making to Maputo. June 25th is Independence Day.

JULY–AUGUST

The Quissico Festival, celebrating traditional chopi music, is celebrated in Inhambane Province.

OCTOBER

A prime time for swimming with whale sharks, the gentle plankton feeders that frequent Tofo.

NOVEMBER–JANUARY

Red ‘flame trees’ line the capital in November but it’s excessively hot. Avoid rainy January.




Maputo
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THRIVING PORT CITY | COLONIAL LEGACY | COUNTRY CRAFTS


Some of East Africa’s capital cities are often described, not altogether unfairly, as simply a gateway to elsewhere. Not so Maputo. Scattered over the hilltop of a coastal escarpment, with wide, tree-lined avenues running down to the sea, Mozambique’s capital city has both character and style. Defined by its port, the capital owes the sea for the salt in the air, the tropical breeze at sunset and the swagger of citizens who are comfortable with visitors from beyond their shores. A long corniche connects the low-lying baixa district – with its old colonial-era buildings, central market and historical train station – with the Costa do Sol’s beaches and seafront restaurants along the Avenida de Marginal. Clambering up the hill behind, elegant residential districts offer fine dining and nightlife, while Mafalala is packed with cultural interest. Budget for twice as long as you imagine, as ambling around this attractive city is a highlight of the region.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Natural History Museum

ACTIVITIES

2Bairro Mafalala Museum & Walking Tour

SLEEPING

3Base Backpackers

4Fatima’s Place

5Hotel Cardoso

6Hotel Pestana Rovuma

7Polana Serena

8Residencial Palmeiras

9Southern Sun

EATING

10Café Acacia

11Cais 66

12Maputo Waterfront Restaurant & Bar

13Mundo’s

NIGHTLIFE

14Gil Vicente Café-Bar

SHOPPING

15Casa Elefante

16Feira de Artesanato, Flôres e Gastronomia de Maputo




GETTING AROUND

Taxis charge a flat fee for the 20-minute drive from the airport to the centre of Maputo. It’s easy and safe to walk around the main sights of interest in the downtown area.

The main problems to look out for are uneven pavements, where tree roots have dislodged the footpaths, and poorly-lit areas near the port, best avoided at night.

For the uphill drags from the corniche to the city’s upper escarpment, tuk-tuks ply the main roads while cabs are plentiful.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Guided walking tours are an excellent way of getting under the skin of Maputo. They aren’t cheap (from US$30) but the three-hour strolls downtown, or to the gritty district of Mafalala, are likely to be highlights of a visit.



Robe Up

Buying and stitching traditional capulana

Anyone can buy 2m of cloth…but in Mozambique it’s not just cloth, it’s a capulana. This stretch of fabric has been part of the country’s trading heritage since the Portuguese incursions of the 15th century.

A capulana is worn as a sarong and headdress by women throughout the country with local tradition responsible for the manner of folding. Every woman is rumoured to carry one, ready to adapt the cloth into pillow, tray or shopping bag as needs must. But it’s the role of the capulana in the family that ties it most closely to the culture, with a new one bought for each newborn.

Yellow prints are favoured in the north and complex batiks in the south. In Maputo, call in at Casa Elefante on Avenida 25 de Setembro – a store belonging to the Radia family from Gujarat that first opened its doors in 1919 – to get an idea of the rich patterns and fabrics available. Take the cloth to a tailor in the adjoining lane of Tv da Palmeira (ask Casa Elefante staff for a recommendation) and within an hour you can be wearing your own.

Don’t Wear Your Best Shirt

Eating prawns along the Marginal

There’s no point being shy in grappling with the pink scales and legs of a garlic-laced prawn (shrimp) – hands are the only utensil worth using. There are plenty of places in Maputo to get down and dirty with the city’s famous grilled prawns, including at the shacks that surround the Fish Market. Arguably, though, the best prawns are served at the Restaurante Costa do Sol, an Art Deco classic at the most northern reach of the Marginal on the outskirts of town. It’s virtually a weekend lunchtime institution, followed by a walk along the seafront at sunset.
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Garlic shrimp | EZUME IMAGES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


A 3-D MUSEUM PROJECT

While taxidermy has fallen out of fashion as being gladly redundant in the digital age, Maputo’s famous Natural History Museum, housed in a grand 19th-century building on the corner of Praça Travessia do Zambezi, showcases some extraordinary examples from a bygone age.

This is the only place in the world, apparently, where Africa’s largest mammals are preserved through taxidermy and for those lacking the opportunity to see elephants, rhinoceroses and hippopotamuses in the wild, the curation of these magnificent exhibits brings the need for protection of their real-life avatars into sharp focus.

The museum is currently undergoing extensive refurbishment but when it’s slated to reopen in 2025, it’s likely to offer a unique experience.



Tour the Other Maputo

Exploring the culturally rich Mafalala neighbourhood

Taxi drivers may raise an eyebrow when you say you’re heading to Mafalala. ‘It’s an area for the pleasure of men,’ one coyly told us, ‘and drugs are sold there.’ Both claims may be disputable but the contrast of this low-lying, densely packed neighbourhood with the broad-avenued medium rise of the rest of the city is obvious.

Under colonial rules, Black, Indian and Asian foreigners were kettled outside the city, requiring a pass to cross the line into the capital proper. While such apartheid rules no longer apply, there is still a sense of separation in this often-flooded part of town where largely makeshift shacks are closely packed together.

With one hospital serving a community of 2000 and a high incidence of AIDS, endemic unemployment and lack of education opportunities, the area is no stranger to hardship and it’s no place to be wandering alone. It is an excellent place, however, to take a tour. The knowledgeable guides grew up in the area and talent – cultural, political (including two former presidents) and sportive in nature – grew out of the hard-bitten communities here.

The tour, best booked in advance, starts at the two-storey museum-cum-cultural-centre, along 69 Rua da Goa. The Bairro Mafalala Museum (museumafalala.org.mz) tells the story of the district and describes the origins of marrabenta, Mozambique’s distinctive dance beat.

Let Me Entertain You

Maputo’s joyous nightlife

From early evening into the small hours, women from all walks of life collect in small bars across town and sing. With lots of harassment of the long-suffering (usually male) band members to play faster or slower, these soul sisters bellow out songs of praise, sorrow and joy with equal gusto, taking turns to entertain whoever happens to have slipped into the bar for a caipirinha cocktail or a ‘Dois M’ – Mozambique’s favourite lager. There’s usually a cover charge for these live acts at Gil Vicente Café-Bar and Maputo Waterfront Restaurant & Bar but regardless of your choice in music, they are highly entertaining.

Browse for Batiks, Baskets and Bulbuls

Craft shopping at Feira de Artesanato

A blue agama lizard with a cape of gorgeous turquoise pauses in a ray of sunshine. Petals of yellow-centred frangipani rain down on the park floor. Sounds like the edge of a national park? In fact, it’s the Feira de Artesanato, Flôres e Gastronomia de Maputo (FEIMA), the artisan craft centre in Maputo where various crafts from around the country are presented in a leafy haven in the heart of the city.

If you’re on your last day in the country, pop in to buy a capulana (batik sarong) or a straw basket. If shopping’s not your thing, then find a table in the park’s excellent open-air coffee shops for a last chance to try matapa (peanut and cassava-leaf stew).


BEST TOURS

Maputo a Pé Walking tours of downtown and Mafalala, helping impoverished youths work as guides, as introduced by the late Jane Flood (maputo-a-pe.com).

Maputo City Tours Guided trips to Maputo National Park; inaccessible without off-road driving expertise (maputocitytours.net).

Dana Tours Day trips to Ponta do Ouro and Hlane Royal National Park (eSwatini), and Kruger National Park beyond (danatours.com/day-tours).

Mussiro Coastal adventure, including humpback whale watching (August to November; mussiro.com).

Travel Mozambique Trips to the partly rehabilitated Gorongosa Nature Reserve and village insight trips around Inhambane, Bazaruto Archipelago and Mozambique Island (travelomozambique.com).

Mabeco Tours

Tailormade adventure, including surfing, game fishing and camping (mabecotours.com).





A WANDER IN DOWNTOWN MAPUTO

[image: jpg]

Much of central Maputo, such as the Radio Mozambique building, is built in a 1960s Brutalist style of architecture but there are a few gems of the colonial era, too.

Begin by climbing the steps to 1City Hall on Praça da Indepêndencia; the view is dominated by a giant 2statue of Samora Machel, the founding president of independent Mozambique. Step into the neighbouring 3cathedral with its elegant white spire. Although once banned by the Marxist regime, Christianity has since flourished, and the cathedral is once again a focus of Catholic worship. Pick up a leaflet for a dance performance at the 4Franco-Mozambique Cultural Centre, housed in a fine colonial-era building opposite the cathedral, and then amble around the corner to the 5Iron House. Prefabricated inappropriately for the climate in sheets of metal, it’s too hot in summer and too cold in winter but still cuts a dash in terms of 19th-century flourish. Enjoy shade under the spreading canopy of trees in the neighbouring 6Tunduru Botanical Garden, partly designed by British horticulturalist, Thomas Honey, director of the garden from 1907–18. Late in the afternoon, giant fruit bats stream out of the fig trees; during the rest of the day, they hang in ginger-furred clumps in the centre of these attractive gardens. Turning right along Avenida 25 de Setembro, follow the colonial legacy in the buildings either side of the road to the grand wrought-iron structure of the 7Municipal Market, the city’s main fruit and vegetable market. End the walk at the impressive 8train station opposite; built by a pupil of Gustave Eiffel (of Paris fame), it is graced with an elaborate clocktower, date palms and Maputo’s signature flame trees.






Beyond Maputo


[image: jpg]

Within minutes of leaving Maputo, the rural nature of Mozambique is immediately apparent with extensive farmland, beautiful beaches and a wildlife reserve nearby


Drive over Maputo’s suspension bridge and within minutes you’ll reach Catembe, a fishing community that offers the capital’s best beaches and the opportunity to sample the day’s catch at Diogo’s Beach Bar. Heading further south, an excellent new road cuts through the well-stocked Maputo National Park and ends in the lively seaside town of Ponta do Ouro on the South African border, making for a four- or five-day roundtrip that encapsulates much of the soul of Mozambique on the capital’s doorstep. For a wildlife megatour that makes the most of the transfrontier nature of the Limpopo National Park, it’s feasible to cross into eSwatini at Namaacha and return through the Giryondo border crossing in Kruger.


Places

Bilene & Catembe

Maputo National Park

Ponta do Ouro




GETTING AROUND

While Transportes Oliveiras buses serve Catembe and Ponta do Ouro, hiring a car offers greater freedom.

Beware, however, that driving often involves negotiating areas of soft sand. Ask your hotel about access and, if in doubt, ask to be met at the end of the paved road or hire a 4WD.

Some destinations, like national parks, are challenging even with a 4WD and prior sand-driving experience. To be on the safe side, opt for a tour instead.



Bilene & CatembeTIME FROM MAPUTO: 45 MINS [image: jpg]

Retreat to the beach

Within a relatively short drive of the capital, you can be swimming in the Indian Ocean, strolling along white sandy beaches and enjoying a seafood lunch at Diogo’s Beach Bar. Head either up the N1 to Bilene, following a meandering toll road along the river to a long spit of sand, or go south over Maputo’s grand new suspension bridge to Catembe. At this fishing village you can enjoy the Maputo skyline while taking a dip.

Maputo National ParkTIME FROM MAPUTO: 50 MINS [image: jpg]

Give elephants and turtles right of way

A sign on the new road south from Maputo reads ‘Beware cyclists and pedestrians of elephant and leopard’. Navigating Maputo National Park’s tropical savannah without expertise in sand driving (and with limited phone signal) adds a similar sense of vulnerability. Although the drive from the main entrance at Futi (70km south along the N1 from Maputo) to Ponta Membene on the coast is only 38km, it takes several hours to reach the sea.

Thankfully, if lacking off-road credentials, there are other ways of visiting this little miracle of a park.

Recommended is a two-day bush and beach safari (through Maputo City Tours or Dana Tours) that allows you to experience the reserve’s grasslands, riverine and estuarine wetlands and rare swamp forests. These offer the chance of spotting elephant, jackal, giraffe, various antelopes such as bushbuck and reedbuck, hippos and crocodiles.


DRIVING IN SOFT SAND

Ponta do Ouro has many guesthouses and hotels spread across the headland, many of which are accessed off-road, along partially sandy tracks.

Every year, during peak holiday season, saloon cars get stuck causing long traffic jams.

Unless you’re comfortable and experienced with sand driving (which involves letting air out of the tyres, keeping up the acceleration, making swift decisions) and have a 4WD, choose a guesthouse in town, or park in town and walk to your lodging.

Self-driving in Maputo National Park and the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park also requires a high level of confidence in negotiating soft sand.



Ponta do OuroTIME FROM MAKGADIKGADI SALT PANS: 1 HR 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Enjoy Mozambique’s best prawn curry

For many visitors, the long, golden-coloured beach and the opportunity to snorkel, kayak or surf is reason enough to head for pretty Ponta do Ouro. However, there’s an even more compelling reason – the prawn curry served in one of Mozambique’s most spectacularly-located restaurants.

Sapphire Sands sits half hidden in the coastal woodland, at the end of the headland. Just a few metres away from an insignificant wooden board proclaiming the border with South Africa, this wild coast has all the hallmarks of frontier land. The curried seafood served in this small shack of a restaurant is quite possibly the best in the country.

 

Take a wildlife megatrip

With time, resourcefulness and a sense of adventure, it’s possible to experience some of the very best wildlife viewing in Southern Africa, completely self-guided. The transfrontier route takes planning (hiring a 4WD in Maputo, buying provisions) but visas are available on arrival at each border.

Start by crossing the border into eSwatini at Goba to enjoy waterhole viewing of rhinos at Hlane National Park, and to walk in the neighbouring game reserves of Mlawula and Mbuluzi. Next head through the Mananga border post to Crocodile Bridge Gate for a few days in Kruger National Park. Allow at least three days to amble north to the camp at birdwatching hotspot Letaba Rest Camp.

On the return, stock up with water, fuel and supplies before leaving the campsite. There are no services at the Giryondo border crossing; Letaba offers the last chance to purchase essentials between here and Massinger in Mozambique, five or six hours of focused off-road driving to the east. While marked as a main route on the map, the reality is an isolated, unmaintained track, edged by lone elephants and barking impala, with sections of soft sand on the final run to the lonesome, self-catering Campismo Albufeira at Massinger Dam. With no phone connectivity, the term ‘wilderness’ finally sinks in.


WILDLIFE LODGES

Not sure which camps to head for in the wildlife reserves beyond Mozambique’s borders? Check our accommodation picks in eSwatini and Kruger National Park for the best chances of spotting Africa’s big (and little) five.






Inhambane

[image: jpg]

SEASIDE | ARCHITECTURE | RESORT GATEWAY


Lapped by the inland waters of a tranquil bay, the compact town of Inhambane attracts visitors bound for the nearby beauty spots of Tofo and Barra. Mostly, guests just drive through en route to the beach, but for those who are keen to get under the skin of a provincial Mozambique town, Inhambane makes an interesting destination in its own right.

The seaside town’s main historical claim to fame is that maritime explorer, Vasco de Gama, stopped here on his cape odyssey, and tracking down his statue, hidden in the town’s colonial cross hairs, makes a good way to engage with Inhambane’s heritage. With a museum, good accommodation, restaurants and a pedestrian-friendly ambience, the town makes the perfect hub for exploring the wider region, and independent travellers are likely to find they stay longer than anticipated.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Museum

2New Cathedral

3New Mosque

4Provincial Parliament

5Vasco de Gama Statue

SLEEPING

6Casa do Capitão

7Ponte Cais

EATING

8Clube do Comodore

(see 7)Ponte Cais 

SHOPPING

9Market




GETTING AROUND

A small passenger ferry regularly links the Inhambane Peninsula to Maxixe on the mainland.

Watching the steady stream of residents as they walk the long plank to the dock, with their head-borne cargo and accompanying flocks of chickens and piglets, is part of the town’s allure.

Inhambane can also be reached by car along a narrow, potholed spur off the N1 – a drive best avoided in the dark. Walking is the best way to see the town’s sights although tuk-tuks are readily available.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you opt to drive up to Inhambane from Maputo, make sure you know what to expect before you commit to the road (see here and allow twice as much time for the journey as you think you are likely to need.



Relish Mango Mania

Fruitful fancies

If your experience of eating mango is connected with a northern hemisphere supermarket, don’t miss trying the ‘real thing’ if you’re visiting Inhambane in the summer. Mango trees are almost as common as the ubiquitous orange-petalled flame trees and their heavy pendulous fruit decorate the branches in December like baubles on a Christmas tree.

Quite why this miraculous fruit seldom puts in an appearance on a menu is a bit of a mystery, but thankfully they can be bought from the Market in Inhambane and from passing fruit sellers. Be sure of selecting fruit that is just ripe enough but no more so, lop off the blunt end and make an incision in the skin from top to toe, unzipping the skin from left and right.

The English Romantic poet, John Keats, wrote about the joys of eating a nectarine but clearly he had never tried a mango. The chilled, sweet flesh of mangos when newly picked from a tree is so unrecognisable from that of their northern, imported cousins, they ought to carry a tastebud alert.


Look for Vasco da Gama’s Statue

On the scrapheap of history

One way of giving purpose to an amble through the amiable town is to go on a hunt for Vasco da Gama. Start your Inhambane ramble at Ponte Cais by the main jetty and watch the ferry disgorging passengers and their copious head bundles. Walk northwest along Rua 3 de Fevereiro, noting the New Cathedral to your right, with its sloping rust-red roof and crumbling predecessor. Turn right after the Provincial Parliament along a miniature corniche (N5) with mangroves acting as washing lines, and turn right again along Avenida da Vigilancia, beside the New Mosque.

Passing leafy heritage homes, visit the Museum (closed Mondays) on Rua 1 de Maio, with its interesting if minimal collection, and continue along Avenida da Vigilancia turning left along a gravel road of abandoned vehicles, overgrown with creepers.

Just when you think, ‘I must be in the wrong place’, you’ll spot someone looking equally lost, dressed in stone finery and with his foot on a map of the world. With trimmed beard tipped towards the sea, he looks as though he stepped ashore and couldn’t find his way back. In fact, Vasco de Gama did make it back to his pioneering crewmates and, history suggests, their voyage facilitated Portugal’s 16th-century dominance of the Gulf. So feted in his day, now wretched in decay, the Vasco da Gama statue nonetheless cuts quite a dash among the abandoned Model T Fords.
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Vasco de Gama statue | ERIC LAFFORGUE/ART IN ALL OF US/CORBIS VIA GETTY IMAGES ©


THE LONG ROAD NORTH

The N1 follows Mozambique’s coastal rim for 2500km. Driving this skinny python of a road is challenging, with gaping potholes, ill-disciplined livestock and elaborate dances with oncoming traffic. Police speed traps ensure compliance with the 60km/h limits (not always scrupulously, if reports are to be believed), and rental companies won’t insure cars north of Vilankulos.

On the plus side, though, Maputo to Inhambane is a colourful journey of 2M-sponsored market stalls, peanut vendors waving bucket lids in complicated semaphore, and, on Sundays, fellow road users singing gospel on the back of trucks. Crossing the great Limpopo is another highlight, as are side trips to beach resort such as at Xai-Xai, and glimpses of lagoons at Quissico.



Eating Around Inhambane, Tofo & Barra: Our Picks

Ponte Cais: Wading birds, a roving guitarist and a thunderstorm or two make the entertainment in this restaurant near the jetty. $

Clube do Commodore: The Casa do Capitão hotel restaurant, with bay views, serves a fine matapa (peanut and casava-leaf stew) at lunchtime. $$$

Green Turtle Restaurant & Beach Bar: With the ocean lapping at the table, this gorgeous beach-front restaurant in Barra serves French-inspired food. $$

Casa na Praia Restaurant: This open-air beach restaurant at the end of Tofo bay serves excellent seafood and captures the relaxed Tofo vibe. $$




Beyond Inhambane
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Two of Mozambique’s most iconic beaches, Tofo and Barra, wrap around the Inhambane peninsula – a pattern repeated in idyllic


Inhambane is a gateway to two gorgeous seaside destinations that offer the best of the Indian Ocean experience, with swimming, surfing and boat trips by day and a convivial atmosphere in the beachside bars and restaurants by night. While slightly disingenuous to call Inhambane a hub for destinations further north, it is possible to continue driving up the N1 to Vilankulos. This small resort area offers similar experiences to Tofo with the addition of island getaways on the Bazaruto archipelago. Destinations further north, realistically only reachable by flight from Maputo, include Mozambique Island, but unrest beyond Pemba and the post–COVID-19 downturn in tourism currently make it inadvisable and/or prohibitively expensive to go further afield.


Places

Tofo & Barra

Vilankulos & the Bazaruto Archipelago

Mozambique Island




GETTING AROUND

Taxis ply the sandy route between Inhambane and Tofo and the quieter, more remote beach at Barra.

The usual caveats apply to self-driving – 4WD and confidence with driving in soft sand are required to reach some of the guesthouses along the coast, whatever you may be told to the contrary.

Flights connect Maputo with Inhambane and Vilankulos, and with Nampula (car hire available) and Nacala in the far north but schedules are often disrupted.



Tofo & BarraTIME FROM INHAMBANE: 20 MINS [image: jpg]

Contemplate the price of paradise

With the light chasing across sand like wind on silk, and the view framed by coconut fronds, it’s hard to imagine anything more perfect. Sipping banana smoothies, waiting for a lobster lunch – it’s paradise. Walk at low tide around the headland from Tofo, though, and you’ll find a different narrative written into the landscape.

In the museum in Inhambane, there’s a photo of a wooden guard rail above the ocean. It’s of Burraco dos Assassinatios where, in the curator’s words, ‘Black people were put by white people to tell them what they knew’. Marked by a monument (of an arm and fist) to the struggle for independence, a path threads through coastal vegetation to the infamous guard rail above a boiling sea. Even paradise has a price it seems.

 

Shop for pots

If your suitcase is already full of capulanas and baskets, stop at the petrol station on the way into Tofo for something a bit different. A shop here, Libumba Cerâmica, showcases the work of local potters working in high-glaze ceramics. Buying a pot or plate is a good way to remember the vivid tropical colours; proceeds are returned to the community.

Vilankulos & the Bazaruto ArchipelagoTIME FROM INHAMBANE: 4 HRS 30 MINS [image: jpg]

View the ocean from the air

For a dhow safari, camping or diving trip to the Bazaruto Islands, many of which are protected within a national park, head to Vilankulos. The normally quiet town (busy during South African holidays) is a gateway for luxury lodge accommodation on Benguera or Bazaruto Island. To enjoy the astonishing colours of the sea here, take a 30-minute helicopter ride with Bazaruto Incoming Agency over the largest of the islands.

Mozambique IslandTIME FROM MAPUTO: 1 HR [image: jpg]

Tour a pint-sized former capital

Cross the single-lane causeway to Ilha de Moçambique and you may be surprised to learn that this tiny drop in the ocean, measuring just 2.5km by 500m, gave its former name ‘Mussa Bin Bique’ to the whole country and was once the capital. Take a walking tour of the island and a hint of past greatness is sensed at the main Portuguese Fort of São Sebastião, the fine Palace & Chapel of São Paulo (now a museum) and among colonial-era townhouses. In contrast, tours (organised through any guesthouse) also cover makuti, named after the frail ‘palm frond’ housing at the island’s most populous southern end.

 

Pause to remember

Look between crumbling mansions for the Garden of Memory beside the former human stock exchange. From here, enslaved people were cast on a journey of abject misery and life of hard labour in the Caribbean. Many of course perished, but, as the garden reminds us, many also survived, creating new communities in a diaspora that has enriched the world.

 

Look for trading beads

Other than dining on seafood and black porridge (at Feitoria Restaurant, Relíquias and Villa Sands Restaurant), activities on a trip to Mozambique Island include humpback whale watching from July to October, kayaking through mangroves and taking a Swahili dhow. Organised through Ilha Blue or Sea Island Safari, these trips offer the chance to snorkel and play Robinson Crusoe for the day. Look for specks of polished glass on the beach – they may be trading beads, as showcased in Café Azulejo in Stone Town. These pennies from history can be bought from the jewellery shacks on the jetty.


DON’T LEAVE STONE TOWN WITHOUT TRYING THESE

[image: author]

Proud to be from Mozambique Island, where it is safe to walk the streets at night and everyone has a ‘hello’ for you, Hôrtencia Cabral Zavala, grandmother at the Jardim dos Aloés, has the following tips for visitors:

Visit our museum, which takes you back to the time of Vasco de Gama.

Sample our unique island food, especially siri siri (seaweed) and karakata (black porridge).

Watch the fishermen play ntxuva, a game of pebbles brought to the island by the Arabs.

Request to see tufo, a dance performed by women wearing mussiro (white powder) on their faces.

Relax under our Indian almond tree and enjoy the tranquil tropical vibe.






Places We Love to Stay

$ Budget       $$ Midrange       $$$ Top End

Maputo

Base Backpackers $ Book ahead for this friendly, often-full hostel with air-conditioned dorms and shared kitchen, close to downtown.

Fatima’s Place $ An old favourite with travellers, this hostel runs a daily shuttle to a sister hostel in Tofo.

Residencial Palmeiras $$ Highly recommended boutique hotel, offering extensive home-cooked breakfasts, is set around a cosy garden with pool.

Hotel Pestana Rovuma $$ Situated opposite the cathedral, what this business-oriented hotel lacks in looks, it makes up for in its super-central location.

Hotel Cardoso $$$ With clifftop views of Maputo Bay, this capital favourite is set in attractive gardens opposite the Natural History Museum.

Polana Serena $$$ The grande dame of accommodation in Maputo, this elegant colonial-era hotel sits within ocean-view gardens.

Southern Sun $$$ Set right on the water’s edge, this Avenida Marginal hotel offers good value for money.

Ponta do Ouro & Around

Devocean Eco Adventure Lodge $$ Encompassing a well-established diving camp, this lodge offers tented chalets framed by a tropical garden at the heart of beach action.

Gala Gala Eco Resort $$ Hidden in coastal woodland on the headland this eco-camp is alive with birdsong. Access through soft sand is best negotiated in a 4WD.

Anvil Bay $$$ Access to this beautiful beach-side lodge is by helicopter or transfer through Maputo National Park (4WD and sand-driving skills essential for self-driving).

Bilene & Xai-Xai

Complexo Aquárius $ With expansive lagoon views and a popular restaurant, this collection of chalets in Bilene makes a good pit-stop on a drive north.

Go Wild Resort $$ Tucked behind a ridge of sea-swept bushes in Xai-Xai, this self-catering resort is ideal for a group holiday and has an amiable restaurant.

Inhambane

Ponte Cais $$ Right beside the jetty, this newly-built hotel has smart, air-conditioned rooms overlooking a beach-side garden – perfectly situated for exploring town.

Casa do Capitão $$$ At the end of the town’s promontory, surrounded by sea views, this modern hotel boasts an excellent restaurant.

Tofo & Barra

Kitesurf Tofo $ Central, four-bed hostel is well-appointed for access to activity outfits as well as town-square restaurants.

Baia Sonambula $$ This gorgeous boutique hotel is tricky to get to (along a soft-sand track) but the views from the breakfast deck make it worth the challenge.

Bayview Lodge $$ On the quieter beach of Barra, this attractive lodge comprises chalets set in a lovely, beachfront garden with excellent restaurant.

Vilankulos & Bazaruto Archipelago

Baobab Beach Backpackers $ This waterfront Villankulos favourite, 500m south of the old market, has the traveller vibe.

&Beyond Benguerra $$$ The price tag may be challenging but the cost includes full-board in romantic beach cabanas, fine-dining and private infinity plunge pools.

Mozambique Island

O Escondidinho $$ Occupying a grand old trading house in Stone Town, this central hotel boasts stylishly decorated rooms, some with four-poster beds.

Jardim dos Aloés $$$ Staying in this family-run B&B in a beautifully restored house wrapped around a giant tree in Stone Town brings you close to the heart of the island.

Hotel Milénio $$ If your plane to Maputo is delayed, you may just be glad of this modern, serviceable business hotel in Nampula, with views of the region’s pinnacled mountains.






Arriving

Arrival into Mozambique is possible via international flights to Maputo International Airport, and overland from South Africa, eSwatini and Zimbabwe. While it is also possible to cross into Mozambique from Malawi, Zambia and Tanzania, unrest in the north and a lack of tourist infrastructure since COVID-19 have made these routes unreliable.
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Maputo International Airport | MAURODOPEREIRA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

By Air

Maputo International Airport is around a 20-minute drive from the centre of the city with taxis available outside the arrivals hall. Scheduled flights on Linhas Aéreas de Moçambique (LAM), the national airline, service Inhambane, Vilankulos and Nampula (for Mozambique Island). Despite frequent delays, flying remains the most feasible way of visiting central and northern Mozambique.

By Land

Crossing between Mozambique and eSwatini is easy through the Goba-Mhlumeni post which is open 24 hours; the Lomahasha-Namaacha post, open 7am to 8pm, gets busy during weekends. Unless you’re a fairly resourceful off-road driver, it’s best to avoid the two border posts with Kruger National Park (at Giriyondo and Pafuri). Kosi Bay (8am to 5pm) 11km south of Ponta do Ouro and Ressano Garcia-Lebombo (6am to midnight) are better bets although the latter is a very busy post.


Money
Currency: Mozambican Metical (MZN or MT)

CASH

ATMs are widely available. Having a small amount of US dollars or South African rand is helpful as a standby in rural areas. Money can be changed at casas de câmbio (exchange bureaus) in cities for a slighty better rate than at banks.

TIPPING

Tipping is not widely expected although rounding up the bill is appreciated. In tourist areas, the customary 10% for good service is the norm in hotels and restaurants. Bargaining is part of the buying experience in Mozambique.

CREDIT CARDS & DIGITAL PAYMENTS

With the exception of MasterCard, credit cards are widely accepted throughout Mozambique at hotels and middle to upper-end restaurants.

Visa is the most useful card, especially in tourist-oriented shops.








Namibia

[image: ]

EPIC LANDSCAPES & ABUNDANT WILDLIFE

Towering dunes, a wild coastline and wonderful parks are complemented by lovely campsites and lodges, dramatic scenery and unlimited space in Namibia, Southern Africa’s desert gem.
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Dancers, Damara Living Museum | VLADIMIR ZHOGA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Welcome to Namibia, a land of dramatic landscapes and fascinating contrasts. Seemingly barren tracts teem with life, desert-adapted rhinos find sustenance in ephemeral river beds, elephants congregate along waterways and a multi-ethnic, multilingual kaleidoscope of cultures works together to build a forward-looking society in one of the world’s youngest nations.

Travelling in Namibia is a pleasure. A fine road network connects main centres, and welcoming lodges and well-situated campgrounds appear in the middle of nowhere. Fiery sunsets wrap each day in their glow, while clear night skies are filled with more stars and planets than you ever knew existed. When planning your travels, it’s best to pick several highlights and build your itinerary around those. For animal-spotting, head north, where Etosha National Park and the wetlands of Zambezi host significant populations of wildlife. For striking scenery and desert-adapted lions, elephants and rhinos, focus on Damaraland. The iconic dunes around Sossusvlei are just one draw of Namibia’s wonderful south, centred around Namib-Naukluft National Park. Other attractions include Africa’s largest canyon, abandoned ghost towns and the chance to canoe along the Orange River. To sample all of Namibia’s regions, you’ll need at least a month. It’s better to focus on just one area, as you’ll almost certainly want to come back for more.
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rock art, Brandberg (Fire Mountain) | LOUIELEA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

WINDHOEK

The low-key capital.

ETOSHA NATIONAL PARK

Abundant wildlife.

ZAMBEZI

Wildlife and waterways.

NORTHERN NAMIBIA

Owambo heartland.

DAMARALAND

Rock art and rhinos.

SKELETON COAST

Fog-blanketed coastline.

SWAKOPMUND

Coastal adrenaline hub.

NAMIB-NAUKLUFT NATIONAL PARK

Dunes and desert.

FISH RIVER CANYON

Africa’s largest canyon.




Find Your Way

At about 824,300 sq km in area, Namibia is vast. We’ve picked places that capture the country’s different aspects. Use them as suggested bases from where you can set off and explore as you wish.
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Plan Your Time

Namibia has something for everyone. Experience the dunes at Sossusvlei, watch the wildlife in Etosha National Park or go to the coast for a mix of adventure activities, nature and solitude.
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Skeleton Coast National Park | MARAMADE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Pressed For Time

Head to Sossusvlei to climb dunes and marvel at desertscapes. Carry on to the Swakopmund for biking, boarding and kayaking at the coast. Drive north to visit seals at Cape Cross before heading inland to Damaraland, with its isolated mountains, rock art, living museum and desert-adapted wildlife. Finish with a safari at Etosha National Park.




Three Weeks or More

Begin at Fish River Canyon before going north to Sossusvlei and Swakopmund. From here, it’s north to Skeleton Coast, then into Damaraland. Enter Etosha National Park to meet the Owambo in Northern Namibia. Then head east to Rundu and the waterways of Zambezi before making your way back to Windhoek.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

march–may

Tapering rains leave much of the country covered in shades of vivid green, with clear air and foliage.

june-august

In the dry, high-season months, days are sunny and cooler, nights can get cold and wildlife spotting is at its best.

september-october

Namibia’s shoulder season offers blooming jacarandas and good wildlife watching.

november-february

Migratory birds and the rains arrive. Enjoy greening landscapes and baby animals.




Windhoek
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INTRIGUING ARCHITECTURE | ARTS | MUSEUMS


Windhoek’s charms can be elusive at first glance. But Namibia’s small capital has a lot to offer, and it’s a good stocking-up point before heading off to explore the rest of the country. The tidy central area is full of contrasts dating to Namibia’s time as a German colony, with its mix of German and African street names, neo-baroque cathedral spires and bold, modern architecture. Office workers lounge in the city’s parks at lunchtime, passersby admire woodcarvings and curios, and taxis whizz around honking for customers.

On the city’s outskirts, small, single-storey homes and zinc-roofed shops flank the streets, the air sizzles with spiced, grilled meat and street-side vendors hawk their wares. An amenable African urban buzz gives the city a distinctive edge, and a good range of accommodation and restaurants make it a pleasure to explore.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Independence Memorial Museum

2Namibia Craft Centre

SIGHTS

3National Art Gallery

4Old Fortress

SLEEPING

5Chameleon Backpackers Lodge & Guesthouse

6Urban Camp

EATING

7Joe’s Beerhouse

8The Village

ENTERTAINMENT

9National Theatre of Namibia

SHOPPING

10Sidewalk Craft Market




GETTING AROUND

Taxis at the ranks at Wernhill Park Centre follow set routes to Khomasdal and Katutura; if your destination is along the way, you’ll pay around N$15 to N$25. Ride-hailing apps like Yango (yango.com) and Lefa (lefa.com.na) are better, or private radio-dispatch taxis like City Cab (citycabtransfers.com) and Dial-a-Cab (dialacab.com.na).

Taxis wait outside Arrivals at Chief Hosea Kutako International Airport; rates for the 40km-plus journey into town start around N$450.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Windhoek is an easy city for a stroll. Most attractions are in the centre, near Independence Avenue and east towards Independence Memorial Museum.



Immerse Yourself in History at the Independence Memorial Museum

A whirlwind tour of Namibia’s past

Windhoek’s flagship museum is the architecturally striking Independence Memorial Museum, which has excellent and sobering displays dedicated to Namibia’s anti-colonial and independence struggle. The 1st floor graphically portrays Namibia under colonial rule, including one section dedicated to Namibians who were imprisoned on South Africa’s Robben Island. The 2nd floor focuses on the resistance movement, while the 3rd floor is dominated by the road to independence. Don’t miss taking the glass elevator up the outside of the building for views over Windhoek. On the 4th floor, there are even better views from the cafe-bar balcony. From here, you can look down onto the now-closed Old Fortress, the city’s oldest surviving building, which was built in the late 19th century as headquarters for German colonial troops.
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Discover Windhoek’s Arts Scene

Paintings and crafts

For a good introduction to Windhoek’s lively and accessible cultural scene, start at the National Art Gallery, with its small permanent collection of works reflecting Namibia’s historical and natural heritage. Watch especially for works by Muafangejo, Namibia’s first Black artist to gain international acclaim. His linocuts depict the liberation struggle from a religious and narrative perspective. Next door is the National Theatre of Namibia, which has regular performances; watch especially for revivals of Namibia’s first opera, the excellent Chief Hijangua.

For craft shopping, head to the Namibia Craft Centre at the Old Breweries complex, which has a wide range of crafts from around the country. Upstairs is the cosy Craft Cafe, with homemade cakes. A short walk away, at the small sidewalk market on the western (back) side of Hilton Hotel, you can get to know some Himba women while browsing their collections of jewellery and other crafts.


NAMIBIA’S FAMOUS GRILLED MEAT

Especially in Windhoek and northern Namibia, you’ll frequently find kapana (seasoned, thinly-sliced strips of grilled beef).

In Windhoek, one of the best places to try it is at the Oshetu Community Market – also known as ‘Single Quarter’ – in Katutura, where you’ll find rows of kapana vendors, all with small bits of meat sizzling on their grills to attract customers.

They’ll invariably offer you a sample, and then, once you order, will cook your portion up fresh. A large serving costs about N$40. Before you dig in, don’t forget the seasoning, which is what makes kapana special.

Everyone has their own secret blend, but the spices usually include salt plus a mixture of paprika, coriander, cumin and garlic.



Sleeping in Windhoek: Our Picks

Urban Camp: This shady compound offers camping, glamping, hearty meals and a good location on the edge of the city centre. $

Chameleon Backpackers: Afri-chic rooms, tidy dorms, self-catering flats, free daily city tours and an onsite travel centre. $

Maison Ambre: A small, homely place on the edge of Klein Windhoek and convenient to several restaurants. $$

The Weinberg: An upmarket place in Klein Windhoek with a courtyard bar, a spa and restaurants in the same compound. $$$

Tour Lively Katutura

Getting to know local life

To get an idea of what daily life is like for a large portion of Windhoek’s residents, take time to visit Katutura, the vibrant, sprawling suburb just northwest of the city centre.

Katutura’s history dates to 1912, when the Windhoek municipal council set aside two ‘locations’ that were open to Black Africans working in the city – Main Location to the west and Klein Windhoek to the east – and then forcibly relocated residents. In the early 1930s, streets were laid out in Main Location and the area was divided into regions, with each subdivision assigned to a different ethnic group. In the 1950s, city administrators, with encouragement from the South African government (which then regarded Namibia as a province of South Africa), decided to ‘take back’ Klein Windhoek and consolidate all ‘location’ residents into a single settlement northwest of Windhoek.

There was strong opposition to the move, and in December 1959, a group of Herero women launched a protest march. The unrest escalated into a confrontation with the police, resulting in 11 deaths and numerous injuries, followed by roughly 4000 residents moving from Main Location to the new settlement, now called ‘Katutura’. In Herero the name means ‘we have no permanent place’, although it can also be translated as ‘the place we do not want to settle’. The best way to visit is with a local guide, such as Anna Mafwila at Katutours (katutours@gmail.com), who offers 3½-hour tours on bicycle or on foot. For vehicle tours, try Nam Flava City Tours.
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PLACES TO STAY OUTSIDE WINDHOEK

Düsternbrook Guest Farm Camping, guest rooms, rustic chalets and hiking, just north of Windhoek. $

Penduka Tiny, no-frills rondevals (circular huts with conical roofs) overlooking Goreangob Dam lake at the Penduka women’s empowerment project on the edge of Katutura. $

Lake Oanab Resort

Camping and chalets overlooking Oanab Dam lake, where you can swim and SUP, 90km south of the city. $

Farmstay Okakeua

Warm Namibian hospitality at a lovely farm, 150km north of Windhoek. $

Arebbusch Travel Lodge

This large resort is just off the B1 and convenient if you have an early morning start. There’s parking for trailers and campers. $$



Eating & Drinking in Windhoek: Our Picks

Xwama Traditional Restaurant: Owambo food and culture are the highlights here; enjoy traditional singing and dancing performances. $

The Village: European cafe chic with a Namibian base and eateries spread out along a leafy side street. On Sunday there’s a farmers’ market. $$

Joe’s Beerhouse: Joe’s pulls in visitors with its marinated kudu, springbok medallions and vegetarian choices, plus a weekly drumming circle. $$

Stellenbosch Wine Bar & Bistro: This classy wine bar has been thoughtfully imagined with international cuisine and, of course, a good wine selection. $$$




Etosha National Park
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ABUNDANT WILDLIFE | ETOSHA PAN | GREAT BIRDING


Etosha National Park, covering more than 20,000 sq km, is one of the world’s great wildlife-viewing venues, and one of Southern Africa’s most accessible safari destinations. Etosha means ‘the empty place’, and at the park’s heart is the vast Etosha Pan, an immense, flat, saline desert that is covered, spectre-like, in white, chalky dust for much of the year. Yet once the rains come, it’s converted for a few days into a shallow lagoon teeming with flamingos, pelicans and other birds.

Water holes are one of Etosha’s defining features and are the centre of the action during the dry season: park your vehicle next to one, wait and watch while a host of thirsty animals – lions, elephants, springboks, gemsboks – come, often in great numbers, to drink. While it’s likely you will see animals within a short time of entering the park, it’s worth spending at least several days to discover Etosha’s varied habitats and nuances.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Etosha National Park

SLEEPING

2Etosha Safari Camp & Lodge

3Mushara Bush Camp

4Okaukuejo Resort

5Olifantsrus Camp




GETTING AROUND

There’s no public transport into and around Etosha; you’ll need to arrange a private vehicle or a tour. Most park roads are passable to 2WD vehicles, although 4WD will give better access, views and comfort.

There are four main entry gates, all open from sunrise to sunset. Bring supplies if you’re self-catering, as selection at local shops is limited.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Wildlife spotting is easiest from late June to September. November to April are greener and wetter, with fewer visitors and baby animals during calving season. Book Etosha accommodation in advance, especially during the July to September peak season. Staying in the park optimises morning and evening wildlife spotting.



Step into the Wild on an Etosha Safari

Water holes and wildlife

Etosha is notable for both the high concentrations and the great diversity of its wildlife. If your time is limited, focus on the area around and east of Okaukuejo. Etosha’s elephant population is currently estimated to number upwards of 2500, and spotting them in this area is almost guaranteed.

Another highlight are the lions, which are frequently seen resting under trees in the vicinity of water holes, including the Okaukuejo water hole. Other spots include Goas and Rietfontein water holes near Halali, and Olifantsbad, southeast of Okaukuejo. You may also see giraffes, springboks, red hartebeests, blue wildebeest, gemsboks, elands, kudus, roans, jackals, hyenas, lions and even cheetahs and leopards. Among the endangered animal species at home in the park are the black-faced impala (in western Etosha, especially around Dolomite Resort and Olifantsrus Camp) and the black rhinoceros. The only Big Five animal not found in Etosha is the Cape buffalo.

For antelopes, head east, where wildebeest, kudus and impalas join Etosha’s springboks and gemsboks. The area around Namutoni is a good place to see the Damara dik-dik, Africa’s smallest antelope. Etosha is also home to numerous smaller animals, including both yellow and slender mongoose, honey badgers and leguaans (water-monitor lizards), and to some 340 bird species. The best time for wildlife drives is at first light and late in the evening. The floodlit water holes at the park camps are one of Etosha’s major draws, allowing you to sit and watch as a parade of animals comes and goes.


Cat Conservation at Okonjima

Carnivores rescued from human-wildlife conflicts

En route between Windhoek and Etosha, you’ll pass the 200-sq-km Okonjima Nature Reserve, home of the AfriCat Foundation and the epicentre of one of Namibia’s most impressive conservation programs. Its green expanses protect cheetahs and other carnivores rescued from human-wildlife conflict situations across the country – helping farmers and villagers while also giving animals room to move.

Visitors are welcome: tourism income is essential for the continuation of AfriCat Foundation’s conservation and education efforts, and a direct way for guests to contribute to nature conservation in Namibia.
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Sleeping In & Around Etosha National Park: Our Picks

Okaukuejo Resort: This place can get busy, but its floodlit water hole compensates. Camping, rooms and chalets (some overlook the water hole). $

Olifantsrus Camp: In western Etosha, this camping-only place has a good bush feel and an elevated hide overlooking a water hole. $

Mushara Bush Camp: Well-priced and family-friendly, Mushara has 16 tents set amidst the bush. It’s 10km outside Von Lindequist Gate. $$

Etosha Safari Camp & Lodge: Grassy camping, 65 chalets and a curio shop make this Gondwana property popular; 10km to Andersson Gate. $$




Zambezi
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WATERWAYS | WOODLANDS | WILDLIFE


Namibia’s Zambezi region (formerly known as Caprivi) is an area of winding waterways and abundant birds and wildlife, surrounded by expanses of mopane woodland and punctuated by ephemeral pans known locally as iishana. It’s home to a mix of cultures, from the Ju/’Hoansi-San who live on its southwestern fringes to the Barakwena-San, the Mafwe, Mbukushu and others, and the region offers many opportunities to get to know local ways of life.

Thanks to its waterways, Zambezi has excellent birding, with over 450 species identified here. The region is also Namibia’s best area for wetland wildlife watching, with hippos, crocodiles, buffaloes and elephants, plus many species seldom seen elsewhere, including sitatunga and red lechwe. After decades of poaching, encroachment and overhunting, populations of all of these animals are rebounding, making Zambezi somewhat of an insider’s safari tip.

Discover this abundance on boat cruises or on rugged 4WD excursions.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bwabwata National Park

ACTIVITIES

2Living Museum of the Mbunza

SLEEPING

3Caprivi Houseboat Safari Lodge

4Guesthouse Bavaria

(see 2)Hakusembe River Lodge 

(see 7)Mobola Island Lodge 

5Mukolo Camp

6Ngepi Camp

7Riverdance Lodge

(see 2)Samsitu River Camp 




GETTING AROUND

For anywhere off Zambezi’s main tarmac highway (the B8), and especially for anywhere inside the region’s parks, you’ll need a 4WD to negotiate the region’s rough stretches.

Fuel is available at the border outpost of Katima Mulilo and in major towns. If you’re coming from the south, fuel is usually also available at the General Dealer in Tsumkwe. Tank up whenever you get an opportunity.

Combis (crowded minivans that leave when full) travel regularly between Katima Mulilo, Rundu and Windhoek, but otherwise you’ll need your own transport.




[image: ] TOP TIP

When planning park visits in Zambezi, it’s essential to consider seasonal water variations, as flooding and rains can make some areas inaccessible, especially in Bwabwata and the other national parks in this region.



Stop Off in Rundu

Lively town on the banks of the Okavango

Capital of the Kavango-East region and the largest town in these parts, Rundu serves as a convenient way station and gateway to Zambezi. It’s a sultry, tropical outpost on the bluffs above the Okavango River and a major centre of activity for Namibia’s Angolan community.

The surrounding Kavango area is home to a number of chilled river lodges where you can laze along the waterside, take boat cruises, spot crocs and hippos, and ease into Zambezi’s languid pace. About 15km west of Rundu at Lake Samsitu is the Living Museum of the Mbunza, where you can learn about the fishing and farming traditions of the people of the Kavango area, visit a traditional homestead, watch weaving and see traditional clothing.


Explore Bwabwata National Park

The park between the rivers

Bwabwata National Park is an approximately 200km-long and 30km-wide strip framed by two major rivers. Most travellers don’t see much more of the park than the long, woodland-fringed section paralleling the B8 highway. To experience its heart, you’ll need to venture further inside, to the wildlife-rich Mahango and Buffalo core areas along the Okavango River and the Kwando core area along the Kwando River.

Elephants and herd animals are frequent visitors, particularly in the dry season, and there are decent chances of spotting roan and sable antelope, tsessebe and red lechwe in the Mahango and Buffalo core areas.

In addition to its elephants, the Kwando Core Area is especially known for its population of African wild dogs, although these are difficult to spot. Don’t miss the part of the river here known as Horseshoe Bend, with its sandy shoreline, or ‘little Serengeti’, in the Mayuni Conservancy area, with its abundant plains animals. In all three core areas, birding is superb.

Sleeping in the Zambezi Region: Our Picks

Guesthouse Bavaria: Lovely gardens, a relaxing terrace, tastefully decorated rooms and a central location in Rundu town. $

Mukolo Camp: Camping and self-catering chalets overlooking a channel of the Kwando River, with a nighttime wetland symphony. $

Ngepi Camp: Sleep in a bush hut or treehouse with an outdoor shower, or pitch a tent. Village walks and boat cruises, too. Near Divundu. $$

Caprivi Houseboat Safari Lodge: Rustic chalets amidst the greenery, camping and the chance for sunset cruises near Katima Mulilo. $$




Northern Namibia
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OWAMBO CULTURE | LIVELY VILLAGES | INDEPENDENCE MEMORIAL


Namibia’s north – the regions of Omusati, Oshana, Ohangwena and Oshikoto – is the country’s most densely populated area and the cultural heartland of the Owambo, Namibia’s largest ethnic group. It’s a place of thriving rural towns, lively villages, beautiful basketry and flat, open landscapes dotted with makalani palms and grazing cattle. Sample some omagungu (mopane worms) and omboga (chopped greens) at a roadside eatery, visit the birthplace of Namibian independence in Omugulugwombashe, spend a night in the Owambo hub of Ondangwa and visit interesting cultural museums.

As you go, watch for the distinctive Owambo clothing made from brightly coloured odelela fabric, with its beautiful pink and magenta tones. Travel in the north tends to be low key, and hotels comfortable rather than luxurious, but some of your best Namibia memories will likely be from your time here.
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SIGHTS

1Lake Oponono

2Museum of Namibian Music

3Nakambale Museum

4Omugulugwombashe Heritage Site

5Onandjokwe Medical Museum

SLEEPING

6Bahay Susan Accommodation

(see 2)City Lodge Boutique Hotel




GETTING AROUND

Regular combis (minivans) connect Windhoek with Ondangwa and Oshakati, from where transport fans out to other cities in the north.

Although main routes are tarmac, a 4WD vehicle makes Northern Namibia visits easier, especially during the summer months, when flooding is common.

Check locally for updates on road conditions, especially during the rains, and recent road gradings. Away from the hubs of Ondangwa and Oshakati, there is very little tourist infrastructure.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Northern Namibia makes an ideal detour if you’re travelling between Etosha National Park and Zambezi region. Allow two to three days for getting around and visiting the major sights.
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Get to Know Owambo Culture Around Ondangwa

Northern Namibia’s cultural centre

Ondangwa, capital of the Owambo kindgom of Ondonga, is a regional transport hub, one of northern Namibia’s main towns and a convenient jumping-off point for immersing yourself in local Owambo life. Start your explorations with a stop at Olukonda village, 13km south of town and 5km off the B1. Here, housed in the old Finnish mission station, is the Nakambale Museum, with displays about the mission itself, started in the late 19th century by the Helsinki-based Finnish Missionary Society, and a wealth of background on Owambo culture, including a reconstruction of a traditional homestead. About 30km further along the same road, which turns into a sandy track, you’ll come to the floodplains surrounding Lake Oponono, a large wetland fed by the Culevai iishana (seasonal pans). After heavy rains, the area attracts a variety of birds, including saddle-billed storks, crowned cranes, flamingos and pelicans. The 4WD track is difficult to follow and only passable during the dry season.

About 82km southeast of Ondangwa in Omuthiya – and convenient if you’re travelling between Ondangwa and Etosha National Park – is the Museum of Namibian Music. It provides an overview of traditional instruments and Namibian musical traditions, plus an interesting display about the national anthem.

About 5km east of Ondangwa in the Oniipa area is the small Onandjokwe Medical Museum, with old medical equipment and documentation of the local independence struggle. If it’s closed, ask at the Oniipa Town Council for the caretaker (cross the main road in front of the museum and head northwest for about 500m).
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Sleeping Around Ondangwa & Northern Namibia: Our Picks

Nakambale Campsite & Lodge: A good base, with camping, safari-style tents, a small pool and a pizza oven; they also organise village walks. $

City Lodge Boutique Hotel: This welcoming place in Omuthiya, has simple but comfortable rooms, a restaurant and a pool. $

Bahay Susan Accommodation: A small, centrally located B&B in Oshakati with lots of flowers, a lovely garden and a pool. $

Oshakati Guesthouse: Simple but nicely turned out rooms make this a good choice. There’s also a restaurant. $


BIRTHPLACE OF NAMIBIA’S INDEPENDENCE STRUGGLE

On 26 August 1966, the first shots of Namibia’s independence war were fired at Omugulugwombashe, and today the site is revered as the birthplace of modern Namibia.

This is also where Namibia’s People’s Liberation Army enjoyed its first victory over South African troops who had been charged with rooting out and quelling potential guerrilla activities.

These events are movingly commemorated at the Omugulugwombashe Heritage Site, with displays on Namibia’s freedom fighters, an imposing statue of founding father Sam Nujoma holding aloft an AK47 and life-size sculptures showing soldiers in an operational planning session.

The heritage site is on the D3633, 22km west of Tsandi, and open from 8am to 5pm Monday to Friday.






Damaraland
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ROCK ART | DRAMATIC LANDSCAPES | DESERT-ADAPTED ELEPHANTS


From Brandberg in the south, with its glorious rock formations, to Sesfontein in the north, with its scrub plains leading up to mountains, Damaraland is home to some of the most dramatic and enigmatic landscapes in Namibia, and it is these that make travel in this region so unforgettable. Damaraland is also one of the country’s most unique and challenging, yet rewarding, wildlife-watching destinations. Desert-adapted lions prowl among the rocks, elephants make their way along the beds of ancient ephemeral rivers, and black rhinos – a Damaraland highlight – appear silhouetted against the surrounding plains.

Damaraland’s long human history is documented by outstanding collections of rock art hidden in the clefts at Brandberg and Twyfelfontein. Rounding things out are occasional oasis-like valleys and a combination of spectacular high-end lodges and well-situated campsites that make exploring a pleasure. Apart from the minor hubs of Uis (near Brandberg) and Sesfontein, the area is only sparsely populated.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Brandberg (Burnt Mountain)

2Damara Living Museum

3Twyfelfontein Rock Engravings

 SIGHTS

4Tsisab Ravine & White Lady

SLEEPING

(see 4)Brandberg White Lady Lodge 

5Desert Rhino Camp

6Grootberg Lodge

7Hoada Campsite

8Mowani Lodge & Campsite

9Ozohere Community Campsite

10Palmwag Lodge & Campsite

11Sesfontein Guesthouset




GETTING AROUND

The further west and north you go in Damaraland, the rougher the roads become and a 4WD is recommended.

Combis run between the OK Supermarket in Outjo to Kamanjab, Khorixas and towns in north-central Namibia.

If you’re driving, the tarmac road from Outjo continues north as far as the park gate. The road between Palmwag and Sesfontein is good gravel.
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Damaraland is well positioned for itineraries linking Etosha National Park with the coast, either Swakopmund, Skeleton Coast National Park or into Kunene region. Brandberg and Twyfelfontein are easily incorporated into a short Damaraland drive-through.



Discover Hidden Paintings on Fire Mountain

Rock art on Namibia’s highest peak

At 2573m, Brandberg – Fire Mountain – is Namibia’s highest peak. Known as Dâures (Daureb) to the local San communities, it is named for the red-orange glow created on its flanks by the rising and setting sun. While this sight alone is reason enough to visit, the mountain is also home to an exceptionally high concentration of prehistoric rock art.

There are some engravings, although most pieces are paintings. The most famous of these, known as the White Lady, is in the Tsisab Ravine, but there are thousands more – over 43,000 in total – spread out in hundreds of clefts and crevices around the mountain and estimated to be between 2000 and 4000 years old. Visiting the White Lady is straightforward; it is reached via a relatively flat hour’s walk with a guide. For all rock art visits, you’re required to have a guide; hook up with one at the entrance of the Brandberg conservancy.

Sleeping in Damaraland: Our Picks

Ozohere Community Campsite: Meals, basic campsites near huge boulders and the chance to visit with the local Himba. $

Mowani Campsite: Just seven well-equipped campsites built into the boulders, each with private ablutions and hot water (on request). $

Hoada Campsite: Well-equipped, ecofriendly, option northeast of Palmwag. There are permanent tents if you don’t want to pitch. $

Sesfontein Guesthouse: In Sesfontein town centre, this small oasis has pleasant rooms, self-drive excursions and rhino-tracking. $


BLACK RHINO FACTS

Northwestern Namibia is home to the world’s last remaining free-roaming population of the critically endangered black rhino, although their numbers (estimated at around 2100 country-wide) are decreasing, with poaching reportedly rising significantly in recent years.

Unlike their non-desert counterparts, who need to drink each night, desert-adapted rhinos can survive by drinking only every third or fourth night. The hooked upper lip of the black rhino is ideally suited to grasping leaves and branches. Except for a mother with her calf, desert-adapted black rhinos are usually solitary. Most camps in northern Damaraland offer rhino-tracking excursions, and sometimes you may be lucky enough to see the animals from your lodge.



Clamber Amidst Rock Art at Twyfelfontein

Ancient rock paintings

The UNESCO World Heritage Site of Twyfelfontein – Uncertain Spring, or /Ui-//aes (Jumping Spring) in Damara – protects one of the most extensive collections of rock engravings on the continent, with over 2500 discovered to date. Their age is uncertain, with estimates varying between 1000 and 10,000 years old. Many of the engravings depict animals that are no longer abundant in the area – elephants, rhinos, giraffes and lions – and a depiction of a sea lion indicates contact with the coast more than 100km away. There are several set routes for exploring, ranging from some fairly easily-accessed panels near the visitors centre to others that involve clambering up steps and over rocks. Guides are compulsory; note that tips are their only source of income.

About 10km northeast of Twyfelfontein is the excellent Damara Living Museum. The Damara, one of Namibia’s most ancient ethnic groups, are very welcoming, and you’ll get to learn about their life and customs, go on bush walks, learn about traditional medicine and much more.
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Sleeping in Damaraland: Our Picks

Brandberg White Lady Lodge: Camping, bungalows, chalets, luxury tents and wildlife drives. About 40km northwest of Uis. $$

Palmwag Lodge & Campsite: A little oasis featuring campsites with swimming pool access, chalet-style rooms and a ‘sleep out’ excursion. $$

Grootberg Lodge: This community-run camp on a high perch northeast of Palmwag offers rhino-tracking excursions and stunning views. $$

Desert Rhino Camp: If your budget covers it, this is probably the best spot in Namibia for rhino tracking; it’s southwest of Palmwag. $$$




Skeleton Coast
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DESERT DUNES | SHIPWRECKS | SOLITUDE


The Skeleton Coast is desolate and beautiful, its treacherous shoreline littered with rusting wrecks and the bleached bones of whales and seals – providing an apt backdrop for its name. Yet, despite the desolation, there is also plenty of life. Anglers favour the fish-filled waters, black-backed jackals forage on the beach and hyenas prowl in the mist.

You’ll need to make an effort to get to the Skeleton Coast, but those who do venture here experience a unique crossroads of ocean and desert, and a place where solitude takes on a whole other dimension.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Cape Cross Seal Reserve

2Skeleton Coast National Park

SLEEPING

(see 1)Cape Cross Camping 

3Ohakane Guesthouse

4Omarunga Epupa Falls Camp

5Terrace Bay Resortt




GETTING AROUND

There’s no public transport along Namibia’s northern coastline – you’ll need your own wheels, and for the far north – beyond Terrace Bay – you’ll need to visit as part of an organised 4WD or fly-in safari.

Note that motorcycles are not permitted in Skeleton Coast National Park and sleeping there requires an advance booking made through Namibia Wildlife Resorts in Windhoek.

Kunene region is best accessed via Opuwo, Puros or Ruacana (4WD only).
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Ugabmund Gate is open for entry from 7.30am to 3pm and for exit until 7pm. Springbokwasser Gate is open for entry from 7.30am to 5pm for those with a booking at Torra Bay or Terrace Bay, and from 7.30am to 3pm for transit visitors.



Be Surrounded by Solitude at Skeleton Coast National Park

Raw nature and desert-adapted wildlife

Skeleton Coast National Park is an area of fog, crashing waves and rolling dunes leading past the fishing outposts of Torra Bay and Terrace Bay, through increasingly remote terrain to the sandbanks and waterways of the Kunene River delta. The only way to explore its northern reaches (beyond Terrace Bay) is on an organised tour. Karibu Namibia Safaris runs multi-night vehicle excursions through through the park and up to the Angolan border, including a stop at the 1942 wreck of the Dunedin Star, whose story is told in Jeff Dawson’s Dead Reckoning: The Dunedin Star Disaster.

About 150km south of the Kunene River is windswept Cape Fria, home to a large colony of Cape fur seals. Some excursions stop here to see the nearby stone circles, believed to be remnants of shelters made by the Dauna-Daman or Strandloper San about 200 years ago.

Mingle with the Seals at Cape Cross

Seals and more seals

First it’s the smell, then the sounds and then it’s the seals themselves – thousands of them, everywhere you look. The best-known breeding colony of Cape fur seals along the Namibian coast is here, at the Cape Cross Seal Reserve, where the population has grown large and fat by taking advantage of the rich concentrations of fish in the cold Benguela Current. The sight of more than 100,000 seals basking on the beach and frolicking in the surf is impressive to behold, although you will have to contend with the overwhelming stink of the experience and the sometimes rude and ornery behaviour of the seals.

Once you’ve had your fill, take a short walk across the beach to the area where Portuguese explorer Diogo Cão, the first European to set foot in Namibia, planted a 2m-high padrão (a tribute to Portuguese king João II) in 1485.


CAPE FUR SEALS

There are seven seal species in Southern African waters, but except for occasional vagrants from the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic islands, the only mainland species is the Cape fur seal.

Communal to the extreme, this massive population is divided between only about 25 colonies; a few, like Cape Cross, number more than 100,000. Despite their gregariousness, Cape fur seals are not especially sociable; colony living makes sense for breeding opportunities and to reduce the chance of predators sneaking up. Individual seals are essentially loners on land, and they constantly quarrel over their own little patch.

Except for pups playing in crèche-like ‘playgrounds’, virtually every other interaction in the colony is hostile, creating extraordinary opportunities for behaviour observation.



Sleeping Along the Skeleton Coast & Inland: Our Picks

Cape Cross Camping: Two campgrounds, one with power points, water and toilet blocks, but no sea views, the other with nothing but views. $

Ohakane Guesthouse: This small, no-frills place in Opuwo has tidy rooms, a pool and meals on request. $

Terrace Bay: An angler’s camp overlooking the sea with an end-of-the-road feeling, cosy chalets, a restaurant, shop and fuel pump. $$

Omarunga Epupa Falls Camp: Gondwana-community partnership property. Chalets and well-groomed campsites. $$




Swakopmund
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AFRICAN VIBES | GERMAN ARCHITECTURE | ADVENTURE ACTIVITIES


Sandwiched between desert dunes and Atlantic rollers, Swakopmund is one of those great traveller way stations along the African road. With its half-timbered German architecture – dating to the late 19th century, when the town was the major seaport for German South West Africa – seaside promenade and hint of Gemütlichkeit (a distinctively German appreciation of comfort and hospitality), Swakopmund, especially out of season, can feel like a holiday resort along Germany’s North Sea and Baltic coasts. But the city is also thoroughly African and its multidimensional appeal means that most people end up staying longer than they planned. About 30km south is Walvis Bay, a workaday port town with a lovely lagoon-side setting, where kayaking tours, boat tours and excursions to nearby Sandwich Harbour are among the highlights. Swakopmund takes its name from its location at the mouth of the Swakop River.
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SIGHTS

1Living Desert Snake Park

2Swakopmund Museum

ACTIVITIES

3Alter Action Sandboarding

4Charly’s Desert Tours

5Desert Explorers

6Ground Rush Adventures

7National Marine Aquarium

8Swakopmund Fat Bike Tours

SLEEPING

9Alte Brücke

10Cornerstone Guesthouse

11Desert Sky Backpackers

12Salty Jackal Backpackers & Surf Camp

13Seaview Backpackers

14Skeleton Beach Backpackers

15Strand Hotel

SHOPPING

16Craft Market




GETTING AROUND

To get between Windhoek and Swakopmund, McClune’s Shuttle, Welwitschia Shuttle and Carlo’s Shuttle all travel daily in each direction (4½ hours, about N$280 one-way).

For kayaking tours around Walvis Bay try Sand Waves; Sandwich Harbour 4x4; Eco-Marine Kayak Tours; Red Dune Safaris (which also offers self-drive excursions); Mola Mola Safaris; and Sandwich Dune Tours & Safaris.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Central Swakopmund is compact and easily negotiated on foot. The area around the Mole (breakwater) is the focal point for visitors, with a museum, waterfront promenade and an array of hotels and restaurants.



Spend a Day in Swakopmund

Active adventures, arts and crafts

Swakopmund is Namibia’s adventure sports capital and one of the top destinations in Southern Africa for extreme sports enthusiasts. You’ll find everything here, from quad-biking to sandboarding to skydiving and scenic flights. Although the adrenaline buzz is what hooks most visitors at the outset, it’s the contrast of crashing Atlantic waves abruptly yielding to rolling dunes and barren desert that leaves lasting impressions. Good places to start include Alter Action Sandboarding, which offers a choice of proper snowboards and goggles or waxed sheets of Masonite, and Desert Explorers, known for its quad-biking through the dunes, sometimes combined with sliding down the sands on Masonite boards. Ground Rush Adventures offers skydiving, while Sossusfly and Scenic Air run scenic flights taking in the coastline and the dunes of the interior. A more sedate alternative is a desert walk to discover some of the tiny creatures hiding in the sands. Good contacts for this are Living Desert Adventures, Charly’s Desert Tours and Tommy’s Living Desert Tours, all of whom offer ‘Little Five’ desert walks.

While you’re waiting for the fog to clear, try a visit to the Swakopmund Museum near the lighthouse, the small National Marine Aquarium, where feeding is daily at 3pm, or the Living Desert Snake Park, nearby. There’s a sidewalk craft market by the steps behind the lighthouse and more crafts at Cosdef Arts & Crafts Centre, which supports local artisans and unemployed people by providing a shopfront for their work. Other options: a cultural tour to Swakopmund’s Mondesa neighbourhood or to a local Topnaar community, or an excursion about 40km southeast of town to see the tract of eroded hills and valleys known as the Moon Landscape. The vistas are especially beautiful around Goanikontes Oasis, where you can also overnight and have a meal.

Budget Sleeps in Swakopmund: Our Picks

Seaview Backpackers: A tidy, family-friendly place just up from the beach and close to the town centre. $

Skeleton Beach Backpackers: Well located between town and beach, with camping, dorm beds and private rooms. $

Desert Sky Backpackers: Centrally located, with a cosey lounge, picnic area and free coffee. $

Salty Jackal Backpackers & Surf Camp: A well-located backpackers that also rents surf gear and offers accommodation-surfing packages. $

Kayak Around Walvis Bay

Birds, seals and spray

An easy drive south of Swakopmund is Walvis Bay, known for its Cape fur seal colony, pelicans, flamingos and Damara terns. To discover all this, take a morning sea kayaking expedition around the windswept sandbar known as Pelican Point, directly across the harbour from Walvis Bay town. An explanation of local nature and fauna, plus waterproof coveralls and hot tea afterwards are all part of the deal, as is lots of close-up time with the seals as they swim under and around the kayaks.

For something tamer, try a boat tour from the harbour, which will also take you to see the seals, plus other marine life en route, or head 56km south to Sandwich Harbour, where the Namib Sand Sea meets the ocean. Dunes up to 100m high tumble into the water here, and waves flow over into a beautiful, bird-filled lagoon, which is a designated Ramsar site; some years, waterbird counts exceed 200,000. A Sandwich Harbour visit can be done as a half-day vehicle excursion from Walvis Bay, including a rollercoaster ride back over the dunes (recommended operators include Sand Waves, Sandwich Harbour 4x4 and Eco Marine Kayak Tours), or on a three- to four-hour cycling trip with Swakopmund Fat Bike Tours. Whichever you choose, check the tide tables first, as the lagoon is only reachable at low tide.


SWAKOPMUND CULTURAL TOUR OPERATORS

All operators will collect you at your hotel.

Hafeni Cultural Tours

Includes a stop at Hafeni Traditional Restaurant. It can also arrange visits to Walvis Bay’s Kuisebmond township area and to a local Topnaar community (hafenictours@gmail.com).

Mondesa Township Tours

The focus is on getting to know locals and their way of life (mondesatownship.com).

Swakop Cultural Tours

Cultural tours on bicycle, plus city centre walking tours (empiresafaris.com).

Hata Angu Cultural Tours

Includes a stop at a shebeen (local bar) and a visit to a traditional herbalist (hataangu@gmail.com).



Sleeping in Swakopmund: Our Picks

Alte Brücke: Comfortable, grassy camping with hot- and cold-water plus tidy rooms in garden-facing brick chalets. $

Cornerstone Guesthouse: A cosy, family-run establishment just a few blocks up from the beach. $$

Strand Hotel: This multi-storey hotel has comfortable rooms, many with sea views and good dining. $$$

Desert Breeze Lodge: Luxury bungalows and dune views from above the Swakop River bed at the town’s southeastern edge. $$$




Namib-Naukluft National Park
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TOWERING DUNES | STUNNING VISTAS | STAR-FILLED SKIES


Spreading out from the coast over central Namibia is the Namib, one of Earth’s oldest and most accessible deserts. Namib, a Nama word meaning ‘vast dry plain’, inspired the name of the entire country and is an apt description for this timeless landscape.

Much of this arid and semi-arid expanse of epic silence and endless vistas is protected as part of the 23,000-sq-km Namib-Naukluft National Park, whose most famous attraction is Sossusvlei. Rimming the Namib’s northeastern edge are the Naukluft Mountains, whose gorges, caves and springs shelter mountain zebras, kudus, leopards, klipspringers and springbok. To the south is the smaller Tsaris range and to the southeast is NamibRand Nature Reserve, a privately run conservation area. The main base for Sossusvlei visitors is Sesriem junction, with a petrol station, several nearby camps and lodges and the 3km-long, 30m-deep Sesriem Canyon.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Deadvlei

2Sossusvlei

SIGHTS

3Big Daddy

4Dune 45

SLEEPING

5Desert Camp

6Kulala Desert Lodge

7Sesriem Camp

8Sossus Oasis Campsite




GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own vehicle or to join a prearranged tour to get to and around Namib-Naukluft.

For Sossusvlei, only visitors sleeping inside the main park gate will have a chance of reaching Sossusvlei early enough for sunrise, assuming you’ve bought your permit at the entry gate the evening before.

If driving towards the Namib-Naukluft from Windhoek via the C26 and D1261, you will descend Spreetshoogte Pass, Namibia’s steepest, with a drop of about 1000m in just 4km of road and wide views over the plains below.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Namib-Naukluft park has a network of rudimentary camps for self-sufficient self-drivers. The campsites cannot be prebooked, but a permit from the Ministry of Environment & Tourism is required to enter the park.
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Scale the Dunes Near Sossusvlei

Soaring dunes and cloudless skies

Sossusvlei, about 65km from the gateway junction of Sesriem, is a large ephemeral pan surrounded by ochre-coloured dunes rising above the valley floor against a backdrop of cloudless blue skies. The wind is forever altering the shape of the dunes, and the colours shift with the changing light. It is one of Namibia’s most iconic sights, and on almost everyone’s must-see list for good reason. The setting is stunning, and the overwhelming sense of space and timeless grandeur will sear itself into your mind.

Just southwest of Sossusvlei, and an easy 1km walk from the 4WD car park is the even more alluring Deadvlei, where petrified trees sprout from the pan, their parched limbs casting stark shadows across the baked, searingly white canvas. The juxtaposition of this scene with the cobalt-blue skies and the towering sands is spellbinding. The best way to appreciate the views is by climbing the 325m Big Daddy, the area’s tallest dune.

To reach Sossusvlei from Sesriem, follow the access road for 60km to the 2WD car park. En route, you’ll pass Dune 45 (45km from Sesriem), which rises more than 150m above the surrounding plains. Once at the 2WD car park, you can continue the last 4km to the 4WD parking area with 4WD (deflate your tyres), on foot (bring drinking water) or with one of the frequent shuttles. For a different perspective, Namib Sky runs balloon safaris over the surrounding desert.
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Camelthorn trees, Deadvlei | STEPHEN BARNES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sleeping Around Sossusvlei: Our Picks

Sesriem Camp: Basic and often crowded, but the location inside the park is perfect for reaching Sossusvlei at sunrise. $

Sossus Oasis Campsite: A nice little spot with camping and a pool, just outside the main gate. $

Desert Camp: Straightforward, self-catering chalets conveniently located near the park gate. $$

Kulala Desert Lodge: Rooftop terraces for sleeping under the stars, and a private park entrance. $$$


NAMIBIA TOUR OPERATORS

Some of Namibia’s excellent tour operators:

Blue Crane Safaris

Country-wide routes plus self-drive tours (bluecranesafaris.com).

Chameleon Safaris

A reliable budget operator, with excursions to major destinations. (chameleonsafaris.com)

Comfort Tours & Safaris

Budget safaris countrywide, plus Windhoek tours (ctoursandsafaris.com).

Ekipa Travel

Bespoke Nambia and regional itineraries (ekipa-travel.com).

Karibu Namibia Safaris

Itineraries throughout Namibia, with focus on Skeleton Coast and Kunene region (karibunamibia.com).

Sense of Africa

A full-service operator covering destinations throughout Namibia and regionally.

(senseofafrica.com)

Vision Tours & Safaris

Etosha, Sossusvlei, and custom-tailored itineraries (visiontoursandsafaris.com).






Fish River Canyon
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ANCIENT CANYON | HIKING | RIVER RAFTING


According to an ancient San legend, when the world was still young, the twisting Fish River Canyon was gouged out of the earth by a giant snake, Koutein Kooru, as he was pursued into the desert by hunters, writhing, flailing and cutting deep furrows into the ground. Today, it’s easy to imagine this as you stand above this dramatic gash across the landscape. At 160km in length, up to 27km in width, and with a depth of 550m, Fish River is one of the largest canyons on earth (after the USA’s Grand Canyon) and one of Africa’s geological wonders. Experience it from above at one of the viewpoints, or from below, while hiking along its inner recesses. Afterwards, continue on to the South African border for some leisurely canoeing along the Orange River or detour northwest to Lüderitz, on the coast.
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GETTING AROUND

The main access points for Fish River Canyon are at Hobas, in the north, and /Ai-/Ais, to the south.

For Fish River Canyon hikes, you can leave your vehicle at Hobas, from where it’s a 10km hike in to the trailhead, and take a park-run shuttle back at the end from /Ai-/Ais Resort. The Hobas Information Centre, at the northern end of the park, is the check-in point for the multiday canyon hike and a good source of information on current conditions.




[image: ] TOP TIP

All canyon hikes must be prebooked through Namibia Wildlife Resorts’ Windhoek office, together with a certificate of fitness from your doctor valid within 40 days.



Hike the Fish River Canyon

Millennia of geological history

The Fish River, which joins the Orange River 110km south of the canyon, has been gouging out the earth for aeons, and it is thought that the original sedimentary layers of surrounding shale, sandstone and loose igneous material were laid down nearly two billion years ago. The best way to get an overview is to stand at one of the viewpoints along the rim and gaze out over the magnificence before you – ideally at sunrise or sunset. Some of the best sunrise views are from the main Hell’s Bend viewpoint, which is readily accessible by vehicle. From mid-April to mid-September, it’s possible to hike along a challenging, approximately 75km route (or 90km without taking shortcuts between river bends) over four to six days, following the sandy Fish River bed from near Hobas in the north to /Ai-/Ais Resort in the south. Except for the final stretch, water is generally available in the canyon.

Day hikes and shorter three- to four-night catered hikes, ranging from 17km to 35km, can be arranged through Gondwana (gondwana-collection.com) in Windhoek or at Gondwana’s Canyon Lodge. Fish River Lodge (fishriverlodge-namibia.com) also offers half- and full-day hikes and all these places can arrange guided full-canyon hikes. The I Hiked the Fish River Canyon Facebook group (facebook.com/groups/2379312609) is a useful resource.

Paddle in the Far South

Canoe down the Orange River

Finish (or start) your Namibia travels with several days canoeing along the Orange River, paddling by day, doing some light hiking in the afternoon and sleeping under the stars. En route, watch for Cape clawless otters in the river, and the occasional klipspringer, baboon, vervet monkey or jackal along the banks and take in the arid mountain scenery. The two main canoe excursion operators are Felix Unite and Amanzi Trails, both based near Noordoewer.


WHY I LOVE SOUTHERN NAMIBIA
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Mary Fitzpatrick, Lonely Planet writer

Apart from the big attractions like Fish River Canyon, Southern Namibia offers so much to explore. Near the tiny outpost of Aus, wild horses graze by the roadside. Further west is the sand-covered ghost town of Kolmanskop and beyond that, the busy port of Lüderitz. The coastline here is particularly beautiful, with its flocks of flamingos and marine life. Boat tours from Lüderitz Harbour go past seals at Dias Point and penguins at Halifax Island, while overland coastal adventures between Lüderitz and Walvis Bay (arranged through Coastways Tours, Route Africa Expeditions or Namibia Offroad Excursions) let you see the coast and desert from another perspective.



Sleeping in Southern Namibia: Our Picks

Hobas Lodge & Campsite: Camping and basic rooms convenient to the Fish River Canyon trailhead and near the main canyon viewpoint. $

Noordoewer Guesthouse: Lodgings, restaurant and farm stall on the South African border. Good break spot on a long drive. $

Obelix Guesthouse: Simple, tidy rooms in a convenient location in central Lüderitz that’s a common starting point for excursions. $

Canyon Roadhouse: A quirky place near Fish River Canyon with a 1950s roadhouse feel, a small pool and straightforward rooms. $$




Arriving & Getting Around

Tourist entry permits are issued on arrival for many nationalities, although visas may soon be introduced, so get an update before travelling. The main international access point is Windhoek’s Hosea Kutako International Airport. It’s sometimes cheaper to fly into Cape Town or Johannesburg, South Africa, from where there are frequent flights to Windhoek.


Domestic Flights

FlyNamibia operates a limited network of regularly scheduled domestic flights linking Windhoek with Ondangwa, Katima Mulilo, Oranjemund and Lüderitz. Scenic and charter flight services can be readily arranged in Windhoek and Swakopmund.

Travel with Children

Strict child safeguarding laws are enforced at points of entry/exit. You will need a notarised copy of the child’s long-form birth certificate (including the names of both parents); if only one parent is travelling, bring an affidavit from the other parent granting permission to travel, plus notarised copy of their identity document, or certification of sole custody.

Vehicle Hire

Rental agencies include all the major international companies plus Bushlore, Zambezi Car Rental, Namibia2Go and Savannah Car Hire. Many rental cars have manual transmission. Insurance that includes tyre and windscreen damage is highly recommended for Namibia’s gravel roads..

Driving Rules

Seatbelts are required for all vehicle occupants and speed limits are enforced. Havejuuuu headlights on while driving on highways. At veterinary cordon fences, your vehicle will be searched for fresh meat or dairy products; meat cannot be brought from north to south in Namibia.

Road Conditions

Namibia’s road network is generally very good, with main north–south and east–west routes paved. Away from the main arteries, most roads are very remote. Always travel with extra water, supplies and fuel, and brush up on your tyre-changing skills.

Road Safety

Accidents are common as a result of skidding and overturning on gravel; unexpectedly encountering sharp turns; livestock and wild animals in the roadway; and drink driving. A maximum speed of 80km/hr is considered safe away from the tarmac.


Money
Currency: Namibian Dollar (N$)

CASH VS CARDS

In major towns, Visa and MasterCard are widely accepted. ATMs dispensing local currency are found in all major towns. Always carry some cash for tipping and as a reserve in rural areas. It’s also worth carrying enough cash to pay for refuelling your vehicle when travelling.

TIPPING

Restaurants Welcomed but only expected in upmarket restaurants (10–15%), unless a service charge has been added.

Taxis Rounding up appreciated.

Parking attendants N$10; more for long periods or at night.

Service station attendants From N$10 and up, depending on how much they have helped you.

Safari company staff It’s common and appreciated to tip the guides, camp staff and others who have helped to make your journey memorable. As a general guideline: N$100/N$50 per guest per day for guides/staff.








South Africa

[image: ]

RAINBOW CULTURES, wonderful WILDLIFE & beautiful LANDSCAPES

South Africa is Africa in microcosm, with its unbounded energy, exceptional diversity and magnificent landscapes. Allow at least a lifetime to discover all that is within its borders.
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Table Mountain | KANUMAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

South Africa has unmatched diversity and beauty. This includes wildlife-filled national parks, like the flagship Kruger, waves and spray along the Eastern Cape coastline, jagged peaks in the Drakensberg, carpets of wildflowers in Namakwa and vineyard-clad slopes in the Cape Winelands.

Explore at your own pace, discovering the country’s many highlights and hidden corners on a self-drive journey along its fine road network. Alternatively, book a guided tour, explore by bus or private shuttle between major centres, or combine a bit of both.

Wherever you are in South Africa, whether in cosmopolitan Cape Town, bustling Johannesburg or rural KwaZulu-Natal, you’ll find attractions, accommodation and dining options to suit every taste and budget.

While it’s easy to get carried away by the country’s natural beauty, also take time to get to know South Africans. Start by trying to pick up some phrases in a few of the country’s 12 official languages (which now include South African Sign Language) and by sampling its many cuisines, and immerse yourself as much as possible in local life.

Learn about South Africa’s history, challenge yourself to discover its present – both its glitz and development and its struggles and shadows – and relish its dynamism and hope for the future.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CAPE TOWN

History, beaches and hiking.

WESTERN CAPE

Valleys, vineyards and San culture.

EASTERN CAPE

Rural life, hiking trails and Addo Elephant National Park.

KWAZULU-NATAL

Mountains, Zulu culture, beaches.

FREE STATE

Big skies, small towns and Golden Gate NP.

JOHANNESBURG

Walking tours, museums and history.

KRUGER NATIONAL PARK

Bush walks and world-class safaris.

NORTHERN CAPE

Kalahari sands, Kgalagadi TP and starry skies.




Find Your Way

South Africa’s infrastructure is well-developed and getting around is easy. However, the country is big enough that if you only have a week or two, it’s more rewarding to focus on just one or two areas.
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Plan Your Time

At 1.2 million sq km in area, South Africa is vast. Unless you have at least three or four weeks, focus on one part of the country rather than trying to hop from place to place.
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Pressed for Time

Start by exploring Cape Town, taking in its museums, the Boulders penguin colony and Langa township. Then head to the Cape Winelands around Stellenbosch or the mountains of the Overberg via Gordon’s Bay and the whale-watching centre of Hermanus. Continue along the Garden Route towards Storms River.




More than Two Weeks

From Johannesburg it’s a half-day journey to Kruger National Park. Or, head to Durban, explore Zululand and Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Park. Carry on southwest along the Wild Coast around Chintsa and Port St Johns, and visiting Addo Elephant NP. Continue westwards towards Cape Town or loop back to Johannesburg.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

September–November

Great for whale-spotting, and for hiking. Shoulder-season also brings pleasant weather.

December–February

Summer brings sunny days, higher prices and full hotels. There’s rainfall, usually short.

March–May

The autumn is ideal, with cooler temperatures, lower prices and rewarding wildlife watching.

June–August

Cape Town can be cold, and you may see snow in the Drakensberg. Wonderful for wildlife.
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Cape Town
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PENGUINS | TIDAL POOLS | TABLE MOUNTAIN HIKES


One of the first things you’ll notice when visiting Cape Town is how much Capetonians love their city. It’s easy to see why, with the backdrop of ocean and mountains, a vibrant cultural mix and excellent dining and accommodation.

As you explore, you’ll encounter the Cape’s long history at almost every turn. The area’s earliest inhabitants were the Khoe and San peoples, whose roots here go back around two millennia. Their lives were disrupted with the late-15th-century arrival of Portuguese explorers and later, even more severely, by Dutch and British colonisers, all of whom left their marks on Cape Town’s culture, cuisine and societal structures.

During the apartheid era, Cape Town was at the centre of things, with Nelson Mandela and many others imprisoned just offshore on Robben Island. Today’s the city is a fusion of all these influences, and stands out as South Africa’s vibrant, diverse, tolerant, cosmopolitan and forward-looking hub. Each of its neighbourhoods has its own personality and distances between attractions are easy to manage.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Boulders Penguin Colony

2Cape of Good Hope

3Constantia Glen

4District Six Museum

5Guga S’Thebe Arts & Cultural Centre

6Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden

(see 5)Langa Pass Museum 

7Table Mountain

8V&A Waterfront

SIGHTS

9Auwal Mosque

10Battery Park

11Bo-Kaap Museum

(see 14)Camissa Museum 

12Cape of Good Hope Trail

13Cape Town City Hall

14Castle of Good Hope

15Chapman’s Peak Drive

16Constantia Uitsig & Blockhouse Kitchen

17Grand Parade

18Groot Constantia

(see 8)Jetty 1 Museum 

19Old Granary (Desmond & Leah Tutu House)

ACTIVITIES

20Coffeebeans Routes

21Mountain Club of South Africa

22Two Oceans Aquarium

SLEEPING

2391 Loop

24Altona Lodge

(see 26)Bella Ev 

25Big Blue Backpackers

26Bluebottle Guesthouse

(see 1)Boulders Beach Hotel 

27Cape Heritage Hotel

28Chartfield Guesthouse

29Cloud 9

30Kolbe House

31Purple House

32Rose Lodge

33Scalabrini Guest House

34Silo Hotel

35St Paul’s Guesthouse

36Taj Cape Town

EATING

37Faeeza’s Home Kitchen

(see 5)Jordan Ways of Cooking 

(see 10)Seven Colours Eatery 

(see 22)TimeOut Market 

DRINKING

38Rands Cape Town

39Siki’s Koffee Kafe

(see 5)Wine Shaq 

SHOPPING

40Oranjezicht Farm Market

(see 22)Watershed 

TRANSPORT

41Lower Cable Car




GETTING AROUND

Central Cape Town is fairly compact, and walking is a good way to get around by day; at night take an Uber.

To see a bit of the Atlantic seaboard, try Up Cycles, which offers one-way, single-speed rentals between Sea Point, Camp’s Bay and the V&A Waterfront.

Public, wheelchair-accessible and bicycle-friendly MyCiTi buses cover the coast down to Hout Bay, plus District Six, while the double-decker City Sightseeing (city-sightseeing.com) hop-on hop-off bus service is recommended for an overview of the city and its surrounds when you arrive.
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Excellent free walking tours (freewalkingtourscapetown.co.za) depart daily from Motherland Coffee on St George’s Mall.



Get Acquainted with Bo-Kaap’s Long Roots

One of Cape Town’s oldest communities

It’s easy to visit Bo-Kaap on a quick in-and-out tour, taking photos of the brightly-painted houses, cobbled streets and Table Mountain views before moving on. To feel its deeply-rooted sense of community, come around sunset and watch the neighbourhood come alive. Elderly men sit on street corners, children play football in the streets, a call to prayer echoes from the mosque and the air fills with the scent of sizzling grills. Bo-Kaap (‘Upper Cape’) began in the mid-18th century as a garrison for soldiers, but came into its own in the 1830s when formerly enslaved people from Malaysia, Indonesia and elsewhere began to settle. Today, its roots are still predominantly Cape Muslim. Start exploring just off Dorp Street at Faeeza’s Home Kitchen, where you can learn how to cook Cape Malay specialties (with advance booking) or do guided walking tours. Downhill is the small Bo-Kaap Museum, with glimpses into the life of a 19th-century Cape Muslim family, and beyond that is Auwal Mosque, South Africa’s oldest place of Islamic worship.


CASTLE OF GOOD HOPE

South Africa’s oldest surviving colonial-era building is the fortress-like Castle of Good Hope, which replaced a 1652 clay-and-timber structure commissioned by Dutch East India Company commander Jan van Riebeeck, with much of the back-breaking labour being done by enslaved people, prisoners and sailors commandeered from passing ships.

At one time, the castle housed a church, residential quarters, a bakery, various workshops, and prison cells. Visits, with or without a guide, can be arranged. Inside is the forward-looking Camissa Museum – an absolute highlight that explores the many identities and cultures making up modern-day Cape Town, decolonialising and re-telling the stories.



Feel History Come to Life

Memories and monuments of a changing city

‘Friends, comrades, and fellow South Africans...Our march to freedom is irreversible...’. It was overlooking Grand Parade that Nelson Mandela delivered his famous 1990 freedom speech to a cheering crowd of 100,000. This was Mandela’s first public speech after 27 years in jail and the plaza – one of Cape Town’s oldest public spaces – was alive with energy and emotion. Over the centuries, history has played out on and around the Grand Parade, from the early Dutch construction of a clay-and-timber fort nearby, to the era when part of the Grand Parade was used as a market selling enslaved people, to May 1994, when Mandela addressed fellow South Africans here as their president.

Flanking Grand Parade is the old City Hall, dating to 1905, with a statue of Mandela on its balcony and inside, an excellent historical exhibition. Just around the corner is the Desmond and Leah Tutu: Truth to Power exhibition, housed at the Old Granary. Its excellently curated displays focus on the life and work of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who won the Nobel Peace Prize for his work in opposing apartheid. Further on is the District Six Museum, which memorialises, mourns and celebrates the once lively, multiracial District Six neighbourhood, which was razed in the 1970s as part of enforcement of the apartheid era Group Areas Act. Intensify the experience by arranging a guided tour at the reception desk with a former District Six resident.
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Nelson Mandela’s prison cell, Robben Island | COLINMTHOMPSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sleeping on a Budget: Our Picks

Scalabrini Guest House: Spotless rooms in an 11-room, mission-run guesthouse, with profits supporting work with refugees and migrants. $

St Paul’s Guesthouse: This centrally located B&B has simple, spotless high-ceilinged rooms and a vine-shaded courtyard for breakfasting or relaxing. $

Rose Lodge: This well-kept, recently renovated place in Bo-Kaap has just three cosy rooms, all with private bathrooms and contemporary decor. $

La Rose B&B: This charming Bo-Kaap B&B boasts a rooftop garden with views, and fresh bread and crepes at breakfast. $$

Go for a Stroll at the V&A Waterfront

Cape Town’s tourism hub

The V&A Waterfront (waterfront.co.za) has something for everyone. Enjoy its eateries and slick shops, listen to its street musicians and discover its past and present with the VoiceMap itinerary, Reinventing the Tavern of the Seas (available as a free download on the Waterfront’s website). As you go along, don’t miss the 1882 Robinson dry dock, which is the oldest still-operational cobblestone dry dock in the world, and the 1882 Clock Tower, which originally served as the port captain’s office. Nearby is the tiny Jetty 1 Museum, built on the site where prisoners used to depart for incarceration.

Other Waterfront highlights, all within easy walking distance from each other, include Two Oceans Aquarium, the Watershed, with locally-designed and made clothing and crafts, and Battery Park, with SUP and kayak rentals. Afterwards, head out on a harbour cruise to spot seals and enjoy views of Cape Town (book at the kiosks lining the waterfront) and finish up with a meal at TimeOut Market. If it’s a weekend, you could also go to the nearby Oranjezicht Farm Market, the original and best of Cape Town’s many community markets, with locally-grown produce and an array of artisanal foods.

Visit Robben Island

A sobering UNESCO World Heritage Site

Touring around Robben Island, first by bus and then on foot, is a Cape Town highlight. You’ll see the lime quarry in which prisoners did hard labour; the small house where Robert Sobukwe, leader of the Pan-Africanist Congress, was held in solitary confinement for six years; and, perhaps most movingly, Nelson Mandela’s tiny cell. Some of the guides are former inmates, who explain from a highly personal viewpoint what life was like for the prisoners.

Allow four hours for the visit, including the ferry rides (which are weather-dependent). Independent visits to Robben Island are not possible, so you’ll need to book an organised tour (robben-island.org.za) in advance. Essential reading before a visit: Nelson Mandela’s autobiography, A Long Walk to Freedom.


SAMPLING SOUTH AFRICAN CUISINE
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Nolukhanyo Dube-Cele is the passionate chef and owner of Seven Colours Eatery at the Waterfront’s Battery Park. @sevencolours_eatery

My culinary creations are a celebration of South Africa through my eyes and my experiences – from my rural Xhosa upbringing, to my time in urban areas to my interactions with other South African cultures. I aim to bring all of South Africa into one, and also to give a voice to the many ladies cooking in townships and cities whose recipes haven’t made it onto restaurant menus, but who are nourishing the nation. The best way to experience Black South African cuisine is to get in touch with a local and go outside the city centre. At my restaurant, my staff and I can help point you in the right direction.



Eating & Drinking in Cape Flats: Our Picks

Siki’s Koffee Kafe: Sikelela Dibela is the brains and barista behind Khayelitsha’s coolest cafe, with his own blend of coffee, plus snacks. $

Jordan Ways of Cooking: At this Langa grill, the food (traditional meets western-style dishes) is delicious, and the social scene even better. $

Rands: This Khayelitsha classic is the place to meet locals, with its shisa nyama (barbecued meat), drinking and dancing. Best visited on a township tour. $

Wine Shaq: Taste Black-owned wines and enjoy traditional lunch at this spot in Langa. Often included in wine tours; reserve in advance. $$


GUIDED HIKES & WALKS

Cape Town has many hiking clubs that arrange day and weekend hikes. These include the Trails Club of South Africa (trailsclub.co.za), Mountain Club of South Africa (mcsacapetown.co.za) and Hiking Cape Town (facebook.com/groups/hikecapetown).

Here are some other providers offering customised and guided tours:

Christopher Smith’s Table Mountain Hikes: personalised hikes led by the experienced Christopher Smith, tablemountain.my-hiking.com.

Venture Forth: hikes and rock climbs, ventureforth.co.za.

Walk in Africa: hikes in Table Mountain National Park and beyond, walkinafrica.com.

Table Mountain Walks: hikes on Table Mountain and elsewhere, tablemountainwalks.co.za).

South African Slackpacking: hikes in and around Cape Town and on the Cape Peninsula, slackpacker.co.za.



Hike on Table Mountain

Trails and spectacular views

No image is as intertwined with Cape Town as that of the 1086m-high Table Mountain. Whether its flat-topped profile is clearly visible or covered by clouds flowing down its sides, the mountain is a majestic presence. There are dozens of trails around and up the mountain, as well as on the top, where you can climb to Maclear’s Beacon (1086m), marking the mountain’s highest point. All the routes require effort, although some are more difficult than others. Alternatively, take the cable car up and walk around the top, where the ascents are more gradual and moderate. Platteklip Gorge Trail (3km, 1½ to 2½ hours) is generally considered the most straightforward way up and is one of the quicker routes, although steep, while the easier Pipe Track (6.5km, two to three hours) is a good option if you don’t want to tackle the mountain’s top. It starts at the flight of stairs at the corner of Tafelberg and Kloof Nek Roads.

For all hikes, go with at least one other person (park authorities recommend climbing in groups of at least four) or arrange a guide, and come prepared for sudden weather changes with water, a waterproof jacket and a sunhat. For the cable car, watch for reduced rates on return cableway tickets purchased from 1pm onwards.
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Tree canopy walkway, Kirstenbosch Botanical Gardens | SKILPAD/GETTY IMAGES ©


Wine & Dine in Constantia

The southern hemisphere’s oldest vineyards

A day exploring the vineyards and wine estates of the Constantia Valley is a feast for the senses. Wine growing in the southern hemisphere dates to 1685, and by the late 18th century, Constantia dessert wine began to gain a global reputation. Groot Constantia is the oldest and most overtly historical of the Constantia Valley wine estates, known for its sweet Grand Constance, made from Muscat d’Frontignan, and for its chocolate-and-wine pairings; Constantia Glen is a boutique estate with an optimal combination of scenery, cuisine and wines, including its van Wyck white, while at Constantia Uitsig you can nibble at artisanal eateries, sip a crisp sémillon or rent a mountain bike at the adjoining bike park.

As wonderful as the Constantia wine route is, there’s more to the Cape’s contemporary wine scene, with an increasing number of Black winemakers. Coffeebeans Routes offers a Colour of Wine tour, which includes meeting pioneering Black winemakers. You can also visit Wine Shaq, in Langa township, to taste Black-owned vintages.

Smell the Flowers in Kirstenbosch Botanical Gardens

Shady paths, floral panoramas and mountain views

Kirstenbosch has more than 7000 of Southern Africa’s 22,000 plant species, a profusion of flowers and shady walkways, all set against the steep flanks of Table Mountain. Come early to soak in its beauty and stay late to enjoy a picnic on the lawn at the popular Summer Sunset Concert series. Don’t miss the tree canopy walkway, a steel-and-timber bridge that winds through the trees. Kirstenbosch’s upper sections highlight the Cape Floral Kingdom’s famous fynbos (literally, ‘fine bush’; primarily proteas, heaths and ericas), at its best from May to October. Organise free guided walks at the main entry gate.


CHAPMAN’S PEAK DRIVE

This 9km toll road linking Hout Bay with Noordhoek is commonly used by cyclists and motorists travelling between central Cape Town and the Southern Peninsula, although its 114 curves and many picnic spots and view points – plus the stunning vistas – mean that it’s not the fastest route.

During daylight hours you can explore the first 2.7km for free with a day pass (‘picnic voucher’) available at the toll booth at the Hout Bay end of the drive. Construction of Chapman’s Peak Drive began in 1915 using prisoners for labour. It was officially opened to traffic in 1922, and has been updated several times since then.



Sleeping on the Southern Peninsula: Our Pick

Bluebottle Guesthouse: Set high on the hillside in Muizenberg, with lovely terrace views over town and the sea, spacious rooms and breakfast. $$

Bella Ev: This guesthouse has a courtyard garden and Ottoman touches, like slippers for guest use and a Mediterranean-themed restaurant. $$

Boulders Beach Hotel: Penguins are your neighbours at this smart guesthouse, with wicker-and-wood-decorated rooms and a restaurant. $$

Chartfield Guesthouse: A mix of charming rooms in a beautifully renovated 1920s guesthouse with a lovely garden overlooking Kalk Bay harbour. $$


LOCAL VOICE: VISITING A TOWNSHIP
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Namhla Tumetume offers tours of her neighbourhood, Langa. Here are her tips for visitors tumetumenamhla@gmail.com.

One of the most important things is to enjoy a braai (barbecue). There’s no braai that will beat a township braai with grilled meat and pap and chakalaka (fried veg and spices).

Visit a church service. They are always vibrant and you will hear beautiful gospel singing with some dancing.

Come with a positive mindset to learn about and understand local history and culture.

Respect local culture, engage with residents respectfully and consider joining guided tours.



Spend a Day on the Southern Peninsula

Penguins, seascapes and boulder-strewn coves

Stretching south from central Cape Town is the magnificent Southern Peninsula, rimmed by False Bay to the east and the Atlantic Ocean to the west. Make a day of it, heading first to the famous Boulders Penguin Colony. Depending on the season, you may see the penguins moulting, sitting on their eggs or protecting the young chicks. The main penguin viewing area, with wheelchair-accessible boardwalks, is at Foxy Beach, between the Seaforth and Boulders Beach car parks; get there early, before the crowds. Your penguin-viewing ticket is also good for admission to swim at Boulders Beach, where you’ll see more penguins. As cute as they are, don’t be tempted to pet or get too close, as penguins bite.

About 3km north of Boulders is Simon’s Town, headquarters of the South African navy, where you can do kayaking, shark diving and more with the operators clustered along the main road and down on the jetty. At the peninsula’s tip is Cape of Good Hope Nature Reserve, with isolated beaches and coves, dramatic cliffs and the lovely vegetation of the Cape Floral Kingdom. Don’t miss the vistas from the old lighthouse, following the short (700m) Lighthouse Keeper’s Trail. Time permitting, hike the 38km Cape of Good Hope overnight trail, which must be booked in advance through sanparks.org.
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Penguins, Boulders Beach | NEIL BRADFIELD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sleeping in Cape Town: Our Picks

Altona Lodge: Great-value rooms and wonderfully hospitable management in a quiet Green Point location just up from Main St. $

Cape Heritage Hotel: Historical charm meets contemporary chic in this 19-room gem in a central location at Heritage Square. $$

Purple House: This place has seven stylish, cosy self-catering houses and apartments in De Waterkant. $$

Cloud 9 Boutique Hotel: Comfortable rooms, a double-level rooftop bar and great views of Table Mountain, Lion’s Head and the city. $$

Big Blue Backpackers: A mix of dorms and rooms near the Waterfront (30 minutes) and Green Point park (10 minutes walk). $

Kolbe House: University of Cape Town chaplaincy dormitory in Rondebosch offers spotless, cosy, no-frills rooms during term-time holidays. $

Silo Hotel: Extravagant luxury suites with lush fabrics, glitzy chandeliers, zingy colours and incredible views over town. $$$

Taj Cape Town: Opposite St George’s Cathedral, the Taj has watched over passing pedestrians for decades. Rooms are more than comfortable. $$$

Experience Township Life

Walking tours and layers of history

The best way to get introduced to local life here is on a walking tour. Within the space of a few hours, you’ll have gained entry into a world that’s far removed from the Waterfront’s sleek amenities, but is just as much a part of the Cape Town experience. Langa – the oldest of Cape Town’s townships, and easily reached from the centre – is a good place to start. Most tours begin at the Guga S’Thebe Arts and Cultural Centre. When you arrive, don’t miss the huge mural painted on the building opposite, which depicts anti-apartheid activist Philip Kgosana being held aloft. It commemorates the 1960 defiance campaign when Kgosana, then just 23 years old, led a 30,000-strong group as they marched from Langa to central Cape Town to protest apartheid-era pass laws. Another essential stop is the nearby Langa Pass Museum, portraying the grim realities of life under the pass laws, which required Black people to constantly possess and present identity cards.


BEST TOWNSHIP TOUR OPERATORS

Don’t miss heading out to Cape Flats to get to know township life. Tours range from several hours to overnight.

Khayelitsha Travel & Tours Run by local Loyiso Mfuku, with walking tours of Khayelitsha (facebook.com/khaltshaT).

Siviwe Tours Two-hour walking tours of Langa offered by locally-born Siviwe Mbinda and his team (siviwetours.com).

Honest Travel Experiences Bike tours of Langa, plus walking tours of District Six (honesttravelexperience.com).

Imzu Tours Cycling, walking and gospel tours under the leadership of Khayelitsha-born Mzu Lembeni (imzutours.co.za).

Juma Art Tours Juma and his team do walking tours of Khayelitsha, as well as of Cape Town’s Woodstock neighbourhood (@jumaarttours).






Western Cape
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FERTILE VALLEYS | WINELANDS | SAN CULTURE


The Western Cape’s beauty is of almost spiritual magnitude – from its spellbinding coastlines to dramatic mountain ranges in the Overberg to the world-renowned vineyards of Stellenbosch and Franschhoek. For thousands of years, the Western Cape has been a site of formative encounters, its landscapes inviting the wonder of countless groups who flocked here for reasons ranging from refuge to conquest.

The land’s original stewards, the San, first encountered new neighbours when the Khoe-Khoe migrated from eastern Africa. Having grown entwined, the Khoe-Khoe and San went on to encounter a series of colonial settlers – from the Dutch boers to the French Huguenots and beyond. The sum of these encounters is a region of great depth. Acknowledging the complexity that sculpts this area around Cape Town does not diminish its awe-inspiring beauty – in fact, a beauty this extravagant when denied its own context is but the tale of something lost.
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SIGHTS

1!Khwa ttu

(see 2)Babylonstoren 

2Backsberg Estate Cellars

3M’hudi Wines

4Montagu Museum

5Old Harbour Museum

ACTIVITIES

(see 5)Cliff Path Walking Trail 

6Franschhoek Wine Tram

7Vine Hopper

SLEEPING

8Grande Roche Hotel

(see 5)Hermanus Backpackers 

(see 5)Hermanus Boutique Guesthouse 

(see 7)Lanzerac Hotel & Spa 

(see 6)Mirabelle 

(see 5)Misty Waves Boutique Hotel 

(see 7)River Manor Boutique Hotel 

(see 5)The Whale Coast All-Suite Hotel 

(see 7)Weltevreden Estate Bed and Breakfast 

TRANSPORT

9City Sightseeing Cape Town Office




GETTING AROUND

Car-hailing apps are readily available in the Winelands region hubs and for short excursions outside towns. Renting a car is another accessible and affordable option. The roads in much of the Western Cape are well-maintained, and the routes lend themselves well to road trips. The abundance of alcohol offered in many of this region’s attractions makes organised tours that include group transportation an ideal choice – especially for day-trips to the wineries.




[image: ] TOP TIP

There is as much history in the Western Cape as there is natural beauty. To make the most of your adventures here, invest some time in researching the historical context behind these attractions.



Share the San Spirit in !Khwa ttu

Meeting the San

!Khwa ttu (‘watering hole’) is a remarkable San-operated cultural centre that strives to correct historical misrepresentations of San peoples by providing a platform for the San to tell their own stories. The museum offers six separate tours, either guided or self-guided, each of which is focused on a different facet of San wisdom and cultural practice. At the heart of the museum lies a profound respect for the right to self-representation, as epitomised in the 2017 San Code of Research Ethics. This groundbreaking document, showcased within the museum, represents a pivotal shift in the dynamics of research involving the San peoples. Developed by the San themselves, it outlines principles of respect, honesty, justice and care that must be adhered to by researchers seeking to work with San communities. By presenting the Code, !Khwa ttu not only educates visitors about the ethical considerations in indigenous research but also highlights San agency.

Sampling the Bounty of the Winelands

Wine tastings and fine dining

With well over 200 vineyards dotting its landscape, the Winelands region – centered around the towns of Stellenbosch, Franschhoek and Paarl, offers winery experiences to suit every palate. Stellenbosch is famed for robust reds like cabernet sauvignon and merlot, and crisp, aromatic whites such as sauvignon blanc and chardonnay, while Franschhoek is celebrated for its Methode Cap Classique and French varietals. Paarl, known for bold reds like shiraz and pinotage, invites wine lovers to savour the richness of South Africa’s burgundy terroir. Seek out estates that offer immersion into these specialties alongside experiences like chocolate and cheese pairings. Consider connecting with local tour operators who offer a range of experiences, from luxury private tours to group trips.

Companies like Stellenbosch’s Vine Hopper and Paarl Wine Tours offer thematic tours and customisable itineraries, while for those seeking more flexibility or autonomy, renting a car or using rideshare services can be ideal.

A standout option for exploring Franschhoek’s wineries is the Franschhoek Wine Tram, a charming and leisurely way to journey through rolling vineyards via rail, offering a chance to hop on and off at various estates. City Sightseeing also provides curated tours that combine stops in Stellenbosch, Franschhoek and Paarl. Consider booking in advance, especially during peak seasons. Meals are not included in most organised tours, and the winery restaurants can get quite packed; call ahead to reserve a table.
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Babylonstoren winery | HEINRICH VAN TONDER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WINE ESTATES: A SAMPLER

Backsberg Estate Cellars: South Africa’s first certified carbon-neutral winery, this Paarl estate utilises solar power and tree-planting initiatives.

Lanzerac Wine Estate: In the lush Jonkershoek Valley, where the world’s first pinotage (South Africa’s signature red grape varietal) was bottled.

Babylonstoren: Known for its natural approach to winemaking, Babylonstoren practices organic and biodynamic farming.

M’hudi Wines: This impressive vineyard was the first entirely Black-owned wine tourism farm in South Africa.

Aslina: Aslina’s founder and owner, Ntsiki Biyeli, is the first Black female winemaker in South Africa.



Sleeping Around Hermanus: Our Picks

Hermanus Backpackers: This budget-friendly Hermanus staple offers a range of rooms, from dorms to singles, and boasts braai facilities. $

Misty Waves Boutique Hotel: Moments away from the ocean, this hotel offers romantic rooms with antique elegance and modern amenities. $

The Whale Coast All-Suite Hotel: Located atop a mall, this hotel manages to provide peace and quiet while still being centrally located. $

Hermanus Boutique Guesthouse: The spacious, seaview rooms at this guesthouse nestled opposite a cliff make for an idyllic stay. $$



RIDING DOWN ROUTE 62
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The Little Karoo, a semi-arid expanse nestled between the Swartberg and Langeberg mountains, is a region abundant in character and charm. Route 62, which links Cape Town to Gqeberha (Port Elizabeth), winds through this picturesque landscape, connecting eclectic towns that each have their own unique flair.

It kicks off in the historic settlement of 1Montagu, known for its Cape Dutch architecture and the healing 2Avalon Springs, where there are several pools, the hottest of which is a toasty 43°C. Dive into the town’s history with a visit to the Montagu Museum, and don’t miss the chance to sample local muscadel, a sweet, fortified wine characteristic of the region. From there, wind your way east to the quirky town of 3Barrydale, where old-time diners like Diesel and Creme – a classic roadhouse filled with vintage car memorabilia – double as nostalgic time machines.

A favourite amongst motorcyclists, 4Ronnies Sex Shop (not what it sounds like), 28km east of Barrydale, is a must-visit for its colourful history and cheeky atmosphere. The journey continues through the beautiful landscapes of the 5Huisrivier Pass, past Calitzdorp to 6Oudtshoorn, the ostrich capital of the world and the major town in the Little Karoo. The Huisrivier Pass is arguably the most scenic part of Route 62, with two river crossings and ample opportunities to stop for pictures. Once in Oudtshoorn, give yourself a chance to marvel at the stately resident ostriches on a farm tour, and close out your trip by exploring the ancient 7Cango Caves, where intricate limestone formations tell stories of Earth’s ancient past.




Watch Whales in Hermanus

A ballet of colossal splendour

Home to the first ‘whale crier’ in the world, Hermanus – about 120km southeast of Cape Town – is where the giants of the deep sea converge in spectacle. From June to November, this tranquil town becomes a stage for

the southern right whale migration and, in late September/early October, an annual Whale Festival. With a record 196 whales spotted in a single day via aerial survey in nearby Walker Bay, Hermanus has earned the reputation of being the world’s most compelling land-based whale watching site. Other species that can be found here include humpbacks and Bryde’s whales, as well as African penguins, Cape fur seals and dolphins. The main viewing point is the 12km-long Cliff Path. A number of operators offer boat-based tours.

Go Shark-Cage Diving

Guts in Gansbaai

The small fishing village of Gansbaai is known as the ‘Great White Shark capital of the world’ for its cage diving with great whites – an experience that is not only about seeking thrills but also about gaining a deeper appreciation for these often misunderstood creatures. Gansbaai’s waters are part of the marine ecosystem that includes nearby Dyer Island, known for its dense seal population, which in turn attracts the great whites, with the seals and the sharks locked into a deadly dance as old as time. Fear not though – a cage-diving experience has no shortage of safety protocols in place. Shark sightings are year-round, but peak season is from April to October.


CLIMATE CHANGE AROUND HERMANUS

In recent years, Hermanus’ whale-watching season has grown tinged with a dose of grief. Rising ocean temperatures affect the food supply, currents and winds, and have resulted in a marked shift in the breeding patterns and habitats of several species, including the famed southern right whales – a domino effect that threatens both the integrity and industry in this marvellous corner of the Western Cape.

The southern right whales in particular face threats from altered migratory routes and feeding grounds, a trend that adds urgency to the region’s embrace of eco-conscious initiatives.



Sleeping in the Winelands: Our Picks

Weltevreden Estate Bed and Breakfast: This exceptional Stellenbosch B&B is tastefully designed and very family-friendly. $

River Manor Boutique Hotel: Chic Stellenbosch hotel in a Cape Dutch-style manor on the Eerste River. Great rooms and two swimming pools. $$

Mirabelle: Just a short walking distance from the main street in Franschhoek, this guesthouse features clean, spacious rooms. $

Grande Roche Hotel: Nestled among Paarl’s vineyards, this restored Dutch homestead offers luxury with sweeping mountain views. $$



EXPLORING THE OVERBERG BY CAR
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The Overberg is an ethereally picturesque region stretching from the Hottentots Holland Mountains in the west to the Breede River in the east, and from the Riviersonderend Mountains in the north to the ocean’s edge in the south. Get a sampling of its beauty on a road trip from Gordon’s Bay to Hermanus.

Setting off at sunrise from 1Gordon’s Bay, a picturesque enclave nestled at the foot of the Hottentots Holland Mountains, give yourself a chance to picnic and meditate by the sheltered waters of Bikini Beach.

The approximately 25km drive from Gordon’s Bay onwards to the seaside fishing village of 2Rooi-Els takes you down a breathtaking stretch of road that’s so close to the cliff’s edge that you’ll need to budget more time for the intermittent detours caused by the stretches of it that are always under repair – and stop for the views while you’re at it.

The 3Stony Point Penguin Colony in Betty’s Bay, around 11km from Rooi-Els, is not to be missed. Home to a large colony of African penguins, this hideaway is a quieter alternative to Cape Town’s Boulders Beach, with just as many opportunities for close-up encounters with these charming birds.

About 16km further is 4Kleinmond, an area that is part of the Kogelberg Biosphere Reserve, with some of the most unspoiled landscapes in the Western Cape. Once in 5Hermanus, pay a visit to the Old Harbour Museum to learn about the town’s whaling history prior to embarking on a whale watching excursion – an undeniable highlight.






Eastern Cape
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RURAL LIFE | WILD ELEPHANTS | HIKING TRAILS


From artsy villages to sprawling game reserves and wild beaches, the Eastern Cape is ever-changing. This, the second-largest of South Africa’s nine provinces, sits firmly on 800km of stunning coastline and rambles inland into the evocative semi-arid plains of the Karoo. In the far north, around the pretty villages of Rhodes and Lady Grey, the Eastern Cape brushes up against the mighty Drakensberg, where ragged peaks form the dramatic border with Lesotho. For travellers with a desire to get away from the crowds, it’s heaven.

Sunny Gqeberha, the province’s largest city, is loved for its beaches and acts as an urban gateway to Addo Elephant National Park. The Tsitsikamma section of the Garden Route National Park offers thrilling activities, while much-loved hiking trails meander along the coastline. Connect with Xhosa and Mpondo culture on the exquisite Wild Coast, and enjoy Karoo hospitality around towns like Graaff-Reinet. Travel slowly; there’s so much to experience.
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highlIGHTS

1Addo Elephant National Park

2Valley of Desolation

SIGHTS

(see 2)Camdeboo National Park

3Mountain Zebra National Park

4Qunu

SLEEPING

(see 6)Away with the Fairies

(see 5)Buccaneers Lodge

5Crawfords Beach Lodge

(see 2)Drostdy Hotel

(see 6)Edge Mountain Retreat

(see 2)Profcon Resort

INFORMATION

6Amatola Trails




GETTING AROUND

Road-tripping is by far the best way to explore. Beware of potholes and herds of livestock that graze along roads.

Most major towns are well-serviced by long-distance bus companies; drop-off points are usually just outside towns, so contact your accommodation in advance to find out the best way to get there from the bus stop.

The popular hop-on hop-off BazBus (bazbus.co.za) runs daily through the Eastern Cape.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The small town of Storms River is one of the best jumping-off points for Garden Route National Park. Tsitsikamma Info & Booking Centre can help booking activities, accommodation and transport. info@tsitsikamma-info.com.



Hike, Raft and Zip Line Along the Garden Route

Exploring the Storms River gorge

South Africa’s stunningly beautiful and heavily visited Garden Route runs along the coast from Mossel Bay (about 390km east of Cape Town) to Storms River, with sections around Wilderness, Knysna and Tsitsikamma protected as part of Garden Route National Park. No matter how you experience this area, the landscapes and sea vistas are stunning. Storms River village, at the Garden Route’s eastern end, makes a good base.

There are over a dozen self-guided hiking trails here run by SANParks (sanparks.org). They range in length from 1km to 42km and weave along the coastline and through beautiful indigenous forests. A highlight is the easy 2km Mouth Trail that begins at the Storms River Mouth Rest Camp and takes you through the trees before traversing three suspension bridges. Another is the more challenging 6km Waterfall Trail, which takes in the first 3km of the renowned Otter Trail. The turnaround point is a waterfall that tumbles into an idyllic rock pool just metres from the ocean.

Once you’ve finished hiking, try Untouched Adventures’ guided Kayak & Lilo Adventure (untouchedadventures.com), which also begins at the Storms River Mouth Rest Camp and takes you into the gorge, where 150m-high cliffs tower on either side of you and sunlight filters down through the forest canopy. It includes the chance to jump from the cliffs into deep pools. For more adrenaline, do a canopy tour (canopytour.co.za), flying 30m above the forest floor on zip lines that zigzag through the treetops, or hurl yourself off the 216m-high Bloukrans Bridge on one of the highest commercial bungee jumps in the world (bloukransbungy.com).

Surf Legendary J-Bay Waves

Beach breaks for all levels

The iconic 1966 surf movie The Endless Summer rocketed Jeffreys Bay and the neighbouring Cape St Francis onto the bucket list of surfers the world over. These days J-Bay (as it’s familiarly known) is the perfect centre for anyone either learning to surf or honing their skills. The surf here is consistent and – despite adrenaline-pounding videos of surfing legends ripping 4m faces – there are beach breaks suitable for those all-important baby steps.

Experienced travelling surfers know that there is no substitute for local knowledge and J-Bay surfer (and SA Level Two qualified coach) Etienne Venter of Jeffreys Bay Surf School (jbaysurfschool.co.za) has been running everything from two-hour surf-coaching sessions to week-long surf expeditions along the coast. The school (right on the beach on Díaz Road) also rents out boards and wetsuits and will advise on ideal tide-times and sections of the beach to surf.

For a quirky look at local surf culture, going back even before Bruce Brown’s cine-camera brought J-Bay to the 1960s surfing public, head to the J-Bay Surf Museum, two blocks back from the beach (on the upper-floor of the Quiksilver store).
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Sleeping Around Storms River & Gqeberha: Our Picks

Storms River Mouth Rest Camp: There’s a range of lodgings here - camping, forest huts and bungalows. $-$$$

Tsitsikamma Village Inn: An old hotel on a sprawling property in Storms River Village. Plenty of character and an authentic old pub. $$$

Lungile Backpackers: A five-minute walk from the beach with female and mixed dorms, and double en-suite rooms. $–$$

Whistlewood Guesthouse: An airy, hospitable home, with large bedrooms, communal kitchen and garden with pool. $$


EASTERN CAPE TRAILS

Otter Trail: This challenging five-day hike from Storms River to Natures Valley is one of South Africa’s best.

Strandloper Hiking Trail: This four-day, 57km route begins at Kei Mouth on the lower Wild Coast and ends at Gonubie.

Alexandria Hiking Trail: A strenuous but spectacular two-day, 36km loop.

Dolphin Trail: Begin at Storms River Mouth and walk 17km ‘up’ the coast, overnighting in luxury lodges.

Amatola Trail: Long days and big ascents make this six-day, 100km trail from Maden Dam to Hogsback one of the most challenging in South Africa. A two-day, 42km loop is also possible.



Make a Stop in Gqeberha

Taking a city tuk-tuk tour

The small city of Gqeberha – formerly (and often still called) Port Elizabeth, or PE for short – is tucked into the western arc of Algoa Bay. For ocean-lovers it’s a true delight, flanked by sweeping stretches of gorgeous beaches and overlooking a bay that is frequented by bottlenose dolphins. Gqeberha is also the gateway to the marine section of Addo Elephant National Park and it’s from here that whale- and shark-watching tours depart. Around May to July, the incredible Sardine Run moves up this stretch of coastline and from June to November migrating whales return to calve in the bay.

A novel way to learn about the area is to do a tuk-tuk tour (mosaictourism.co.za) of the city’s beachfront, taking in beautiful Blue Flag–status beaches, and gaining an understanding of the city’s maritime history. The tour finishes with a drive through the coastal Cape Recife Nature Reserve and a climb to the top of the lighthouse.

Eating Around Gqeberha: Restaurants with a View

Ziggy’s R&R Bar: A pub/diner with a festive vibe and some tables out on a whale-watching deck. Serves steaks, burgers and seafood. $$

Heritage Cafe by Gustav: A cosy cafe in a old building in the historic centre of town. The coffee and breakfasts here are delicious. $$

Sacramento 1647: Beachside cafe, 15-minutes from town, with incredible ocean views and relics from the ship that ran aground here. $$

Vovo Telo Bakery & Cafe: The menu at this popular neighbourhood cafe features lots of breads, buns and baked delights. $$

Go on Safari in Addo Elephant National Park

Meeting the Big Seven

Addo Elephant National Park bills itself as ‘the only national park in the world that protects the ‘Big Seven’. Not only do you find the usual Big Five suspects but Addo’s Marine Protected Area (MPA) also allows access to whale-spotting and sightings of great white sharks. Whatever your budget or travelling style, head to Addo Main Camp – a versatile safari venue with a range of accommodation options and plenty to do. Activities include the wheelchair-friendly Discovery Trail botanical walkway, watching elephants at a water hole from an underground hide and taking one of the park-run safari tours, during which you’ll likely see some of the pachyderms after which the park is named. Also watch for buffaloes, zebras and spectacular numbers of majestic kudu antelope.

Just 33km south of Main Camp (as the crow flies), the region of soaring dunes and wave-pounded coastline that make up Addo’s MPA offers a wealth of sightings that few people would associate with an African safari, including dolphins, penguins, Cape fur seals, southern right and humpback whales, orcas and even great white sharks.
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THE GREATEST SHOAL ON EARTH

The Sardine Run is a spectacular annual marine phenomenon. After spawning between May and July, billions of sardines (silver fish, around 25cm long) migrate up the coast in colossal shoals that attract sharks, dolphins, whales and seabirds, whose feeding frenzies create unbelievable displays of nature’s power.

Shoals can be up to 15km long, and dolphins round sardines up into bait balls, while pelagic birds dive in and sharks, whales, game fish and seals join the party.

It can usually be seen from around Gqeberha and East London, and the shoals continue to move up to coast (Port St Johns on the Wild Coast is considered a hotspot) until they head deeper into the ocean around Mozambique.



Sleeping Along the Wild Coast: Our Picks

Buccaneers: Popular Chintsa resort with a range of accommodation - camp sites, dorms and deluxe cottages. Brilliant place to stay. $–$$$

Crawfords Beach Lodge: Laid-back luxury, right on the beach. For a family holiday in tropical paradise, this is hard to beat. $$$

Coffee Shack Backpackers: Backpackers lodgings, with dorms to family cottages, and small camp sites. Coffee Bay. $

Morgan Bay Hotel: A contemporary-tropical beachfront hotel, in the very heart of Morgan Bay. They offer a range of activities too. $$–$$$


MANDELA MUSEUMS: TRIBUTES TO AN ICON

Nelson Mandela’s childhood village, Qunu, in the Eastern Cape about 27km southwest of Mthatha, would likely not be on many tourism itineraries were it not for the Mandela connection.

However, today it receives a steady flow of visitors. Most arrive to see his former home, which is now a museum offering an intimate look into his upbringing and Xhosa cultural heritage, as well as his family life and the impact of his global activism.

Mandela’s Eastern Cape roots are also celebrated in the Bhunga Building in Mthatha, which showcases Mandela’s journey from activist to president through a collection of photographs, artifacts, and multimedia displays.



Embrace Village Vibes on the Wild Coast

Meet the Xhosa and the Mpondo

The rugged, beautiful Wild Coast stretches about 200km from Chintsa up to Port Edward on the KwaZulu-Natal border. It’s a marvellous, soulful region; a place where rondavels (traditional round houses) are scattered across rolling hills, where beaches truly are wild, and where urban development, for the time being, feels a world away.

While there are some long-established hotels along the coastline – places like Trennery’s, Seagulls, Kobb Inn and Umgazi River Bungalows have hosted families for generations – an unforgettable Wild Coast experience is to hike the coastline and overnight at village homestays, connecting with local Xhosa and Mpondo culture. A good place to start is Khekheleza Wild Coast Tours (conhat.wixsite.com/khekhelezatours) – a collaboration of senior guides who specialise in setting up and leading multi-day walking trails along the coast, sleeping locally and experiencing a slice of Wild Coast village life. Your hearty dinners will be prepared with vegetables usually grown within metres of your hut, and you will wash from a bucket of collected rainwater. The accommodation might be simple by city standards – in some villages your bed might be a mattress on the floor – but the hospitality is warm and genuine, and you will very likely depart feeling as though you have true friends in the village.

Another way to learn about local culture is at the community-owned and -managed, carbon-neutral Bulungula Xhosa Eco Lodge (bulungula.co.za), where you can immerse yourself in Xhosa traditions. You can also organise hiking and biking: try Buccaneer’s soup kitchen hike (buccaneerschintsa.com) or take a custom-tailored mountain bike tour through remote villages and across stunning beaches with cycling enthusiast Siya Ntshabalala (WhatsApp: 063 943 1482). Whatever you choose, time spent here will be not only about the gorgeous landscapes, but also an opportunity to meet locals and learn about their cultures.

Sleeping in the Eastern Cape: Our Picks

Away With The Fairies: Nature lodge in Hogsback with great views and a mix of dorms and self-catering apartments. $–$$

Edge Mountain Retreat: Set on cliffs and surrounded by gardens in Hogsback, the cosy cottages have valley views and fireplaces. $

Profcon Resort: A comfortable base near the centre of Graaff-Reinet, with camp sites and chalets, plus pool, play area and cafe. $–$$

Drostdy Hotel: One of Graaff-Reinet’s oldest buildings, renovated true to its 1806 roots, is now a luxury hotel in the centre of town. $$$

Discover the Eastern Karoo Around Graaff-Reinet

Historic architecture and views in charming Karoo town

Graaff-Reinet, the fourth-oldest town in South Africa, is regarded as one of the country’s loveliest. Its wide roads are lined with historic buildings, which vary from grand gabled Cape Dutch homesteads to ornate Victorian houses to flat-roofed Karoo cottages. Beyond Graaff-Reinet lies the eastern Karoo, a sprawling semi-desert area of shrubby plains, extensive sheep farms and eccentric villages. It’s iconic road-tripping country: long, straight roads that disappear into mirages, big sky that dwarfs the flat landscapes, beautiful villages and – after dark – an abundance of stars. Plan a couple of nights here to visit Graaff-Reinet’s well-curated museums, walk in scenic Camdeboo National Park and take in the jaw-dropping Valley of Desolation – an absolute must-visit in the late afternoon, when the sun optimally illuminates the Karoo plains.

To help you explore, arrange a walking tour with guide Chantelle Marais (@chantellethetourguide) or slip into the groove of local township life on a tour of Umasizakhe with passionate local guide Kwanele Cona. Laer, venture further afield to typical Karoo towns like the agricultural centre of Cradock or the artsy Nieu Bethesda, or do a safari at Mountain Zebra National Park, about a 1½-hour drive east.


PROMINENT SONS OF THE EASTERN CAPE

Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo and Steve Biko, three of South Africa’s prominent anti-apartheid activists, have roots that run deep in the Eastern Cape.

The country’s first black president, Nelson Mandela (1918–2013), was born in Mvezo and later lived in Qunu, where a museum stands in his honour.

Oliver Tambo (1913–1993), who co-founded the ANC Youth League and served as ANC president, leading the international anti-apartheid movement, was born in Pondoland on the Wild Coast.

Steve Biko (1946–1977), a prominent Black Consciousness Movement leader who advocated for Black pride and empowerment (and who died in police detention), was born in King Williams Town (now Qonce), a 45-minute drive from East London.






KwaZulu-Natal
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WILDLIFE | MOUNTAINS | INDIAN OCEAN beaches


Cape Town and Kruger so often steal the limelight but you could easily remain within the borders of KwaZulu-Natal (or KZN) and still experience the best that South Africa has to offer. From dramatic mountains to gorgeous beaches, from manicured farmlands to the wonderful wilds of the untamed bush, and from cosmopolitan Durban to sleepy towns and tucked-away farm cottages, this is one of the country’s best-kept secrets.

Enjoy time at the province’s many wildlife parks, or head to the Drakensberg, which spans the border with Lesotho, for hiking trails and exquisite mountain views. The golden beaches along KZN’s 550km-long coastline are loved by surfers, divers, swimmers, whale-watchers and sunbathers. And, of course, there’s the provincial capital, Durban – totally chilled, totally tropical and a thriving blend of cultures. Rule number one for this city? Seek out bunny chow at least once.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Park

2iSimangaliso Wetland Park

3South Beach

SIGHTS

4uKhahlamba-Drakensberg Park

SLEEPING

5Ghost Mountain Inn

(see 9)Lake St Lucia Lodge 

6Mountain Splendour

7Sani Lodge Backpackers

8Cavern Drakensberg Resort & Spa

 EATING

(see 9)Braza 

(see 9)John Dory’s St Lucia 

9Reef & Dune

10The Fish Plaice

SHOPPING

11Ilala Weavers




GETTING AROUND

King Shaka International Airport near Durban is the province’s main hub; check SAAirlink (flyairlink.com) for connections to smaller provincial hubs. The most convenient way to get around KZN is to drive yourself. Many of the roads in towns might be potholed, but they’re easily travelled in a sedan. Between cities and larger towns, bus is convenient, but keep in mind that once there, you’ll likely be stuck for transport (unless you’ve arranged a private tour).




[image: ] TOP TIP

KZN is known for its music festivals, especially Splashy Fen, South Africa’s longest-running music festival, held in the foothills of the Drakensberg around April, and the Christmas in the Berg concerts of the Drakensberg Boys Choir, in early December.



Spend a Day in Durban

The Golden Mile and uShaka Marine World

With just a day, you won’t be able to see everything in Durban, but you can at least check out some highlights. Starting at Moses Mabhida Stadium (where you can arrange a Segway tour), make your way to the beachfront and Durban’s famous Golden Mile via the Art-Deco Sun Coast Casino. Carry on south, past Minitown model city, to North Beach Pier, where you can walk to the end for a dolphin’s view of the coastline. South of the pier is North Beach, known for its swimming and (on weekends and holidays), its enormous sand sculptures. Continue along the promenade, past The Edward, another Art-Deco gem, to uShaka Marine World. This is one of Durban’s biggest attractions, with Africa’s largest aquarium and the chance to feed rays or snorkel in an artificial lagoon. Next up is Durban Point Promenade, where you can go to the very end to see ships entering the harbour. Walk back to the pier and turn left; 150m along Camperdown Road is Zulumoon Gondolas, where you can wrap up with a gondola ride through the harbour-side canals. The three-hour Durban tour offered by Ricksha Bus (visitdurban.travel) is a brilliant way to get your bearings.

Connect with Durban’s Indian Population

A walk along Grey Street

Between 1860 and 1911 more than 150,000 Indians arrived in Durban to work on the sugar farms that were being established north of the city. The Indians, who’d left from the ports of Madras and Calcutta, faced harsh conditions, exploitation and discrimination – but despite this many people chose to remain in South Africa once their four-year contracts had ended, establishing themselves often as artisans and shopkeepers. Central to the history of South African Indians is Durban’s Grey Street (now Dr Yusaf Dadoo Street, but more commonly referred to by its old name), where the Juma Mosque, one of the city’s iconic buildings, still stands.

Much has changed since the area grew around distinct trading hubs, but its history is brought to life on Durban Walking Tours’ fascinating Grey Street walks (durbanwalkingtours.co.za), which include time spent at the 1860 Heritage Centre and the Gandhi memorial, as well as spice and fabric shops. Durban Walking Tours’ repertoire of city walks are held on scheduled dates, so check their calendar when planning your trip.


BUNNY CHOW

Bunny chow is Durban’s famous takeaway specialty, and a trip to the city would be incomplete without sampling one.

There are no rabbits (or utensils) involved: bunny chow is a hollowed-out loaf of bread that’s filled with curry (usually chicken, lamb or veg), to be scooped out with pieces of bread.

You’ll find bunny chow all across the city, but one place worth travelling to Durban for is the legendary Johnny’s Rotis.

The original family-run business has expanded and there are now a few in the city (the full name: Johnny’s Roti Sunrise Chip n Ranch). They’re small hole-in-the-wall takeaways that specialise in seriously good curry (the best bunnies in Durban, many say), generous servings and budget prices.



Ride Durban’s Waves

Learning to surf

Surf culture is deeply ingrained in Durban’s easy-going lifestyle. The first surfboards appeared on the beaches here in the 1940s and by the time the sport started to become mainstream two decades later, some of the city’s sons were among the best in the world. Surf legends Shaun Tomson, Martin Potter and Jordy Smith all learned to surf on Durban’s breaks.

Almost any time you hit the beach you’re likely to see figures riding the waves, waxing up, drying off or checking the swell. You’ll also see instructors coaching newbies through the basics. With its sub-tropical climate, warm water and consistent swell, Durban’s beach breaks are great for beginners year-round. There are a number of excellent surf schools (and board rentals) in Durban; try 101 Surf Lessons (WhatsApp: 072 456 0473), Learn 2 Surf (learn2surf.net), Living the Dream (WhatsApp: 076 869 4705) or Surf School Durban (surfschooldurban.co.za), or take a walk along South Beach, where a number of surf schools and board rentals are based.

Scuba in iSimangaliso’s Underwater Paradise

Diving the reefs of Sodwana Bay

The UNESCO World Heritage–listed iSimangaliso Wetland Park stretches for 220km, from the Mozambique border to Maphelane, at the southern end of Lake Lucia. It’s fringed by the Indian Ocean on one side and a series of lakes on the other and protects a variety of ecosystems offering everything from offshore reefs and beaches to wetlands, woodlands and coastal forests.

For divers, one of its highlights is Sodwana Bay. Its reefs are the most southerly hard coral reef systems in the world, and they make for exciting exploration, with overhangs and swim-throughs, more than 1200 species of fish and 95 species of corals, sponges and other invertebrates. The ecosystem is supported by warm nutrient-rich water; it’s usually around 20°C in winter (when visibility is excellent – often exceeding 20m) and a balmy 28°C in summer, generally the best time of year to see hammerhead, silvertip and bull sharks. It’s also then that you have your best chances of seeing whale sharks. Throughout the year, expect dolphins, turtles, pelagics and rays (there’s a prolific cleaning station on one of the reefs). Sodwana Bay Lodge Scuba Centre (sodwanadiving.co.za) is a long-standing favourite, but there’s a good selection of excellent dive centres operating from Sodwana Bay town. Many also offer accommodation.
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Eating Seafood Beyond Durban: Our Picks

The Fish Plaice: Delicious fish (hake and kingclip) and chips, plus calamari and prawns. It’s a takeaway, but there are a few tables. Westville. $

Big Fish: Sushi, grilled seafood and cocktails. Check their social media for specials; there’s often a sushi special. Umhlanga Rocks. $$

Lord Prawn Fish and Grill: This casual family eaterie has been around for almost 50 years. The prawns are delicious. Umhlanga Rocks. $$

Mozambik: This hugely popular Portuguese restaurant specialises in seafood. They’re known for their mouth-watering prawn dishes. Hillcrest. $$

Embrace Zulu Culture and Spot Wildlife in Zululand

Wildlife watching and rural life

While iSimangaliso Wetland Park is renowned for its incredible biodiversity, the Zululand interior – once the domain of King Shaka’s mighty Zulu nation – is celebrated for its rugged game reserves and the wildlife-viewing opportunities they present. It’s here that you’ll find Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Park (kznwildlife.com) – a Big Five stronghold known for its rhino sightings, birdwatching and photography, and for its acclaimed wilderness hiking trails. The hikes, which are guided by experienced rangers, take from three to five days. As you travel on foot (with no wi-fi or phone signal), your senses tune in to the sights and sounds of the landscape, and encounters with wildlife, both big and small, become profound. The longest of the park hikes is the Primitive Trail, which is also one of the most exhilarating, as you’ll camp out in the bush every night and bathe in rivers. On the shorter walks, accommodation is in a basic but comfortable trail camp.

For all hikes, you’ll need a minimum of four people. Once you’ve finished, an ideal way to round out the experience is with a stay at a traditional Zulu homestead on the edge of the park. Zamani Nkosi (WhatsApp: 079-411 7148) and her family open their home to guests for overnight stays, and what unfolds is an unforgettable immersion into local family life and village culture. You’ll have the opportunity to learn more about about local beliefs, ideas, rituals and customs. Zamani can arrange visits to a local basket weaver or traditional doctor, and will walk you through the village. In the evenings, learn about Zulu cuisine and chat around the fire.
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GIVING BACK

Surfers Not Street Children (surfnotstreets.org) is a Durban-based organisation doing phenomenal work with vulnerable children.

It’s estimated that there are around 6000 street children in Durban, and the organisation works hard to empower them through surfing and provide them with a sense of belonging, purpose and valuable life skills.

The aim is to help the children transition from street life and into sustainable futures.

Surfers Not Street Children is always in need of wetsuits, boards, easy vests, leashes and surf gear, as well as household equipment for Surf House, their emergency safe house for girls needing to escape violence.

If you’d like to lighten your luggage, you’re welcome to donate your surf gear to the organisation.



Eating Around St Lucia: Our Picks

Ski Boat Club: Ultra casual Ski Boat Club is on the banks of the estuary. Food is excellent – pizzas and standard pub fare. $$

Reef & Dune: Locals love this restaurant for its pizzas; they offer pastas and grilled meats too. Pleasant terrace and a relaxed atmosphere. $$

Braza: Greek-inspired food, as well as pizzas and grills. It’s a good option for a casual family meal; the portions are generous. $$

John Dory’s St Lucia: All about seafood; there are platters and combo options if you can’t make up your mind. Come back for the sushi. $$


SANI PASS

The most revered of South Africa’s gravel roads is the zigzagging, 9km-long Sani Pass route that’s been carved into the Drakensberg Mountains. It begins at the bottom of a valley near Underberg and ends 1332m higher (2876m elevation) at the Lesotho border post, where the gravel meets a magnificent tar road that sweeps up to Black Mountain Pass (the highest in Lesotho). Sani Pass is tricky when dry, challenging when wet, and dangerous when covered in ice and snow. You can drive it independently if you have a 4WD; if not, numerous companies based in Underberg offer day trips up the pass and into Lesotho. At the top is the highest pub in Africa, and the chance for some hiking.



Hike in uKhahlamba-Drakensberg Park

Dramatic peaks and stunning sunsets

The exquisite uKhahlamba-Drakensberg Park is the South African section of the Maloti-Drakensberg Park, a World Heritage Site that stretches into Lesotho. Within South Africa, the park encompasses 12 protected areas that are managed by Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife (kznwildlife.com), have chalets and camp sites and are also open to day visitors. For something easy, a good starting point is Monk’s Cowl, which makes an excellent base as the trailhead for walks spanning all levels. Garden Castle, in the southernmost part of uKhahlamba-Drakensberg Park, is known for its trail leading up the freestanding Rhino Peak (3051m). It’s a challenging 20km walk, and the view from the top is special.

Numerous other (easier) walks can be done from here too. One of the most renowned Drakensberg hikes is Giant’s Cup – a self-guided five-day (c 60km) route in the Southern Drakensberg, with San rock art, waterfalls and breathtaking views, and both backpacking (through Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife) and slackpacking (spekboomtours.co.za) options available.

For all Drakensberg hiking, check kznwildlife.com for details of chalets, camp sites and caves and come prepared. Winters are cold (expect snow) and summers hot, with afternoon thunderstorms. The weather can change quickly, so always hike with a warm layer.


JEWELS OF ISIMANGALISO WETLAND PARK

Lake St Lucia

This World Heritage Site teems with hippos, crocodiles and birdlife.

Maphelane

Southernmost tip of the park, characterised by towering sand dunes and wild beaches.

Sodwana Bay

With more than 1200 species around its coral reefs, this is one of the world’s best dive destinations.

uMkhuze

A destination for birdwatchers, with more than 420 recorded species. Also home to the Big Five.

Western Shores & Charters Creek

An area of dense coastal forest and grasslands, with spectacular views across Lake St Lucia.



Sleeping & Eating in Durban: Our Picks

Smith’s Cottage: A brilliant option for budget travellers, offering small but comfortable cabins close to Umgeni River Bird Park. $

Mackaya Bella Guest House: Superbly comfortable and eco-conscious; a good choice for a longer stay. $-$$

Concierge: Fab, funky boutique hotel close to vibrant Florida Road. The location feels a bit inner-city, but the property itself is cosy and safe. $$

Quarters: Upmarket boutique in a Victorian- style building. It’s on Florida Road – great for restaurants and nightlife. $$$

Oyster Box: The Durban area’s most luxurious hotel is on the beachfront at Umhlanga. Indulge in their dreamy, award-winning spa. $$$

The Beach Bistro: This small cafe with a budget-friendly menu (and a range of coffees) is a good option for an all-day breakfast. $

Surf Riders Cafe: Has tables that spill onto the promenade at Addington Beach. The food is beautifully presented; the vibe totally chilled. $$

Cargo Hold: You won’t have an ocean view; your table will be surrounded by a shark tank and its inhabitants will glide past during dinner. $$$

Sleeping in the Drakensberg: Our Picks

Sani Lodge Backpackers: Exceptional value with dorms, cottages and plush huts. A brilliant base for adventures up Sani Pass and Lesotho. $

Mountain Splendour: Family-owned ecoresort, swimming pools, farm animals, bike tracks and trails, plus camping and log cabins. $–$$

The Cavern Drakensberg Resort & Spa: This family-owned hotel tucked around the Berg foothills has gorgeous views, hikes and other activities. $$$

For more camping and chalets in the protected areas see kznwildlife.com.

Sleeping in Zululand: Our Picks

Kosi Bay Casitas: Pitch a tent, park a campervan or stay in a self-catering chalet at this laid-back resort; good restaurant, bar and activities. $

Lake St Lucia Lodge: Well-equipped self-catering bungalows scattered around a garden on the edge of town, and near restaurants. $$

Ghost Mountain Inn: This excellent Mkuze hotel is close to game reserves. They offer day trips, plus cultural and nature-focused activities. $$$

Kosi Forest Lodge: Luxurious rustic lodge in the forest beside the Kosi lake system (Manguzi). Turtle tracking, bird walks and canoeing. $$$




Free State
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BIG SKIES | SMALL TOWNS | SOARING CLIFFS


The land-locked Free State is true big-sky country. For the most part, the flat farmlands that disappear into distant horizons are dwarfed by magnificent swathes of sky and turrets of storm clouds, but along its southern borders, these meet their match in the golden sandstone cliff-faces of the Maluti Mountains. At almost the very centre of South Africa is the country’s judicial capital, Bloemfontein. Bloem, as it’s often called, is also the capital of the Free State and this once-Afrikaner stronghold is now a laid-back multi-cultural city with an endearing small-town vibe. Away from Bloemfontein, towns tend to be small, few and far between. Some are packed with character – like Clarens, near the spectacular Golden Gate National Park. Whether you’re just passing through en route to or from Lesotho (which shares eight Free State border posts), or while road-tripping across South Africa, be sure to stop for long enough to get to know the Free State’s charms.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Basotho Cultural Village

2Golden Gate Highlands National Park

3War Museum

SLEEPING

4Clarens Inn & Backpackers

5Cranberry Cottage

(see 2)Glen Reenen Rest Camp 

6Jedidjat




GETTING AROUND

The Free State is ideal road-tripping territory and travelling independently is the best way to explore. Car-rental options in the towns are few and far between, so plan to pick up a rental vehicle at Bram Fischer Airport in Bloemfontein. To traverse the province and get from Gauteng to the coast, bus can be a good option, with all major companies doing this route and stopping off in Bloemfontein.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The Free State forms almost half of South Africa’s border with Lesotho and is also an almost inevitable way point on longer South African itineraries. Picking out a few overnight stops – Bloemfontein and Clarens are good bets – will add depth and layers to your journey.



Walk Beneath Sandstone Turrets

Hiking and views

Golden Gate Highlands National Park (sanparks.org) lies in the magnificent foothills of the Maluti Mountains just 40km east of Clarens. It’s a small park laced with a network of eight unforgettable walking trails that weave above and below astounding sandstone cliffs, and around pretty grasslands that are home to eland, black wildebeest and zebra. The walks vary from easy, unguided hour-long trails suitable for young families, to the truly glorious Cathedral Cave hike (guided; you must book in advance) and the adventurous 28km Ribbok Trail. The trailhead is the Glen Reenen Rest Camp where, once you’ve paid your conservation fees, you will receive a map that details the routes. Golden Gate park is accessible to non-hikers via two loop roads with view points along the way, and there is a vulture viewing hide on the Oribi loop; drive the R712 between Harrismith and Clarens to pass straight through the national park – a stunning drive, particularly late in the day when the sandstone cliffs glow golden in the afternoon light.

Unveil the Hidden Impact of War

Visiting the War Museum

The South African War (or Anglo-Boer War, 1899–1902) marked the consolidation of British control, fuelled Afrikaner nationalism and set the stage for the formation of the Union of South Africa. On paper it was a war between white men, but it also had significant impact on Black men, and on the Boer and Black women and children who were held in appalling concentration camps during the conflict. Bloemfontein’s War Museum complex (wmbr.org.za) pieces together these harrowing years. Take in the poignant displays, the National Women’s Monument and the Children’s Memorial Labyrinth, which honour the 27,000 women and children who died in the camps.

Sleeping in the Free State: Our Picks

Jedidja: This carefully decorated and good-value B&B is a leafy oasis in a Bloemfontein suburb, with the feel of a boutique hotel. $

Clarens Inn & Backpackers: Within walking distance of Clarens, this is a favourite travellers’ meeting point. Camping, dorms and rooms. $

Glen Reenen Rest Camp: National park camp site straddling the R712 road with camping on one side and chalets on the other. $–$$

Cranberry Cottage: Rambling cottage with spacious rooms - the luxury choice when heading to or from Maseru via the Free State’s Ladybrand. $$


SCENIC ROUTE BETWEEN DURBAN AND JOHANNESBURG

The exceptionally picturesque R74 and R712 roads are a great alternative to travelling from KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng on the busy N3 highway.

If you’re driving ‘up’ from KZN, turn onto the R74 just past Estcourt to pass through farmlands and up a winding mountain pass that tops out beside Sterkfontein Dam.

If you’re in a hurry, turn right just after Sterkfontein Dam to get onto the N3 highway at Harrismith, but if you have time, turn left – it’s here that views become sublime.

The road to Clarens winds between the cliffs of Golden Gate Highlands National Park; if Gauteng is your destination from Clarens then drive on to Bethlehem and take the R26, then the N3, to Johannesburg.



Get First-Hand Insight into Basotho Culture

Experiencing village life

The Free State and Lesotho form the historic homelands of the Basotho people, and on the pretty grassland slopes near the eastern boundary of Golden Gate Highlands National Park one has the opportunity to see how Basotho village life evolved from the 1600s through to the 1950s. The Basotho Cultural Village (basotho@sacr.fs.gov.za) is a purpose-built museum complex and while there is a curio shop and a restaurant, the main attraction is the village itself. A very informative guided tour will take you on a 45-minute journey through the centuries, beginning in the kgotla (courtyard) with a traditional welcome from the village chief, then to visit a healer, passing through examples of homesteads.
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Johannesburg & Gauteng
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WALKING TOURS | MUSEUMS | HISTORY


For a city so steeped in history, Jo’burg or Jozi is surprisingly young. After all, the city was only 25 years older than Nelson Mandela when he died. Known throughout southern Africa since the discovery of gold in 1886, it has long been a place to take and to earn, hence the nickname ‘Johustleburg’. Today, with its young dynamic and different demographic of immigrants, its Afropolitan make-up makes it a fantastic place to try out cuisine from across the continent.

There are central neighbourhoods experiencing rejuvenation, while there’s also unmistakable decline in others. And the wealth divide is stark, with large homes concealed behind high walls and electrified fencing in the vast northern suburbs.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Apartheid Museum

2Constitution Hill

3Hector Pieterson Museum

SIGHTS

4Mandela House Museum

ACTIVITIES

5Dlala Nje

6JoburgPlaces

7Mainstreetwalks

SLEEPING

(see 7)Curiocity Johannesburg 

8Lebo’s Soweto Backpackers

9Lucky Bean Guesthouse




GETTING AROUND

Rea Vaya buses provide safe, comfortable and reliable public transport across Jo’burg and between Soweto and the city’s downtown areas. There’s an innercity circular route, as well as feeder routes to the inner city. A single trip card costs R30.

Hop-on, hop-off City Sightseeing Johannesburg buses stop at most major tourist sites.
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OR Tambo International Airport’s designated pick-up area for ride-hailing apps is on the second floor of the parking garage near pillar 2E across from Arrivals. Note that the free airport wi-fi doesn’t reach here; arrange a local SIM card or international roaming to use their services.



Relive the Freedom Struggle

South Africa’s modern history

Emotionally and intellectually overwhelming, the Apartheid Museum illustrates the rise and fall of South Africa’s era of segregation and oppression, and is an absolute must-see. The journey begins at the entrance itself, one for whites and another for non-whites. Through a variety of media, the museum provides chilling insights into the architecture and implementation of the apartheid system, as well as inspiring stories of the struggle towards democracy. It’s invaluable in understanding the inequalities and tensions that still exist in South Africa today.

One wing is dedicated to tracing Nelson Mandela’s role; particularly distressing is a small chamber in which hang 131 nooses, representative of the 131 government opponents who were executed under anti-terrorism laws. Towards the latter half, several large screens display violent incidents during the political struggle; if you manage to view them, their brutality and relative recentness help provide context for understanding contemporary social realities. To do the museum justice schedule at least two hours here.


Get a Historical Overview at Constitution Hill

Apartheid-era prison and current court

Despair and inspiration. A painful past and a hopeful future. Visiting Constitution Hill is to experience a range of conflicting emotions. Exhibitions are split across four locations, including the Old Fort; the horrific Number Four Jail and the Women’s Jail. The brutal facts of prisoners’ incarceration here speak volumes. Most tours last one hour and end with a rousing paean to the country’s efforts at transformation and integration while sitting in the light-filled Constitutional Court, whose design is based on the African concept of ‘justice under a tree’. The court (which is open to the public) also houses an impressive contemporary art collection.

Sleeping in Johannesburg: Our Picks

Curiocity Johannesburg: In a former printing house in the Maboneng precinct, this quirky backpacker lodging has dorms, rooms and a bar. $

Thaba Eco Hotel: Away from the city centre in a leafy reserve, this oasis of luxury has spacious and well designed rooms. $$$

Lucky Bean Guesthouse: Peaceful and welcoming B&B with large, well-equipped rooms, good amenities, bedding and a swimming pool. $$

Lebo’s Soweto Backpackers: Long-established hostel by lovely parklands, with beer garden, restaurant and pool table. $

Tour Johannesburg’s Largest Township

History comes alive in Soweto

The date 16 June 1976 holds an especially poignant place in the community’s collective memory. It was on this day that a peaceful student protest against the introduction of Afrikaans as a language of instruction in Black secondary schools was violently quelled. Police opened fire: 12-year-old Hector Pieterson was one of the first to be shot dead. In the Hector Pieterson Museum you can learn about what would become known as the Soweto Uprising. A few blocks south on Moema Street, you come to the intersection with Vilakazi, Soweto’s most touristy avenue, with restaurants, hawkers, Zulu dancers and the Mandela House Museum. About 4km west is the June 16 Memorial Acre, an open-air memorial to the bloody events. Most visitors take a half- or full-day guided tour of Soweto, although you can also visit independently using the Rea Vaya bus system.

Visit the Cradle of Humankind

The story of our origins

About 50km northwest of downtown Jo’burg is the Cradle of Humankind, a UNESCO World Heritage site, which has yielded as many as 850 sets of hominid remains, including the 1947 discovery of the 2.5-million-year-old fossilised skull of the affectionately named Mrs Ples (later determined to most likely be an adolescent boy). While the famous Sterkfontein Caves are indefinitely closed, a visit is still rewarding because of Maropeng, an all-in-one information centre and entertainment complex with interactive exhibits covering the history of the human race. Another exhibition covers the 2013 discovery of a new species called Homo naledi who lived between 335,000 and 236,000 years ago; it included some 1550 fossils found in the Dinaledi Chamber of the Rising Star Caves. The fun really starts with a three-minute Disneyland-esque boat ride that transports you back in time through the Ice Age and even to a simulated black hole. Also on the site is a 2km walking trail, good for bird spotting. Most Jo’burg-based tour operators offer full- and half-day tours, but it’s also an easy drive along the M5 out of the city if you have your own wheels.


BEST WALKING TOUR COMPANIES

Jo’burg can feel intimidating. The best (and safest) way to get your bearings and gain confidence is with a knowledgeable tour guide.

Dlala Nje

Unique tours to downtown areas you wouldn’t otherwise experience on your own.

JoburgPlaces

Charlie Moyo’s stimulating inner-city tours will change your perceptions of Johannesburg.

Mainstreetwalks

Run out of Curiocity backpackers and specialising in tours of Maboneng and evening pub crawls

Johannesburg Heritage Foundation

Offbeat historical walking and bus tours through Jo’burg’s suburbs and surrounds.

Microadventure Tours

Cycling day tours, plus other quirky ones with coffee and cocktails as a focus.



Sleeping Outside Johannesburg: Our Picks

Cradle Boutique Hotel: Relax in one of the 17 stylish and large timber and thatch lodge-style rooms with verandas and sweeping views. $$$

Maropeng Boutique Hotel: Inside the Maropeng complex, low-slung pad offering rooms decorated with African crafts and great views. $$$

B&B in Hatfield: Charming rooms with full-en suites, kitchens and claw-footed tubs. There’s a pool in back. In Pretoria. $$

Ambiance Guesthouse: Stylish home in Pretoria’s leafy Menlo Park, with four self-catering rooms opening onto a garden and a nifty pool. $$




Kruger National Park
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WORLD-CLASS SAFARIS | CAMPING & GLAMPING | BUSH WALKS


Of course you’ll want to hear a lion roar, watch elephants march to the water to drink, and be close to a grazing white rhinoceros. And who wouldn’t? These are the poster animals of an African safari, those most feared by early hunters, and still respected as the apex mammals of the bush. Even if you’ve seen it all before, you’ll want to see it all again and the wonder of is that spotting the legendary Big Five is easier here than perhaps anywhere else in Africa.

But while there’s no denying the excitement of sighting these magnificent animals, Kruger’s real magic is spun in encounters with species less championed – a giraffe graceful in the shadows, a herd of zebras whose stripes dance at dusk, a troop of mongooses fleeing an overturned log, or a flash of iridescent feathers of a sunlit bee-eater. All you need is time, patience…and a good pair of binoculars.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kruger National Park

SIGHTS

2Blydepoort Dam

3Sabi Sand Game Reserve

SLEEPING

4Letaba Rest Camp

5Olifants Rest Camp

6Punda Maria Rest Camp

7Satara Rest Camp

8Skukuza Rest Camp

EATING

9Abe’s at The Glass House

10The Shoe




GETTING AROUND

Extending 422km from Pafuri Gate in the north to Crocodile Bridge in the south, Kruger National Park covers 19,485 sq km.

It’s served by excellent roads (tarred and gravel), includes a border crossing from Mozambique and receives scheduled flights into Skukuza Airport. Other key access points are the town of Hazyview, southerly Kruger Mpumalanga International Airport near Mbombela, and the northerly Eastgate Airport near Hoedspruit.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Kruger is ideal for independent safaris. You can self-drive throughout the park, self-cater and book all camps and activities through the central sanparks.org.



Pick Your Perfect Safari

The Big Five and so much more

Together with neighbouring private reserves, Kruger National Park offers unmatchable wildlife experiences but for first-time visitors it can be bewildering working out how to make the best use of time and resources. If spotting the Big Five (leopard, lion, black rhinoceros, elephant and Cape buffalo) is your focus, Skukuza – the park’s enormous flagship camp – makes a good place to start. It’s ideally located in Big Five country, where leopards turn up on the golf course, and has a range of facilities, including museum, shop, swimming pools, restaurants and guided activities and accommodation to suit all budgets.

For a private reserve experience, head to Sabi Sand Game Reserve, a world-renowned collection of small reserves that is famous for abundant leopards and outstanding guiding and accommodation. Birdwatchers won’t be disappointed at quiet Punda Maria, one of the original Kruger camps, with its own Flycatcher Trail and bird hide, and an elephant-frequented water hole. For something between the two, try Letaba, on the southern bank of the Letaba River, and a perfect place for relaxing and enjoying the bush. A wilderness trail, an excellent hide and some of the park’s biggest tuskers top things off.

Take a Walk in the Bush

Experiencing Kruger at eye-level

Any visit to Kruger, however short, should ideally include a bushwalk. From Skukuza, these are offered early morning or mid-afternoon. The minute you step into the bush, it suddenly becomes a habitat rather than a landscape and the tendency to be ‘monarch of all I survey’ is quickly replaced by a humbling sense of human vulnerability.

Animals accustomed to vehicles are much more nervous around pedestrians so when a waterbuck remains close enough to scent his coat, or a lilac-breasted roller sits still for a photograph, it’s a privilege to savour. Your focus changes accordingly, and while elephants – one of the so-called ‘charismatic megafauna’ attracting worthy attention to the conservation cause – may be ahead, it’s the ‘minifauna’ that are the stars of a bushwalk. These include the ‘Little Five’ (antlion, buffalo weaver, leopard tortoise, rhinoceros beetle and elusive elephant shrew). Whether your find is a butterfly or a glossy skink warming in the sun, the sense of connection with nature is life-affirming.

You could go a step further and consider one of Kruger’s seven wilderness trails. Letaba is the starting point of the three-night, two-day Olifants Wilderness Trail, which features hippos, crocodiles and abundant birdlife, and returns each night to the convivial communal fireside of a wilderness camp. Tents with linen and towels are provided and there are flushing toilets and showers but bring a torch as there’s no electricity. Malaria prophylactics are essential.
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HIDING OUT

There’s something immensely exciting about pulling up outside one of Kruger’s many hides – wooden, stilted structures that are generally in stunning locations, overlooking a waterhole or section of river. Only a limited number of people are allowed in each hide at any one time, and often, especially in low seasons, they are empty. Inside, there are typically a few wooden benches overlooking a vista that generally encompasses water, with somewhere to prop your elbows while balancing bird book and binoculars, and a thatched roof keeping off the sun and rain. Inside, the silence is almost sacred with any words spoken at a whisper.



Drive the Panorama Route

Waterfalls, canyon and viewpoints

Kruger National Park sits within beautiful Mpumalanga Province, the ‘place where the sun rises’, and it’s well worth taking a day or few before or after your safari to explore. The lovely Panorama Route takes in many of the highlights.

If you’re already in Kruger, you can depart from the Skukuza area via Phabeni Gate and head for a night’s stop in picturesque Graskop, 93km to the west. Before hanging up your boots for the day, enjoy sunset at nearby God’s Window, with its extensive views, and book a table at Graskop’s romantic Glass House run by charming Abe.

The next day, start early along R532, pausing at dramatic Lisbon Falls and the water-sculpted landscape of Bourke’s Luck Potholes. Leave time for the panorama that has lent the route its name at the Three Rondavels lookout over the Blyde River Canyon. With its iconic-shaped, dolomite peaks, this is the third-largest canyon in the world and offers many activities for a longer visit. Have lunch at The Shoe before heading north on R36 through the Abel Erasmus Pass. If time allows, head, via R527 and R531, for the activities on Blydepoort Dam, and then re-enter Kruger National Park at Orpen Gate for more safari, or carry on with your journey elsewhere Mpumalanga. If you want to spend more time enjoying Mpumalanga’s attractions, Wildlife Safaris (wildlifesafaris.com) can help organise things, including ballooning from Hazyview and boat trips in Blyde River Canyon. It’s also easy to do the Panorama Route as a two-day self-drive diversion. Good bases in Mpumalanga include Graskop, Mbombela (formerly Nelspruit) and Hazyview.


KRUGER TIPS

When to go Kruger National Park and neighbouring reserves are an experience throughout the year but May and September are arguably best for wildlife viewing.

Book ahead For a high-season visit (particularly in July, August and December), book six months ahead at Kruger camps and private reserves.

Before you go Invest in a good pair of binoculars and a bird field guide to get the best from a safari and widen your focus beyond big mammals.

Budget At Kruger’s private lodges, the sky is the limit, with full packages costing from US$300 per person per night and more. Car hire and self-catering in a Kruger safari tent, however, need only cost around US$80 per day.



Staying in Kruger Park: Our Picks

Skukuza Rest Camp: Wide choice of lodging in Kruger’s sociable main camp with excellent facilities in the heart of Big Five country. $$

Punda Maria Rest Camp: Quiet atmospheric camp in northern Kruger with 1930s thatched terrace and lively campsite waterhole. $$

Olifants Rest Camp: Hilltop camp with the best views in Kruger, overlooking elephant-friendly Olifants River. $$

Satara Rest Camp: Near cheetah territory; stow food well to avoid badger and baboon bothers, or go for good food at the restaurant. $$




Northern Cape
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KALAHARI SANDS | FRONTIER TOWNS | STARRY SKIES


The Northern Cape is South Africa’s last great frontier, with empty roads running into the horizon, scattered towns and sublime vistas over the wilderness expanses of Namakwa, the Kalahari and the Upper Karoo, where mirages and heat waves shimmer on sun-scorched horizons.

Nature’s power here is raw and elemental. In the north, the waters of the Gariep (Orange) River slake the thirsty land, creating a green belt in the Kalahari, with vineyards and lovely Augrabies Falls. Elsewhere, seemingly empty expanses are dotted with camel-thorn, quiver and Halfmens trees, and after the blessing of the rains, the red Kalahari sands shimmer with grasses and Namakwa’s spring blooms carpet rocky hills and plains with wildflowers.

The only settlements approaching ‘urban’ are Kimberley – the provincial capital, which is awash in the area’s long diamond mining history set against a Wild West backdrop – and prosperous Upington, on the banks of the Gariep, and the hub of the Green Kalahari.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park

2Twee Rivieren (ǂKhomani) Interpretation Centre

SIGHTS

3Big Hole

4Wildebeest Kuil Rock Art Centre

SLEEPING

(see 3)75 on Milner 

5Augrabies Falls Lodge & Camp

6Mata-Mata Rest Camp

7River Place Manor

(see 1)Twee Rivierent




GETTING AROUND

The best way to explore the Northern Cape’s rugged expanse is with a 4WD vehicle which you can hire at Kimberley’s airport.

Intercape links Kimberley with Cape Town (12 hours), Johannesburg (six hours), Uppington (six hours) and Bloemfontein (two hours).

However, you’ll need your own wheels to get away from major hubs and into Northern Cape’s wilder areas, where public transport is scarce.
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Visit Northern Cape from around late August to September to take in Namakwa’s vast carpet of wildflowers. Almost everywhere in the province, don’t forget to look up: stargazing in the Northern Cape is fantastic.



Dig for Diamonds at the Big Hole

Diamond mining and rock art

Although the R50 million that turned the Big Hole into a world-class tourist destination came from De Beers, touring what is touted as the world’s largest hand-dug hole gives an authentic impression of the mining industry’s chequered past in Kimberley. Start with a 20-minute film about mining conditions in the late 19th century, followed by a walk along the viewing platform. A lift takes you down a shaft for the simulated mine experience, with audio and visual effects giving an idea of how bad life was for the early diamond miners. There’s also an exhibition centre focusing on South African history and diamonds in general, as well as Kimberley’s story and replicas of the Eureka and the 616 (the world’s largest uncut eight-sided diamond, weighing 616 carats), which were unearthed here.

For another perspective on Kimberley life, head about 16km northwest of town along the Barkly West road to the Wildebeest Kuil Rock Art Centre. The site, which is owned by the !Xun and Khwe San, who were relocated from Angola and Namibia in 1990, has more than 200 rock engravings dating back between several hundred years to over 1000 years, and can be visited on a guided tour.

Immerse Yourself in San Culture

Meet the ǂKhomani San and experience Kgalagadi

A long, hot road leads between crimson dunes from Upington to Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, one of the world’s last great unspoilt ecosystems. The Kgalagadi (‘land of thirst’) is a wild region of harsh extremes and frequent droughts, where shifting red and white sands meet thorn trees and dry riverbeds. Despite the desolate landscape, it teems with wildlife, from prides of black-maned lions to packs of howling spotted hyenas and an array of antelopes. While there are no elephants, zebras, rhinos or buffaloes in Kgalagadi, it’s one of the best places in southern Africa to spot cheetahs and other big cats. Add in orange-ball sunsets and black-velvet night skies studded with stars and you’ll feel like you’ve entered the Africa of legend.

Just as much of a highlight is the chance to get acquainted with Kgalagadi’s original inhabitants, the ǂKhomani San, at the park’s Twee Rivieren ǂKhomani Interpretation Centre. You’ll hear about ǂKhomani beliefs, spirituality and wisdom as explained by the ǂKhomani themselves. Twee Rivieren also makes a good base to start your explorations of the transfrontier park, with a shop and restaurant, and a range of basic cottages.
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KGALAGADI PARK PRACTICALITIES

While you’ll need to make an effort to visit Kgalagadi, it’s well worth it if you want rugged beauty far removed from the crowds.

The area is at its coolest from May to August, when night temperatures often drop below freezing. The beginning and end of the dry season, from around April-May and again around late August to September, are ideal times for spotting wildlife around the water holes.

Gate opening times vary with the season, opening between 5.30am and 7.30am and closing between 6pm and 7.30pm. Petrol and diesel are generally available at the rest camps. Carry plenty of drinking water, and bring a jacket for the evenings.



Sleeping in the Northern Cape: Our Picks

75 on Milner: Kimberley guesthouse with spacious, well-equipped rooms with fridge, set around a small patio. There’s a pool and plenty of local info. $$

Mata Mata Rest Camp: Three-plus hours from Twee Rivieren Gate in Kgalagadi TP, with riverfront chalets situated for wildlife spotting. $$

River Place Manor: On the banks of the Orange River in Upington, with chic, river-facing rooms, manicured gardens and a small pool. $$

Augrabies Falls Lodge & Camp: About 100km west of Upington, with spacious, good-value facilities near Augrabies Falls. $




Arriving & Getting Around

The main international arrival points are OR Tambo Airport in Johannesburg and Cape Town International Airport, with Durban’s King Shaka International Airport and Kruger Mpumalanga International Airport also receiving regional flights. South Africa’s many land borders are generally straightforward and hassle-free.
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Visas & passports

Free, 90-day tourist entry permits are issued on arrival for many nationalities. Visas are not issued at ports of entry; they must be arranged in advance at a South African diplomatic mission.

Your passport should be valid for at least 30 days after the end of your intended visit, with at least two blank pages (excluding the last two).

Travelling with children

If travelling with children, you will need an official copy of the child’s long-form birth certificate (including the names of both parents). If one parent is travelling, get an affidavit from the other parent granting permission, plus a notarised copy of their identity document, or certification of sole custody.

Taxis & ride-share

There are several ride-hailing services, including the widely available Uber. In major towns, there are also hire taxis.

Domestic flights

Domestic flights connect all major South African cities, with the best network currently offered by South African Airlink (flyairlink.com>).

Driving safety

When driving in cities, keep your wits about you, and take common-sense precautions. Keeping your windows up at robots (stop-lights), your doors locked and bags tucked away out of sight will help reduce the risk of snatch-and-grab theft.


Money
Currency: South African Rand (ZAR)

CASH OR CARD

ATMs dispensing local currency are found throughout the country. Digital payments are common and Visa and MasterCard are widely accepted. Carry some cash for tipping and as an emergency reserve, especially in rural areas or in case of ATM malfunctions.

TIPPING

Wages are low, and tipping is appreciated and expected.

Restaurants 10–15%.

Taxis Round up the fare.

Parking attendants/car guards ZAR5 to ZAR10; more for long periods or at night.

Service station attendants ZAR5 to ZAR10 and up.

Guide/tracker at private game reserve From ZAR200/100 per group per day.








ESWATINI
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CULTURE, WILDLIFE & CRAFTS

A microcosm of all that’s wonderful in Southern Africa, eSwatini boasts an ancient culture, a protected natural environment and a tradition of craft excellence.
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As if someone shouted ‘Lights, camera, action!’, sunlight swings into the valley ahead, alighting on the upright manes of zebra. A neighbouring giraffe seated on the ground twitches at an oxpecker in a shudder that ripples along his neck and a pair of male nyala pace out of the shadows in their gorgeous orange socks. The longer you look, the more you see, as the shadows give up their secrets in the form of smaller wonders – lizards, agamas, butterflies and jewel beetles. This is all part of the remarkable wildlife project of eSwatini that, against all the odds, has restored part of the bush to its former glory.

With a sizeable proportion (almost 5%) of this tiny kingdom now dedicated to nature reserves, thanks to a personal crusade combined with royal and political will, eSwatini is a rewarding destination for safari and plays a major role in the conservation of protected species, including white and critically endangered black rhinos.

If wonderful wildlife was all eSwatini had to offer, it would be reason enough to visit, but it has other trump cards up its sleeve. With a rich tribal culture expressed in internationally famed festivals, and with a wealth of community craft initiatives that connect the country with the global zeitgeist, eSwatini – mapped around the administrative capital of Mbabane and its cultural heart in Lobamba – is every bit a destination in its own right rather than a drive between more prominent neighbours.
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THE MAIN AREAS

EZULWINI VALLEY

Attractive alternative to the capital.

HLANE ROYAL NATIONAL PARK

Pride of eSwatini’s reserves, lions included.




Find Your Way

Landlocked eSwatini is one of Africa’s smallest countries, measuring just 200km from north to south and 130km east to west. Within that small landmass is impressive natural diversity, particularly in the country’s more-visited northern half.
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Plan Your Time

eSwatini may be small but it’s complex in nature. It offers the most to those who slow down to engage with Swazi culture and look beyond a safari’s Big Five.
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On a Two-Day Road Trip

Driving through eSwatini from South Africa? Allow one day to explore the Ezulwini Valley, this tiny kingdom’s royal heartland, and visit Mantenga Cultural Village. Stay in nearby Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary, where rare antelope graze, and hike next morning to Nyonyane Peak. Enjoy lunch and craft shopping in Malkerns Valley.




Five Days of Wildlife

For a deeper wildlife immersion after the Ezulwini Valley, stay one night at Hlane Royal National Park where white rhinos congregate at the Ndlovu water hole. Learn about grazers and browsers at the Mkhaya Game Reserve, famous for rare black rhinos, and then go west for highveld adventure in Malolotja Nature Reserve.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY–APRIL

Rain and festivals with Incwala – eSwatini’s most sacred ceremony – in January and Buganu Festival in February.

MAY–JULY

The country relaxes into sunshine and the MTN Bushfire Festival takes place in the Malkerns Valley.

AUGUST–SEPTEMBER

The bush thickens and maidens line up for the king at the Umhlanga reed dance.

OCTOBER–DECEMBER

Temperatures soar in high season but the bush dies back for better wildlife viewing.




Ezulwini Valley
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ROYAL HEARTLAND | HIKING | CRAFTS


For an insightful introduction to this tiny kingdom, stay in the ‘Valley of the Heavens’. Encompassing the Royal Kraal, the parliament and national museum at Lobamba, Ezulwini Valley reveals eSwatini’s relationship between king and country, central to the nation’s identity.

There’s a section in the museum on the importance of the sangoma – healer, diviner and medium – in mediating with ancestors in Swazi society. The continuity of the deceased among the living is key to the notion of extended family and embedded in local Zionist values that combine Christian and indigenous beliefs. That sense of extended family flows outward: with the king cast as father of the nation, the royal household enjoys almost uniform reverence.

Many of eSwatini’s colourful traditions stem from celebration of this strong social structure, as showcased at Mantenga Cultural Village and through the contemporary performances in the neighbouring Malkerns Valley. Don’t miss nearby Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary – the success of the Big Game Parks project is another part of the country’s identity.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mantenga Cultural Village & Nature Reserve

SIGHTS

2Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary

3National Museum

ACTIVITIES

(see 7)House on Fire 

SLEEPING

(see 1)Mantenga Lodge 

EATING

4eDladleni

5Lihawu Restaurant

(see 7)Malandela’s Restaurant 

6Queen of Sheba

SHOPPING

7Gone Rural

(see 1)Mantenga Lifestyle & Craft Centre 

8Swazi Candles




GETTING AROUND

The main sights around Lobamba are strewn across the 20km of the Ezulwini Valley, making it impractical to walk from one part to another.

Minibus taxis service part of the valley but to explore the area in detail, it’s more useful to hire a car.

This is particularly the case if you choose to make your base in the Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary or want to potter around the neighbouring Malkerns Valley. To reach the Ezulwini Valley, look out for the Matsapha turning off the M3, the Mbabane–Manzini highway.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Although the capital Mbabane makes a pleasant stopover, it’s better to make Ezulwini Valley your hub to enjoy more attractive accommodation nearer to the region’s main sights.



Mending Queen Mother’s Windbreak

The Umhlanga Reed Dance

On Day 7 of eSwatini’s most famous festival, regiments of bare-shouldered, ankle-rattling women – 40,000 in total – advance across the royal parade ground. They have delivered boma reeds for the symbolic repair of the Queen Mother’s kraal (enclosed dwelling) in Ludzidzini, and now dance and sing in the hope of being the next wife in King Mswati III’s famously polygamous household. Dates of this August or September festival vary but reed-bearing mannequins are showcased at the National Museum.


Thunder in Your Heart

Traditional dancing at Mantenga Cultural Village

Don’t be surprised if you’re moved to tears under the thatch at Mantenga Cultural Village & Nature Reserve. It’s less the artistry of twice-daily performances and more the visceral effect of rhythmical drumming and slapping of bare feet on mud floor. Tickets include a tour of the traditional village of beehive rondavels under Execution Rock and entry to the Mantenga Nature Reserve. A stroll to the falls, lunch and craft shopping at nearby Mantenga Lifestyle & Craft Centre makes for a good day out.

Eating in the Ezulwini Valley: Our Picks

Queen of Sheba: Sample Ethiopia’s highly distinctive cuisine inside this cosy lunch stop at Mantenga Lifestyle & Craft Centre. $

eDladleni: Oxtail, goat, rabbit and tripe are some of the African dishes here, with mealie bread, pap (maize porridge) and veggie options. $$

Mantenga Lodge Restaurant: Delicious shakes and salads are on the menu of this garden terrace restaurant with wonderful views. $$

Lihawu Restaurant: Enjoy Afro-fusion fine dining with a choice of 1000 different wines and an after-dinner whisky in the cigar lounge at Royal Villas Resort. $$$


WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Urban legend has it that in 2018, King Mswati III, Africa’s only remaining absolute monarch, was attending an international gathering when he was asked about his homeland.

Irritated at having to explain yet again that Swaziland was a country in Africa with its own unique identity and not an alpine nation in the middle of Europe, he determined to restore the country’s former name of eSwatini on his return.

It makes a good if apocryphal story but the real reason for the name change is more nuanced. Announced on the king’s 50th birthday, in the 50th year of independence, the new name distances the country from its colonial past, founding the modern nation firmly in its Swazi roots.



Climbing Up to Die

Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary to Execution Rock

Staring up at Execution Rock from Mantenga Cultural Village, the vertical granite peak at the top of Nyonyane looks impregnable but a walk to the summit is a surprisingly easy half-day excursion. The trail leads from Reilly’s Rock Hilltop Lodge and meanders through the prized collection of aloes, natural grasslands and lantana thickets of Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary.

While stumbling over boulders and getting snagged on acacia, spare a thought for those once condemned as they struggled up the hill blindfolded in days gone by. At the top, the sun hot, cicadas wheezing and the beat of drums rising from the valley, there’s just a hint of soul in the air.

Shop for Crafts in Malkerns Valley

Gone Rural, run riot

Warning! There are tough choices ahead if you set foot in Gone Rural. Pondering which exotic basket will fit your luggage is part of the experience; contributing to the economic empowerment of the 750 rural craftswomen who benefit from each fair-trade purchase is another. Part of Malandela’s, Lifestyle Centre, Gone Rural is located in the same whimsical complex of boutiques and fine-food outlets in the Malkerns Valley. The complex also includes House on Fire – a performance venue known as the ‘African Globe’. During the annual Bushfire Festival (bush-fire.com) in May, the lawns of this landscaped space host 40,000 revellers; at other times, the restaurant offers home-cooked treats in a botanical paradise.

Continue through the Malkerns Valley to Swazi Candles – famous for its animal designs.
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Craft market, Malkerns Valley | Dynamoland/shutterstock ©




Beyond Ezulwini Valley
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Climb to higher ground to explore Mbabane’s monolithic Sibebe Rock or head for the highveld at beautiful Malolotja Nature Reserve


Little more than a 45-minute drive from the Ezulwini Valley, the treeless grasslands of the highveld (grazing land plateaued between 1500m and 2100m) create one of the most beautiful landscapes in eSwatini with panoramic vistas graced with grazing antelope and scuttling warthogs. This is walking country with opportunities for guided or self-guided hikes in the Malolotja Nature Reserve – 1800 hectares of pristine mountain wilderness and offering the country’s one and only zip-line adventure. The world’s oldest mine at Ngwenya adds an ancient layer of history to this interesting northwestern corner, crowned by the country’s two highest peaks, Emlembe (1862m) and Ngwenya (1829m). If shopping’s more your thing, head for the craft outlets near Ngwenya and around Piggs Peak.


Places

Mbababne

Malolotja Nature Reserve

Ngwenya




GETTING AROUND

Roads in Mbabane and throughout the northwest are generally well-maintained and signposted making self-driving easy, albeit with some exceptions. The road up to the summit of Sibebe Rock, for example, is potholed and best avoided after heavy rains.

Shared taxis shuttle when full between Mbabane’s Bus & Minibus-Taxi Rank (behind Swazi Plaza) and Piggs Peak and will drop off passengers near to the entrance of Malolotja Nature Reserve.



MbababneTIME FROM LOBAMBA: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Climb a capital monolith

In 1902 the British moved eSwatini’s capital from sweltering Manzini in the lowveld to Mbabane in the Dlangeni Hills. While a pleasant enough town, Mbabane has little to detain a visitor…except, that is, for Sibebe Rock. Leading 7km north from the capital through Pine Valley, a road skirts right round the base of this enormous great monolith, which is second in size only to Uluru in Australia.

It’s possible to climb to the top of the granite dome with the help of guides from the Sibebe Trails community project (7681 6586) or, if you haven’t a head for heights, drive along the approach road (a potholed track) to the top and park at the Sibebe Resort. From here a half-hour walk across a highveld landscape of wind-shaped boulders and grasslands peppered with wildflowers leads to the smooth flanks of this ancient volcanic plug. While dodging the cattle, keep a look out for the rare blue swallow that inhabits the area.


WHICH NATURE RESERVE?

Here are six of the best (biggameparks.org).

Hlane Royal National Park

Four of the Big Five (no buffaloes); renowned for guided drives in the lion enclosure.

Mkhaya Game Reserve

Famous for white and black rhino conservation and Narina trogon birds; all-inclusive packages only.

Mbuluzi Game Reserve

Self-catering birders’ paradise (300 recorded species); populations of antelope, giraffe and zebra.

Mlawula Nature Reserve

Ten self-guided trails (from lowveld to Lebombo Mountains); best for scenic hiking.

Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary

Heritage lodge, campsites and rare antelope; immersive introduction to middleveld safari with horse riding and cycling.

Malolotja Nature Reserve

Spectacular scenery and zipline; perfect for highveld hiking.



Malolotja Nature ReserveTIME FROM LOBAMBA: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Zipline in the treetops

The beautiful Malolotja Nature Reserve is a prime area for hiking, and among the snort of warthogs and hum of crickets you may just hear a whoop of a particularly human kind. The sound, a tad nervous in nature, can be tracked down to the treetops of the riverine ribbons interlacing the park. These are the setting for the popular Canopy Tour, 8km of zip line and a 45m suspension bridge dangled over the Komati River. A short steep trail back up to the track is the only part of the two-hour adventure that requires a reasonable level of fitness.
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Ngwenya Glass Factory | Bjorn Grotting/Alamy Stock Photo ©

NgwenyaTIME FROM LOBAMBA: 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Recycling the Big Five at Ngwenya Glass Factory

Peering down from the public gantry at Ngwenya Glass Factory, just off the MR3 highway, you’ll see people in red suits waving torches of molten glass while modern-day alchemists work red-hot pokers into translucent beasts of the bush. This celebrated glass works employs and trains local craftspeople to capture elephants, rhinos and giraffes in 100% recycled glass.

The factory (6km from the Ngwenya/Oshoeke Border Post with South Africa) shares the site with other quality craft outlets, making it one of the best places to shop in eSwatini.




Hlane Royal National Park
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ACCESSIBLE SAFARI | TEEMING WATER HOLE | BIG FOUR


Study a map of eSwatini and it’s noticeable that much of the northeastern region is reserved for wildlife. Nestled in a lowveld landscape of acacia and knobthorn, ringed by the Lubombo Mountains, the reserves here are collectively known as the Lubombo Conservancy and together they make for highly accessible safari.

The most famous (and a good hub from which to visit neighbouring reserves) is Hlane Royal National Park, a former royal hunting ground and home to four of the ‘Big Five’. Elephants and lions were made extinct in the country during colonial times but were reintroduced at Hlane, some suggest as a way of filling a cultural void. After all, the national crest represents the king as the Lion (Ngwenyama) of eSwatini and the Queen Mother as Matriarch Elephant (Ndlovukazi). Game drives to see these giants of the bush are a highlight of a visit here, as are a wealth of antelope and over 300 species of birds.
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GETTING AROUND

Hlane Royal National Park can be reached via the MR3 and minibus taxis to nearby Simunye drop visitors off at the entrance. Within the camp, it is possible to drive through parts of the reserve unguided.

Alternatively, book a game drive, which gives access to the lion enclosure. The nearest camp to the road is Ndlovu Camp, with a well-frequented water hole, while self-catering Bhubesi Camp is a 14km drive through the bush with heavily fortified gates visitors must open and close.




[image: ] TOP TIP

In low season, it’s possible to book a game drive or guided walk at the visitors centre inside Ndlovu Camp. During high season it’s better to book in advance through the central reservation system of Big Game Parks.




See Sunset at Ndlovu’s Water Hole

Who’s for a drink?

Perhaps wondering how water-management in the animal world works on such democratic principles, the handful of human visitors at Hlane’s main camp bring their pints of Sibebe to the waterfront and sit contemplating the dusk. That’s when, nudged along by mum, a small white rhino puts in an appearance, shyly moving beyond the great grey hulk of his mother’s hide. Within moments, other rhinos emerge from the bush, horn to tail, making for the water hole as hippos yawn and huff at the prospect of going landside for their nightly graze.

Wildlife watching at the water hole in Hlane is a joy at any time of year when dozens of rhinos, families of elephant and various antelope (including water buck and nyala) turn up to drink. The water hole is frequented by warthogs and hippos throughout the day but it’s particularly active at dawn and dusk. If you stay at the Ndlovu Camp, there’s barely a need to do more than sit in front of the water hole (beside the restaurant) and the safari comes to you.
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Antelope, Hlane Royal National Park | Karel Gallas/shutterstock ©




Beyond Hlane Royal National Park
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Hlane is surrounded by other reserves in the Lubombo Conservancy, each of which has its own character and wildlife highlights


Let’s be honest. We all want to see one. A safari is almost not a safari without that thrilling moment of seeing four paws waving in the air as a lioness naps with her siblings in the sun. But the key to really enjoying the bush is to be able to look beyond the Big Five (or in this case, Hlane’s Big Four) and the best place to do this is arguably in a reserve where more gentle species live without fear of becoming big-cat supper. The small but beautifully appointed wildlife reserve of Mkhaya, famous for rare black rhino, is located in the lowveld near Hlane and offers sightings of giraffes, zebra, nyala and myriad species of birds.


GETTING AROUND

Mkhaya Game Reserve (along with Mbuluzi Game Reserve and Mlawula Nature Reserve) are all located relatively near Hlane Royal National Park, around a two-hour drive east along the MR3 highway from Mbabane, near to the tiny community of Simunye. Supplies (including fuel) are limited so arrive prepared; although Simunye has a fuel station and a well-stocked supermarket. The Manzini to Lomahasha shared taxi minibus can drop visitors at the meeting point for Mkhaya Game Reserve.



Mkhaya Game Reserve

Close encounters of the hide kind

Catching sight of a rhino’s great sandpaper hide brings grateful delight – delight at these giants’ battle-tank bulk and gratitude because they are thriving here in eSwatini. Coming face to horn with these great beasts of the bush is amplified on foot – possible from Stone Camp in Mkhaya Game Reserve, on a guided trek – when their colossal power can be truly appreciated. Both grass-eating white rhino and elusive, critically endangered, bush-eating black rhino (more likely spotted within a few days’ stay at Stone Camp) are protected inside this gem of a reserve.

 

Trekking for Trogan from Mkhaya’s Stone Camp

Even a veteran birdwatcher will find searching for spectacular but shy Nerina trogans challenging. On the bucket list of many birders, trogans know how to tease would-be observers, flitting from tree to tree, leaving only a song to follow. Tracking them involves wading through undergrowth, binoculars catching on thorns and ticks clinging to trouser legs. But then there’s that moment, kneeling in leaf mould, all thoughts of a rhino dispelled, that makes the effort worthwhile and you finally spot a bird at rest in a blaze of crimson chest feathers.




Places We Love to Stay

$ Budget       $$ Midrange       $$$ Top End

In & Around Ezulwini Valley

Legends Backpackers Lodge $ Near the Mantenga Cultural Village along Mantenga Falls Rd, this well-run travellers hub sports a sociable deck under a forest canopy.

Lidwala Lodge $$ In association with All Out Africa, this well-run budget option has dorm rooms, safari tents and some private rooms in a pretty garden setting.

Mantenga Cultural Village & Nature Reserve $$ Arranged along the sloping river bank, these attractive wooden bungalows offer free access to the surrounding wildlife reserve.

Mantenga Lodge $$ Overlooking Mantenga Nature Reserve with the twin peaks of ‘Sheba’s Breasts’ beyond, this woodland lodge is within walking distance of craft shopping.

Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary

All Mlilwane accommodation can be booked through the central Big Game Parks website (biggameparks.org).

Sondzela Backpackers $ There are few opportunities to stay in a budget dorm inside a nature reserve, but top-choice Sondzela in Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary is one of them.

Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary Main Camp $$ On a small bluff, near to the reserve’s main dam, this attractive self-catering camp offers a large range of activities, including horse-riding.

Reilly’s Rock Hilltop Lodge $$$ This heritage favourite in the heart of Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary is set in a magnificent garden at the head of many fine trails.

Malkerns Valley

Malandela’s Guest House $$ Beside boutique shops and sociable bar and restaurant, this lodge is set in a gorgeous garden with extensive rural views.

Summerfield Botanical Garden & Exclusive Resort $$$ This sumptuous upper-end resort is housed in boutique-style thatched cottages within a beautiful botanical garden with a lake.

Mbabane & Manzini

Mountain View International $$ In a Mbabane suburb, just south of the centre, this simple inn with pool and lawns is a good bet for a short city stay.

Foresters Arms $$ Offering a holiday in its own right with horse riding, mountain biking and hiking available, this rural inn has a restaurant offering an inventive menu.--

Northwestern eSwatini

Malolotja Cabins $ With a beautiful highveld location, accommodation in the Malolotja Nature Reserve is in both wooden cabins and a campsite.

Hawane Resort $$ If you’ve wondered what it would be like to sleep in a beehive rondavel, this is your chance to find out. Horse riding is offered from here.

Phophonyane Falls $$$ Close to Piggs Peak set in a beautiful private nature reserve of indigenous highveld forest, this gorgeous lodge offers old-style charm near dramatic waterfalls.

Northeastern Game Reserves

All wildlife reserve accommodation can be booked through the central Big Game Parks website.

Hlane Royal National Park $ There are two camps within the park, delightful Ndlovu Camp with simple rondavels without electricity near to the reception, restaurant and rhino frequented water hole, and Bhubesi Camp with self-catering, riverside stone bungalows, 14km deep into the park.

Mkhaya Game Reserve Stone Camp $$$ Buried within a tract of magnificent canopy forest, this exceptional camp offers accommodation in open stone cottages with a thatched roof and no external walls. Guided drives and walks are included in the price.






Arriving

The only airport currently open to visitors is King Mswati III International Airport. eSwatini borders South Africa and Mozambique and driving through any of the 13 border crossings is straightforward, with posts open roughly between 8am and 10pm (4pm at smaller crossing points).
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King Mswati III International Airport | Oscar_Max Olbrich/Alamy Stock Photo ©

By Air

Only one airline operates in and out of eSwatini and that is Swaziland Airlink (flyairlink.com). One-hour flights connect Jo’burg with Manzini (currently three flights per day). Private taxi is the only way to make the 1½-hour journey to Mbabane.

By Road

Most travellers enter eSwatini by car, through the Ngwenya/Oshoek border where shared taxis are limited and only depart when full. Car rental is available at the airport or at Affordable Car Hire in Mbabane. It is also possible to cross eSwatini’s borders in a car hired in South Africa or Mozambique with a letter of permission from the rental company. Note that it is not possible to take a car hired in eSwatini into Mozambique.

All vehicles must stop at a four-way crossroad where the first car that arrives is the first to proceed, regardless of size of road. A once-daily train connects Mpaka in eSwatini to Maputo, the capital of Mozambique.


Money
Currency: Emalangeni (E)

CASH

eSwatini’s currency is the lilangeni (plural emalangeni, E), divided into 100 cents. It is fixed at a value equal to the South African rand. Rand are accepted everywhere, although you will invariably be given emalangeni in change.

TIPPING

Around 10% to 15% is expected in tips at restaurants and for guides. Bargaining is only routine in markets.

CREDIT CARDS & DIGITAL PAYMENTS

Credit cards and online payment are accepted in main tourist areas in Mbabane and Manzini. Links are not always reliable so carrying some cash is helpful.








Victoria Falls
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ADVENTURE AND HISTORY

A UNESCO World Heritage Site, endless wildlife sightings and fascinating history: welcome to Victoria Falls.
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Victoria Falls | Edwin Remsberg/getty images ©

The Victoria Falls region covers the border towns of Victoria Falls in Zimbabwe and Livingstone in Zambia. Dubbed the adventure capitals of their respective countries, and catering primarily to tourists, Victoria Falls is an activity-lover’s dream. In addition to visiting the falls, travellers can participate in adrenaline-focused activities such as bungee jumping, white water rafting, gorge swinging, and a dip in the Devil’s Pool.

Nearly twice as high as Niagara Falls in the United States and Canada, the Victoria Falls waterfall drops 108m into a whirlpool, making it one of the world’s tallest waterfalls.

The different ethnic groups and communities who live near the falls refer to it by numerous different names, including Shungu Na Mutitima or Boiling Water in Tonga; Amanza Thunquayo or Water Rising as Smoke in Zulu/Ndebele; and Mosi-oa-Tunya or the Smoke that Thunders in Kololo/Lozi.

In addition to activities around the waterfalls, visitors can take part in safaris in nearby national parks, including Mosi-oa-Tunya in Zambia, where you’ll see protected white rhinos.

On the Zimbabwean side, Hwange National Park is usually visited as part of a day trip, but it’s recommended to stay a while longer to see the vast array of wildlife, including elephants and herds of giraffes.

And that’s not forgetting Zimbabwe’s wonderful Zambezi National Park, the wild place that buffaloes, hippos, hyenas and elephants call home.
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Bamba Tram | Luke Nicolaides/Alamy Stock Photo ©


THE MAIN AREAS

LIVINGSTONE

Zambia’s tourist hub.

VICTORIA FALLS TOWN

The adventure capital of Zimbabwe.




Find Your Way

Victoria Falls covers two countries: Zambia and Zimbabwe. To go between both, you’ll need a KAZA visa, which costs US$50. It’s valid for 30 days within a 12-month period.
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Plan Your Time

Victoria Falls beckons all adventure-lovers: swim in the world’s most impressive infinity pool, raft the rapids, go on safari in Hwange, Zambezi or Mosi-oa-Tunya national parks, and then sip a sundowner on a sunset cruise.
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Devil’s Pool, Victoria Falls | Mint Images/getty images ©


Pressed For Time

Head to Victoria Falls and take in its majesty. On the Zambian side, walk down to the Boiling Point, a whirlpool at the bottom of the falls, and then head up high with Batoka Sky for unparalleled views. On the Zimbabwe side, book a three-hour wildlife drive in Zambezi National Park. End the day with a sunset cruise.




A Week to Explore

Split your time with a four-night stay on the Zambia side, and a three-night stay on the Zimbabwe side. In Zambia, visit the Devil’s Pool and enjoy seeing Victoria Falls from above on a microlight flight. Book a safari to Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park. In Zimbabwe, enjoy a walking safari in the country’s largest nature reserve, Hwange National Park.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY–FEBRUARY

Heavy rains fill the falls after dry season; an ideal time for white water rafting.

MARCH–APRIL

This is the best time to see the falls at their strongest. Expect to be drenched by the falling water, so wear a raincoat.

JULY–AUGUST

The lunar rainbow makes its spectacular appearance in July; the Devil’s Pool also opens around this time.

SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER

Dry season brings heat and low water at the falls, but it’s a great time for wildlife-viewing.




Livingstone
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THE FALLS | DEVIL’S POOL | ADVENTURE ACTIVITIES


Originally known as the first capital of Northern Rhodesia (the country changed its name to Zambia upon gaining independence from the British in 1964), Livingstone is now referred to as the tourist capital of Zambia. The town derives its name from famed Scottish explorer David Livingstone, the first European to view the Victoria Falls. The town provides travellers with a range of activities primarily based around the falls, including white water rafting, bungee jumping, microlight flights, and swims in the world’s most impressive natural infinity pool – the Devil’s Pool. Make sure and pay a visit to Knife Edge Bridge also, for famous views of the thundering falls.

Remnants of Livingstone’s past as a capital city remain and can be seen in buildings such as The Capitol – the country’s first cinema, which opened in 1931 – and the Livingstone Golf Club, which was opened in 1908.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Livingstone Museum

SLEEPING

2Jollyboys Backpackers

3Olga’s Guesthouse

EATING

4235 Pub and Grill

5Golden Leaf

6Kubu Cafe

7Munali Cafe

(see 3)Olga’s Italian Corner 




GETTING AROUND

Livingstone is a walkable town with a defined centre along Mosi-oa-Tunya Road. The typical rules apply: walk in groups and avoid walking at night. Most activities are handily centered around or close to the falls, which are a short 20-minute taxi ride from town. Some luxury hotels offer shuttles into town, or to the airport.

Harry Mwaanga Nkumbula Airport is the main airport in Livingstone, located 15km from Victoria Falls. Rental car companies have offices at the airport.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you require cash, withdraw from the ATMs in town, as the only other ATM outside of town is located at the AVANI hotel. Avoid driving on Mosi-oa-Tunya – the road leading from the falls – after dark, as it’s an elephant corridor.



View the Falls from the Knife Edge Bridge

See the ‘Smoke that Thunders’

The Knife Edge Bridge offers views of the Eastern Cataract of Victoria Falls, where you might be lucky enough to spot a rainbow. If visiting during the rainy season, the volume of water from the falls is enough to soak your clothes, so bring a raincoat and sensible (covered) shoes, as the bridge can be slippery.

Raincoats and sandals are also available for rent from vendors at the falls. The hair-raising walk over the bridge only takes about 15 minutes and can be paired with a hike down to the the huge whirlpool of the Boiling Point, located in a gorge beneath the falls. It’s a moderately steep hike through stunning tropical forest and lasts about half an hour. Enjoy the view of the Victoria Falls Bridge, which connects Zambia and Zimbabwe – trying to spot the bungee jumpers leaping off the bridge is all part of the fun.


Swim in the Magnificent Devil’s Pool

A dip at the world’s edge

The Devil’s Pool is a naturally occurring infinity pool set right at the edge of the falls, on an island adjacent to Livingstone Island. During the dry months (from July to January), and subject to water levels and rainfall patterns, the pool is open, but it can only be seen as part of a tour. Your devilish experience begins with a boat tour to the island, then a short swim up the Zambezi River to the pool – and to extraordinary views of the sheer drop over the falls. Tours are offered three times a day: in the morning, afternoon and early evening.

Bungee Jump from the Victoria Falls Bridge

Leap over the Bridge

Measuring a whopping 111m in height and offering unparalleled views of the falls, the Zambezi River and the gorge, the Victoria Falls Bridge is the perfect spot from which to bungee jump. Solo bungee jumps take place without a tandem, while more experienced jumpers can speak to their jump master about doing an ankle-tied back-flip. The experience takes anywhere from 45 to 90 minutes, depending on how many people are in the group. With views of the Boiling Point and the Zambezi River, this is one unforgettable bungee jump. Recommended tour operators include Shearwater Victoria Falls (shearwatervictoriafalls.com) and Wild Horizons (wildhorizons.co.za).


NEED TO KNOW: VICTORIA FALLS ACTIVITIES

Weight

Weight limits (110kg) are in place for the microlight flights.

Age

The minimum age for white water rafting is 15, and 12 is the minimum age for microlight flights.

Gear

Operators will provide gear for activities like bungee jumping and white water rafting.

Fitness and Health

Some activities require a good degree of fitness. Those with health issues such as epilepsy or heart disease are not permitted to partake in the more adrenaline-fuelled sports.

Advance vs On The Spot

Advance booking is required for some activities such as bungee jumping, where you’ll need to give up to 36 hours notice.



View the Falls from Above

Take a flight or helicopter ride

Batoka Sky operates microlight flights that soar over the mighty falls and last between 15 and 30 minutes. The shorter experience swoops over the falls, the adjacent islands and the Zambezi River. The longer experience offers a similar route, with an added zoom over Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park, where you’re likely to spot giraffes, zebras and a host of other animals. For safety reasons, participants are not allowed to carry their own cameras on the flight, but there are wing-mounted cameras that are operated by the pilot.

For more bird’s-eye views, helicopter rides over the falls are also available. They follow similar routes and duration.
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Microlight flight, Victoria Falls | Motofoto/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Sleeping In Livingstone: Our Picks

Jollyboys Backpackers: Located on a quiet street close to town, with friendly staff, a social bar and a pool and restaurant. $$

Avani Hotel: This family-friendly spot has an onsite play area, a large pool and two restaurants. $$$

Olga’s Guesthouse: Olga’s is perfect for the budget traveller who wants a quiet spot to rest. Olga’s Italian Corner is on the property. $

Royal Livingstone Hotel: Being near Mosi-oa-Tunya means you’ll see giraffes, zebras and impalas roaming the property. Has pool and restaurant. $$$


Leap into the Abyss

Try the Batoka gorge swing

With a full-body harness attached to your back, you can leap off the Victoria Falls Bridge, which links Zambia and Zimbabwe, for a free fall of up to 70 heart-stopping metres that has you then soaring right into the chasm of the majestic Batoka Gorge – all on the gorge swing experience. The gorge slide or zipline, which ends at Victoria Falls Bridge, is only available to those aged six and older. This activity can take up to two hours, and operators will pick you and drop you off at your hotel. Recommended tour operators for the gorge swing include Shearwater Victoria Falls (shearwatervictoriafalls.com) and Wild Horizons (wildhorizons.co.za).

White Water Raft the Zambezi

Conquer the rapids!

Traverse the Zambezi River – Africa’s fourth-longest – with a half- or full-day aquatic adventure. When water levels are low (typically from August to December), rafting tours last anywhere between four hours (the ‘test the best’ option) and nine hours (for a full day). When water levels are high (typically from January to July), the six-hour experience is your only option. There are also multi-day options available that last from two days to five nights. All excursions include photo and video footage and return road transfers (from Livingstone-based accommodation and the Zambian border).

Visit the Livingstone Museum

A tribute to a legend

Scottish explorer David Livingstone (whom the town is named after) was the first European to view Victoria Falls. As an explorer, he was on a quest to visit the source of the Nile and spent 15 years traversing the African continent; as a missionary, he was dedicated to spreading the word of Christianity and did much to try to abolish slavery.

The Livingstone Museum is the oldest, largest and best museum in the country, with memorabilia, photographs and letters from Livingstone’s life on display, as well as an ethnographic section dedicated to wildlife and information on Zambia’s political history. The museum also has a craft shop in the central courtyard, with a small selection of crafts for sale.


LIVINGSTONE’S BEST FESTIVALS

Mosi Day of Thunder

Zambia Breweries lager brand, Mosi, gives its name to this festival, featuring musical performances from local and international artists. Usually mid-to-late April.

Livingstone International Cultural and Arts Festival

One of Zambia’s biggest festivals includes a street carnival, food market and dances from Maramba village performers. Usually April/May.

Zambezi White Water Festival

This two-day festival for white-water-rafting enthusiasts sees teams compete in a series of challenges, followed by live music and food. Usually October.

The Lwiindi Ceremony

The Toka-Leya ethnic group celebrate Lwiindi, a ceremony hoped to bring on the rains and mark the end of the dry season. January.



Eating in Livingstone: Our Picks

S’lo Lounge: One of the newest restaurants in Livingstone, with international comfort food, including burgers, pizza and pasta. $$

Golden Leaf: Serves real-deal Indian cuisine. The menu is extensive, featuring lots of wholesome meat and veggie curries. $$

Olga’s Italian Corner: Thin-crust, wood-fired pizzas are served here. Olga’s central location makes it a popular lunch choice; great desserts. $$

Sepo Yaka: A no-frills restaurant where you’ll get great Zambian cuisine. Try the nshima (maize porridge). $


LIVINGSTONE’S BEST HISTORIC BUILDINGS

The Capitol Theatre

Built in 1931, this was the town’s first movie theatre and is Victorian in style.

St Andrews Church

This Anglican church, built in 1910, still has some of its original stained-glass windows.

The Livingstone Golf Club

Historic cups and trophies can still be seen at this golf club, which opened in 1908.

Livingstone Museum

This Spanish-inspired building was opened in 1951 to house the Livingstone Museum, with displays on David Livingstone, as well as Zambian history and culture.

The Atlas Mara Bank

(formerly known as the Finance Bank). Neo-classical building dating back to 1931 and features stately Romanesque columns.



Head to Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park

Up close with white rhinos

Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park is located just on the outskirts of Livingstone. Head here for a self-drive, or book an afternoon wildlife safari (which usually lasts around three hours), where you’ll walk with endangered white rhinos, zebras, baboons, crocodiles, giraffes and antelopes, to name just a few.
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Livingstone’s Turaco | Danny Ye/shutterStock ©

Stay at Chundukwa River Lodge

Birdwatching, horseriding and sunset cruises

Situated on the banks of the Zambezi River, just outside of Livingstone, Chunkudwa River Lodge is a sanctuary of peace and quiet after all that adrenaline, where more gentle activities like birdwatching, horse-riding and sunset cruises soothe the soul.

The horseback rides range from 45-minute pony rides (for kids) to three-hour champagne breakfasts (for adults) and traverse the trails near the river. Intermediate and experienced riders can embark on a three-day or more horse-riding safari with Zambian Horseback Safaris (zambianhorsebacksafaris.com), a sister company to Chundukwa. For the three-day experience, you’ll be staying in raised and tented ecocamps with gorgeous views of the Simalaha plains.

Chundukwa also has over 180 recorded species of birds, including the Livingstone’s turaco and the African finfoot. Ideal birdwatching locations include from the chalets overlooking the river, or in the gardens of the lodge, where you may also see the Cape clawless otter. The on-site guides offer birdwatching tours (and general guidance) for both novice and experienced watchers. To round off everything nicely, a sunrise or sunset boat cruise is included in your Chundukwa stay, where crocs, elephants and hippos might come to say hello. At $500 per person per night on an all inclusive basis, this is a one-of-a-kind luxury trip.

Drinking Coffee in Livingstone: Our Picks

Munali Cafe: At this brightly painted cafe and bakery on Mosi-oa-Tunya Road, you’ll find a mix of residents and travellers enjoying great coffee.

Kubu Cafe: Kubu has indoor and outdoor (shaded) seating, perfect for enjoying iced coffees and cute animal-shaped cookies.

235 Pub and Grill: Originally the dessert-focused Sweet and Salty Cafe, the renamed 235 Pub and Grill serves great lattes.

Livingstone Restaurant: This much-loved cake and coffee spot is where all of Livingstone’s residents flock to.


THE OLD DRIFT

From 1898 to 1905, prior to the construction of the Victoria Falls Bridge and railway, the town of Livingstone was known as ‘The Old Drift’ by its first European settlers. The original settlement was later abandoned, and today, the only remnants are a graveyard located in Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park.

The ‘Old Drift’ name inspired the title of American–Zambian writer Namwali Serpell’s dazzling debut novel of the same name, published in 2019.

The opening narrator, Percy M. Clark. is based on the real-life Mr Frederick J ‘Mopane’ Clarke, who controlled the settlement’s trading post. Serpell, who began writing the book in 2000, added the Old Drift section of the novel in 2013 after she visited the site.






Victoria Falls Town
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NATIONAL PARK | RAINFOREST | RIVER CRUISES


Victoria Falls town is a resort destination located in Zimbabwe’s Matabeleland North, with the Zambezi River dividing the town (and the country) from neighbouring Zambia. European settlers were first attracted to the town in the early 1900s, when the Victoria Falls Bridge was opened to connect both countries. Since the 1930s, Victoria Falls has been a tourist-focused town, and it’s smaller size when compared to Livingstone, coupled with its widespread use of US dollars, may be the reason why it’s the favoured destination.

The town is the gateway to the Zimbabwean side of Victoria Falls, and most of the falls are located in Zimbabwe. Besides the falls, visitors love the Bamba Tram and river cruises down the Zambezi. For those all-important safaris, head to Zambezi, Hwange, and Botswana’s Chobe national parks on day trips.

You’ll find Victoria Falls town is super busy from July to October, as well as during the festive season. The quieter months are typically early January to April.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Devil’s Pool

2Mosi-oa-Tunya National Park

3Victoria Falls

4Victoria Falls National Park

SLEEPING

5Shoestrings Backpackers

6Victoria Falls Backpackers

EATING

7Lookout Cafe

8Three Monkey

NIGHTLIFE

9River Brewing Company

SHOPPING

10Elephant’s Walk Shopping & Artist Village




GETTING AROUND

Victoria Falls town is serviced by the Victoria Falls Airport, 21km southeast of the town. Taxis are available from the airport and cost US$30 per trip.

The area around the Elephants Walk is the most walkable area, with several shops, banks, a mall and restaurants located here. However, to get to and from town, and to and from the falls, taxis, hotel shuttles and bikes are most often used. Backpacker haunts rent out bikes to guests for a daily fee, as do Wild Horizons and Bamba e-bikes.




[image: ] TOP TIP

USD is the main currency in the town, so have plenty of dollars on you. Also try to have plenty of small notes with you at all times, as getting change can often be an issue.



See the Falls

Welcome to the jungle

It was the moisture from the Zambezi River that led to the formation of the Victoria Falls Rainforest, located in Victoria Falls National Park. Follow the pathways through the park to 16 different viewpoints, all offering unique vantage points of the mighty falls. The most dramatic is the Devil’s Cataract outlook, while it’s also worth keeping an eye out for David Livingstone’s Statue. The Danger Point is a sheer, unfenced, 100m drop-off that you’ll quickly realise is aptly named, and you can follow a track here to view the Victoria Falls Bridge.

The falls are a short, 20-minute walk from town. However, during the summer months, hiring a taxi is recommended. Make sure and carry a form of identification with you, as this will determine your cost of admission to the falls. International entrance fees range from US$50 (for foreigners) to US$30 (for Southern African residents) to US$10 (for Zimbabweans). Payment can be made in cash or credit card.

Head to Victoria Falls Bridge on the Bamba Tram

Step back in time

The Bamba Tram is a 19th-century, hop-on hop-off vintage tram service that conducts three daily trips from Three Monkeys to the Victoria Falls Bridge, through the stunning landscape of Victoria Falls National Park.

Guests are told a brief history of the railway, of Victoria Falls town, and of the bridge itself. Refreshments are served to guests when the tram reaches the bridge before returning to the station.

Each trip lasts 90 minutes, with winter departing times at 8.30am, 10am and 4.30pm/5pm (the sunset option). There is also a sunrise option, which begins at 6am. See bambavictoriafalls.com for more information.


THE WORLD’S SEVENTH WONDER

Victoria Falls is the largest, most beautiful and most majestic waterfall on the planet, and is the Seventh Natural Wonder of the World, as well as being a UNESCO World Heritage Site. It falls along a 1.7km wide strip in the Zambezi Gorge. It’s an awesome sight to behold, and there’s not many other waterfalls that can be seen, heard, tasted and touched in the way Victoria Falls can.




Take a Zambezi Sunset Cruise

Head down river

Various operators run cruises on the Zambezi River, with options including breakfast, lunch, dinner and sunset options, with the latter (unsurprisingly) the most popular. River cruises typically last around four hours and include snacks, drinks and dinner plus, more importantly, a whole host of wildlife sightings, from elephants and hippos to crocodiles and an array of birdlife. Operators include Pure Africa (pure.africa.com) and Wild Horizons (wildhorizons.co.za).

The sunset cruises head downstream towards the Victoria Falls, where you’ll witness the extensive spray. The boat then cruises upstream to catch the sunset at a scenic spot on the Zambezi River. FYI: national park entrance fees are not included in the cost of the cruise, so these will need to be paid separately.
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Zambezi sunset | Nadezda Murmakova/shutterstock ©


ZAMBIA OR ZIMBABWE?

Zambians and Zimbabweans love to argue about which country is better for visiting and viewing Victoria Falls.

To have the best experience, we recommend visiting both, as there are some activities that can only be done on one side of the falls, such as the Devil’s Pool, on the Zambian side.

The Zimbabwean side may be favourable to those travelling from countries where the dollar is the main currency, as there’s no need to convert to local currency in Victoria Falls town.

The Zimbabwean side also has 16 different viewpoints of the falls, while Zambia has just three.



Eating & Drinking in Victoria Falls Town: Our Picks

Marula Cafe: Located on the corner of the OK shopping centre complex, Marula serves great brunch, cocktails, coffee and lunch. $

Lookout Cafe: A popular restaurant overlooking the Batoka Gorge, with seasonal menus, plus your typical burgers, wraps and cocktails. $

Three Monkeys: Wood-fired pizza and the usual pub-style food are served at this restaurant located around a train carriage. $

River Brewing Company: This spot offers a wide selection of hand-crafted ales, cocktails and pub food. Live music and stand up comedy, too. $


Shop the Elephant’s Walk Artist Village

Support local vendors

The Elephant’s Walk Shopping & Artist village is a collective of local vendors, artists, restaurants and cafes in a lush setting of vibrant tropical gardens. The shopping village is also home to boutique shops and galleries, and it’s easy to spend hours here picking up souvenirs and quality Zimbabwean and African crafts. Browse the Zimbabwean art at the galleries, and try Zimbabwean coffee at Zuri Bistro. Note that negotiating on price with vendors is the norm here.

Safari Drives in Zambezi National Park

Head into the wild

Zambezi National Park is technically part of Victoria Falls National Park. Combined, they cover 559 sq km and are filled with an array of wildlife, from giraffes, elephants, lion, leopards and buffaloes to various antelopes and over 400 species of birds. There are two main areas for wildlife-viewing in the park; the Zambezi River Game Drive, located near the main entrance of the park, and the Chamabando Game Drive, located to the south of the park. The Chamabando entrance is about 5km south of Victoria Falls town. The main entrance is off Livingstone Way (the main road in town), and clearly signposted with Zim Parks signage.

Due to its proximity to the falls, the park can be visited in a half- or full-day trip, although there are a few lodges within the park where you can stay overnight. Depending on the package booked, some include an afternoon safari drive, refreshments and dinner in the park.

Safari drives can be booked through your hotel or lodge, and self-drive vehicles are allowed, although you’ll have to pay an additional park fee to bring your own vehicle. Carry an identification card with you, as it will determine the price of your admission to the park.


VIC FALLS CARNIVAL

Since 2012, the Victoria Falls Carnival has been entertaining thousands of locals and tourists. What began as a small, locally based festival utterly transformed when it was taken over by Jameson, yhe whiskey brand. The festival features three nights of musical performances from local and international artists and usually takes place during the last three days of the year (apart from in 2023, when it took place in April). Performers have included Mi Casa, (South Africa), Jah Prayzah (Zimbabwe) and Mookomba (Zimbabwe).

During the day, attendees are encouraged to explore Victoria Falls town; at night, they’re encouraged to party.



Sleeping in Zambezi & Victoria Falls: Our Picks

Zambezi Sands: Each of the 10 tented rooms at this all-inclusive lodge feature decks with views of the Zambezi, plus an outdoor shower. $$$

Matesi Lodge: On the banks of the Zambezi River in a private concession, each lodge comes with an outdoor shower and private plunge pool. $$$

Mpala Jena Camp: Located in a private concession in Zambezi National Park, Mpala Jena has five luxury tents. Pool and library onsite. $$$

Victoria Falls River Lodge: In the northeast section of the park, with luxury tents, private decks and plunge pools. $$$

Sleeping in Victoria Falls Town: Our Picks

Elephant Hills Hotel: Located on a hill outside the town, this luxury hotel has a golf course, four restaurants, a salon and pool. $$$

Palm River Hotel: This newly opened riverfront hotel has large bathrooms, plus a pool, gym, restaurant and gift shop. $$$

Shoestrings Backpackers: Budget-conscious lodgings located on a quiet street. The en-suite rooms are clean and comfortable. $

Victoria Falls Backpackers: Aimed at self-drivers and travellers on a budget, lodgings here are thatched chalets; pool and kitchen onsite. $




Beyond Victoria Falls Town


[image: jpg]

There is plenty to see beyond Victoria Falls town, but heading out on safari in Hwange National Park comes top of the list.


Zimbabwe’s largest park, and one of the 10 largest parks in Africa, is Hwange National Park. It’s also the country’s oldest, established in 1929, and the most popular. Visitors from Victoria Falls town head to the park for day-trips, often organised by the lodges and hotels in town. Due to its size and rich wildlife diversity – boasting the largest concentration of elephants and wild dogs in Zimbabwe, as well as plenty of leopards, cheetahs, giraffes, and hyenas – some travellers wisely opt to spend a few days here.

Another national park worth a day-trip from the town (it’s just 90 minutes away) is the magnificent Chobe National Park in nearby Botswana.


Places

Hwange National Park

Chobe National Park




GETTING AROUND

The easiest way to get from Victoria Falls town to Chobe and Hwange is as part of an organised trip with an activity operator such as Wild Horizons, who offer full-day or half-day options. If staying overnight or for several days in Hwange, Wild Horizons also offers transfers from Victoria Falls town to Hwange’s main gate.

Self-driving in Hwange is also doable, but only in a 4WD. Note that traffic can get heavy, and roadworks definitely make the experience less enjoyable.



Hwange National ParkTIME FROM VICTORIA FALLS TOWN: 2 HRS [image: jpg]

Explore the park

Hwange National Park can be explored on a wildlife drive, or on foot. Guided wildlife drives typically last 3–4 hours, and en route, you can expect to see lions, leopards, wild dogs, buffaloes, and over 400 bird species, as well as some of the roughly 40,000 elephants who call this park home. Morning and evening drives can be arranged through all-inclusive lodges, who’ll do all the planning for you.

Self-driving is also possible, though marked routes should be followed. Entrance fees per person and per vehicle must be paid to park officials at the entrance gate.

Walking safaris (led by armed guides) also last 3–4 hours, and on the way you’ll learn about the endemic plants of Hwange, track animal footprints and spot the park’s myriad inhabitants. Guided safaris are included in your stay at an all-inclusive lodge, or can be paid per activity at budget-friendly accommodations.

The best times to view wildlife in Hwange is from August to November, as animals congregate around water sources, making it much easier to track them.

 

Visit the Painted Dog Conservation Centre

Created to protect the critically endangered wild dog population of the park, whose numbers are steadily decreasing due to human–wildlife conflict, the Painted Dog Conservation Centre is an NGO that provides a home for dogs who have been orphaned and/or injured. Visitors can learn about the species and its plight, as well as the centre’s conservation efforts (in the small museum). There’s a rehabilitation centre that cares for injured dogs in the hope of eventually releasing them back into the wild.

There’s also a gift shop where books and jewellery (made from recovered snares) can be bought. The entrance fee is donation-based.
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Hwange National Park | Edwin Remsberg/VW PICS/UIG via Getty Images ©


CLINT EASTWOOD & HWANGE

In the summer of 1989, American filmmaker and actor Clint Eastwood filmed White Hunter, Black Heart (1990) in Victoria Falls, Hwange National Park and Kariba.

In the film, Clint Eastwood plays the character of John Wilson, a film director scouting various African locations for his next film while hoping to achieve his lifelong dream of going on a safari.

The film that Wilson was scouting for was The African Queen (1953), which was shot in Uganda and the Democratic Republic of Congo. It featured Humphrey Bogart and Katherine Hepburn, White Hunter, Black Heart’s budget was US$24 million, but it’s box-office performance was weak to say the least, garnering just $2 million in ticket sales.



Sleeping in Hwange National Park: Our Picks

Kapula Camp: En-suite tents on a concrete platform, with self-catering facilities (bring all your own food) and helpful staff (who’ll also provide firewood). $$

Gwango Heritage Resort: You may not need a safari with the amount of wildlife at this camp, as elephants make regular visits to the pool. $$

Davison’s Camp: Luxury tents overlook watering holes at this all-inclusive spot, where you’ll see elephants, impalas and more coming to quench their thirst. $$$


CHOBE: WHEN TO GO

The area that we now know as Chobe National Park was first set aside as a wildlife reserve in the 1930s, and it became Botswana’s first national park in 1968. It encompasses three iconic wildlife areas that all carry a whiff of safari legend: Chobe Riverfront, which supports the park’s largest wildlife concentration; the newly accessible and Okavango-like Linyanti Marshes; and the remote and soulful Savuti, with wildlife to rival anywhere.

The best time to visit Chobe is during the dry season, roughly from April to October, when wildlife congregates around the park’s permanent water sources.

Try to avoid January to March, as getting around can be difficult during the rains, although this is peak season for flying into the Savuti Marshes.



Chobe National ParkTIME FROM VICTORIA FALLS TOWN: 90 MINS [image: jpg]

Elephants and crocodiles

Just 90 minutes from Victoria Falls town, Chobe National Park in Botswana is 10,000 sq km of parkland, home to a massive elephant population, as well as leopards, lions and giraffes. Visitors to Chobe can embark on wildlife safaris, water safaris along the Chobe River – where you’ll see hippos and crocodiles basking on the riverbank – luxury houseboat trips, farm stays and safaris with Botswana’s first and only female-led safari team at Chobe Game Lodge. The park is also great for birdwatching, as it’s home to over 450 bird species.

As Chobe National Park is located in Botswana, travellers entering the country will need to have a KAZA visa and bring their passports.
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Chobe National Park | Nick Fox/shutterstock ©




Arriving & Getting Around

Two airports are located near Victoria Falls. Harry Mwaanga Nkumbula Airport in Livingstone is 15 kms from Victoria Falls, while Victoria Falls Airport is just 21km southeast of Victoria Falls town. Frequent taxis and shuttles connect the airports with nearby towns.
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Harry Mwanga Nkumbula International Airport | Nadezda Murmakova/shutterstock ©


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left.
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Avoid driving in the dark.
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When driving on sandy tracks, lower your tire pressure for a better grip.



Taxis

The widespread availability of taxis in Livingstone and Victoria Falls town means renting a car isn’t really necessary. Taxis are the best way of getting around both towns.

Self-Driving

If you fancy self-driving through national parks such as Hwange and Zambezi, 4WDs are the best option. They typically come with a tented roof (in the event of rain) and are open on all sides, making for great wildlife-viewing.


Money
Currency: Zimbabwean Dollar (Z$) Zambian Kwacha (ZMW)

CASH

Cash is king here, especially when paying for meals at restaurants and when buying for fuel. Make sure to always carry smaller notes, as getting change is often an issue. Also make sure the money is clean and not torn, as these notes will not be accepted.

TIPPING

For safari lodges/camps, tip at the end of your day, as opposed to after each activity. Tipping anywhere between $10 and $15 per guest, per guide is generally recommended, while a $5 is fine for other staff.

At restaurants, a $10 tip is recommended if your bill doesn’t include a service charge.

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Credit and debit cards are widely accepted at the more high-end restaurants. Some lodges in remote areas may have limited coverage, meaning card machines often fail. It’s best to always have some cash on you.








Zambia
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RICH WILDLIFE, AWESOME WATERFALLS

Endless stretches of untouched land, UNESCO World Heritage Sites and unique animal species. Welcome to Zambia.
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Knife Edge Bridge | DAVID DU PLESSIS/GETTY IMAGES ©

Located in southern Africa, Zambia was formerly known as Northern Rhodesia until 1964, when it obtained independence from Britain. With a total area of 290,587 square miles, it is slightly larger than Texas and takes its name from the mighty Zambezi River, which runs right through it. Zambia’s strength and popularity as a tourist destination lies in its wildlife density, spread across a whopping 20 national parks and 34 wildlife management areas, home to zebras, wildebeest, sable antelopes and giraffes, to name just a few.

The north and south of the country are home to numerous waterfalls: Kalambo Falls in the northern region is the second-largest single-drop waterfall in Africa, while Victoria Falls in southern Zambia is one of the world’s largest waterfalls and greatest natural spectacles.

The eastern and western regions are primarily where Zambia’s wildlife is concentrated, with South Luangwa National Park in the east where walking safaris were first created. However, Liuwa Plain National Park, in the west, is not to be overlooked, as it hosts the second-largest wildebeest migration in the world.

The capital city of Lusaka has a thriving arts and technological innovation scene. With a major boom in construction, new hotels, restaurants and malls are being added to the city’s ever-expanding cityscape.
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Elephant, Lower Zambezi National Park | GUDKOV ANDREY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

LUSAKA

Zambia’s thriving capital.

SOUTH LUANGWA NATIONAL PARK

Walking safaris and epic wildlife.

NORTHERN CIRCUIT

Scuba diving, waterfalls and adventure.

VICTORIA FALLS

The world’s greatest waterfall.




Find Your Way

Travelling by road or air is the best way to see Zambia. However, distances between sites can be made longer by poor roads in some areas.
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Plan Your Time

Whether you’re just visiting Zambia for Victoria Falls, or staying longer to go on safari, you’ll have plenty of options to hit the highlights and go off the beaten path.
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Victoria Falls, Livingstone | BYDRONEVIDEOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


If You Only Do One Thing

A trip to Zambia is incomplete without a visit to Victoria Falls. Fly into Lusaka, then take an hour’s flight to Livingstone, or a 6-hour drive. You’ll see the mist from the ‘Smoke that Thunders’ from miles away. View the falls from the Knife Edge Bridge and bungee jump, white water raft and swing into the Batoka Gorge. Finish with a leisurely boat cruise down the Zambezi.




Five Days to Travel

Spend two days in Livingstone to see Victoria Falls, then fly back to Lusaka to catch an hour flight to Mfuwe and head to South Luangwa National Park, where your safari adventure begins with a road transfer to your lodge of choice. Spend your days on morning and late afternoon wildlife drives, and fall asleep under the stars in a pollution-free zone.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY

Rainy season is in full flow, although there is intermittent sunshine.

MARCH–APRIL

Victoria Falls is at peak flow. Newborn animals and lush vegetation fill the national parks.

JUNE

June is the coldest month of the year for Zambia, but it will also stay dry until August. This is shoulder season.

SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER

Jacaranda trees are in bloom. October is the hottest month but a great for safari.




Lusaka
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THRIVING ARTS | UNIQUE FOOD | NATIONAL PARK


Initially an outpost town that was part of the railway lines built by the British to transport copper and other minerals from neighbouring Democratic Republic of Congo to South Africa, Lusaka became the administrative capital of Northern Rhodesia in 1931. It’s a veritable melting pot of cultures, as Zambians from all provinces have migrated here for better economic opportunities. There are also sizeable expat communities due to the various international organisations that call the city home, including embassies and multinationals like the East and Southern African Commerce Industry, which has its headquarters here.

Lusaka has a thriving gastronomic scene, with food festivals, such as the popular Lusaka Food Market and Lusaka Food Truck Festival, held once a month, and innovative restaurants offering multi-course tasting menus. There are also new galleries that have expanded opportunities for contemporary art, meaning that Lusaka is alive with a creativity that knows no bounds.
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GETTING AROUND

Getting around Lusaka can be done by private car, taxi or minibus. The latter are the cheapest, though they can get crowded, have no set schedule, and you have to wait until they are full before you begin your trip.

Taxis are widely available, and rates are negotiable, though it’s best to ask your accommodation to book one for you. There’s also a ride-hailing app called Yango that’s similar to Uber.

To book a self drive, you can rent from the car rental agencies at Kenneth Kaunda International Airport.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Although restaurants don’t typically require reservations, if visiting during a public holiday or towards the end of the month, it’s best to call in advance to book.



See Animals in the City

Head to Lusaka National Park

Lusaka National Park is the newest national park in Zambia, and the second one located in an African capital city. Due to its location in the residential neighbourhood of Leopards Hill, the park has no predators, but animals such as impalas, giraffes and zebras can be seen here. The park is also home to the Elephant Orphanage of the Game Rangers International NGO. The orphanage cares for baby elephants who have been rescued from national parks throughout the country.

From a platform, guests can watch the elephants being fed at 11am, then learn more about them at the on-site discovery centre. There’s also a gift shop called Lusaka Collective, a cafe and a picnic site for visitors, so spending the whole day here is easy (and worthwhile).


Get an Education on Zambia’s History

Visit Lusaka National Museum

Operating since 1986, the top floor of the Lusaka National Museum has a permanent exhibition which delves into the history of Zambia from the Stone Age and Iron Age periods, right through to colonialism, the fight for independence and its various political regimes. There are also displays on urban culture, ethnographic and archaeological exhibits. The ground floor features galleries that host temporary contemporary art exhibitions, as well as paintings and sculpture.

Embark on a Jiranileo Food Tour

Let your tastebuds lead

Food is an integral part of daily life in Zambia, and on a Jiranileo Food Tour (jiranileo.com), you can take part in lots of delicious food-related activities. On Jiranileo’s street food experience, a local guide will take you to Lusaka’s Thorn Park neighbourhood, where dozens of traditional food vendors offer delicious meals, such as nshima – Zambia’s staple food, which resembles a thick kind of porridge that is typically made from corn meal – as well as a hearty selection of stews and vegetables. Jiranileo also leads guests on tours of the local markets to purchase ingredients for a traditional Zambian meal, which they then cook together. All of these tours can be booked online, on Jiranileo’s website.


A LITTLE HELP FROM LUSAKA

As one of the first countries in Southern Africa to gain independence, Zambia’s first president, Kenneth Kaunda, lent support to other nations during their liberation struggles. From 1963 to the early 1990s, Lusaka became the headquarters of South Africa’s African National Congress political party, while its leaders (including Nelson Mandela) were in jail. Various other countries also had outposts in Lusaka, including Angola and Mozambique.

Today, you’ll see reminders of Lusaka’s history as a former liberation headquarters, such as Thabo Mbeki Road, named after the second president of South Africa, and Oliver Tambo House along Great East Road, which was a safe house for 22 years for Oliver Tambo, who eventually replaced Mandela as leader of the African National Congress..



See the Crocs at Kalimba Reptile Park

Snakes, crocodiles and turtles galore

One of the last places in the world to see an African slender snouted crocodile is at the Kalimba Farm Reptile Park, located about forty minutes drive from downtown Lusaka’s. Guides share facts about the animals of the park, including snakes like the black panther and the python, as well as tortoises and Nile crocodiles (the second-largest croc in the world). There is also an on-site restaurant, as well as mini golf, swimming pools and fishing activities.
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Lady Betty boat cruise | MUNDIA WAMUNYIMA/WIKIMEDIA/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©

Sleeping in Lusaka: Our Picks

Latitude 15 Degrees: Located in the tree-lined Kabulonga district, this art-filled hotel features two pools and two restaurants. $$$

Ciela Resort: Just 20 minutes from the airport, Ciela features a pool, spa and two restaurants, plus a brewery, art gallery and golf course. $$$

Kampamba House: For an off-grid and peaceful farm stay, book a self-catering cottage at Kampamba. $$

Protea Hotel Lusaka Tower: Located next to two malls, this hotel is a good choice for those who like to shop. $$


Sail on a Kafue Boat Cruise

Go down river

Warm-weather weekend activities in Lusaka revolve around the Kafue River – or specifically, sailing down it. Kafue River Cliff (@kafuerivercliff) runs the Lady Betty boat cruise, which comprises a serene two-hour ride down the Kafue on a 75-seater boat. There is an on-board cash bar, and a meal of bream and chips can be served if ordered from the River Cliff restaurant before boarding. The boat leaves for the cruise daily at 12pm, 2pm and 4pm. Other popular spots include Muyangana’s Waterfront, who also offer boat cruises.

Hike in the Hills

Get those steps in

Whether you’re interested in a scenic slow stroll or a more strenuous hike, there’s a trail for you. Mwamba Mwila Adventures (mwilaadventure.com) offers group trips – in partnership with local communities – to explore the hidden corners of Zambia. So if you feel like stretching your legs, then book one of their hikes. Their Nkwashi Hill Hike – in the Leopards Hill area of Lusaka – is around 5km and lasts just under three hours. Their scenic Kafue River Walk is a bit longer, lasting around six hours and covering roughly 12km, while soaking up lots of cultural heritage and positively impacting rural communities.


ZAMBIA’S OLYMPIC NAME CHANGES

Zambia entered the Tokyo 1964 Summer Olympics on 11 October as Northern Rhodesia, a British colony with its own flag. The closing ceremony was on 24 October, the same day as independence from Britain.

The country immediately became known as Zambia and had a new flag, meaning Zambia is the only country in the world to have entered and exited the Olympics with a different name – all in the space of a few days.

Zambia has won two medals at the games. Boxer Keith Mwila won its first medal, a bronze, in 1984 for lightweight fly boxing, while Samuel Matete won a silver medal in 1996 in the men’s 400m hurdles.



Eating in Lusaka: Our Picks

Little Bird: A French-inspired bistro operating out of a shipping container, Little Bird serves lovely breakfasts and light lunches. $

Siesta By Mint: Located in the tree-lined suburbs of Kabulonga, Siesta plates up pasta, seafood and fresh salads, plus some good vegan dishes. $

Mpotu Yatu: Serving traditional Zambian cuisine, as well as vegetables and hearty, protein-rich stews, this spot is guaranteed to fill you. $

Three Trees: This restaurant’s menu includes freshly made sushi, flame-grilled meats, burgers – and a full English breakfast. $




Beyond Lusaka
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Wildlife, nature and stunning waterfalls await in the treasure trove of national parks beyond Lusaka.


Most of Zambia’s sights and experiences are spread across the southern, northern and eastern regions of the country. With 20 national parks and 34 wildlife-management areas, you can easily spend weeks hopping from park to park, from Kafue to the Lower Zambezi, ticking the Big Five off your list. Zambia’s safari industry not being as developed as South Africa or Kenya works in the favour of the traveller, as the parks are never crowded, even in peak season, meaning you often have the feeling of having the whole place to yourself – apart from the animals, of course.

Dozens of waterfalls from large to small can be visited and camped at, including the exquisite Kundalila Falls.


Places

Lower Zambezi National Park

Kafue National Park




GETTING AROUND

The fastest way to get to Lower Zambezi and Kafue is by plane. There are two airstrips in Lower Zambezi National Park (Jeki and Royal), and Proflight Zambia operates flights to both areas. Proflight also recently launched 90-minute flights to the Chunga airstrip in Kafue National Park.

You can also arrive by boat. This involves driving to Chirundu, then taking a two-hour boat trip from Gwabi River Lodge’s dock.

Self-driving is permitted in Lower Zambezi and Kafue National Parks, though the park gates close at 6pm.



Lower Zambezi National ParkTIME FROM LUSAKA: 2–4 HRS [image: jpg]

The best way to see the park

Lower Zambezi National Park is one of the country’s premier wildlife-viewing areas. It’s also a park that’s moving forward in more ways than one: it’s been a carbon neutral park since 2016, with emissions from lodges, flights and conservation activities all offset through verified carbon credits. It’s also home to Zambia’s first all-female scout team, called Kufadza (meaning ‘Inspire’ in the local Goba language). The team of women was formed in 2021, and armed with AK-47s, their job is to protect the animals in the park from poaching and illegal activity.

One of the best ways to see the vast wilderness of Lower Zambezi is on a canoe safari. Accompanied by a guide, your safari starts with a short boat cruise down the Zambezi River before moving to a smaller two- or three-person canoe. Expect to get up close and personal with hippos, elephants and buffaloes as they stop to drink from the river or attempt to cross it. The silent drifting of the canoe means you’re watching these animals without having to disturb them. The canoe safari typically lasts three hours and can be organised through your accommodation.

 

Zambezi’s wildlife drives & walking safaris

You’ll lose count of how many elephants you’ll see during morning and late afternoon wildlife drives in Lower Zambezi. You’re also likely to spot buffaloes, monkeys (whose high-pitched screams are a warning of predators), wildebeest and much more. If you’d like to stretch your legs, then walking safaris are also available, where you’ll learn about the medicinal benefits of indigenous trees and practise identifying animals through their droppings and footprints. Walking safaris usually take place in the morning (before the temperatures soar), and you’ll be accompanied by a guide, as well as an armed officer from the Department of Wildlife and National Parks. The animals that will accompany you vary from zebras and elephants to impalas and buffaloes. Walking safaris and wildlife drives typically last anywhere between three and four hours, respectively.

Kafue National ParkTIME FROM LUSAKA: 4–6 HRS [image: jpg]

Explore one of the world’s biggest parks

Head out right before sunrise for a morning wildlife drive in Kafue National Park – the largest park in Zambia, and one of the biggest in the world. With terrain ranging from the lush riverine forest of the Kafue River to the vast grassland of the Busanga Plains, the park rewards wildlife enthusiasts with glimpses of various carnivores and their nimble prey. Possible sightings include the Kafue lechwe, a type of fleet-footed antelope that is endemic to the park, as well as lions, buffaloes and zebras, not to mention the 478 species of birds that make this park a birdwatchers’ heaven. Morning wildlife drives are typically organised through your accommodation – who will provide a guide – and they last anywhere between three and four hours. Night drives are also available to spot the park’s nocturnal animals, including hyenas and hippos – you’ll be accompanied by a guide, who uses a hand-held light to spot nighttime activity.

There are several gates to the park, but the main ones are: Nalusanga, along the eastern boundary, for the northern sector; Dundumwezi for the southern sector if coming from Livingstone or Choma; Kabanga if visiting the north and Tateyoyo if you’re coming from the west.


THE ZAMBIAN CARNIVORE PROGRAMME

The Zambian Carnivore Programme has been operating in Kafue National Park since 2011. A field-based conservation organisation, their mission is to conserve and protect Zambia’s numerous carnivores, as well as their habitats.

In Kafue, their work includes monitoring and investigating the habits of the park’s carnivores, including cheetahs, lions and wild dogs, in an effort to mitigate the numerous threats they face in the wild and improve opportunities for coexistence.

Since the beginning of the project, the NGO has monitored more than 230 cheetahs, 547 lions and 1147 wild dogs, and trained locals to become conservation leaders so that Zambia can become a model for locally led conservation Africa-wide. See zambiacarnivores.org for more.



Sleeping in Kafue and Lower Zambezi National Park: Our Picks

Ila Safari Lodge: Conservation meets luxury at Ila – the first lodge in Kafue to offer electric wildlife drives and river cruises. $$$

Mwamfushi Lodge: This locally owned and operated rustic lodge is located within the Kafue Game Management Area. $$$

Kasaka River Lodge: Kasaka is the closet self-catering lodge to Lower Zambezi’s Jeki airstrip. Tented chalets face the river, and there’s a pool. $$

Royal Zambezi Lodge: Located within the Chiawa Game Management Area, Royal Zambezi is one of the few lodges open year-round. Deluxe suites. $$$




South Luangwa National Park
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WALKING SAFARIS | SLEEPOUTS | ENDEMIC GIRAFFES


Since it’s inception as a park in 1972, South Luangwa has become one of the richest wildlife areas in Zambia. Covering an area of 14,000 sq km, numerous animal species endemic to the park call it home, including Thornicroft’s giraffe, Cookson’s wildebeest and Crawshay’s zebra, as well as your usual leopards, waterbucks, buffaloes and elephants, and more than 450 recorded bird species. The park is also the original home of walking safaris, as it is here that they were first introduced by Norman Carr, the revered British conservationist.

The park is also home to Zambia’s first K9 unit, in partnership with Zambia’s Department of National Parks and Wildlife. The dogs help wildlife officers intercept trafficked wildlife products, making sure that they never reach the black market. As the first K9 conservation unit in Zambia, the success of the project has led to the establishment of other units in other national parks.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1South Luangwa National Park

SLEEPING

2Chinzombo

3Croc Valley

4Luwi Bush Camp

5Marula Lodge

6Mfuwe Lodge

7Wildlife Camp

SHOPPING

8Mulberry Mongoose

9Project Luangwat




GETTING AROUND

There are various ways to get to South Luangwa. A one-hour flight from Lusaka to Mfuwe Airport is the most convenient option. Lodges can have their guides meet you at the airport. Self-driving is also an option, although a high clearance vehicle is required. From Lusaka, it’s roughly an eight-hour drive to the park.

There are buses to Mfuwe (the park’s main settlement) via Chipata from Lusaka. Arrangements can be made with your accommodation for a pick-up at Mfuwe’s bus station.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Ahead of your wildlife drive, be sure to let your guide know which animals you’d like to see. This will help them plan a more efficient safari, as they radio their colleagues in the area to look out for certain animals.



Luangwa’s Sunrise Safaris

See the world wake up

An early, pre-sunrise wake-up call, followed by a light breakfast, prepares you for a morning wildlife drive into South Luangwa National Park. Your guide will carefully follow a set of trails – some through lush forests and others close to the gushing river, tight along the banks. As the world wakes up, you’re likely to spot elephants, South Luangwa’s Thornicroft’s giraffe, as well as lions, waterbucks and wild dogs.

After a break for tea, coffee and some light bites, your guide will drive you back to your lodge, just in time for lunch. The wildlife safaris usually last around three or four hours and can be booked through your accommodation, for an extra fee or as part of an all-inclusive package. To ensure preparedness, bring plenty of bug spray, sunscreen and a hat to keep cool, as well as binoculars and khaki-coloured clothing.

Note that nighttime safaris and walking safaris are also available at the park (and can be organised by your accommodation), giving you a great chance to spot hippos, hyenas and hares (at night) and elephants and giraffes (on walking safaris).

Sleep under the Stars

Stargazing in the wild

High-end lodges like Luwi Bush Camp and Puku Ridge offer unique sleep-out-under-the-stars experiences. At Puku Ridge, a bed is set up on the roof of the chalet (with mosquito nets to keep the bugs at bay), with nothing but the stars above you. At Luwi – one of Norman Carr Safari’s luxury wilderness camps – you’ll be guided to a riverbank camp where you’ll sleep out in the open, in a simple sleeping bag. Dinner will be served around a campfire while the guides share stories about their work.


THE HISTORY OF GIN & TONIC

The sundowner tradition of drinking gin and tonic in the late afternoon, as the sun sets, first began with British colonisers in South Africa. Tonic was drunk as a malaria-prevention agent, and adding gin made it more palatable to British tastes.

Thus, the sundowner was born, soon spreading to other parts of Southern Africa. To try some yourself, have a sip of Zambia’s first craft gin, which recently came on the market: Iconic African Gin is made from over 20 botanicals, 14 from Zambia, giving the gin a unique ‘Zambian’ aroma. Another new brand of gin on the market is 1964 Craft Gin, which was created by Greek–Zambian DJ and musician El Mukuka.



Support Local Artisans

Shop crafts and textiles

If you’ve had your fill of safaris, then why not pay a visit to some of the local communities living around South Luangwe National Park, who create a wonderful selection of local, unique products, many of which you’ll spot being used in your accommodation. Visits to the outposts listed below can usually be arranged with your accommodation, and shopping here is a great way to support the local community.

On Mfuwe’s main strip, Project Luangwa is an NGO whose craft shop sells handmade items made by local women that range from bags and aprons to calendars and reusable sanitary pads. All sales benefit their ‘education through tourism’ initiative, and a lot of the items are made using recyclable materials. See projectluangwa.org for more info about what they do, as well as volunteering opportunities.

Mulberry Mongoose makes funky jewellry from discarded poaching snares found in the park. Proceeds from each sale go to anti-poaching and conservation efforts. And further north of Mulberry Mongoose is Tribal Textiles, who sell batik-printed cloth that’s made on-site, as well as some lovely home décor pieces, including table runners, napkin sets, cushion covers, wall hangings, bed linens and sarongs. There’s also a cafe.
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Pride of lions, South Luangwa National Park | Donovan van Staden/shutterstock ©

Sleeping in South Luangwa: Our Picks

Puku Ridge: Located within South Luangwa National Park, guests have views of the plains where giraffes, zebras and pukus graze. $$$

Chinzombo: Set in one of the most wildlife-rich areas of the park, each tent at Chinzombo has its own private pool. $$$

Sungani Lodge: Sungani’s remote location, deep in the southern part of the park, feels like a private paradise. There’s a gym and pool on site. $$$

Mfuwe Lodge: Open year-round, this lodge is famous for it’s resident elephant population, who occasionally wander into the lobby. $$$


SIR NORMAN CARR

In 1957, conservationist Norman Carr adopted two orphaned male lions from Kafue National Park. He named them Big Boy and Little Boy, and lived with them in South Luangwa National Park, at Lion Camp, which is still in operation.

He later returned them to the wild, and in 1963 used his experience with the lions as the subject matter for his book, Return To The Wild Born in Malawi, Carr moved to Zambia in the 1930s. He was influential in the creation of South Luangwa National Park, as it was him who convinced the local chief to set part of his land aside for conservation. After he died in 1997, his ashes were scattered in the Luangwa River.



Sleeping in South Luangwa: Our Picks

Marula Lodge: An owner-run lodge located near the entrance of the park. Full package option that includes two activities per day. $$$

Croc Valley: Raised chalets at Croc Valley provide views of the wildlife wandering through camp. There’s an onsite swimming pool. $$$

Bush Box: Ideal for self-driving travellers, this converted shipping container is a unique addition to South Luangwa’s offerings. $$$

Wildlife Camp: The en-suite chalets have either lagoon or riverside views. Located just 5km southwest of Mfuwe village. $$




The Northern Circuit

[image: jpg]

WATERFALLS | HISTORIC HIGHLIGHTS | ENDLESS VIEWS


Of Zambia’s 10 provinces, the Northern Circuit covers four of them: the Central Province, the Northern Province, the Muchinga Province and the Luapula Province. The ‘Circuit’ encompasses the numerous heritage sights of Zambia’s north, from waterfalls and national parks to lakes, wildlife sanctuaries and archaeological sites. Due to the Circuit’s distance from Lusaka, a general lack of tourist-focused marketing, and competing safari destinations like South Luangwa National Park, Zambia’s north does not receive very many visitors, but with a refurbished airport in Kasama and the re-introduction of flights from Lusaka, tourism is bound to increase. Dozens of waterfalls with fascinating legends abound in this glorious, undisturbed region, while the mighty Lake Tanganyika is the only place in Zambia that offers snorkelling and scuba diving. The region is also home to numerous vibrant festivals, from harvest celebrations to commemorations of victories over man-eating lions.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kalambo Falls

2Kasanka National Park

SLEEPING

(see 1)Kalambo Falls Lodge 

3Kapishya Hot Springs Lodge

(see 2)Kasanka Conservation Centre 

4Ndole Bay Lodge




GETTING AROUND

Proflight Zambia flies from Lusaka to Kasama (in the Northern Province) and Mansa (in Luapula Province). Ndole Bay has an airstrip and can organise private charters. Most Lusaka-based travel agencies can arrange itineraries, including private vehicles and drivers. Self-driving is also an option, though a 4WD is recommended, as some roads are rutted and have lots of potholes. Avoid driving during the rainy season.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The best time to see the waterfalls in the Northern Circuit is between March and May, when the rainy season has ended and the falls are at their fullest. There are about a dozen falls in the region, so allow enough time to see them all (we recommend between four and six days).



See the Bats at Kasanka National Park

Watch an annual phenomenon

Kasanka National Park is one of Zambia’s least-known wilderness areas, but it’s a real highlight of a visit to this part of the country. From the end of October to December, approximately 10 million fruit bats fly into the park to feast on local fruit and berries. There are several public-viewing areas from which to view this impressive phenomenon, and hides (enclosed outdoor spaces strategically set up to allow visitors to get a closer view of wildlife) are used by guests, who are accompanied by guides at sunset and sunrise for the experience.

Kasanka is also known for its swampland, which is home to the park’s shy and retiring star, the sitatunga, a semi-aquatic antelope distinguished by its long splayed hooves and oily coat.


Scuba Dive & Swim Lake Tanganyika

The world’s second-deepest freshwater lake

Lake Tanganyika is the longest and second deepest freshwater lake in the world, and it’s located in northern Zambia.

Spreading over a massive 34,000 sq km, and reaching almost 1500m deep, its cavernous crystal-clear waters, filled with multi-coloured tropical fish, make for ideal snorkelling.

To dive right in, snorkeling activities are offered through Ndole Bay Lodge (@zambialodge_ndolebay), which is located right on the shores of the lake. Snorkelling equipment is free for guests staying at the property, and mid-morning snorkeling trips include a 30-minute dhow ride to a nearby reef. The experience can be booked as a group or privately.

If you happen to be staying at the lodge in April, then keep an eye out for the Swim for Nsumbu event, organised by Ndole Bay every year. The 22km open-water swimming race goes right across the lake, and the event aims to bring awareness to the conservation efforts of Nsumbu National Park. Funds raised go towards a good cause.


THE NORTHERN CIRCUIT’S BEST FESTIVALS

Ukusefya Pa Ngwena

The Bemba of northern Zambia celebrate the founding of their ethnic group at this traditional ceremony. August.

Ichibwela Mushi

This harvest ceremony of the Bisa, Lala, Swaka and Lamba ethnic groups of the Central Province is a riot of colour. September.

Umotomboko

This ceremony of the Lunda people of Luapula Province recreates their journey to present-day Zambia. End of July.

Kulamba Kubwalo

The Kulamba Kubwalo harvest festival is celebrated by the Lenje ethnic group of central Zambia. October.

Malaila

The Kunda ethnic group of South Luangwa celebrate Malaila, which honors their legendary victory over a lion who had killed their people. July.



Chase Waterfalls at Kalambo

A world of water

While Victoria Falls is Zambia’s most visited waterfall, the Northern Circuit has dozens of impressive waterfalls to compete with. Most of the waterfalls in this region are listed as heritage sights, including Kundalila in the Central Province and Ntumbachusi in Luapula. The most impressive is Kalambo Falls in the Northern Province. At 221m in height, Kalambois twice as high as Victoria Falls, and the second-highest single-drop waterfall in Africa (after Tugelo in South Africa). From spectacular viewpoints near the top of the falls, you can see the Kalambo River plummeting off a steep V-shaped cliff cut into the Rift Valley escarpment, and continuing to plunge down into a deep valley before winding its way towards Lake Tanganyika.

A visit to the falls in this region includes paying an entrance fee to a caretaker, who will also act as your guide. Most, including Kundalila and Kalambo, require a moderate hike. Some lodges, such as the Kalambo Falls Lodge can help arrange visits to the waterfalls. However, most travellers self-drive or create a customised tour.
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Kalambo Falls | ZAKARIA MGALA/GETTY IMAGES ©

Sleeping in The Northern Circuit: Our Picks

Kalambo Falls Lodge: Decorated with African artefacts and European antiques, this lodge overlooks the stunning Lake Tanganyika. $$$

Kapishya Hot Springs Lodge: Located within the large Shiwa Ngandu estate in Muchinga, guests can relax in the natural hot springs nearby. $$$

Ndole Bay Lodge: On a private beach on the shores of Tanganyika, Ndole Bay offers snorkelling, cruises and visits to Nsumbu National Park. $$$

Kasanka Conservation Centre: Kasanka National Park’s accommodation includes two lodges with chalets and rondavels (round huts) $$$




Arriving & Getting Around

Most visitors to Zambia will fly into the country and arrive at Lusaka’s Kenneth Kaunda International Airport. Guests going directly to Victoria Falls can arrive in Livingstone, at Harry Mwaanaga Nkumbula Airport.
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Kenneth Kuanda International Airport | XINHUA/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left.
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Be alert for road blocks.
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Ask for a charge sheet from traffic police if you commit a violation.



Self-Driving

Due to the large distances between Zambia’s various sites and activities, self-driving is the best way to get around, especially in the Northern Circuit. Download Google maps, and ask locals for directions if unsure. Although English is widely spoken in Zambia, people living in rural areas may not speak it fluently.

Public Transport

Minibuses and taxis operate in larger towns like Kasama and Mansa. Motorbike taxis are also a mode of transport in some areas, including parts of Luapula. Be aware that helmets may not always be available.

Language

There are 72 different ethnic groups in Zambia, and they all speak a different language. While English is the official language, out of the 72 local ones, seven are designated as official local languages.


Money
Currency: Zambian Kwacha (ZMW)

CREDIT & DEBIT CARDS

Visa and Mastercard credit and debit cards are widely accepted in Zambia, especially in major towns like Livingstone and Lusaka. American Express cards are less widely accepted, apart from in high-end hotels. ATMs and banks can be found at most major outlets and shopping centres in the country, as well as at select fuel stations.

MOBILE MONEY APPS

Phone network companies such as Airtel and MTN have mobile money apps that enable people to send each other money instantly. Some hotels and restaurants accept this as a form of payment. You’ll need to purchase a local sim card to use this service.

CURRENCY EXCHANGE

Foreign currency can be used to purchase ZMW. For US dollars, only notes printed in or after 2017 are accepted.








ZIMBABWE
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MISTY MOUNTAINS, ANCIENT RUINS

From the ruins of ancient civilisations to boulder-filled national parks, Zimbabwe has it all.
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Great Zimbabwe | Christopher Scott/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Zimbabwe is a landlocked country in Southern Africa, bordered by Zambia to the north, Botswana to the southwest, Mozambique to the east and Botswana to the southwest. Prior to its independence, it was the British colony of Southern Rhodesia, and from 1953 to 1963, the country was part of the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, which included Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) and Nyasaland (Malawi).

After the federation ended due to resistance from local leaders in Zambia and Malawi – who helped their respective countries gain independence shortly after – Zimbabwe remained the only colonised country.

Liberation wars were fought, and faced with increasing pressure, on 18 April 1980, Southern Rhodesia became Zimbabwe, under the leadership of Robert Gabriel Mugabe. Economic instability plagued the country for much of this period, with hyper-inflation and the crash of the local currency leading to a massive decrease in tourism. In 2017, Mugabe was forced out of power, paving the way for new leadership – and hope for a better future.

Tourism in Zimbabwe has started to boom once again, with visitors drawn to its countless national parks, numerous waterfalls and flaming msasa trees, as well as its laidback towns, lush mountains and lifeblood rivers.

Here you can spot the Big Five, discover World Heritage-listed archaeological sites and stand in awe of one of the great natural wonders of the world, Victoria Falls.
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rock art, Domboshawa Caves | Brent Dawes/shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

HARARE

Vibrant capital city and creative hub.

NORTHERN ZIMBABWE

National parks and safaris.

EASTERN HIGHLANDS

Craggy mountains and lush waterfalls.

WESTERN ZIMBABWE

Ancient ruins and UNESCO sites.




Find Your Way

Driving and flying are the best ways to get around. Flights to national park airstrips are based on seasonal demand. The distances between sites can be quite vast, and some areas are only accessible by 4WD.
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Plan Your Time

Zimbabwe is a vast country, with an abundance of things to see and do. A bit of prior planning always goes a long way, so use these itineraries as inspiration for your Zimbabwe travels.
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Chinhoyi Caves | KITAMU/shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

From Harare, head east to Nyanga National Park. Spend two nights exploring: walk the skyline overlooking Mtarazi Falls, then hike up Mt Nyangani, the highest mountain in Zimbabwe. Spend the next day enjoying the vistas from World’s View. If you’ve time, pay a visit to the orchids at Vumba Botanical Gardens & Reserve.




One Week to Explore

Spend a day soaking up Harare before heading on to Great Zimbabwe, then spend two nights in the Eastern Highlands to see Bridal Veil Falls and hike through Chimanimani National Park. Head back to Harare and catch a flight to Kariba to spend a night on a houseboat on the lake with Bumi Hills Safari Lodge. Spend the next day exploring Matusadona National Park.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

March–May

The ‘winter months’ in Zimbabwe: rainy season has ended, and the days are cool and dry. Safari camps reopen.

June

June is the coldest month of the year, making a visit to Kariba and Matusadona National Park ideal.

September

The streets are purple with blooming jacaranda. This is a great time to visit the Eastern Highlands.

October–December

October is the hottest month, so it’s the best time to see wildlife, around watering holes.




Harare
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ARTS | ENTERTAINMENT | HISTORY


Harare is the administrative capital of Zimbabwe, clear to be seen during the day in the Central Business District (CBD), which thrives with office workers and pedestrians, while informal traders sell their wares. The backdrop to all this is the colonial-era buildings that have remained unchanged for decades.

More attractive than most other Southern African capitals, Harare has always been a creative city, once home to the Harare International Festival of Arts – a week-long celebration of music, arts and theatre. Other festivals and events have been added to the city’s calendar, with exhibitions, film screenings, poetry slams and theatre performances all vying for attention. It’s a safe and laid-back city where wide avenues are lined with dusty red earth, and indigenous plants and blooming jacarandas give it a lovely African summertime feel. While it’s tempting to rush off to your safari, it’s worth hanging around in Harare to sample its fine dining, museums, craft markets and varied bars.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Harare Gardens

2National Gallery of Zimbabwe

3National Heroes’ Acre

SLEEPING

4Bronte

5It’s a Small World Backpackers Lodge

6Meikles Hotel

7Monomotapa Hotel

EATING

8Chang Thai

SHOPPING

9Avondale Flea Market

10Market at Queen

11Old Stables Market

12Shona Sculpture Gallery




GETTING AROUND

You’ll most likely arrive to Zimbabwe via Harare, which is served by Robert Mugabe International Airport, roughly 15km south of the city. Self-driving is a great option (especially for the Eastern Highlands), and there are plenty of car hire rentals at the airport.

Public transport is in the form of minibuses called combis, which operate set fares and routes. Taxis are also available, as well as ride-hailing apps (Hwindi, Rida, Bolt, In Drive), but most need local sim cards.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Hotels and major restaurants accept credit cards, but cash is preferred elsewhere. International bank ATMS are recommended for withdrawals. If paying with US dollars, notes must be clean and crisp.



Visit the National Gallery of Zimbabwe

See art up close

Harare has a thriving contemporary arts scene, and one of the best places to see it up close is at the National Gallery of Zimbabwe, located in Harare Gardens, the city’s largest park. Opened in 1957, the gallery exhibits art by Zimbabwean and international artists in the form of group and solo shows. Exhibits range from paintings, photography and stone sculptures to masks and carvings.

The attached shop sells crafts and art books, and the on-site Afrotopia cafe is a pleasant spot for some coffee and cake. Make a beeline for the cafe on Saturday afternoons (usually from 1pm) when live music sessions are held and DJs often spin some decks. The entrance fee for the gallery also covers the adjoining outdoor sculpture garden.


Visit Harare’s Botanical Gardens

Respite in the CBD

Green space in the middle of a busy city is testament to careful architectural planning. Established as a recreation centre in 1902, the site became the Harare Gardens 60 years later. In total, 90% of the ecological habitats found in Zimbabwe are present in the garden, which is at its best from November to April, when the plants have been watered with the seasonal rains. Refreshments can be purchased at the garden shop, but visitors are also allowed to bring in their own food and drink. As the gardens are located adjacent to the National Gallery of Zimbabwe, you can stroll through them before or after the gallery. Note that it’s best not to linger here after dusk.

Splurge at Harare’s Markets

Fresh food and crafts

Whether you’re looking for fresh produce or some beautiful crafts to bring home with you, Harare’s markets have got you covered. On Sundays the Borrowdale Race Course hosts the Old Stables Market from 8am to 2pm. You can purchase a range of organic food and cool handmade items such as bags and jewellry. Most prices are set, but you can attempt to negotiate towards the end of the day when vendors are about to pack up.

Up Market is an open-air farmers’ market that takes place on Wednesdays and Saturdays, from 7.30am to 1pm, and works to support small businesses and local growers. It is located on Maarsdrop Avenue in the Belgravia area. For something a bit swankier, Market at Queen is a ‘fine foods’ market held at the Queen of Hearts Cafe in New Lands on the last Sunday of the month, from 11:30am onwards. It has food and drink stalls, as well as live music and entertainment, so it’s easy to while away the day here. Note that there’s an entrance fee for Market at Queen. If you want to hone your haggling skills, then head to Avondale Flea Market, held at the Avondale Shopping Centre; it’s a great spot for a browse, with various vendors selling books, clothing and art items. Be sure to negotiate on price. It’s open from 8am to 5pm daily.
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Bob Marley, Zimbabwe independence celebrations, 1980 | William Campbell/Sygma via Getty Images ©


ZIMBABWE’S BEST MUSICIANS

Oliver Mtukudzi

Oliver is one of Zimbabwe’s most famous musicians. Listen to his most popular tracks, ‘Todi’ and ‘Neria’.

Hope Masike

Known as the ‘Princess of Mbira’, Hope uses the mbira, a thumb piano, to create songs like ‘Woshanda’ and ‘Hondo’.

Mokoomba

This lively, six-member band regularly tour internationally. Have a spin of ‘Nzara Hapana’ and ‘Vimbe’.

Winky D

Winky D makes dance-hall-inspired music called Zim dancehall. Try ‘Gafa Party’ and ‘Happy Again’.

Shingai Shoniwa

Originally a member of UK-based band ‘The Noisettes’, Shingai Shoniwa launched her first solo album in 2020. Listen to ‘Coming Home’.



Sleeping in Harare: Our Picks

Meikles Hotel: Opened in 1915, and centrally located (if a bit noisy), Meikles has a pool, spa and restaurant. $$$

Bronte: Located just outside the Central Business District, Bronte is a family-run B&B set in a beautiful garden. There’s a restaurant on site. $$$

It’s a Small World Backpackers Lodge: Located in the Avondale suburb of Harare, this is a no-frills option ideal for budget travellers. $

Monomotapa Hotel: Near the Harare Gardens, Monomotapa has a cafe and restaurant, as well as a lovely outdoor pool and spa. $$$

Honour Freedom Fighters at Heroes’ Acre

Zimbabwe’s fight for independence

Zimbabweans fought a long and hard battle to gain independence from their British colonisers. The National Heroes’ Acre is a monument to this struggle and the many lives that were lost in the process; some of the freedom fighters are buried at this site, and it serves as a sombre memorial to the forces who died during the Zimbabwean War of Liberation. In the centre of the monument, you’ll see bronze statues of guerilla fighters, the Unknown Soldier, and one man and one woman. There’s also a small but interesting museum that provides more insight into the liberation wars. There’s an entrance fee for the museum.

Zimbabwe’s National Art

Support local stone artists

In the art world, Zimbabwean sculptors are known as some of the best there are, and sculpture is akin to Zimbabwe’s national art. Named after the largest ethnic group in the country (the Shona) who have long-standing stone carving traditions, it emerged as a recognised art from in the 1900s.

Other than the sculpture garden behind the National Gallery of Zimbabwe, two places worth a visit are the lovely Chapangu Sculpture Park (chapungusculpturepark.com), which is located in the outskirts of Harare, and the Shona Sculpture Gallery (shonasculpture.gallery), close to Robert Mugabe International Airport. At the 20-acre Chapangu, the onsite artists are more than happy to chat about their work, some of which can be purchased. The park also holds frequent events, and it’s a lovely space to stroll. Both parks are free to visit.

Bob Marley’s Zimbabwe Serenade

A musical milestone on the road to independence

To celebrate, and usher in, Zimbabwe’s attainment of independence from Britain in April 1980, Jamaican musician Bob Marley and his Wailers were invited to perform in the city. Marley performed at the Rufaro Stadium on April 17 in front of 400,000 people, including influential figures such as Prince Charles, Indira Ghandi and Zimbabwe’s new president, Robert Mugabe.

For those who were unable to attend the concert in Rufaro, Marley agreed to perform again the next day, where he sang his 1979 hit, ‘Zimbabwe’ – an anthem for Zimbabwe’s freedom and independence – to over 100,000 people. Marley died of cancer, aged 36, a little over a year later.


HARARE’S BEST FESTIVALS

Shoko Fest

Celebrates urban culture and activism through music, spoken word and panel discussions. September; shokofestival.co.zw

Stanbic Bank Jacaranda Music Festival

Jacaranda celebrates global music, with artists taking to the stage over two days. October; jacarandamusicfestival.com

263 Culture Fest

A one-day festival of the rich and diverse culture of Zimbabwe. September; @263culturefest

Zimbabwe International Film festival

The oldest film festival in Zimbabwe, with international films and panel discussions. November; zifft.co.zw

The Zimbabwe Mbira Festival

A celebration of the mbira (thumb piano) and all who use it. September; Facebook: zimbabwembirafestival



Eating & Drinking in Harare: Our Picks

Upstate by Pariah: This restaurant offers a fine-dining experience, with a menu inspired by Zimbabwean dishes. Book ahead. $$$

Harry’s Cafe: A popular brunch, lunch and cafe spot; at the Borrowdale Race Course. There’s also a small shop on-site. $$$

Chang Thai: Specialising in Thai cuisine, this lovely restaurant is located in the suburb of Mt Pleasant. $$$

Gavas: Traditional Zimbabwean cuisine (including sadza and stews) is served at this restaurant; in the Belgravia Sports Complex. $




Beyond Harare


[image: jpg]

Go beyond the nation’s capital to explore the ruins of an ancient civilisation at Great Zimbabwe, and the caves of Chinhoyi and Domboshawa.


Venture beyond Harare and be rewarded with sights that celebrate the beauty of Zimbabwe. Top of the list is Great Zimbabwe, the ruined city that remains both the emblem and heart of the nation. It is this ancient walled city that gave the country its name, and once the capital of the Kingdom of Zimbabwe, its status as a UNESCO World Heritage Site is well-deserved. The boulders of the Domboshawa Caves, just outside the city of Harare, offer serene views of the surrounding countryside, as well as a break from the city’s frenetic pace; and lastly, a visit to Chinhoyi Caves is exploration guaranteed, as the maze-like network of underground caverns and striking dark-blue lake awaits intrepid travellers.


Places

Domboshawa Caves

Great Zimbabwe

Chinhoyi




GETTING AROUND

Combis (public minibuses) run frequently between Great Zimbabwe and Masvingo (the nearest city), and you can take a taxi for the last stretch (roughly 2km). Driving from Harare is also possible, with the journey taking around four hours.

To get to Chinhoyi, there are public buses from Harare. You can then hire a taxi from the bus station to get to the caves. Harare is 115km from Chinhoyi.



Domboshawa CavesTIME FROM HARARE: 1 HR [image: jpg]

Climb the brown boulders

Located roughly 30km from Harare, the Domboshawa Caves feature a series of granite and rock boulders just perfect for climbing. A hike up to these granite hills offers unparalleled views of the surrounding countryside. The rock art that can be seen on some of the boulders suggests that this area could have been an ancient settlement. There is an interpretive museum and shop to purchase snacks, but you can also bring your own food and drink and enjoy a sundowner picnic with gorgeous views. Included in the entrance fee is admission to Ngomakurira – another hilltop area of spiritual significance, 12km to the northwest. Guided tours of Domboshawa are available.


Great ZimbabweTIME FROM HARARE: 3 HRS 30 MINS [image: jpg]

The Hill Complex

The place that gave the country its name, Great Zimbabwe was the site of an ancient Iron Age civilisation and capital of the Kingdom of Zimbabwe. Occupied between 1100 and 1500 AD, the UNESCO World Heritage Site provides evidence that ancient Africa reached a level of development that colonisers were sceptical of. The site is divided into several major ruins with three main areas: the Hill Complex, the Valley and the Great Enclosure. Allow at least three hours to explore, and know that the best time to explore is at dawn and dusk. Guided tours are recommended (additional fee).

The Hill Complex consists of mighty stone ruins located on the highest hill of the site. It is the oldest part of Great Zimbabwe and thought to have been the religious centre of the city. There are two paths to the Hill Complex: the Ancient Path, and the Modern Path.

 

The Great Enclosure

The Great Enclosure consists of a walled structure and conical tower, with the inner and outer walls measuring 10m high in some places, and with a circumference of 250m. The structure was built using rocks only – without the use of mortar. Historians believe that the Great Enclosure may have been used either as a grain storage facility or as a site for pre-marital teachings and initiation rites.

 

The Valley Ruins

The last section of Great Zimbabwe is the Valley Ruins, whose ruins comprise mud-brick houses located near the Great Enclosure. There is also a museum on the premises that provides an in-depth account of how Great Zimbabwe was created.

It also displays some treasures that were excavated from the site, including bird totems, ceremonial spears and gold.

ChinhoyiTIME FROM HARARE: 2 HRS [image: jpg]

Chinhoyi Caves

Travellers usually stop off at Chinhoyi Caves Recreational Park on the way to or from Kariba. Located in Mashonaland West, roughly two hours north of Harare, the limestone and dolomite caves in the park are worth a visit. Pottery and human remains found here are said to date to 650 CE. a series of tunnels connect the caves, with the main artery leading to a dark-blue underground lake.

The walk down to the lake is steep, and there are no handrails, so wear sensible shoes. There’s not much else to do in this area, but the on-site picnic facilities make for a nice pitstop after the underground explorations. Guided tours of the caves can also be booked.


ZIMBABWE’S BEST BOOKS

This Mournable Body

Tsisti Dangaremba’s novel follows the trials and tribulations of protagonist Tambu in modern-day Harare.

Out of Darkness, Shining Light

This historical fiction novel by Petina Gappah is the story of Scottish explorer David Livingstone’s final days.

Glory No Violet

Bulawayo’s inspiration for this novel was President Robert Mugabe’s sudden removal from power.

House of Stone

In modern Zimbabwe, Novuyo Tshuma charts a family’s search for their missing son.

Harare North

Brian Chikwava follows a Zimbabwean living as an immigrant in London.

The Hairdresser of Harare

Competition and friendship between two hairdressers are the themes in this book by Tendai Huchu.






Northern Zimbabwe
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NATIONAL PARKS | PARASAILING | SAFARIS


Northern Zimbabwe is home to some of the most scenic and wildlife-rich parts of the country. Here, national parks such as Matusadona and Mana Pools will compete for your attention, offering safaris, boat cruises and sleepouts under the stars, not to mention up-close-and-personal wildlife encounters that are the stuff of dreams. Mana Pools is famous as the only park in Africa where tourists can wander about on foot without a guide, meaning wildlife encounters here are unique. So tick the Big Five off your safari list, and for those all-important water-based activities like parasailing and boat cruises, head to Kariba, the resort town on the shores of Lake Kariba that’s a favourite destination for Zimbabwean holiday-makers. While you’re here, view the enormous Kariba Dam (one of the largest in the world), built to generate hydro-electric power in the late 1950s for Zimbabwe and neighbouring Zambia.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mana Pools National Park

2Matusadona National Park

3Warthogs Bush Camp

SIGHTS

4Kariba Dam Wall

SLEEPING

5Bumi Hills Safari Lodge

6Changa Safari Camp

7Hornbill Lodge




GETTING AROUND

From Harare, Matusadona National Park can be reached by air via Kariba. Fast Jet runs scheduled flights from Harare or Victoria Falls, although these are seasonal and routes may be cancelled if numbers are low, so always check with the airline. Lodges like Bumi Hills also have airstrips. From Kariba, its another 18km to the park by boat.

Harare to Mana Pools is a long journey, taking roughly seven hours. Take a charter flight to the airstrips within the park.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Your packing guide for a trip to Northern Zimbabwe should include light, breathable clothing, preferably made of linen or cotton. Bring a bathing suit for swimming, and plenty of dark-green and khaki-coloured clothing if you’re going on safari in Mana Pools or Matusadona.



See the Wildlife at Mana Pools National Park

A UNESCO park

Mana Pools National Park is home to the Big Four (elephants, buffaloes, lions and leopards), as well as over 380 bird species, and what is unique about this 2200 sq km, UNESCO-listed park, is that visitors are allowed to walk around on foot without a guide. If you’re brave enough to embark on an unguided safari, you’re required to pay for a daily permit at the Mana Pools Tourist Office.

You also have the option of guided walking safaris, should strolling around alone in the presence of leopards and lions be a bit too scary. The advantage of a guided walking safari is that you’ll be accompanied by armed guides who are knowledgeable about the best places to see wildlife. Some guided safaris are included as part of a package at more high-end lodges, but they can also be arranged a day in advance at the Mana Pools Tourist Office. Three-day guided walking safaris are also offered around the full moon. For this activity, guests have to provide their own food, toiletries and clothing.

Wildlife drives, whether with a guide or self-driven, are also a great way to see the park’s animals. Similar to the walking safaris, visitors are allowed to exit their vehicles during a wildlife drive without a guide. If you’re self-driving, note that there are no gas stations in the national park, so carry enough to last your trip, and stick to the designated roads.

Go on Canoe Safari in Mana Pools

Float downstream

The Zambezi River provides water to the wildlife of Mana Pools, and one of the best ways to see the park’s abundant is by boat or canoe. A canoe safari is included in rates paid at high-end lodges in the park. For other visitors, canoe safaris must be arranged at day in advance at the Mana Pools Tourist Office. Rates are charged per person, per hour.

A Feat of Engineering at Kariba Dam

One of Africa’s largest dams

Opened in 1959, the Kariba Dam was built to supply hydro-electric power to Zimbabwe and neighbouring Zambia. At the time of construction, it was the world’s biggest dam and remains one of the largest today.

The Kariba Dam Wall allows visitors to view the lake and dam from an observation deck. As the dam is between two countries, you’ll need a passport or identification document, which will be left with the customs officials in exchange for a gate pass, so that you can walk over the bridge. No guided tours are offered, though a brief history of the dam is displayed on interesting visuals.


THE LEGEND OF NYAMI NYAMI

Nyami Nyami is a river god who lives on the Zambezi River. The Ba Tonga people of Zambia and Zimbabwe believe that during the construction of the Kariba Dam in 1955, Nyami Nyami expressed his displeasure by causing a flood.

The dam led to the permanent separation of the Ba Tonga of Zimbabwe (also called the Binga Tonga) from the Ba Tonga of Zambia, and forced roughly 57,000 people to relocate from fertile, river-fed land to drier (and more infertile) land You’ll spot Nyami Nyami depicted with the head of a fish and the body of a snake, and there’s a statue of him at Kariba Dam. Wooden pendants in his likeness are sold in local markets in Zimbabwe and Zambia.



Enjoy a Sleepout on Lake Kariba

Sleep under the stars

Matusadona National Park is situated on the southern shores of Lake Kariba; it gets its name from the Matuzviadonha Hills and the flatlands bordering Lake Kariba. One of the best ways to experience the park is by taking a boat out on the lake. Houseboats are a popular choice, with many operators, such as Zambezi Cruise Safaris (zambezicruisesafaris.com) renting them out on a per-night basis. Bumi Hills Safari Lodge also offers its guests the sleepout experience, which entails spending one night on their Lady Jacqueline houseboat. On a 90-minute cruise on the lake, you’re likely to spot elephants, zebras, buffaloes and impalas, to name but a few. For something a little more adrenaline-fuelled, several activity operators also offer parasailing on the lake – a minimum of two and a maximum of eight people are required per group, and children under 12 aren’t permitted to partake. Operators include Heartveld Adventures (heartveldadventures.com)
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Kariba Dam | Lynn Yeh/shutterstock ©


Head on Safari in Matusadona

Wild dogs, cheetahs and more

Matusadon’s Big Five population makes it an incredible spot for safaris. Most high-end lodges include morning and evening wildlife drives in their rates, and you can expect to see elephants, zebras, buffaloes and the critically endangered black rhino on your outing. Also present but rarely spotted are wild dogs, pangolins and cheetahs. For visitors staying at non-inclusive lodges, guides from the park management are required, and an entrance and guide fee must be paid in this case.

Matusadona can also be traversed on foot on a walking safari, which will allow you to see animals up close and learn how to track them through their footprints and droppings. This experience is offered through all-inclusive lodges, or by requesting a Zim Parks (the governmental agency in charge of the managing Zimbabwe’s national parks) guide at their offices at the main gate. In this case, an entrance fee to the park and separate guide fee must be paid.


WEATHER IN KARIBA

Kariba is one of the hottest places in Zimbabwe, with an average temperature of 30°C and a maximum of 36.1°C in October, the hottest month of the year. When you’re out and about, make sure you have plenty of water, and always wear sunscreen and a hat to avoid sunburn.

As average temperatures increase globally each year, Kariba is not immune. Global warming has led to hotter rainy seasons and less rainfall, which has decreased the amount of water in the Kariba Dam, resulting in more power shortages in Kariba, and wider Zimbabwe and Zambia.

Even though questions were raised about the reliance on Kariba for power generation as early as the 1950s, both countries are still highly dependent on the dam.



Sleeping in Kariba & Matusadona: Our Picks

Warthogs Bush Camp: En-suite tented camps offer views of the lake. There’s a pool and restaurant on the property. $$

Hornbill Lodge: Located on a hill overlooking Lake Kariba, rooms have thatched roofs and no doors to maximise views. There’s also a pool. $$

Changa Safari Camp: Airy tents feature outdoor bathtubs and showers with views of the Matusadona Mountains. $$$

Bumi Hills Safari Lodge: Situated on the northeastern border of Matusadona, each room at Bumi Hills has a private viewing deck. $$$




Eastern Highlands
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MOUNTAIN VIEWS | WATERFALLS | ADRENALINE ACTIVITIES


Zimbabwe’s Eastern Highlands is a mountainous region that is home to the country’s highest peak, Mt Nyangani. The region covers Nyanga National Park, the Vumba mountain range, and Chimanimani National Park, and with temperatures cooler than the rest of the country, the Eastern Highlands, particularly Nyanga, provided a welcome respite from the sweltering Harare summers for British colonialists, including one Cecil Rhodes – English mining entrepreneur and former Prime Minister of the Cape Colony.

So head east to breathe in the mists and bathe in cooler climes, where roaring waterfalls abound, from Zimbabwe’s highest, Mtarazi, to Pungwe, Nyamgombe, Nyanziwa and Bridal Veil. This region is also a hiker’s dream, with the soaring Mt Nyangani beckoning climbers to its summit, with clear views over the Honde and Pungwe Valleys, and Vumba Botanical Gardens offering serene walks through 63 hectares of orchids and hydrangeas.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bridal Veil Falls

2Mtarazi Falls

3Nyanga National Park

SIGHTS

4Chimanimani National Park

5Vumba Botanical Gardens & Reserve

6World’s View

SLEEPING

7Aberfoyle Lodge

8Mutekeswane Base Camp

9Skydeck Resort




GETTING AROUND

The best way to get around the Eastern Highlands is by private vehicle, as points of interest are quite spread out. Having a 4WD is essential, especially during the rainy season, and make sure to drive carefully on the road to Nyanga, as there are lots of hairpin bends. Also note that the road to Nyanga from Mutare is often busy with logging trucks, so prepare for a slow journey from that point onwards.

Public transport to Vumba is offered via buses from Mbare Musika bus station in Harare.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The Eastern Highlands comprises the coldest region in the country, particularly in the winter months of June and July. Pack a sweater, light coat and hiking boots, and plenty of other layers.



View the Stunning Mtarazi Falls

Zimbabwe’s highest waterfall

Mtarazi Falls is the highest waterfall in Zimbabwe, and the second highest in Africa. The falls are located in the scenic and secluded Nyanga National Park, and they are truly a spectacle to see, offering views over the lush Honde Valley and into Mozambique.

To view the falls, pay the Nyanga Park entrance fee at the main gate. Follow the signs from the car park that lead you on a marked trail into a stunning forest, where you’ll spot medium-sized monkeys – called samango – hanging from the trees. Upon emerging from the forest, you’ll be greeted with several stunning viewpoints from which to observe the falls and the surrounding valley. Falling from a height of 762m from an impressive escarpment, Mtarazi trumps Victoria Falls by 300m.

 Another way to view the falls, and the Honde Valley, is by walking on the mighty suspension bridge, or skywalk. For the skywalk, a guide accompanies two people at a time on two suspension bridges, measuring 30m and 90m, respectively. The experience begins with a short hike down a marked trail to the entrance to the skywalk. Ziplining across a 400m line is also offered for an additional cost, with a $20 saving if doing both activities.

There are also picnic areas and a small store selling soda and water near the car park.

Sleeping in the Eastern Highlands: Our Picks

Sky Deck Resort: Indoor and outdoor living coexist in the rooms at Sky Deck, located deep in the forest of Mtarazi. $$$

Troutbeck: On the edge of Nyanga National park, this hotel is popular with guests seeking trout fishing and horse riding. $$$

Aberfoyle Lodge: Deep in the Honde Valley and offering views of the surrounding tea plantation, this is a spot to unwind. $$$

Rhodes Cottages: Rhodes Cottages are thatched en-suite chalets, each equipped with a kitchen and living room. $$


ZIMBABWE’S BEST FILMS

Neria

This 1991 film, directed by Godwin Mawuru, explores the trials and tribulations of a young widow living in rural Zimbabwe. The soundtrack is sung by the legendary Oliver Mtukudzi.n

Yellow Card

Fun 2000s’ rom-com, directed by Indian-born Zimbabwean filmmaker and producer John Riber, was shot in Harare.

Shaina

Nominated for a Peabody Award, Beautie Rudo Masvaure Alt’s Shaina shares important messages on poverty, gender-based violence and sexual health.

The Cook Off

The first feature film from Zimbabwe that was purchased and distributed by Netflix, The Cook Off is set in Harare and stars Zimbabwean hip-hop artist Tehn Diamond.



Summit Zimbabwe’s Highest Mountain

Hike Mt Nyangani

At over 2500m, Mt Nyangani is the highest mountain in Zimbabwe, and its mist-shrouded peak offers stunning views and great perspectives.

As it’s located in Nyanga National Park, hikers must pay an entrance fee at the park gate, and a separate fee for a guide, which is mandatory. It’s a steep walk to the summit, but it’s worth it when you get to the top: views of the Honde Valley, the Pungwe River Valley, and Gorongosa National Park in Mozambique all compete for your attention.

The climb takes about four hours for those who are relatively fit. Note that if you want to climb Nyangani, you’ll have to arrive before noon, as climbers aren’t permitted to start any later that this.

Head to World’s View

Float above the clouds

World’s View is the highest point you can drive to in Zimbabwe, perched atop the Troutbeck Massif, 2000m above sea level. It’s 11km up a winding, steep road from Troutbeck – follow the signposts – in the northern edge of Nyanga National Park. On a clear day, the observation deck offers views into the park, and the toposcope on the deck shows the direction of and distance to 30 points of interest, including Great Zimbabwe and Victoria Falls. There is a small gallery featuring artwork on the flowers of Nyanga, and hikers, you can also climb the neighboring Mt Nyamutoro, which offers views of Mozambique and Lake Connemara. The entrance fee for World’s View supports the maintenance of the area, looked after by the National Trust of Zimbabwe.


The Blissful Surrounds of Vumba Botanical Gardens

Stop and smell the flowers

Located 30km from the town of Mutare, and comprising 64 hectares of peaceful surrounds, Vumba Botanical Gardens & Reserve are filled with orchids, tree ferns, hydrangeas and more. Footpaths wind through forests and over streams in the garden, and it’s easy to spend hours here. It’s also a popular walking and hiking destination, and it draws birdwatchers, who may spot owls, bronze sunbirds and augur buzzards among the foliage. There is an on-site shop for refreshments, although you can also bring your own food and set up a tranquil picnic amid the peace.
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Chimanimani National Park | Christopher Scott/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Hike in Chimanimani National Park

A hiker’s paradise

Chimanimani National Park is named after the mountain range that lies on the border between Zimbabwe and Mozambique. The Zimbabwe side of the park is in the southern section of the Eastern Highlands and is rich with cascading streams and lush, Afromontane forests home to rare species of bird, including the red-winged warbler and the Angola pitta. The park also includes an eland sanctuary, and is home to the Bridal Veil Falls. The falls have an almost 50m drop, and it’s possible to swim in the gushing waters at the base, and camp here, if you have the gear.

The entrance fee for the park has to be paid in cash at Mutekeswane Base Camp, which is where most hikes through the park begin from. No cars are allowed after this point.


CHIMANIMANI’S TREEHOUSE

Opening in 2024, the Treehouse Chimanimani (@thetreehousezim) is an off-grid forest lodge that will have six cabins – two of which are in the trees. Each cabin is built at the edge of a cliff overlooking the valley. A living and dining area will overlook the Haroni river valley. This will be one of the only luxury accommodations close to Chimanimani National Park Activities guests can expect to take part in near or at the Treehouse include swimming in Tessa’s pool which is a short drive from the property, summiting Mt Binga, the second tallest mountain in Zimbabwe, and 10km from the Treehouse. Guests will also be able to hike part of the 100KM Mbira trail.






Western Zimbabwe

HISTORY | RHINO TRACKING | ANCIENT RUINS


Western Zimbabwe’s Bulawayo is the country’s second-largest city. Located in the Matabeleland region, Bulawayo translates to ‘place of slaughter’ in the Ndebele language, as it was here that King Lobengula, the last king of the Ndebele nation, defeated his opponents in battle. It was later occupied by the British, who arranged the city into a grid-like format that is still in use today. Bulawayo is, unsurprisingly, full of historic buildings – many more than a century old – including the National Art Gallery.

Just outside the city’s limits, not to be missed are the impressive Khami Ruins, a UNESCO World Heritage Site that was once the capital of the Torwa dynasty of the Butua kingdom. To top it all off, you have Matobo National Park – an unsung highlight of Zimbabwe, featuring some of the best examples of preserved San paintings in the world, and one of the few places left in Southern Africa to track rhino.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Matobo National Park

2Natural History Museum

SIGHTS

3Bulawayo Railway Museum

4Khami Ruins

5National Art Gallery

6World’s View (Malindidzimu Hill)

SLEEPING

7Big Cave Camp

8Bulawayo Club

9Maleme Rest Camp

10Traveller’s Guest House

EATING

11De Ja Vu

12Indaba Book Cafet




GETTING AROUND

You can fly into Joshua Nkomo International Airport, which is 25km outside Bulawayo. To get around Bulawayo and the surrounding areas, self-driving is recommended, as public transport is limited; cars can be rented at the airport.

Taxis are readily available and can be booked for half-day trips. Recommended taxi companies include Mintaxis (mintaxis.co.zw), Rubicon and City Airport Taxi.

Intercity buses run from Harare to Bulawayo, although the 400km distance is a long journey.




[image: ] TOP TIP

To soak up the history of Bulawayo, book a tour with Hubbard’s Historical Tours, who focus on the architecture and history of the city. They also do pub crawls. See hubbardstours.com for more.



Soak up Bulawayo’s History

Museums and galleries

Opened in 1964, Bulawayo’s Natural History Museum is Zimbabwe’s (maybe Africa’s) largest and best, and is dedicated to showcasing the history of the country through natural, anthropological and geological exhibits. Spanning four floors with nine galleries, some of the most interesting items in the collection include a display of living snakes (in the Donald Broadley Gallery) and a model mine. There’s a lot to take in, so aim to spend at least two hours here.

Other worthy museums to explore include the Bulawayo Railway Museum, worth a visit whether you’re a train enthusiast or not. The earliest trains here date back to the late 1800s, and the museum also offers an insight into Zimbabwe’s colonial history. Plus, there’s the chance to hop aboard some of the old carriages. The National Art Gallery, housed in an Edwardian building that’s over a century old, features Zimbabwean sculpture and paintings.


Explore the Khami Ruins

A UNESCO marvel

Located just 22km from Bulawayo, the second-largest stone monument in the country (after Great Zimbabwe) is the Khami Ruins, which is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. It was the capital of the Torwa dynasty, and is thought to have been active from 1450 until 1650, before its decline and eventual abandonment in the 19th century. The largest of the tiered ruins is thought to have belonged to the king and his family, while the Passage Ruin may have housed his officials. Other ruins of significance at Khami are the Precipice Ruin, which served as a ritual space, and the Cross Ruin, which was used to process gold.

View the Rock Art at Matobo National Park

The world’s best-preserved San art

Matobo National Park is a true gem, and one of Zimbabwe’s unsung highlights. Considered the spiritual home of the country, the park is thought to have some of the world’s best-preserved examples of San rock art, with over 3,000 rock art sites located throughout the park. The San, Southern Africa’s indigenous people, are renowned for their rock art, and one of the most well-known examples in Matobo is Nswatugi Cave, located behind the Maleme Dam. The cave features red- and orange-painted human figures and animals, including zebras and giraffes. Other rock art sites in the park include Bambatta and Inake Cave, which requires a 4WD and a 14km return hike.


KING LOBENGULA & THE BRITISH

King Lobengula (b.1836) became king of the Ndebele in 1870, following his father’s death.

His father, King Mzilikazi, was the founder of the Ndebele Kingdom, and when he died in 1868, the civil war that erupted led to widespread instability and violence.

The British were interested in the gold deposits scattered within Lobengula’s kingdom. In 1888, Lobengula signed the Rudd Concession with the British. Initially believing this to be a limited mining concession, he later realised that he had effectively handed his kingdom to the British as a protectorate. When Lobengula refused to allow the British to pan for gold, he was met with a series of invasions, resulting in the burning of Bulawayo.



The Other World’s View

The grave of Cecil Rhodes

The granite summit of Malindidzimu Hill is aptly called World’s View, as it offers panoramic views of the park. The grave of colonialist Cecil Rhodes is here, as is a memorial wall dedicated to the British who lost their lives during a war with the Matebele people in 1893. There is also a small gallery that features more information on Rhodes and his life. The entrance fee to World’s View includes entry to the nearby Pomongwe Caves.

Go Rhino Tracking in Matobo National Park

See the black rhino

Matobo is also home to white and black rhinos, who can be seen on a wildlife drive or on a rhino-tracking walk. The park remains one of the best places in Zimbabwe to see rhinos (although the black rhinos are difficult to spot). Lodges like Matobo Hills Lodge and Big Cave Camp offer rhino-tracking, which includes a walking safari conducted with a national-park guide, where you’ll learn to identify rhino droppings and tracks. The rhino tracking-fee should be paid separately, on top of the park-entrance fee.

Wildlife drives are also a great way to see the rhinos, and other mammals, including bushbucks, zebras, giraffes and baboon. There are also large concentrations of leopards here, though they are elusive. Matobo is also home to roughly 200 bird species, as well as the world’s highest concentration of black eagles.

Sleep in Bulawayo & Matobo Hills: Our Picks

Bulawayo Club: Old-world charm is abundant in this centrally located property, which dates back to 1895. Some rooms have garden views. $$$

Traveller’s Guest House: Ideal for budget travellers, this guest lodge is located in the leafy Hillside suburb of Bulawayo. There’s a pool and restaurant. $

Big Cave Camp: Situated atop large granite rocks, the A-frame thatched rooms are en-suite and come with a private balcony. $$$

Maleme Rest Camp: Run by Zimbabwe Parks, thatched chalets come with kitchens. This is the only budget lodging in the park. $$

Eat in Bulawayo: Our Picks

Indaba Book Cafe: Serving breakfast, lunch and coffee, Indaba is a popular spot. Books by local and international writers are sold here. $

New Orleans: Located in the Hillside suburb, this restaurant serves pub-style food in a relaxed, tree-filled setting. $

La Kreme: Fine-dining steak house set in a garden. Strictly by reservation only. $$$

Déjà Vu: Set in a beautiful manicured estate, Déjà Vu serves breakfast and lunch, plus a ‘high tea’ experience on Wednesdays. $$




Arriving & Getting Around

Most visitors reach Zimbabwe by air, landing at Harare’s Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport or Victoria Falls Airport. Other airports include Bulawayo’s Joshua Nkomo International Airport, Hwange National Park Airport and Kariba Airport.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left.
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All occupants of a vehicle, including passengers, must wear a seat belt.
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Watch out for potholes and rutted roads.



Visa

Most visitors are required to obtain a visa to travel to Zimbabwe. This can be purchased for US$55 on arrival at the airport in Harare, Bulawayo and Victoria Falls. You can also purchase a KAZA visa for $50, which will enable you to visit nearby Zambia and Botswana for day trips.

Self-Driving

While there is public transport in Zimbabwe, a private vehicle is best if you plan on visiting multiple places and more remote areas. Most major car rental agencies have offices at Zimbabwe’s main airports.


Money
Currency: Zimbabwean Dollar (Z$) / Zimbabwe Gold (ZiG)

CASH IS KING

The US dollar is the most-used currency in Zimbabwe. Cash is preferred to card payments, as some businesses don’t have point of sale machines. Carry as much cash as you’ll need, with the majority in small notes, as obtaining change may be a problem. Torn notes will not be accepted.

ATMS & CARDS

ATMS are located in all of Zimbabwe’s major hubs, including Harare, Bulawayo and Victoria Falls town. However, you may have to try several different ATMS to actually get cash out. Credit and debit cards are accepted at major hotels and restaurants.

ZIMBABWE’S NEW CURRENCY

In April 2024, a new gold-backed currency called Zimbabwe Gold (ZiG) was launched. This new currency will eventually replace existing ZWL bond notes and the Zimbabwean dollar.








TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Africa. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate the continent and get the most out of your trip.



Women Travellers

Accommodation

Family Travel

Health & Safe Travel

Food, Drink & Nightlife

Responsible Travel

LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Accessible Travel

African Markets

Nuts & Bolts
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Women Travellers

As a woman traveller, you’ll need to follow the normal safety considerations that apply anywhere. Yet, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, you are just as likely to be met with a warm welcome from local women and a sense of sisterhood than to experience hassles, and doors may open for you that might not be opened as widely for men. While harassment and hassling is a reality in some areas, especially in North Africa, the risks can be greatly minimised by prudent planning and taking sensible precautions.


Be Savvy

Especially in rural areas, local women typically cover their legs, and in Islamic areas shoulders are always covered. For transport, get recommendations of trustworthy taxis from your hotel. Especially at night, if you take Uber, pay a bit more for a higher Uber level and try to use drivers with many good ratings. Day or night, one of the single most important things you can do is avoid isolating situations and locations. Long strolls on deserted beaches, walks down poorly lit back roads, hikes away from the crowds and rides with unregistered taxis are all things to avoid.

Meeting Local Women

Getting to know local women will enrich your experience, but sometimes this is easier said than done. Good starting points an include staff at local tourism offices or your hotel or restaurant, or women you may meet working on conservation or other projects. Search out women-run businesses and lodges, which are slowly increasing on the continent.

Nightlife

Local women typically don’t go out to nightclubs and bars without a male companion or other women. Wait to check out Africa’s often great dancing and nightlife scenes until you’ve found some local friends (male or female). In some places, local cultural tourism groups offer night tours of cities, which can be a good and safe way of getting acquainted with the local nightlife scene. Some examples: the Dar by Night Tour offered by Afriroots (afriroots.co.tz) in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, or some of the evening township tours in Cape Town that include dinner and dancing.

Safer Accommodation

Paying slightly more to stay in more upmarket accommodation in safer areas can go a long way to ensuring peace of mind on your travel. For budget accommodation, seek out established backpacker hostels or mission-run guesthouses.

Enjoy Yourself

Above all, don’t let worries about safety dissuade you from visiting Africa. Many of the writers who research in Africa for Lonely Planet are women, and many of them travel solo on their research trips. As long as you’re prudent in your planning and take sensible precautions, you’re likely to fall in love with the continent.
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Accommodation

Beachside Options

Whether along the Indian Ocean coastline, next to a tranquil inland lake, high on a cliff overlooking South Africa’s crashing breakers or nestled amidst the vegetation fringing West Africa’s Atlantic shores, you’ll find an abundance of simple beachside huts and cottages (bandas in East Africa). Facilities are often minimal, but the ocean views, toes-in-the-sand ambience, starry night skies and fresh sea air are unbeatable.

City Hotels

Many large international hotel chains have branches in capital cities throughout Africa, and there are also plenty of fine locally-owned hotels offering all the amenities you would expect, from buffet breakfasts to flower-filled grounds and large swimming pools. If you’re in Africa on business and need a reliable internet connection and electricity supply, these could be a good choice.

Camping Near National Parks

Campgrounds range from basic, sometimes with only a long-drop toilet, to luxurious safari tents with all the amenities. If you’re camping as part of a trek or wildlife safari, tour operators often have equipment for rent. Sleeping in tented safari camps lets you experience the bush, but might not be a money saver: prices can easily exceed $200 per person per night, all-inclusive.
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HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a beach hut
US$15-50

a campsite
US$15-40

a safari lodge
US$150-500+




Local Homestays

Homestays – best arranged through local tour companies or online booking hubs like Airbnb – are an entree into local culture.

The options range from overnighting in a local home in a South African township to sleeping in traditional mud huts (pictured) as part of a cultural tourism programme.

All offer opportunities to interact with locals and learn about their lives.



Backpacker Hostels

Backpacker hostels are common, especially in Southern Africa, and are a good way to save money, meet other travellers and find groups to join if you’re looking to cut costs for a safari or trek. Many offer a mix of dorm beds and private rooms, including family rooms, and some also have kitchen facilities. Church- and mission-run hostels are widespread.

Sustainable Choices

Especially in Africa, deciding where to stay can not only define your travel experience but also be an important source of income for local communities. If you have a choice, it’s always worth patronising locally-owned hotels over international chains, and owner-managed lodges over their remotely-owned counterparts. In rural areas, seek out community-run campsites and guesthouses, where communities benefit directly from your stay. Doing this will also help you to have a more immersive experience and get better acquainted with local culture.
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Family Travel

Africa is a wonderful destination for travel with children of all ages. Child-friendly attitudes, generally comfortable weather, a low-key pace of life and a wealth of attractions – ranging from colourful cultures to natural wonders and abundant wildlife – combine to make your Africa journey an unforgettable experience for the entire family.


Facilities & Food

Baby-changing stations are found in some larger cities, especially in South Africa. Elsewhere, it’s a good idea to carry around one of the colourful cloth wraps that you’ll find for sale in markets around Africa and use it to make your own baby-changing station. Prepared baby foods, milk formula powders and nappies are widely available in major cities, but often not in rural areas. Bottled water is available almost everywhere.
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Travelling Around

Distances are long so family travel often works better if you focus on one or two areas. Adventurous families may enjoy bus or train travel, and this can be a great way to save money. In towns, prams are not useful; sidewalks are often bumpy or non-existent. Try an African-style sling instead.




Urban or Rural?

Some of the best family-travel locations are well away from Africa’s often congested larger cities – either in rural areas, or along the coast. One notable family-friendly urban destination is Cape Town (South Africa), which has attractions for all ages.




BEST ATTRACTIONS FOR FAMILIES

Victoria Falls Take in the falls’ mist and thundering roar.

Cape Town Enjoy the views from Table Mountain and visit Two Oceans Aquarium.

Wildlife Safari See wildlife up close and experience the bush.

Island Hopping Snorkel around Zanzibar or hike on Cabo Verde.

Giza Pyramids Ride a camel and delve into ancient Egypt’s history.
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Family Travel on a Budget

Save money by always asking about children’s discounts (widely available for accommodation, park entry fees, museums and other attractions, and generally applicable to those under age 12).

Also be aware of the local calendar; accommodation and tour discounts can be significant during shoulder and low seasons. Consider taking public transport, and focus on one or two areas to minimise travel costs, or choose destinations where you can do a self-drive safari.

Dine local style; it will be fun, tasty and save money. Camp, stay in local-style guesthouses or choose self-catering accommodation.





Health & Safe Travel

VACCINATIONS & INFECTIOUS DISEASES

Check your country’s travel health websites for recommended vaccinations for your destination. Also remember that many of the African diseases that you read about are unlikely to be a major risk. Two exceptions are malaria and bilharzia. Follow your doctor’s advice about malarial prophylactics, sleep under a net and cover up in the early mornings and evenings, and don’t swim in lakes where bilharzia (schistosomiasis) is present.
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Illegal Drugs

Most countries in Africa have strict penalties (including jail time) for illegal drug use. Don’t take silly risks and know that if you are offered illegal drugs on the street, it’s often part of a set-up.

Wildlife & Natural Disasters

In national parks and wildlife areas, always follow the instructions of your guide and of park rangers, especially concerning walking and getting out of your vehicle in wildlife areas. Flash flooding is a risk in certain areas during some seasons. In general, avoid camping in dry river beds.


UNLICENSED TAXIS

Don’t take unlicensed taxis; either use a reputable ride-hailing app or get a recommendation of a trustworthy driver from your hotel.



WILDLIFE ROADSIGNS
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[image: jpg]

Warthog

Road Safety

Road accidents are high in many parts of the continent. Avoid driving after dark, and be aware of road hazards such as speeding motorbikes, large potholes, pedestrians and livestock. Overtaking on blind bends is common; use extra caution when driving in areas with poor visibility.


PERSONAL SAFETY

Africa is generally a safe place to travel, but the normal precautions apply, especially in larger cities such as Johannesburg, Nairobi and Dar es Salaam. Be street savvy and don’t flaunt your relative wealth. Carry as little as possible with you. Avoid isolating situations and read up on your country travel advisory about common thefts and scams. Avoid carrying credit cards and other valuables in a pack on your back or around your waist. Hide them well away, under loose-fitting clothing.







Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

BREAKFAST (7–10am) Low key, often just a cup of coffee and a pastry or bread taken around mid-morning.

LUNCH (noon–2pm) Varies depending, on the region; sometimes it is a full meal, but often might be something lighter or a snack.

DINNER (from 7pm) Throughout much of the continent, dinner is the main meal, taken once the heat of the day is gone.



Where to Eat & Drink

Street food Sampling street food is one of the best ways to get into local life. For freshness, watch which vendors the locals prefer.

Local-style restaurant The menu may be written on a chalk board, with seating on wooden benches or plastic chairs, but the flavour will be authentic.

Restaurants Established places often serve a mixture of international and local cuisine.

Juice vendors Nothing beats buying a cup of freshly-squeezed tropical fruit juice from a street vendor or small juice stand.
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MENU DECODER

In East and Southern Africa, the base for many traditional meals is a stiff dough made from maize or cassava flour and known by different names, including ugali (in Swahili-speaking areas), pap (South Africa), xima (Mozambique), nsima (Malawi), nshima (Zambia) and sadza (Zimbabwe). It’s generally eaten with a sauce, often containing meat, fish or vegetables.

Especially in North Africa, but also elsewhere, bread – generally flat bread – is an important part of the meal. Watch for aish baladi in Egypt, injera (Ethiopia and Eritrea), msemen (Morocco) and chapati (East Africa).

Rice is also a common staple, especially in West Africa, where seasoned jollof rice is a highlight, and along the East African coast, where delicately-spiced pilau is a treat.



How to… Stick to a Vegetarian Diet

Vegetarian cuisine is widely available in much of the continent, although rarely billed as ‘vegetarian’. Bean dishes (served with rice or another staple) are found almost everywhere. In East Africa, it’s easy to find vegetarian samosas and nuts (generally peanuts or cashews). Hard-boiled eggs and omelettes are readily available everywhere, as are chips/fries.

For pescatarians, seafood is fresh, delicious and inexpensive in coastal areas and near lakes. Note that in some places, chicken is not regarded as meat, and many vegetable sauces may have some animal fat thrown in. Except for international supermarkets in large cities, specifically designated gluten-free products are generally not available. However, many traditional staples, such as rice and cassava, are gluten-free.

East Africa and South Africa both have significant Indian populations, and generally offer an enhanced choice of vegetarian dishes.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

street-side omelette
US$1.50

rice and beans
US$2.50

coffee
US$1.50

fresh fruit juice
US$1

Skewer of meat or fish
US$1

three-course upmarket meal
US$25

Beer
US$2.50




How to… Dine Local Style

Communal dining and eating with the hand are common in many areas of Africa and experiencing a traditional meal is a highlight, no matter where you are on the continent.

Always use your right hand for eating or touching food and – especially in Islamic areas – also for passing food. (The left hand is reserved for personal toiletries.)

Watch what the locals do. For meals centring around maize porridge or a similar staple and sauce, you generally first break off a bit of the staple (with the right hand), roll it into a small ball and then scooping up some sauce, before eating it in one bite.

It can take a bit of practice to avoid the ball breaking or sauce dripping down your hand, but you’ll soon master it.

Before eating, it’s common for a pitcher of water and a basin to be brought to each guest for hand washing. Hold your hands out to allow the person who brings the water to to pour it, then gently shake your hands dry. The same procedure is usually repeated again after the meal. In local-style eateries, there will often be a bucket fitted with a tap outside, or a small sink in the corner, for pre- and post-meal hand-washing.


Clean Plate Club

In some African cultures, it’s considered polite to leave some food on your plate, so that your host knows your appetite has been satisfied. Watch what locals do, and take your cues from them.
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Drinks in Africa

Throughout the continent, tea and coffee are the standard drinks. In North African and in the Sahel, watch for mint tea and strong, Arabic-style coffee. In parts of East Africa, a morning highlight is the roving coffee vendor who walks around with a steaming, long-spouted pot of coffee, while clacking a stack of cups to attract business. In West Africa, enjoy your coffee with plenty of sugar, local style, while in Southern Africa, sample some of the increasingly popular gourmet African blends that you’ll find in larger cities.

Soft drinks are found everywhere, even in the most remote villages. Locally-produced fruit juices are also widely available. Sometimes it’s the sweetened, boxed versions, but it’s much better to watch for seasonal, freshly-pressed juices. A treat along the Indian Ocean coastline is fresh coconut water, usually served with a straw, directly from the coconut.

Local and imported beers are widely available in sub-Saharan Africa, and in South Africa, you’ll find world-class, locally produced wines. In villages, you may see (or smell) traditional brews, often drunk from large, communal containers as a part of traditional ceremonies or special events. In West Africa, palm wine is a popular local brew. The tree is tapped, and the sap comes out mildly fermented. In other areas, local brews are made by fermenting fruits, and are often lethally strong – leading on occasion to blindness and permanent mental incapacitation. Be prudent if you decide to sample these.







Responsible Travel

Climate change & travel

t’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling; Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint, which will mainly come from air travel. While there often isn’t an alternative, travellers can look to minimise the number of flights they take, opt for newer aircrafts and use cleaner ground transport, such as trains. One proposed solution—purchasing carbon offsets—unfortunately does not cancel out the impact of individual flights. While most destinations will depend on air travel for the foreseeable future, for now, pursuing ground-based travel where possible is the best course of action.

The UN Carbon Offset Calculator shows how flying impacts a household’s emissions
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The ICAO’s carbon emissions calculator allows visitors to analyse the CO2 generated by point-to-point journeys
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Experience Culture

A first step to travelling sustainably is being open to the local cultures around you. By informing yourself of local culture before your visit, eating local food, staying in locally-owned accommodation and buying locally produced crafts directly from the artisans, you’re helping to build cultural bridges and contributing to the local community and economy.
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Focus your trip

On a continent as vast as Africa, focusing on one or two destinations and getting to know them in depth is more sustainable and enjoyable than using planes and vehicles to cover long distances.




Choose Local

Choosing smaller, local tour companies gives you a more authentic experience and benefits local communities. Always try to use local tour guides.



DARK SKIES

Namibia’s NamibRand Nature Reserve and the !Ae!Hai Kalahari Heritage Park on the South Africa–Botswana border have both been recognised by the International Dark Sky Association for their lack of light pollution.
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PROTECTED LANDS

As a continent, Africa has set aside close to 10% of its land as protected areas, and a number of individual countries have set aside significantly more. The leaders include Tanzania, with 38% of its territory protected, Zambia (about 40%), Botswana (over 25%) and Namibia (over 35%). While enforcement of conservations measures is sometimes lacking, the existence of a strong conservation framework is significant. In the area of marine protection, South Africa alone has 42 marine protected areas, covering about 5% of its ocean territory.

Give Back

An excellent model of how travellers can become sustainably involved in areas where they visit is the Round Trip Foundation (roundtripfoundation.org.au), which works in Zambia and Tanzania under the motto of ‘give back and complete the journey’. Check their website for ideas of how you can contribute.

Cultural Programmes & Homestays

Participating in authentic cultural tourism programmes is a way to support the preservation of traditional life and customs. Staying in smaller, locally-owned accommodation, including homestays, is another way to directly support those who live in the areas where you are travelling.

Minimise Barriers

Actively seek out ways to minimise barriers between yourself and local life. This can include taking local transport rather than using a hire car and dining at informal eateries, rather than ‘western-style’ restaurants.


No Plastic Bags

A growing number of African countries have legislation banning plastic bag use, including Eritrea, Tanzania, Benin, Senegal and Nigeria.




Reusable Water Bottles

Carry a reusable water bottle on your travels to minimise plastic waste.




Trash to toys

Much of Africa’s recycling is done informally, including by ‘trash pickers’. In rural areas, especially, little is wasted. Some examples: the wonderful artwork and children’s toys that you’ll see continent-wide, all made from recycled tins, wires and tires.




RESOURCES

responsibletravel.com
Lots of information on responsible travel.
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african-parks.org
Non-profit focused on wildlife and collaboration with local communities.
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goldmanprize.org
‘Green Nobel prize’, honouring heroes in Africa and elsewhere.
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TRANSFRONTIER PARKS

Africa is a pioneer in creating transfrontier parks, which promote conservation of cross-border migration routes and intercountry collaboration. These include Parc Regional du Badiar, spanning Niger, Benin and Burkina Faso, the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, linking South Africa, Botswana and Namibia, and the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park, linking South Africa and Mozambique.





LGBTIQ+ Travellers

While Africa is home to some of the most welcoming LGBTIQ+ destinations (notably Cape Town in South Africa), the continent is generally conservative and there are very few openly gay communities. Officially, homosexuality is illegal in many countries. In recent years, enforcement of anti-gay legislation has increased, with homosexuals and homosexual acts risking criminal prosecution, and in some areas, even the death penalty.


Legislative Overview

South Africa’s constitution prohibits discrimination based on sex, gender or sexual orientation, and Cape Town is Africa’s most gay-friendly city. However this forward-looking approach does not carry through to the rest of the continent. Discretion is essential, and public displays of affection should be avoided. In countries where attitudes may be openly hostile, including Mauritania, Somalia, Sudan, South Sudan, Nigeria and Uganda, inform yourself of the current situation before arriving. On the positive side, several countries have taken steps in recent years to liberalise anti-gay legislation, including Angola and Botswana, and there are grassroots organisations, such as Malawi’s Nyasa Rainbow Alliance, working behind the scenes for reforms.
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PRIDE

One of the continent’s largest Pride events is Johannesburg Pride (prideofafrica.org), held annually around late October. Another is Cape Town Pride (cptpride.org), usually held around late February or early March. Smaller but similar events are held in several neighbouring countries, including Gaborone Pride in Botswana in February and Namibia Pride in early December.




MOTHER CITY QUEER PROJECT

The Mother City Queer Project (@mcqp_official) is held in Cape Town each December, at the height of the summer holiday season. It bills itself as ‘Africa’s Biggest LGBTQ+ party’, and has a different theme each year. Accommodation – fills up and should be booked well in advance.



More Resources

David Travel (davidtravel.com) A US-based company offering specialist tours for gay men and women.
Global Gayz (globalgayz.com) Links to information about gay and lesbian travel in many African countries.
About Africa (aboutafrica.co) LGBTQI+ Africa travel.
Out2Africa (out2africa.com) Luxury LGBTQI+ Africa itineraries.


Pink Route

Cape Town has a short pink route in its trendy De Waterkant neighbourhood that offers an introduction to nearby gay-friendly cafes and hotels. It starts at the city’s rainbow crossing.







Accessible Travel

Don’t expect wheelchair ramps or signs in Braille. However, what Africa lacks in dedicated facilities, it makes up for with the generally accommodating attitude of its people.



Airports

Several airports, especially in Southern Africa, are wheelchair accessible. Throughout Africa, you will always find staff available for general assistance; request specific assistance in advance through your tour operator.




Boat Safaris

In some areas, like Namibia’s Zambezi area, boat safaris on wide, flat-bottomed boats with have sufficient deck space to anchor a wheelchair, if arranged in advance. Egypt Travel Gate (privatetoursinegypt.com) facilitates wheelchair-accessible Nile cruises.




TRAVELLERS WITH SIGHT IMPAIRMENTS

An increasing number of guides are offering services to blind and sight-impaired travellers. An excellent contact is Travel Eyes (traveleyes-international.com). There is a short Braille trail at Cape Town’s Kirstenbosch Botanical Gardens, and Zimbabwe’s Victoria Falls International Airport has installed some Braille signage as part of its pioneering Braille Tourism Initiative.



Hidden Gems

In South Africa, several beaches have free beach wheelchairs (disabilityinfosa.co.za/mobility-impairments/accessible-travel-accommodation/tours-safaris-beaches) and SANParks (sanparks.org) has information on accessible travel in national parks, especially Kruger National Park. In Sharm el-Sheikh (Egypt), Camel Dive (cameldive.com) offers dive tours for travellers with disabilities. Mozambique Travel has an overview of wheelchair-friendly coastal accommodation (mozambiquetravel.com/blog/wheelchair-friendly-accommodation-mozambique).

ACCOMMODATION

It’s best to go through a tour operator to ensure that lodges and camps will be able to meet your requirements. Contacting the accommodation directly in advance can also be helpful for discussing their facilities. When choosing where to stay, in addition to room accessibility, also enquire about the grounds. Especially in safari and coastal areas, access paths may be sandy or rocky (try to find lodges with paved paths), and sometimes distances can be long between rooms and common areas.


RESOURCES

Access2Africa Safaris (access2africasafaris.com) South Africa itineraries

Blue Baobab Safaris (bluebaobabsafari.com) East and Southern Africa itineraries

Disability Info South Africa (disabilityinfosa.co.za) South Africa

Egypt Tours Portal (egypttoursportal.com/egypt-wheelchair-accessible) Egypt.

Endeavour Safaris (endeavour-safaris.com) South Africa, Botswana and Namibia

Epic Enabled (epic-enabled.com) South Africa safaris Extraordinary Journeys (extraordinaryjourneys.com) Southern Africa

Little Miss Turtle (littlemissturtle.com) Info on wheelchair-accessible Cape Town

Safari Bookings (safaribookings.com) Accessible safari information

Travel with Rene (travelwithrene.co.za) South Africa’s Western Cape







African Markets

Markets are a highlight throughout Africa. Stroll through covered passageways in an Egyptian souk, shop for textiles at a Moroccan bazaar or buy a hand-crafted basket at a village craft stand in Malawi. Across the continent, markets are centres of life and colour and offer an ideal opportunity to get introduced to local culture.
     Markets (rather than supermarkets) are where most Africans go to shop, and they are hubs of local life – places where gossip is traded and deals are made, and where a whole web of related services can be found – from tailors ready to sew newly-purchased textiles to vendors willing to scale and cook your freshly caught fish.


MARKET DAYS

Many of the largest markets happen daily. However, especially in rural areas, there will likely be one main market day each week, when sellers come from near and far with their wares and everything comes to life, with carefully-stacked piles of tomatoes and potatoes, neatly-draped textiles, towers of brightly-coloured plasticwares and small tables laid out with tiny vials containing tree bark, dried leaves and other traditional remedies. At the end of the day, things get packed up, and the vendors prepare to move on to the next location, before the cycle repeats itself. It’s well worth timing your visit to experience all this and watch as ladies dress in their most colourful wraps, men sport their finest hats, children play nearby and chickens squawk in the dust - all against a backdrop of lively banter from the sellers. Whatever market you choose to visit, it’s always best to arrive early in the day, when everything is fresh, and before the crowds and the heat.

Safety & Small Change

Before setting off to the market, put your valuables somewhere safe, either in a trustworthy hotel safe or tucked away on your person, well out of reach of pickpockets. Keep small amounts of money handy for purchases – somewhere you can readily access them without opening your main valuables pocket. Market prices are generally very low, and vendors often don’t have change for larger bills, so carry enough small denomination bills or coins. Credit cards are almost never accepted, except in large tourist-oriented markets.


SNACK TIME

There’s always inexpensive food to be found around African markets.

In the sometimes hot and dusty environments, hygiene standards may lapse, so choose your snacks wisely.

 It’s always fun to chat with vendors and try the street-food specialities. Many sellers will give you a sample before you purchase.



BARGAINING

Bargaining is a way of life at most African markets, but there are certain ground rules that apply wherever you may be. Negotiating is always done politely and often with a bit of humour. It should never be aggressive or too hard-driving, and should be undertaken with the end goal of meeting in the middle at a price that makes both sides happy. It helps to ask around in advance to get a sense for the going or ‘fair’ price for whatever you want to buy..





Nuts & Bolts

PRACTICALITIES

Internet Access Wi-fi is increasingly widespread, although you’ll still find cybercafes in some towns. Connection speeds vary from quite fast to very slow, and in remote and wilderness areas there is often no coverage.

Opening Hours Opening hours vary by country. The working week is generally Monday to Friday. Shops and tourism-related businesses may also open on Saturday morning. In some predominately Muslim countries, businesses may close on Friday (either all day, or just in the morning) and instead open on Sunday.

Toilets Western-style sit-and-flush models are common in most midrange and top-end hotels and restaurants. In rural areas, you will likely encounter squat-style, long-drop models. In many areas, a bucket or jug of water, or hose pipe arrangement, is provided to assist with cleansing, instead of toilet paper.


Customs Regulations

To depart with cultural artefacts, or anything made from an endangered animal, you’ll need a permit.

Drinking Water

Boil or filter tap water and avoid drinking from pumps and wells.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
Five time zones, from UTC-1 in Cabo Verde to UTC+3 in East Africa

Emergency number
112 (South Africa), 112 (Egypt), 999 or 112 (Kenya), 112 or 190 (Morocco)

Population
around 1.5 billion



Electricity

Most countries use 220/240V, but a few use 110V or a mix of 110V and 240V.
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Widely celebrated non-religious public holidays include:

New Year’s Day
1 January

Worker’s Day
1 May

Most countries with significant Christian populations also celebrate one or more of the following:

Good Friday

March or April

Easter Sunday

March or April

Easter Monday

March or April

Christmas Day

25 December

Islamic holidays are celebrated around the continent. They are based on 12 lunar months totaling 354 or 355 days, and are therefore about 11 days earlier each year, with destination-specific calendars readily available online.







STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of African life.





A History of Africa in 15 Places

Africa’s past offers a vast and epic tale.

Mazuba Kapambwe

Living with Wildlife: A Snapshot

Can humans and animals co-exist in Africa?

Anthony Ham

A Literary Safari

Great fiction and non-fiction books, country by country.

Katherina Grace Thomas

Great African Train Journeys

The continent offers some spectacular train journeys.

Katherina Grace Thomas
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A HISTORY OF AFRICA IN
15 PLACES

From early civilisations to gold-trading empires, from the ‘Scramble for Africa’ and colonisation to revolt and independence, from the Arab Spring and the Year of Return to modernisation, civil war, protest and reform, the history of Africa is a vast and epic tale. By Mazuba Kapambwe


AFRICA. THERE’S NOWHERE like it on the planet for wildlife, wild lands and rich traditions that endure. Whether you’re a wide-eyed first-timer or a frequent visitor, it cannot fail to get under your skin. The canvas upon which the continent’s epic story is written is itself astonishing, and reason enough to visit, but the sheer size of the African continent makes giving an account of its history a large undertaking. As the original home of the world’s people – with the first humans walking out of the continent about 100,000 years ago to eventually populate the globe – there is no other place on Earth that has experienced so much change.

From the rise and fall of numerous epic empires – including those of ancient Egypt, Mali, Songhai and Great Zimbabwe – to the Bantu migrations, slavery, colonialism, independence and freedom, this is the history of Africa in 15 places.

1. Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

MEET YOUR ANCESTOR

All humans are said to descend from a female hominin whose remains were discovered in November 1974 in Hadar, Ethiopia. Named Lucy, she is said to have lived over 3.2 million years ago, and analysis of her remains indicate that she walked upright. From 2007 to 2017, Lucy was exhibited at museums around the world. Today, you can see a replica of her in the National Museum of Ethiopia in Addis Ababa. There are two casts, one standing, and one prone. The real bones are kept in the archives of the museum and are not publicly visible.

For more on Ethiopia

2. The Pyramids of Giza, Egypt

LAST WONDER OF THE ANCIENT WORLD

Around 3100 BCE, what we know today as ancient Egypt formed through the amalgamation of states in Lower and Upper Egypt.

United under Pharaoh Menes, the most visible relics of this civilisation can be seen in the many pyramids built by the artisans and enslaved people of the region. Head to Cairo to see the Pyramids of Giza, which were built for Pharaoh Kufu. Other pyramids at the site were constructed for his wife and son. The Pyramids of Giza comprise the only survivor of the seven ancient wonders of the world.

For more on the Pyramids of Giza


3. Tunis, Tunisia

FRAGMENTS OF AN EMPIRE

Ancient Egypt’s decline had repercussions for other countries in present-day North Africa, including Tunisia. Following the downfall of ancient Egypt, the Phoenicians established Carthage in the 9th century BCE as an empire that controlled the Mediterranean sea trade. The Romans, who were rivals of the Phoenicians, destroyed the city in 146 BCE and rebuilt structures over the destroyed city.

Today, the ruins of Carthage can be seen in Tunis. Start by climbing up Byrsa Hill, where you’ll find the Carthage Museum, which houses a treasure trove of excavated archaeological fragments recovered from the site.

For more on Tunis

4. Stone Town, Zanzibar

A STORY IN ARCHITECTURE

Prior to the arrival of Portuguese traders on the shores of East Africa, the region was an area of vibrant trade controlled by Swahili sultans from the 7th century onwards. Their influence, and those of subsequent Omani rulers, can still be seen today, particularly in Zanzibar. The House of Wonders and the Palace Museum in Zanzibar’s Stone Town showcase architectural details inspired by European style and Zanzibari tradition. The Palace Museum was also home to Emily Ruete (aka Sayyida Salama bint Said), the daughter of an Omani sultan. Her book, Memoirs of an Arabian Princess (1886), documents her childhood and early adult life in Zanzibar.

For more on Stone Town
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5. Great Zimbabwe, Zimbabwe

TREASURED MEDIEVAL CITY

Africa has seen numerous powerful empires and kingdoms, but it’s the city that was home to the Kingdom of Zimbabwe, a Shona (Bantu) trading empire, that holds the crown for the greatest medieval city in sub-Saharan Africa. The World Heritage-listed Great Zimbabwe is undoubtedly one of the nation’s most treasured sights.

Great Zimbabwe dates from roughly 1100 CE and was eventually abandoned in the 15th century by the Shona people. These wonderfully preserved ruins of the Bantu civilisation (and fabled capital of the Queen of Sheba) initially provoked scorn among European colonisers, who were sceptical that ancient Africa could have reached such dazzling, sophisticated heights.

For more on Great Zimbabwe

6. Lalibela, Ethiopia

ASTONISHING ROCK-HEWN CHURCHES

Between 1137 and 1270, a series of rock-hewn churches was constructed in Lalibela, a town in the western highlands of Ethiopia. The construction of the churches is attributed to King Lalibela of the Zagwe dynasty.

Legend states that the churches were built by angels in a single day after the king survived an assassination attempt. Four of the churches are free standing, while the rest are in a ‘cave’ style. Lalibela is considered a pilgrimage site for Orthodox Christians, and receives more visitors during religious festivals, such as the popular Timkat, typically held in January.

For more on Lalibela


7. Cape Coast, Ghana

IN THE SHADOW OF THE SLAVE TRADE

The arrival of the Portuguese on the west coast of Africa in the 15th century led to the horrors of the transatlantic slave trade, which saw millions of Africans captured, enslaved and sent to North and South America, Europe and the Caribbean. Prior to being loaded onto ships, the enslaved Africans were housed in the dungeons of castles and forts, sometimes for weeks at a time. The Elmina Castle on Ghana’s Cape Coast was one such holding site. The castle was erected in 1482 and is thought to be the oldest surviving building constructed by Europeans in sub-Saharan Africa. Nearby is Cape Coast Castle, which was also a trading site for enslaved people.

For more on Cape Coast

8. Mozambique

IMPACT OF PORTUGUESE TRADERS

In 1498, Portuguese explorer Vaso da Gama arrived at the islands off Mozambique’s northern coast. He was en-route to India and only used Mozambique as a rest stop, but soon after, more Portuguese traders began to arrive. The traders continued to spread north and southwards along the coast, establishing Inhambane in 1727, and in 1781, Delagoa Bay, near present-day Maputo. By the 1800s, Mozambique was one of the world’s trading centres for enslaved people.

For more on Mozambique

9. Cape Town, South Africa

BATTLES OVER TRADING POST

The city of Cape Town was originally inhabited by the Khoi Khoi, who were gradually displaced by the Dutch, culminating in the establishment of a trading post in 1652. Under the leadership of Jan van Riebeeck, the Dutch East India Company set up the trading post (known as the Cape of Good Hope) to be a refreshment station for sailors heading to the East Indies. Conflict with the Khoi Khoi led to the Khoi–Dutch War, which lasted just under a year. In 1795, the British seized control of the Cape, although the Dutch seized it back in 1802.

For more on Cape Town

10. Saint-Louis, Senegal

WEST AFRICA’S FIRST FRENCH SETTLEMENT

The French designated Saint-Louis as a trading port and administrative capital in 1659, and it also served as the capital of Senegal from 1872 to 1952. The economy was partly controlled by Signares – women of mixed African and European heritage who entered into temporary marriages with European men. West Africa’s first French settlement has a unique historical charm – so much so that it’s been a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 2000. The Saint-Louis Photography Museum is one of the best places to see pictures of those heady early days of Saint-Louis.

For more on Saint-Louis

11. Harare, Zimbabwe

ECHOES OF BRITISH RULE

Zimbabwe was the last country in Africa to gain independence from a European country. Its capital city, Harare (formerly called Salisbury), has numerous buildings that still bear British architectural styles. The poignant National Heroes’ Acre, located 7km from Harare, honours the lives of those who died so that Zimbabwe could achieve freedom. There is also an eternal flame tower, which was lit on Zimbabwe’s independence day.

For more on Harare

12. Soweto, South Africa

HOMEPLACE OF NELSON MANDELA

In 1990, Nelson Mandela was released from prison after serving 27 years at the notorious Robben Island. Mandela was the leader of the African National Congress, a political organisation that opposed the racist apartheid government. Upon his release, he travelled throughout the country and the continent, gaining support for his eventual election in 1994 as the first Black president of South Africa. Numerous tributes to Mandela are to be found in South Africa, including Mandela House in the township of Soweto, which is where he lived with his wife, Winnie.

For more on Soweto

13. Kigali, Rwanda

TRAGIC HISTORY OF GENOCIDE

In April 1994, tension between the Hutu and the Tutsi ethnic groups spilled over into a 100-day genocide, but the problems leading up to the mass murder had been simmering for decades. In 1962, Rwanda gained independence from Belgium, who then left the Hutus in powerful government positions, while the Tutsi were discriminated against. The assassination of President Juvénal Habyarimana was the starting point for the genocide, which led to the deaths of almost 1 million Tutsis and moderate Hutus

To learn more about the horrific events, and to honour the lives lost, visit the Kigali Genocide Museum, which offers a detailed, sensitive look at what happened.’

For more on Kigali
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14. Libya

ROMAN RUINS AND POLITICAL UPHEAVAL

Libya is an ancient crossroads of civilisations that bequeathed to the Libyan coast some of the finest Roman and Greek ruins in existence, among them Leptis Magna, Cyrene and Sabratha. Libya also has some of the most beautiful corners of the Sahara Desert. But in 2011, the country became known for another reason, as its citizens took to the streets to call for the removal of Colonel Muammar Qadaffi, whose eccentric yet brutal reign of terror had tormented Libya’s people for decades. As part of the wider Arab Spring, protests in neighbouring Tunisia and Egypt saw widespread change and upheaval across the north of Africa.

For more on Libya

15. Accra, Ghana

INSIGHT INTO A POLITICAL CAREER

Ghana was the first sub-Saharan country to gain independence in July 1960. It’s first democratically elected president, Kwame Nkrumah, was a Pan-African icon, instrumental in the formation of the Organisation of African Unity in 1963. Although he was overthrown in a coup in 1966, Nkrumah’s legacy is still honoured in Ghana. When he died in 1972, he was buried in Accra, at Kwame Nkrumah Memorial Park. The park, which is open to the public, features a mausoleum and museum that provides insight into Nkrumah’s political career and Ghana’s history. A large bronze statue of Nkrumah watches peacefully over the park. A 2024 renovation includes a presidential library, cafeteria, mini amphitheatre and freedom walk.

For more on Accra





LIVING WITH WILDLIFE:
A SNAPSHOT

Can humans and animals find a way to coexist in the wilds of Africa? By Anthony Ham.


AFRICA IS HOME to some of the last great populations of wildlife on the planet, and almost everywhere south of the Sahara has something special to offer the safari traveller. But for locals who have to live alongside these creatures, the story is a little more complicated.

Elephants

A study by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) found that there were 10 million elephants in Africa a century ago; the continent’s human population was around 130 million. In 2024, Africa’s elephant population had fallen to around 500,000, with the human population close to 1.5 billion.

The 1980s and 1990s were particularly hard on elephants: at one stage, poachers were killing an estimated 100,000 annually. But elephant numbers have since stabilised. When the Chinese government banned commercial imports of ivory and domestic ivory sales in 2018, the trade in ivory collapsed almost overnight, and with it most incentives for elephant poachers.

‘It’s a fragile success,’ says Chris Thouless, director of the Elephant Crisis Fund. ‘We have to keep our eyes open and make sure that the anti-poaching work and anti-trafficking work continues to prevent that resurgence. But it has been a success.’ As elephant populations recover, there has been a renewed focus on human– elephant conflict. A comprehensive census of savannah elephants in the Kavango– Zambezi Transfrontier Park – a patchwork of protected areas that spans parts of Angola, Botswana, Namibia, Zambia and Zimbabwe – found that this relatively narrow strip of land was home to 227,900 elephants – more than half of all savannah elephants in Africa.

Where elephants and humans live alongside one another, it’s not uncommon for elephants to destroy crops and homes, as they compete with livestock and people for scarce water supplies. When Germany criticised Botswana’s plan to allow the hunting or culling of elephants in order to reduce numbers in 2024, Botswana’s government offered to send 10,000 elephants to Berlin.

Stopping Human–Elephant Conflict

At the forefront of efforts to reduce human–elephant conflict is Save the Elephants (STE). Lucy King, head of STE’s human–elephant coexistence programme, has compiled the Human–Elephant Coexistence Toolbox (ste-coexistence-toolbox.info/en/), which brings together more than 80 different solutions. One of STE’s more successful strategies involves building beehive fences around farms – if an elephant disturbs the beehive, the bees swarm and attack, causing panic among elephants.

Another innovative project, this time in northern Botswana, involves preserving and protecting elephant corridors along the northern fringe of the Okavango Delta. Farmers in the area sell their millet to the Okavango Craft Brewery in Maun in return for following good farming practices and maintaining the corridors. The NGO responsible for this, Ecoexist, also oversees buses known as the Elephant Express, funded in part by safari tour-operators, that ferry schoolchildren across otherwise-dangerous elephant corridors to and from school.

Where to See Elephants

Elephants have been recognised as two separate species – forest and savannah elephants – since 2010.

In East Africa, savannah elephants are best seen in Kenya’s Amboseli National Park, Tsavo East National Park, Samburu National Reserve and the Masai Mara; and Tanzania’s Serengeti, Lake Manyara, Tarangire and Nyerere national parks.

In southern Africa, good places to see elephants include Botswana’s Chobe National Park and Moremi Game Reserve; Zimbabwe’s Hwange National Park; Namibia’s Etosha National Park; South Africa’s Kruger National Park and Addo Elephant National Park; Malawi’s Nkhotakota Wildlife Reserve; and Mozambique’s Gorongosa National Park. Namibia’s arid Damaraland region is also home to an endangered population of desert-adapted elephants.

For forest elephants, Gabon’s Loango, Ivindo and Lopé national parks are all excellent. In the Republic of Congo, Parc National d’Odzala-Kokoua and Parc National Nouabalé-Ndoki are remote but spectacular forest-elephant strongholds.

Lions

Fewer than 20,000 wild lions survive in Africa, down from around 200,000 a century ago. Lions have disappeared from 95% of their historical range and from 26 African countries. Many lions that survive live in isolated, fragmented populations with little hope of long-term survival.

Lions are extremely difficult to live alongside. They prey on livestock – a cow or goat are easy targets – thereby threatening the livelihoods of herders and farmers. And although lions killing people is the exception rather than the norm, the idea of saving lions is easier when you don’t have to walk 5km through lion country to get to and from school every day.

There have also been historical examples of lions killing people: from the 135 railway workers killed by two lions in southwestern Kenya at the end of the 19th century to the nearly 700 people killed in Tanzania between 1990 and 2007. According to Robert Frump in Man-Eaters of Eden, lions killed 13,380 refugees from Mozambique as they crossed South Africa’s Kruger National Park between 1960 and 2005.
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Stopping Human–Lion Conflict

Most national parks in Africa aren’t sufficiently large to contain viable lion populations. And even the best fences have holes. A remarkable 60% of Africa’s lions live outside protected areas, and with human populations often pressed up against park boundaries, conflict is always close.

In Kenya, where fewer than 2000 adult lions are thought to survive, a programme known as the Lion Guardians has transformed young Maasai warriors (who once killed lions to prove their bravery) into lion-protectors. Their success rate is extraordinary.

Similar programmes operate outside Samburu National Reserve in Kenya through Ewaso Lions, around Zimbabwe’s Hwange National Park, Tanzania’s Ruaha and among the desert lions of northwestern Namibia.

For more information on lions read Craig Packer’s The Lion: Behavior, Ecology, and Conservation of an Iconic Species or The Last Lions of Africa by Lonely Planet author, Anthony Ham.

Where to See Lions

Despite being under threat, lions are present from Senegal in the continent’s northwest to South Africa in the far south.

More than half of the continent’s lions are thought to reside in Tanzania. Look for them in the Serengeti National Park, Ngorongoro Crater and Nyerere National Park. In Kenya, the Masai Mara and Lake Nakuru National Park are filled with lions, while Uganda’s Queen Elizabeth, Murchison Falls and Kidepo Valley national parks all have lions.

In southern Africa, South Africa’s Kruger National Park; Botswana’s Chobe National Park, the Okavango Delta and Central Kalahari Game Reserve; and Namibia’s Etosha National Park are among the best places to look for lions.


Rhinos

There are two species of rhino, black and white, both of which are predominantly found in the savannah regions. White rhinos aren’t white at all – the name derives from the Dutch word wijd (‘wide’) and refers to the white rhino’s wide lip (in comparison to the the black rhino’s pointed lip).

Rhinos have poor eyesight, but excellent hearing, and unlike elephants and lions, they generally do not pose a threat to local communities, but they do face ongoing threats from poaching – demand for rhino horn as an aphrodisiac in Chinese traditional medicine remains high.

Although poaching is still a serious concern – 448 rhinos were poached in South Africa alone in 2022 – anti-poaching programmes have reduced the number of animals being killed. In 2023, Save the Rhino estimated that Africa was home to 6487 black rhinos and 16,803 white rhinos.

Of the sub-species, the West African black rhino was declared extinct in 2006, while just two northern white rhinos remain – at Kenya’s Ol Pejeta Conservancy.
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RHINOS HAVE POOR EYESIGHT, BUT EXCELLENT HEARING, AND UNLIKE ELEPHANTS AND LIONS, THEY GENERALLY DO NOT POSE A THREAT TO LOCAL COMMUNITIES

Where to See Rhinos

In East Africa, the best places to see rhinos are Kenya’s Nairobi National Park, Lake Nakuru National Park, Solio Game Reserve, Lewa Wildlife Conservancy, Ol Pejeta Conservancy and Ngulia Rhino Sanctuary plus Tanzania’s Ngorongoro Crater. In southern Africa, good places to see rhinos include South Africa’s Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Park and Kruger National Park; Namibia’s Etosha National Park; and eSwatini’s Mkhaya Game Reserve. South Africa also has a number of private reserves with healthy rhino populations, while rhino-tracking is a possibility in Namibia’s Damaraland.

Gorillas

It has been the misfortune of Africa’s gorillas to inhabit some of the continent’s most intractable war zones. In the east of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), for example, the mountain gorilla’s habitat in Parc National des Virunga has often come under the control of rebel armies; both gorillas and the rangers that protect them have been shot with alarming frequency. According to the WWF, 1004 mountain gorillas inhabit the deeply forested mountains where the DRC, Rwanda and Uganda intersect, up from 620 in 1989. This includes 604 spread across the DRC’s Virunga National Park, Rwanda’s Volcanoes National Park and Uganda’s Mgahinga National Park. The remaining 400 are in Uganda’s Bwindi Impenetrable National Park. Over on the western side of the continent, western lowland gorillas are also classified as critically endangered. The species survives in the Republic of Congo, the DRC, Central African Republic, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea and Cameroon. The most endangered is the Cross River gorilla, living in the highland forests of Cameroon and Nigeria, and numbering no more than 300.

Where to See Gorillas

The best places to see mountain gorillas are in Uganda’s Bwindi Impenetrable National Park and Rwanda’s Volcanoes National Park, although it’s an expensive undertaking. The Parc National des Virunga in the DRC is also excellent, but conflict and serious security concerns mean the area is often closed to visitors.

For western lowland gorillas, Gabon’s Loango, Ivindo and Lopé national parks and the Republic of Congo’s Lésio Louna Gorilla Reserve, Parc National d’Odzala-Kokoua and Parc National Nouabalé-Ndoki are best.





A LITERARY SAFARI:
FICTION, NON-FICTION AND POETRY OF AFRICA

From the classics to contemporary fiction and poetry, African literature is as rich and diverse as the continent itself.
By Katherina Grace Thomas


Algeria

In The Meursault Investigation (2015), Kamel Daoud reimagines Albert Camus’ classic novel The Stranger (1942).

EGYPT

Translated into 23 languages, Alaa Al Aswany’s The Yacoubian Building (2002) provides an 80-year history of Cairo through the lives of the inhabitants of a luxury apartment block.

LIBYA

In The Return (2016), Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Hisham Matar returns to Libya to look for his father, who went missing in the Qaddafi era.

MOROCCO

Leïla Slimani’s The Country of Others (2020) is the first novel in a trilogy, set during Morocco’s independence from France.
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TUNISIA

The Pillar of Salt (1953) by the great Tunisian writer Albert Memmi explores the theme of multiple identities – Jewish, Arab, African and French.

BENIN

Emile Ologoudou’s poem Vespers is published in The Penguin Book of Modern African Poetry (2007).

BURKINA FASO

Author and human rights activist Monique Ilboudo’s So Distant from My Life was published in English in 2022.

CABO VERDE

Cabo Verdean–Bissau Guinean independence leader Amílcar Cabral was also a talented writer and poet. His poem Regresso (1970s) exudes warmth and rhythm.

CAMEROON

Imbolo Mbue’s epic Behold the Dreamers (2017) put Cameroon’s anglo-literary scene on the world stage.
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Republic of Congo

Alain Mabanckou is Congo–Brazza’s prolific literary superstar. The Trade of the Buried (2022) is his most recent novel.

CÔTE D’IVOIRE

Marguerite Abouet’s Aya of Yop City (2005) is a coming-of-age graphic novel series with a cult following.

EQUATORIAL GUINEA

The first Equatorial Guinean novel translated into English, Trifonia Melibea Obono’s La Bastarda (2016) is a powerful queer love story that’s banned in the author’s homeland.

GABON

Awu’s Story (2018) by Justine Mintsa explores the clash of tradition and female ambition.

GAMBIA

Dayo Forster’s Reading the Ceiling (2007) is a tale of three parallel lives.

GHANA

The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born is Ayi Kwei Armah’s 1968 classic.

GUINEA

Camara Laye’s The African Child (1953) has a firm place in the West African literary canon.

GUINEA-BISSAU

Renowned Bissau-Guinean writer Abdulai Sila’s The Ultimate Tragedy (2017) is a journey into destiny, ambition and inequity.

LIBERIA

The excellent She Would Be King (2018) by Wayétu Moore is set during the founding of Liberia by freed American slaves.

MALI

Amadou Hampâté Bâ is one of the literary greats. His The Strange Destiny of Wangrin (1973) is at the intersection of fiction and non-fiction.


MAURITANIA

In Moussa Ould Ebnou’s Barzakh: The Land of In-between (2022), a time traveller visits three eras in search of a better life.

NIGER

The Epic of Askia Mohammed (1996) by Nouhou Malio is a rendition of an oral history performance about a 15th-century ruler.

NIGERIA

For Nigeria’s rich literary landscape, right up there is Things Fall Apart (1958) by Chinua Achebe.

SÃO TOMÉ & PRÍNCIPE

Conceição Lima’s award-winning poetry collection No Gods Live Here (2024) brings to life the natural beauty and collective memory of the island.

SENEGAL

So Long a Letter (1979) by Mariama Bâ is a Senegalese classic that tells the story of a traditional polygamous marriage.

SIERRA LEONE

In The Memory of Love (2020), Aminatta Forna explores the deep nuances of post-conflict trauma, belonging, history and white saviourism.

TOGO

In Tété-Michel Kpomassie’s wonderful travel memoir, Michel the Giant: An African in Greenland (1981) the author leaves for the land of ‘eternal ice’.

ANGOLA

A General Theory of Oblivion (2012) by José Eduardo Agualusa is a globally acclaimed novel that charts Angola’s independence through the eyes of an agoraphobic woman.

CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC

Can you be friends when you’re married to the same man? Co-Wives, Co-Widows (2021) by Adrienne Yabouza answers.

CHAD

Nétonon Noël Ndjékéry’s Il n’y a pas d’arc-en-ciel au paradis (available in French only) is a fictional account of the trans-Saharan slave trade.

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO

Tram 83 (2015) by Fiston Mwanza Mujila is a critically acclaimed novel that captures the chaos and beauty of life in the DRC.

SUDAN

Tayeb Salih’s Season of Migration to the North (1966) is one of the great Arab novels.

SOUTH SUDAN

The short story It’s Getting Very Hot (2018) by Stella Gaitano has received much acclaim.

BURUNDI

Roland Rugero’s Baho! (2012) was the first Burundian novel translated into English.

DJIBOUTI

Abdourahman A. Waberi’s In the United States of Africa (2009) flips Global North stereotypes of Africa.

ERITREA

Sulaiman Addonia’s Silence is my Mother Tongue (2020) is a gorgeous meditation on exile.

ETHIOPIA

The Beautiful Things that Heaven Bears (2007) by Dinaw Mengestu is utterly unputdownable.

KENYA

Literary giant Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s A Grain of Wheat (1967) is a great place to dive into Kenya’s rich literary landscape.

RWANDA

Small Country (2015) by the writer and hip-hop artist Gaël Faye follows a Franco–Rwandese boy through the Rwandan genocide.
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SOMALIA

For verses from ‘The Land of Poets’, look for collections by Mohamed Ibrahim Warsame, aka Hadraawi. He is widely regarded as Somalia’s greatest poet.

 TANZANIA

In By the Sea (2001), a mysterious man arrives in London from Zanzibar with little more than a box of incense, by Nobel Laureate Abdulrazak Gurnah.

UGANDA

Jennifer Nansubuga Makumbi’s epic novel Kintu (2014) traces Kintu ancestral ties from the royal court of 1750 to downtown Kampala.

BOTSWANA

Bessie Head is widely considered Botswana’s most influential writer. When Rain Clouds Gather (1968) was her first novel.

LESOTHO

Zakes Mda’s She Plays with the Darkness (2004) is a gorgeous read.

MADAGASCAR

Beyond the Rice Fields (2012) by the Malagasy author Naivo is an epic love story.

MALAWI

If you’ve seen the film, read the book: The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind (2009) is a memoir by William Kamkwamba and Bryan Mealer.

MOZAMBIQUE

Mia Couto, Mozambique’s literary giant, is best known for Confession of the Lioness (2012).

NAMIBIA

The Purple Violet of Oshaantu (2001) by Neshani Andreas is a lyrical journey into rural Namibian life.

SOUTH AFRICA

Cry The Beloved Country (1948) by Alan Paton is probably the most well-known South African novel.

eSWATINI

Ntsika Kota won the Commonwealth Short Story Prize for and the earth drank deep (2022).

ZAMBIA

Kayombo Chingonyi’s Kumukanda (2018) is a powerful poetry collection.

ZIMBABWE

The Book of Memory (2015) by Petina Gappah is hard to put down; it’s the fictional story of an albino woman on death row in Chikurubi Prison.





GREAT AFRICAN
TRAIN JOURNEYS

Africa is better known for overlanding by 4WD than by rail. Yet the continent offers some spectacular train journeys.
By Katherina Grace Thomas


The Southern Route

Dar es Salaam, Tanzania to Kapiri Mposhi, Zambia

Once a week, the blue-white-and-red Tazara train winds its way between Dar es Salaam and Kapiri Mposhi, arriving two nights later. When you board in Dar, you’ll get a sense of the decaying grandeur of the railway. The Chinese trains, and train station – blessed with high ceilings and stylish lettering – are in need of some TLC, but the trip is a fantastic adventure. As the economy seats fill up and travellers trickle into the first-class cabins (decked out with green sheets, pillows and blankets), there’s a palpable sense of excitement.

Punctuality is not the priority: our train left 24 hours late, rolling through tunnel after tunnel before emerging into fragrant, high-altitude pine forest. The dining car serves fried chicken and nshima, while passengers in the bar drink Savanna cider and play cards on the turquoise banquettes. The train is slow and steady, and while the clickety clacks lull you to sleep, sleepwalkers, beware – carriage doors to the outside world are sometimes left wide open at night.

In the morning, the brave can take an over-the-toilet shower before heading to the dining car for breakfast. The train follows a single track all the way to Kapiri Mposhi, which means frequent waiting at stations for other trains to pass. Pack a good book and some patience: our train broke down twice, the second time at night, when mischievous kids from a nearby village climbed on board, shrieking in delight.

The next morning we were rewarded with a spectacular sunrise over the Zambian savannah, and passengers spotted giraffes and monkeys. We finally arrived into Kapiri Mposhi 48 hours behind schedule, tired and happy, our love of overland travel challenged – and restored.

The Tazara departs Dar es Salaam for Kapiri Mposhi every Friday, returning Tuesday. First-class bunks (recommended) cost $40 each. While it’s best to book ahead, this is where the adventure begins, as it can take many attempts to get through to the clerks at Dar es Salaam station. Check The Man in Seat 61 (seat61.com) for contact details.

The Capital to Coast

Nairobi, Kenya to Mombasa, Kenya

The line from Nairobi to Mombasa, passing through Tsavo National Park, is probably the cheapest safari in East Africa. For $12, you can spot dust-coated elephants from your seat. Most travellers prefer to fly to the coast, but the trains are pleasant, clean and punctual.

When construction of the standard gauge railway began in 1896, the indentured Indian workers suffered considerably and were attacked by everything from mosquitos to Tsavo’s lions. By the time the railway was complete, 2500 lives had been lost.

The Madaraka Express, better known as the Standard Gauge Railway, departs Nairobi for Mombasa every day at 3pm and 10pm, returning from Mombasa at 3pm and 8pm. The trip takes five and a half hours and is more pleasant in the daytime – on a recent afternoon journey we spotted elephants, zebras, camels and ostriches.

The Marrakesh Express

Tangier, Morocco to Casablanca, Morocco

Al Atlas makes the trip from Tangier to Casablanca in two and a half hours. Modelled on the French TGV train network, the sleek high-speed train reaches speeds of 320km/h. Expect comfortable economy and first-class seats, backlit by spectacular sand-dune views.
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High-speed train, Morocco | CatwalkPhotos/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Vintage Railway

Asmara, Eritrea to Massawa, Eritrea

Eritrea’s Italian narrow-gauge railway is an engineering feat. Its mountainous rails, viaducts and tunnels date back to 1911, and although large swathes of it were destroyed during the war, the section between Asmara and Massawa still operates, using vintage steam locomotives. As well as travel permits, you’ll need a special permit to travel on the train. Local agencies can arrange this.
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Rovos Rail tour South Africa | Rovos Rail Tours ©

The Luxury Ticket

Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe to Lobito, Angola

South Africa’s answer to the Orient Express, Rovos Rail brings the elegance of a luxury cruise to the freight tracks of Southern Africa. The passion project of locomotive enthusiast Rohan Vos, the five-star rail-safaris start from around $1,800, rising to around $15,000 for a fortnight on the Copper Trail between Victoria Falls (the Zimbabwe side) and Lobito on the Angolan coast.

The journey takes in shifting landscapes, stopping at an elephant sanctuary and the grassy plains of South Luangwa National Park, where you’ll hop off to see the Big Five before overnighting in the park and boarding a private plane to Ndola in the Zambian copper belt.

The train snakes through mining territory before crossing the border into the Democratic Republic of Congo and Angola.
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Steam train, Eritrea | Matej Hudovernik/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Ultimate Adventure

Cape Town, South Africa to Nairobi, Kenya

Local tracks run all the way from Cape Town to Dar es Salaam, covering 5,530km, and onwards to Nairobi.

The stretch between Cape Town and Botswana is, with the exception of the Rovos, freight-only, so the first step is to take the Shosholoza Meyl or the Blue Train to Pretoria. Then it gets tricky: trains between Pretoria and Zimbabwe have been suspended since the pandemic, but you can check the website of seat61.com to see if they’re running.

If not, there are buses from Pretoria to Bulawayo and onwards to Livingstone, where you can take the overnight Zambezi train to Kapiri Mposhi. From there, board the Tazara to Dar es Salaam.

If you want to continue north to Kenya, you can take a bus to Mombasa and catch the SGR to Nairobi.
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‘There’s nothing like waiting in the rainforest for the moment an elephant, a family of gorillas or even a leopard emerges. This is what the rest of Africa used to be like.’ see here
ANTHONY HAM, PARC NATIONAL NOUABALÉ-NDOKI

[image: jpg]

JASON PRINCE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

‘In Close Encounters of the Hide Kind, we were so busy looking at the rhino in front, we didn’t spot the one walking round behind.’ see here
JENNY WALKER, ESWATINI
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Shared vans and minibuses
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TAXI
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Airport, you can book a licensed
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locations, including at the Erevan
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