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EAST AFRICA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Mountain gorilla, Rwanda | Onyx9/Shutterstock ©

In a region of such vast and varied natural attractions and experiences, it’s a tough task to narrow down the one thing I love most about East Africa. Each day produces highlight after highlight – one moment you’re tracking white rhino on foot, and the next you’re brushing shoulders with a silverback in the jungle. Within a few hours’ drive, you can go from lazing on a pristine beach to standing atop a snowcapped volcano. Every day here I feel humbled and awed by nature, but then it has pulsating cities like Nairobi and Kampala, or laid-back Kigali offering great insights into contemporary and traditional culture, and cool, friendly locals. But for me, it’s Lake Bunyonyi that really seals the deal. It’s a legendary hangout with an unhurried pace of life, where you’ll be content to just kick back and be mesmerised by its astonishing views.

Trent Holden

@hombreholden

Having written for Lonely Planet since 2008, Trent has travelled extensively across Africa and covered destinations from Zimbabwe and Zambia to Uganda and Rwanda.
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My favourite experience is tracking mountain gorillas. After doing this four times, you’d think the novelty would start to wane, but it’s the opposite. No two experiences are ever alike.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define East Africa.
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Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo is one of my favourite places: spectacular national parks, streets strewn with bougainvillea, and treasured but deeply threatened wildlife. This area reveals a great deal about the way we need to care for places, people, environment and animals in the years ahead.
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Katherina Thomas

@klgthomas

Katherina is a writer and medical anthropologist whose writing explores sense of place and human interconnectedness through the lenses of travel, music and infectious diseases.
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Jinja’s contemporary music and art scenes are second only to its wildlife, waterfalls and other outdoor activities. It’s a top destination for its proximity to forests, wetlands, major East African cities and islands. Its rich history and legends make it an attractive destination everyone can enjoy.
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Alia Pathan

@alia_pathan

Alia is an award-winning multimedium artist, musician and writer of Ugandan-Asian heritage, and founder of the IDoc whitetigerproject.co.uk.
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I’ll never forget arriving at a Masai Mara village at dusk: it was ringed by thorny branches protecting the cattle, whose neck bells chimed sonorously. The locals’ ornate jewellery chinked in harmony as I was taken into a hut made from earth. The nature walks and warm conversations in the days that followed will always be in my heart.
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Helena Smith

Helena is a writer and photographer who grew up in Scotland and Malawi. She is co-founder of Wilder, a social enterprise doing wildlife-friendly urban gardening.

CONTRIBUTING WRITERS

Shawn Duthie

Shawn has been travelling, studying and working around Africa for the past 17 years. He currently lives in South Africa and takes any excuse to travel around this amazing continent.

Julie Olum

@frameambition

Julie is a travel and culture writer, fan of festivals and almost-architect.

Nasibu Mahinya

@nasibuthevibe

Nasibu Mahinya is a Tanzanian writer and entrepreneur.

Neema Githere

@take.back.theinternet

Neema Githere is a writer whose work explores love and indigeneity in a time of algorithmic debris.

Nanjala Nyabola

@nanjalaone

Nanjala travels regularly, occasionally rides motorcycles, periodically climbs mountains and often writes about it all.

Anthony Ham

@AnthonyHamWrite

Anthony writes for the New York Times and others about wildlife and culture; he is the author of The Last Lions of Africa.

Mwende Mutuli Musau

@tulimusau

Better known as Tuli, she is is a writer who specialises in travel, food and culture. She has written for an array of high-profile publications.

Mary Fitzpatrick

Mary is an Africa-based writer and guidebook author who has been living in, writing about and travelling around Tanzania for years.

Mark Eveleigh

markeveleigh.com

A novelist and travel writer, Mark specialises in wildlife and indigenous cultures. He’s covered assignments for BBC Wildlife, CNN Travel and National Geographic Traveller.
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NATURAL WONDERS

Nowhere encapsulates the drama, beauty and raw power of nature than East Africa, home to the world’s longest rivers, oceanic-sized lakes, mightiest mountains and most epic wildlife encounters. Being among its incredible biodiversity and geographical wonders delivers countless life-affirming moments. Of course, no discussion on Africa’s natural wonders is complete without mention of the true stars of the show, its animals, but equally as impressive is the mesmerising backdrop of the natural environment they live in.

Source of the Nile

In 2006 a Kiwi-British–led expedition claimed to find the true source of the Nile, a trickle from a spring in Rwanda’s Nyungwe Forest National Park.

[image: jpg]
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Great Wildebeest Calving

As well as the Great Wildebeest Migration, an equally remarkable event occurs between January and March: some 500,000 calves are born in the Serengeti over three weeks!
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World Heritage Listed Sites

Of the 22 Unesco World Heritage–listed sights in East Africa, 15 of those are natural wonders comprising national parks, conservation areas, mountains and lake systems.
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Wildebeest in Masai Mara | crbellette/Shutterstock ©


BEST NATURAL WONDERS EXPERIENCES
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See the stampede of a million-plus wildebeest making their annual great migration through 1 Serengeti and Masai Mara.

Witness the extraordinary variety of animals deep in the grassy caldera of 2 Ngorongoro Crater.

Discover the start of the 3 Nile River’s 6853km journey through 11 countries to Alexandria, Egypt.

Enjoy sighting 4 Mt Kilimanjaro, not just the continent’s highest peak but also the world’s tallest freestanding mountain.

Experience the 5 Virunga Mountains, a chain of eight volcanoes, two of which are active, and the last habitat of the mountain gorilla.







PLAYFUL WORLD OF PRIMATES

Given humans are part of a subgroup of Hominidae primate known as reat apes (orangutans, gorillas, chimpanzees, bonobos and us…), it’s not surprising that close encounters with our cousins has such resonance. It’s one of the most exciting animal encounters on the planet, and East Africa is the definitive place to see both species. But you can also see exotic arboreal and Old World species of monkey too.

Gorilla Habituation

Habituating gorillas involves trackers spending every day in the jungle with them for up to three years, mimicking their behaviour to win over their trust.

[image: jpg]
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Our Closest Cousins

Sharing 99% of our DNA with chimpanzees and 98% with mountain gorillas means they’re highly susceptible to human airborne diseases. Wear masks and get a PCR test.

[image: jpg]
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Other Primates

There are almost 40 different species of primates to see, from habituated troops of golden monkey and black-and-white colobus to olive baboons and De Brazza’s monkeys.

[image: jpg]

Golden monkey | PhotocechCZ/Shutterstock ©


BEST PRIMATE EXPERIENCES
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Visit 1 Bwindi Impenetrable National Park in Uganda’s southwest, home to over half of the world’s last remaining mountain gorillas.

Track mountain gorillas in Rwanda’s 2 Volcanoes National Park, and see the exotic golden monkey.

See habituated troops of chimpanzee, red colobus, black-and-white colobus and L’hoest’s monkey in 3 Kibale National Park in Uganda.

Spot 13 species of primates, including 500-plus chimpanzee and gigantic troops of Angolan colobus in Rwanda’s 4 Ngungwe Forest National Park.

Track chimpanzees in Tanzania’s 5 Gombe National Park, home to a group of 100-plus habituated chimps.







GREAT AFRICAN LAKES

Making up part of the Eastern African Rift, these lakes are dotted across 10 countries in the region. Each offers unique charm and character and, as well as being home to an important source of wildlife and a lifeblood to the local economy, they feed into Africa’s two largest rivers, the Nile and the Congo.

[image: jpg]

Lake Victoria | Tykhanskyi Viacheslav/Shutterstock ©

Islands of Lake Victoria

Lake Victoria has close to 1000 islands, of which most interesting are the Ssese Islands, Rubondo Island and Saanane Island national parks, plus Ngamba Island.

Crocodiles

Kenya’s Lake Turkana is home to the world’s largest population of Nile crocodiles, with an estimated 12,000 of these prehistoric beasts living here.


BEST GREAT LAKE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

See 1 Lake Victoria, the largest lake in Africa. Sharing a border with Uganda, Tanzania and Kenya, it offers plenty to see and do.

View the world’s largest permanent desert lake, the World Heritage-listed 2 Lake Turkana, with its Central Island National Park home to an active volcano.

Enjoy 3 Lake Tanganyika, not only the world’s longest freshwater lake but also one of the oldest, the second deepest and second largest in volume).

Explore scenic 4 Lake Kivu (forming the natural border between Rwanda and the DRC); it’s a tropical getaway with islands and laid-back beach resorts.

Check out 5 Lake Nyasa, Africa’s third-largest lake, which reportedly has more fish species than any other freshwater lake on Earth.







TREKKING EAST AFRICA

There’s no better way to experience East Africa’s extraordinary nature and beauty than to strap on the boots and tackle its spectacular hiking trails. Treks can be anything from relaxed nature strolls and summiting volcanoes to hard-core multi-week expeditions scaling snowcapped peaks.

Glaciers

Africa is the hottest region on Earth, but its three highest mountains – Mt Kilimanjaro (pictured), Mt Kenya and the Rwenzoris – are home to the continent’s only glaciers.

[image: jpg]
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Mt Nyamuragira

Africa’s most active volcano, Mt Nyamuragira last erupted in 2021, causing a mass evacuation in Goma. Trekking is not recommended, due to civil unrest.

[image: jpg]
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Congo Nile Trail

Hiking isn’t all about high-altitude mountain expeditions, and you’ll find similarly epic (but flat) trails, such as the 227km Congo-Nile Trail along Rwanda’s Lake Kivu.


BEST TREKKING EXPERIENCES
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Scale 1 Mt Meru, a volcanic cone that’s one of East Africa’s most rewarding treks, rivalling Mt Kilimanjaro in both beauty and challenge of climb.

Hike Africa’s second-highest mountain, 2 Mt Kenya, in a spectacular week-long trek to its summit, for arguably better views than Kilimanjaro.

Explore Uganda’s 3 Mountains of the Moon: its World Heritage–listed snowcapped Rwenzoris are one of Africa’s highest mountain ranges and leads to otherworldly mist-soaked forests.

Head into gorilla country via trails in Rwanda’s 4 Volcanoes National Park, scaling its volcanic peaks to see crater lakes or visit Dian Fossey’s grave.

Wind through pretty villages and even prettier landscapes with 5 Usambara Mountains trails, one of northeastern Tanzania’s delights.







LIFE’S A BEACH

Complementing East Africa’s safari trail beautifully, its long coastline stretches from Kenya to Tanzania along the dazzling Indian Ocean. Its blinding white sands sheltered by palm trees, and exotic island getaways with translucent warm waters are enough reasons to come here – and many do!

The Indian Ocean

East Africa is famous for beautiful beaches, its coastline an historically important centre for trade and commerce, generating an intriguing mix of African, Indian and Arab cultures.

[image: jpg]
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Pemba

A relaxed alternative to Zanzibar, the island of Pemba (50km north) sees fewer visitors, despite its idyllic coves and some of East Africa’s best diving.

[image: jpg]
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Inland Beaches

Landlocked countries may not have an ocean, but Ssese Islands, Lake Kivu and Lake Tanganyika all feature enticing beaches and palm trees along their shorelines.

[image: jpg]

Mafia Island | Kjersti Joergensen/Shutterstock ©


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES
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Enjoy a choice of Zanzibar’s dazzling bone-white sanded beaches. But for swimming and sunsets, it’s hard to go past 1 Nungwi.

Check out Kenya’s island of 2 Lamu, famed for its 12km-long Shela Beach and its dreamy sweep of pristine sands.

Admire Kilifi’s 3 Bofa Beach on Kenya’s north coast, which offers a blissful beachside escape, with swaying palms and white sands meeting therolling Indian Ocean.

Relax on Tanzania’s southern coastline, which is home to some stunning beaches, but don’t miss its finest patches of sand on 4 Mafia island.

Explore Kenya’s tranquil powdered sands of 5 Tiwi Beach or the resort set-up of Diani Beach with surfable waves.







MUSEUMS & GALLERIES

As a cradle of ancient history, culture and civilisation, there’s nowhere better for visitors to experience East Africa’s rich heritage than its world-class museums and galleries. Here you’ll find diverse collections of artworks and its finest artefacts, all showcased under the one roof.

[image: jpg]

Nairobi National Museum | Images of Africa Photobank/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Rock Art Galleries

Predating East Africa’s contemporary galleries by a mere 2000 years or more, Kondoa’s World-Heritage–listed rock-art sites in Tanzania have 200-plus ancient rock paintings.

Freddie Mercury Museum

The Freddie Mercury Museum is dedicated to Zanzibar’s most famous son, who was born here and lived here until he was eight.


BEST MUSEUM & GALLERY EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Visit Mombasa’s World Heritage–listed 1 Fort Jesus, a museum with relics from Portuguese warships sunk during the Omani Siege in 1697.

Take a sobering journey through Kigali’s 2 Genocide Memorial, detailing Rwanda’s 100 days of madness where 800,000 people were killed in 1994.

Explore Nairobi’s 3 National Museum, showing cultural and natural-history displays, and its nearby National Gallery, exhibiting African artists.

Celebrate the life of conservationist 4 Dian Fossey and her inspirational work with mountain gorillas in a sleek, architecturally designed museum.

Discover the 5 Tingatinga Art Cooperative Society in Dar es Salaam to watch talented artists at work.







THE BIG FIVE

There’s nothing more riveting than being witness to the dramas that take place on safari. And part of that is the animals that everyone wants to see in Africa – lion, leopard, elephant, rhino and big herds of buffalo. While the Big Five is a term coined by hunters for the most difficult and dangerous animals to shoot in Africa on foot, fortunately these days in East Africa shooting the ‘Big Five’ is now about bagging digital trophies instead.

The Ugly Five

Though most are on a mission to see the Big Five, what about the Ugly Five? Try to spot the Marabou stork (pictured), warthog, wildebeest, vulture and spotted hyena.

[image: jpg]
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The Small Five

On the other end of the scale are Africa’s Small Five: elephant shrew (pictured), ant lion, rhinoceros beetle, buffalo weaver and leopard tortoise.
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The Shy Five

The most elusive is the Shy Five – porcupine, bat-eared fox, aardvark, meerkat and aardwolf. But good luck in seeing any!


BEST ‘BIG FIVE’ EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Visit Tanzania’s 1 Serengeti National Park, one of Africa’s best places to spot the Big Five after black rhino were introduced here in 2019.

Spot migrating wildebeest in Kenya’s 2 Masai Mara National Reserve alongside good cat sightings, huge herds of buffalo, elephant and black rhino.

Look for all the Big Five in the 3 Ngorongoro Crater, including some of the biggest tuskers you’ll ever see.

Celebrate the return of the Big Five in 4 Akagera in Rwanda, not just with the reintroduction of lions, but black and white rhinos too.

Enjoy the dramatic scenery of Kenya’s 5 Tsavo West National Park, with good predator sightings and, if you’re lucky, black rhino too.







CULTURAL FESTIVALS

Nothing can quite compare to the untapped energy of East Africa’s carnivals and events, whether it’s Afro-beat, jazz, tribal percussion or a celebration of traditional culture. So, if you can time your visit to coincide with one of its varied and fun-filled festivals, it’s definitely worth building a trip around.

[image: jpg]

Nyege Nyege Festival | IAN DUNCAN KACUNGIRA /getty images ©

Running with the Lions

If completing a marathon wasn’t hard enough, try adding lions, elephant and rhino into the mix: precisely what makes the Lewa Safari Marathon so popular.

Kwita Izina

In Rwandan culture the naming of child is a momentous occasion, and this extends to to mountain gorillas when, each September, baby gorillas are officially named in Musanze.


BEST MUSIC EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Experience Zanzibar’s annual 1 Sauti za Busara, showcasing all music genres – from taarab, and Afro-jazz to bongo flava – over three days in February.

Attend 2 Mombasa Carnival in November for its month-long street festival featuring music, dance and cultural events across Kenya’s coastal hub.

Enjoy Uganda’s pulsating 3 Nyege Nyege Festival, with three days of DJs and electronica along the banks of the Nile.

Celebrate Rwanda’s music festival 4 Kigali Up!, which takes place in the capital around August with local and international acts.

Marvel at the nearly 90-year-old 5 Kenya Music Festival in August, the nation’s longest-running music festival.







OUTDOOR ADVENTURE

With all that warm weather, spectacular scenery and long coastline, East Africa is one giant outdoor-adventure playground. As well as trekking, safaris and the like, a lot of the action happens out on the water, with both world-class whitewater rafting and stunning diving amid a kaleidoscope of colourful corals.

Canopy Walk

A fully immersive experience, Nyungwe Forest National Park’s canopy walk in Rwanda (pictured) has you walking nervously 70m above the canopy over Africa’s most ancient montane forest.
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Learn to Run Like a Champion

Producing some of the world’s greatest athletes, Kenya’s High Altitude Training Centre isn’t just for elite sportspeople, but isopen to everyone interested in running.

[image: jpg]
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Stargazing

There are few more powerful experiences than gazing up towards a galaxy of billion stars in the night skies of East Africa’s national parks.


BEST OUTDOOR ADVENTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Bungee-jump into the Nile in between jet-boating and taming grade V whitewater rapids in 1 Jinja, home of East Africa’s outdoor-adventure scene.

Dive into the temptations of the 2 Zanzibar Archipelago; from Pempa to Mnemba Atoll, it’s a bucket-list destination for divers worldwide.

Pedal or hike through local villages and witness stupendous lake vistas on the 227km 3 Congo-Nile Trail that follows the length of Rwanda’s Lake Kivu.

Snorkel amid bright corals and colourful fish in Kenya’s 4 Kisite Mpunguti, which is also the place for kiteboarding, windsurfing, kayak paddling or SUP.

See the great wildebeest migration from above in a hot-air balloon for an even more spectacular perspective of the 5 Serengeti’s untamed wilderness.







TUNE IN & DROP OUT

With all those long distances and early starts, the rigours of an action-packed travel itinerary can catch up with you. So, when it’s time to slow it down, hit one of East Africa’s legendary scenic hangouts, where it’s all about leisurely days spent among spectacular scenery.

[image: jpg]

Jambiani beach | robertharding/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Forest Bathing

Relax among East Africa’s national parks and forests as you appreciate the sounds and smells, and focus on smaller aspects of its rich biodiversity.

Slow Travel

Aim to stop for a bit, maybe renting a place by the beach in Jambiani to enjoy blissful days while gaining insights into village life.


BEST CHILL-OUT EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Relax at 1 Lake Bunyonyi, gazing out to its spectacular scenery in between leisurely paddles on the lake.

Chill out with a book, bonfire and hammock in the middle of Lake Victoria on the blinding white sandy beaches of the 2 Ssese Islands.

Spend days swimming, walking through local villages and unwinding in the fresh air at Rwanda’s 3 Twin Lakes, set with a backdrop of towering volcanoes.

Enjoy a unique blend of beachside resort and wildlife safari where the Indian Ocean meets the forest in 4 Saadani National Park.

Recharge among nature at 5 Nanyuki, looking out to Mt Kenya and within easy reach of Laikipia plateau, national parks and wildlife conservancies.







LUXURY ESCAPES

If your budget will stretch, splurge for a night or two in one of East Africa’s famous safari lodges. You’ll get to enjoy not just a rustic brand of luxury, but also be right among nature and wildlife as you relax poolside in between safaris, while indulging in a massage and wonderful views.

In the Thick of It

Whether soaking in a bath overlooking the Nile’s rapids at Wildwaters Lodge or spending a night underwater at Pemba, East Africa has unique accommodation options.
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Wildlife Watching from Bed

As well as the top-end luxury lodges, East Africa’s mobile safari camps bring you front-row views as they move to wherever the animals are.
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BEST OUTDOOR ADVENTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Head deep into gorilla country amid Virunga’s volcanoes at Rwanda’s 1 Bisate Lodge, with its luxury thatched pod huts integrated into the landscape.

Stay at 2 Nay Palad Bird Nest, a contender for Africa’s most memorable accommodation. its thatched towers jut up among the Laikipia plains, northwest of Nanyuki.

Admire views of Kilimanjaro from your four-poster bed with private plunge pool and your own waterhole at 3 Ol Donyo, one of Kenya’s memorable options.

Live your castaway fantasy on an island off an island at 4 Pemba Lodge’s rustic and remote wooden bungalows by the beach.

Experience views over the Rwenzori mountains at 5 Papaya Lake Lodge’s spacious cottages, set among Uganda’s scenic Great Crater Lakes region.







HISTORY & RUINS

East Africa is a cradle of human civilisation, and with its diverse array of ancient cultures it’s a destination with a fascinating history. Here you’ll find many interesting historical and archaeological sites that offer a glimpse into its past, from precolonial times through to independence.

[image: jpg]

Gede Ruins | Authentic travel/Shutterstock ©

Oldupai Gorge

Oldupai Gorge, near Ngorongoro Crater, Tanzania, is known as the cradle of humankind after the remarkable discovery of the 1.8 million-year old hominid skull of Australopithecus boisei.

Old Meets New

Kigali’s striking Conference Centre, built in 2016, is East Africa’s most expensive building. It is designed as a 21st-century version of Nyanza’s royal palace.


BEST HISTORICAL SITE EXPERIENCES
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Discover an intriguing fusion of Arabic, Indian, European and African influences in 1 Zanzibar’s Stone Town, one of East Africa’s most atmospheric historical quarters.

Experience the 2 Gede Ruins; dating from the 15th century, they offer a window into this ancient Swahili trading post along Kenya’s north coast.

See Uganda’s World Heritage–listed 3 Kasubi Tombs, a striking thatched structure that’s the final resting place for Buganda kings.

Spot the ruins of Kilifi’s medieval Swahili port city of 4 Mnarani, sitting high on a bluff with a well-preserved mosque amid massive baobab trees.

Admire World Heritage–listed 5 Kilwa Kisiwani, a complex of 15th-century Arabic ruins with an imposing fort and mosque.







TRADITIONAL CULTURE & TRIBES

With some 300 different ethnic groups across the region there’s no better way to get insights into local life than through grassroots eco-culture tours. From pogoing with Maasai warriors and taking artistry workshops to homestays in local villages, don’t miss an opportunity immerse yourself in the everyday beauty, realities and vibrancy of East African life.

The Maasai

The Maasai people are pastoral nomads in Kenya and Tanzania who have actively resisted change and follow the same lifestyle they have for centuries.

[image: jpg]

Katiekk/Shutterstock ©

Twa & Hadzabe

Having resided in the forests for 10,000-plus years, the hunter-gatherer Twa (Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda and DRC) and Hadzabe (Tanzania; pictured) people are among East Africa’s oldest ethnic groups.
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The Turkana

Living in the harsh desert country of northwestern Kenya, the pastoralist Turkana people are famous for their distinctive mud-covered heads painted blue and decorated with ostrich feathers.


BEST CULTURAL EXPERIENCES
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Staying in a Masaai village in 1 Ewangan is a wonderful cultural experience, where you’ll help with daily chores while learning traditional skills.

Pick the coffee berries before roasting them on an open fire in 2 Sipi Falls in Eastern Uganda, where you can have a bean-to-cup experience.

See banana beer being made, with the vigorous pressing of bananas in a wooden tank accompanied by singing and dancing in Rwanda at 3 Red Rocks.

Spend a day with the Hadzabe people in Tanzania’s 4 Lake Eyasi, learning traditional hunting skills and collecting wild honey.

Tak a locally led cultural and historical tour with Afri Roots around 5 Dar es Salaam and rural communities across Tanzania.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Safari, Beaches & Culture

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days     Distance: 1644km


If you’re here for animals, stunning scenery, beaches and local culture, then this is the trip for you. Slicing through Kenya’s southern wilderness, it combines all of Africa’s big-name animals and national parks before reaching the ancient Swahili port town of Mombasa, then Nairobi for more culture, food and nightlife.
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Zebra, Masai Mara | Mongkolchon Akesin/shutterstock ©

1 Masai Mara National Reserve [image: ] 2 DAYS

Flying in from Nairobi, explore Kenya’s most famous safari destination, Masai Mara National Reserve, with its golden bleached savannah filled with the highlights reel of a David Attenborough documentary. There’s the Big Five, giraffes, zebra and predators aplenty, but it gets even better; come July through to October you’ll be witness to the thunderous stampede of the wildebeest migration at full flight.

[image: ] 1¼ hour flight

[image: jpg]

Maggy Meyer/shutterstock ©

2 Amboseli National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Thanks to Kenya’s handy network of domestic flights, in just over an hour you’ll find yourself at another astounding wilderness area, Amboseli National Park. Famed for both its herds of big-tusked elephants and majestic Mt Kilimanjaro backdrop, it’s a photographer’s paradise. As well as big cats, the park’s also home to 370 bird species and features some of Kenya’s most memorable safari lodges.) [image: ] 1½ hours to Tsavo West; 2 hours to Tsavo East
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GoodFocused/shutterstock ©

3 Tsavo West & Tsavo East National Parks [image: ] 1 DAY

A 1½ hour drive east will lead you on to more dramatic scenery as you reach Tsavo West National Park and Tsavo East National Park, Kenya’s largest wildlife parks. Tsavo West is also home to the Big Five, while Tsavo East has all the big cats and Kenya’s largest elephant population – so it’s clear you’re just being spoiled now. [image: ] 5 hours

[image: jpg]

Dan Rata/shutterstock ©

4 Mombasa [image: ] 1 DAY

After squeezing in one more early morning safari, arrive in Mombasa midafternoon for your first glimpse of the Indian Ocean. An intriguing blending of cultures, this is Kenya’s second-largest city but it’s a world away from Nairobi, as you’ll discover when exploring its old town, with its ornate 19th-century architecture, mosques and spice market, before a sunset dinner on a dhow cruise around the harbour. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: jpg]

Laura Klokocnikova/shutterstock ©

5 Tiwi Beach [image: ] 1 DAY

Just a short drive south of Mombasa are the inviting white sands of Tiwi Beach. One of Kenya’s most attractive coastal destinations, this is where you’ll indulge in doing nothing but relaxing in paradise. Don’t forget to pack a snorkel and mask, as there’s some beautiful coral and marine life to explore underwater here. [image: ] 4½r hours

[image: jpg]

Andrzej Kubik/shutterstock ©

6 Nairobi [image: ] 1 DAY

Having been mesmerised by Kenya’s beautiful wilderness and charmed by its old-world culture and beaches, it’s time to brace yourself and dive head-first into its infamous capital. As East Africa’s most cosmopolitan city, Nairobi gets a bad rap and, despite its grittiness and chaos, once you step foot in its museums, galleries and restaurants, you’ll start to come round.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Kenya’s Central Highlands

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 days     Distance: 777km


A loop through one of the most evocative sections of Africa’s Great Rift Valley, this is a wondrous journey through wilderness areas, lakes, ancient landscapes and towering mountains. It’s a trip taking in a string of national parks and conservation areas, which tick the boxes for wildlife sightings and natural beauty.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Impala, Hell’s Gate National Park | Matyas Rehak/shutterstock ©

1 Lake Nakuru National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Making an early start from Nairobi, head northwest through the Southern Rift Valley to stop at Hell’s Gate National Park, where you can stretch your legs among grazing giraffe, zebra and buffalo. A few hours further ahead and you’ll be in Lake Nakuru, one of Kenya’s finest national parks and famous for its tree-climbing lions, leopard flamingos, and black and white rhinos. [image: ] 3 hours

[image: jpg]

javarman/shutterstock ©

2 Lake Bogoria & Lake Baringo [image: ] 1 DAY

After an early-morning wildlife drive it’s back on the road, heading further north to beautiful Lake Bogoria for flamingos along its western shore. Further along is Lake Baringo, the most remote of the Rift Valley lakes and Kenya’s premier birdwatching destination that’s home to over 460 species. Take a boat ride, set off on a nature walk or visit local lakeside villages. [image: ] 5 hours

[image: jpg]
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3 Nanyuki [image: ] 1 DAY

Loop back southeast to pass through the Laikipia plateau, with Africa’s second-tallest mountain, the mighty Mt Kenya (5199m), looming in the distance – a weeklong undertaking if you trek to one of its summits. Here you’ll pass semi-arid plains and acacia-thicket-covered hills among ranches and important wildlife conservancies before arriving at Nanyuki, the lively gateway town for exploring the area. [image: ] 30 minutes

[image: jpg]

Zoomtraveller/shutterstock ©

4 Ol Pejeta Conservancy [image: ] 1 DAY

The closest place to Nairobi to see the Big Five, Ol Pejeta is a private wildlife reserve known for its black rhino conservancy. There’s also its Endangered Species Enclosure, home to the last two northern white rhinos in the world. There’s a sanctuary for rescued chimpanzees and many activities here to keep you busy, including guided bushwalks and a night safari to track lions. [image: ] 1½ hours

[image: jpg]

Abraham Ochieng/shutterstock ©

5 Lewa Wildlife Conservancy [image: ] 1 DAY

Leaving behind the Mount Kenya highlands, enter the vast region of open savannah grasslands of Lewa Wildlife Conservancy. This is another important conservation area set up to save Kenya’s rhinos, with some of the finest wildlife viewing in the country; there’s almost guaranteed sightings of all the Big Five. It’s also unusual in that walking and cycling safaris take place inside the wilderness area. [image: ] 3 hours

[image: jpg]

Wild_about_Safari/shutterstock ©

6 Meru National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Drive directly east to Meru National Park one of Kenya’s most underrated parks where, as well as lion, it’s one of the best places to see rhino in the wild. There are twice-daily flights to Nairobi to end this memorable six-day loop.

[image: ] Detour: Alternatively, drive back via Aberdare National Park, famous for its mountain trails through dense rainforest and home to rare black leopard. [image: ] 6½ hours from Meru National Park
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ITINERARIES

Uganda’s Southwest

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days     Distance: 1266km


Take an action-packed week of adventure, unforgettable animal encounters and stunning natural beauty through Uganda’s southwest. From whitewater rapids in Jinja to the adrenaline rush of seeing gorillas in the wild, it’s a trip to get the heart pumping. And there’s a stop in Lake Bunyoni built in to soothe.
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[image: jpg]

Lake Bunyonyi | Dmitry Pichugin/shutterstock ©

1 Kampala [image: ] 1 DAY

Downtown Kampala has a pulsating energy, but there’s also more relaxed pockets in the capital with renowned restaurants. As well as a good spot for organising last-minute gorilla permits, Kampala is a great place to learn about its Bugandan Kingdom and the history of its royal family. As well as the fascinating Bulange Royal Building, you’ll find its World Heritage–listed Kasubi Tombs. [image: ] 2 hours

[image: jpg]

Pecold/shutterstock ©

2 Jinja [image: ] 1 DAY

Though in the opposite direction to which you’ll be heading, definitely try to squeeze in Jinja, an attractive town set along the shores of Lake Victoria. It’s famous not just as the site of the source of Nile but also as East Africa’s premier destination for outdoor adventure, with a world-class whitewater rafting scene, bungee jumping, horse safaris and sunset boat cruises. [image: ] 10¾ hours
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Anil Varma/shutterstock ©

3 Lake Bunyonyi [image: ] 1 DAY

It’s a long journey to spectacular Lake Bunyonyi, but the rewards will be well worth it. With its steep tiered terrace hills plunging into reflective waters dotted with islands, it’s a majestic sight lifted out of a Tolkien novel. Days are spent paddling out on the lake in between sitting back with a meal of local crayfish and a cold beer and a sunset. [image: ] 4 hours 10 minutes

[image: ] Detour: Head across the border to Rwanda via Kisoro and Mgahinga National Park. [image: ] 1½ hour from Lake Bunyonyi to Kisoro.
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4 Bwindi Inpenetrable National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Bwindi Inpenetrable National Park is the reason most visit Uganda – to see its famed mountain gorillas. One of the most humbling wildlife encounters, nothing can quite prepare you for the moment you find yourself face to face with a silverback gorilla in the wild. Here there are 12 habituated groups to visit who live among the steamy jungles of this attractive mountainous scenery. [image: ] 1 hour 10 minutes
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Jane Rix/shutterstock ©

5 Queen Elizabeth National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Head out on safari to Queen Elizabeth National Park. It’s a big area and, given time is tight, the focus here will lie on the southern Ishasha sector, famed for its resident tree-climbing lions. Though, like with any wildlife safari, seeing them is never guaranteed, if you’re fortunate enough they’re quite the sight. Otherwise, there’s plenty of other big-name animals on offer here. [image: ] 10 hours
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Betti Matteo/shutterstock ©

6 Entebbe [image: ] 1 DAY

Stop at scenic Lake Mburo National Park for lunch before reaching Entebbe, with its pleasant setting overlooking Lake Victoria. As well as beach bars and botanical gardens, its main highlight is Ngamba Island Chimpanzee Sanctuary, home to around 50 orphaned chimps that have been rescued from across East Africa.
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ITINERARIES

North of Tanzania

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days     Distance: 968km


Behind the DRC, Tanzania is East Africa’s biggest country, so if you’ve only got a week or so here, stick to this ‘best hits’ itinerary, focusing on wildlife, Swahili culture and beaches. For wildlife and nature lovers, Tanzania’s northern safari circuit – Serengeti, Kilimanjaro, Ngorongoro Crater – will blow your mind.
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Wildebeest, Serengeti National Park | DongDongdog/shutterstock ©

1 Arusha [image: ] 1 DAY

Fly into Arusha, which is the gateway to some of Africa’s most iconic sights. This relaxed, scenic town is where many tourists book their safari, but also leave time for cultural tours, and to head out to enjoy views of both Mt Kilimanjaro (5895m) and Mt Meru’s (4566m) perfect volcanic cone. [image: ] 4 hours

[image: jpg]

Colinmthompson/shutterstock ©

2 Ngorongoro Crater [image: ] 1 DAY

Strap yourself in for one of the true natural wonders of Africa: Ngorongoro Crater. This lost world is home to a staggering display of wildlife living deep within the crater of this ancient volcano. The views from its rim are mind-blowing, but it’s down below where the real drama takes place, as prey and predators graze and stalk their way around its open grassland. [image: ] 1¼ hours

[image: jpg]

Magdalena Paluchowska/shutterstock ©

3 Serengeti National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

For wildlife viewing, there’s no more famous name than Serengeti National Park. Between July and August the extraordinary wildebeest migration takes place here, as herds of some 1.5 million thunder through, running the gauntlet of predators along the way. But the Serengeti is very much a year-round destination. Home to the Big Five, it yields some of the best animal sightings in Africa. [image: ] 6 hours; [image: ] 1 hour 20 minutes
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evenfh/shutterstock ©

4 Zanzibar Stone Town [image: ] 1 DAY

Looping back to Arusha, jump on a flight to Zanzibar. There are few more evocative names in travel than this legendary destination, and in Zanzibar Town you’ll be charmed by its historic quarter. Known as Stone Town, it’s a delight to get lost among its labyrinth of narrow streets lined with atmospheric architecture, combining Arabic, Indian, European and African influences. [image: ] 1¼ hours

[image: jpg]

Scott Biales DitchTheMap/shutterstock ©

5 Jambiani [image: ] 2 DAYS

There’s no shortage of options for beaches among the Zanzibar Archipelago. The best are generally up north and along the east coast, but down south is also memorable. Paje is the perfect choice for those seeking a lively beach holiday, but for somewhere really relaxed try Jambiani, where carefree days overlooking translucent waters and blinding white sands can easily merge into weeks. [image: ] 1¼ hours from Jambiani to Zanzibar Stone Town; [image: ] 25 minute flight to Dar es Salaam
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6 Dar es Salaam [image: ] 1 DAY

Back on the mainland, Tanzania’s biggest city won’t win beauty awards, but Dar es Salaam has an alluring tropical vibe and energy to make it worth a night or two. Head to its National Museum to learn about the Shirazi civilisation of Kilwa and the Zanzibar slave trade, before strolling along the atmospheric waterfront and lively fish market and enjoying a waterfront dinner.
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ITINERARIES

Rwanda’s Gorillas, Lakes & Culture

[image: jpg]

Allow: 4 days     Distance: 566km


Rwanda is somewhere you cover a lot of ground in a short time. Within a few hours’ drive from Kigali you’re in Volcanoes National Park for mountain gorillas, before moving on to massive Lake Kivu. This leads on to wild chimpanzees in Nywange before looping around back to the capital.
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Gorilla, Volcanoes National Park | siyasanga mbambani/shutterstock ©

1 Kigali [image: ] 1 DAY

Hands down East Africa’s most attractive capital, Kigali offers a relaxed and green first glimpse of the country. As it’s enclosed entirely by hills, there’s plenty of good views to take in while enjoying its cosmopolitan food scene. A visit to its genocide museum makes for a sombre but important stop, but is balanced by vibrant art galleries and engaging walking tours. [image: ] 2 hours 20 minutes

[image: jpg]

Stephanie Braconnier/shutterstock ©

2 Volcanoes National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Lying within easy reach from Kigali is Rwanda’s most famous residents, the mountain gorillas. Volcanoes National Park is one of the best places in the world to see these extraordinary creatures, a close encounter like no other. Making up part of the Virunga massif are Rwanda’s five volcanoes that share the border with Uganda and the DRC and offer amazing trekking among its wildlife-filled jungles. [image: ] 1¼ hours

[image: jpg]

Vadim_N/shutterstock ©

3 Lake Kivu [image: ] 1 DAY

Another short drive west takes you to Lake Kivu, Rwanda’s largest lake and a tropical getaway among palm trees and sandy beaches. Rubavu is the region’s biggest town and sits on the border alongside Goma in the DRC. From here you can tackle the Congo-Nile Trail, but otherwise continue south to Karongi for island-hopping and Rusizi for its lakeside atmosphere. [image: ] 4½ hours from Rubavu to Nyungwe
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4 Nyungwe [image: ] 1 DAY

From Rusizi head east to reach Nyungwe Forest National Park, home to some of Africa’s most ancient montane forests. You’ll find 13 species of primate, including habituated troops of chimpanzee and Angola colobus. Continuing east, you’ll pass Huye and its Ethnographic Museum. [image: ] 5 hours
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Robin Nieuwenkamp/shutterstock ©

5 NYANZE & KIGALI

Continue on to reach Nyanza to learn about Rwanda’s former monarchy. Finish off by continuing north back to Kigali (pictured).
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WHEN TO GO

East Africa’s can be visited year-round; however, the rainy season, despite its low-season discounts, can put a dampener on things.


Regardless of whether you’re in the steamy jungles of Rwanda, the snowcapped mountains of Uganda, the grassy plains of Tanzania or on the sultry coastline of Kenya, there are only two seasons here in East Africa: the wet and the dry, though they each appear twice every year.

From December to mid-March you have the ‘short dry season’, where rainfalls are minimal and weather is pleasant. Then there’s the ‘long wet season’ – mid-March to the end of May – which, though you can still do all the activities, is extremely muddy, and wildlife watching is more difficult. June to August brings the ‘long dry season’, which is peak season and brings the masses for the wildebeest migration. Come October to the end of November you have the ‘short wet season’, characterised by short bursts of rain lasting no more than an hour or so.

Accommodation Lowdown

Definitely book well ahead for the months of the peak season: July to August.

[image: jpg]

Mwaka Kogwa festival | Robin Batista/shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE

Mountain gorillas

Prosper Uwingeli is Chief Park Warden at Volcanoes National Park

From the visitor’s perspective there are several factors involved in deciding the time to visit Rwanda. As the Chief Park Warden for the last 16 years, I find it false to say that the dry months (June to September) are the best period to visit gorillas in Volcanoes National Park. Less busy months like November and March offer the authentic experience, with most gorilla families easily accessible, and amazing landscape views.




GREEN SHOOTS

Though it’s best to avoid safaris during the long rainy season, come the tail-end in May, East Africa’s parks are lush shades of green. While wildlife can still be harder to spot due to longer grasses, if you’re a photographer this is the peak time.



THE DISAPPEARING SNOWS OF KILIMANJARO

To marvel at Mt Kilimanjaro’s famed icecapped peaks, the best months are from December to April, before it starts to melt. However, in the past century, its ice coverage has shrunk by a staggering 90%, leading scientists to fear snow could disappear altogether by 2040.

East Africa’s Best Festivals


Loyangalani’s fascinating Lake Turkana Cultural Festival celebrates the colourful tribal groups of Kenya’s otherworldly desert lake region. [image: ] June

Arguably East Africa’s premier cultural event, the Zanzibar International Film Festival (aka Festival of the Dhow Countries) is held over two weeks in July, with film, live performances and literary events focusing on the Indian Ocean region. [image: ] July

Held on the small island of Lamu in Eastern Kenya, the Lamu Cultural Festival takes place at its World Heritage–listed Old Town. Expect anything from donkey and dhow races to poetry, live music and fashion shows. [image: ] November

Held in Kenya’s second largest city, the colourful Mombasa Carnival is a month-long street party celebrating the region’s diverse tribal cultures. [image: ] November

On the Quirkier Side


Saddle up for Maralal’s International Camel Derby in northern Kenya, where professionals and amateurs take part in this camel race, that’s equally serious as it is fun. [image: ] August

Along the shores of Lake Victoria is Kampala’s Royal Ascot Goat Races, a day of fun, colour and fancy dress. [image: ] September

Celebrating the Shirazi new year, the Mwaka Kogwa Festival takes place in Zanzibar’s southern town of Makunduchi. Held over four days, it’s most famous for locals bashing each other with banana stalks in a mass ‘play fight’ that marks the end of all the resentments, misunderstandings and bitterness. Colourful clothes are worn and traditional songs sung, and a hut is lit on fire as a symbol of beginning the year anew. [image: ] July

In September is Rwanda’s Kwita Izina festival, where the nation gathers to celebrate the naming of the newborn gorillas. [image: ] September


I LIVE HERE

The Serengeti

Waziri Jori is a guide for &Beyond Grumeti Serengeti River Lodge

Many think the best time to visit Serengeti’s Western Corridor is July and August, when the herds of the Great Migration can be seen braving the huge crocodiles of the Grumeti in the famous river crossings. However, I prefer the months just before. The herds of wildebeest are close enough that it’s possible to drive out from the lodge to see them, but you don’t experience the higher numbers of vehicles.
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Wildebeest and crocodile, Mara River | Luis Jimenez Benito/getty images ©

THE EQUATOR

East Africa has a foot in both northern and southern hemispheres, as the equator slices through the tropics of DRC, Uganda and Kenya. It’s all pretty hot and steamy but, interestingly, it’s also where you’ll find the glacial peaks of the Rwenzoris and Mt Kenya.

Weather Through the Year
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 7

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 7

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Avg daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Avg daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 16

[image: jpg]

MAY

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 5

[image: jpg]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 4

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 4

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 10







GET PREPARED FOR EAST AFRICA

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


[image: jpg]

Ronnie Kaufman/getty images ©


Manners

Take time to greet the other person with a polite ‘How are you?’ before asking a question.

Always ask before photographing people. Never photograph someone if they don’t want you to.

Impatience will get you nowhere, always try to be patient, friendly and considerate.

Avoid criticising any country’s local government.

Avoid public displays of affection.

Don’t eat or pass things with the left hand.



Clothes

Trekking/Outdoors Quick-dry hiking pants and long sleeve shirts are handy; presoaking them in permethrin will help keep the mosquitoes away. For safari, pack light neutral tones, along with a rain jacket, sun hat and sunglasses. Take good walking shoes (preferably waterproof) and hiking boots for treks, while flip-flops are useful for showering.

Everyday Loose-fitting, lightweight, casual wear is best. Cotton or linen is recommended for the heat, and a fleece or wool sweater for cooler nights. Long sleeves help prevent mosquito bites. Bring smarter clothes for nights out in cities. In some conservative religious areas, such as the Swahili Coast, go with more modest attire; away from the beach women should cover arms and legs, while men should avoid shorts and singlets that show the shoulders.


READ

[image: jpg]

The Perfect Nine (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o; 2021) Kenya’s most celebrated writer’s Booker-nominated novel tells the story of the Gikuyu people.

[image: jpg]

Paradise (Abdulrazak Gurnah; 1994) Tanzania’s Nobel Prize–winning author’s book about a young boy’s journey from East Africa to the UK.

[image: jpg]

Waiting (Goretti Kyomuhendo; 2007) Novel by one of Uganda’s pioneering female writers about a family’s life during Idi Amin’s fall.

[image: jpg]

Cockroaches (Scholastique Mukasonga; 2006) Memoir about the 1994 genocide, in which 37 members of the writer’s family were killed.




Words

Swahili

Jambo is a pidgin Swahili word used to greet tourists.

Habari (ha·ba·ree) is a common greeting used to ask ‘What’s going on?’

Shikamoo (shee·ka·moh) is a more respectful greeting used to show reverence for elders or someone in a position of authority.

Hakuna Matata (hah·koo·nah mah·tah·tah) is the most famous Swahili phrase among visitors, meaning ‘no worries’.

Afya! (ah·fyah) is used to say cheers when toasting a drink.

Pole pole (polay polay) means ‘slowly’, a term to use with speeding bus drivers.

Sina pesa (see·nah peh·sah) ‘I don’t have any’; used for kids asking for money, pens or sweets.

Kinyarwanda (Rwanda)

Muraho (moo·ra·ho) is the most common way to say ‘hello’ in a general everyday setting, while Mwaramutse (mwa·ra·moot·seh) is ‘good morning’ and Mwiriwe (mwe e·ree·way) is ‘good afternoon’, a way of generally saying ‘how is your day?’.

Amakuru? (a·ma·koo·roo) is ‘how are you?’, to which one replies Ni meza (I’m fine) or simply yeho (yes). Bite (bee·teh) is a more informal greeting used with younger people, meaning ‘Hi, how’s it going?’

Murakoze (moo·rah·koh·zeh) is ‘thank you’.

Luganda (Uganda)

Wabula (wa·boo·la) is used to say ‘hello’ in a more formal setting or to elders or those of authority, while Oli otya (oh·lee oh·tyah) is more casual to people of your own age or younger.

Oli otya (oh·lee oh·tyah)? is ‘how are you?’

Webale Nyo (weh·bah·lay nyoh) is ‘thank you very much’.

Nedda is ‘no thanks’.




WATCH

Maangamizi: The Ancient One (Ron Mulvihill, Martin Mhando, 2001) Shot in Tanzania, about a psychiatrist who moves there with her boyfriend.

Rafiki (Wanuri Kahiu; 2018; pictured) First Kenyan film screened at the Cannes Film, it’s about a female same-sex couple in Nairobi.

The Queen of Katwe (Mira Nair; 2016) Film based on true story of a young chessplayer turned Woman Candidate Master.

Sometimes in April (Raoul Peck; 2005) This film about the 1994 genocide, starring Idris Elba, offers a powerful story.

Gorillas in the Mist (Michael Apted; 1988) Moving account of Dian Fossey’s inspiring life spent among Rwanda’s mountain gorillas.
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LISTEN

Virunga Volcano (Orchestre Virunga; 1984) Samba, sublime guitar licks, a bubbling bass and rich vocals from Samba Mapangala.

Nairobi Beat: Kenyan Pop Music Today (1989) Regional sounds, including Luo, Kikuyu, Akamba, Luhya, Swahili and Congolese.

Amigo (Les Wanyika; 1998) classic Swahili rumba from one of Kenya’s most influential bands.

Olugendo (Bernard Kabanda, 1999) By prestigious Kampala kadongo street musician, who built his guitars from scrap metal.







TRIP PLANNER

SAFARI

The word ‘safari’ in Swahili means journey, and there’s no more quintessential African experience than taking on its vast, untamed wilderness in search of the world’s most extraordinary animals. Welcome to the place where you’ll witness the greatest show on earth, the wildebeest migration, in between unforgettable wildlife encounters.


[image: jpg]

Masai Mara, Kenya | Pierre-Yves Babelon/shutterstock ©

Planning Your Safari

Choosing an Operator

• Competition among safari companies is fierce and standards of professionalism vary greatly, so keep the following in mind when looking for an operator:

• Be sceptical of quotes that sound too good to be true and don’t give money to anyone who doesn’t work from an office, particularly dodgy operators sending touts on the street.

• Look for operators that prioritise ecotourism principles and support the local community.

• Opt for a company with its own vehicles and equipment, preferably a 4WD with a pop-up style roof. Avoid minibuses. Carefully review the itinerary and compensation plans for potential problems, such as vehicle breakdowns.

• A good driver/guide can make or break your safari, so try to meet them beforehand to check their expertise on the park. Also find out how many people will be in your vehicle; most quotes are based on three to four passengers.

• To maximise wildlife-viewing opportunities aim to stay near the park; if you stay well outside the park, you’ll miss the good early morning and evening wildlife-viewing hours. Also determine whether you’ll be camping or staying in a lodge.

• Confirm what’s included in the safari quote, including park entrance fees, accommodation and transport costs.


SAFARI WITH A DIFFERENCE

Walking safaris Though it’s prohibited to track wildlife on foot in the national parks, some of the game conservancies offer guided bush walks.

Bush camping Spend a night inside an unfenced section of the park that’ll have you sleeping among grazing hippos, elephants and roaring lions.

Cycling/horse-riding Pedal among zebra and giraffe in Hell’s Gate National Park in Kenya or go for a trot at Lewa Wildlife Conservancy.

Boat safaris A magical experience that brings you close encounters with hippos, crocs, birdlife and wildlife by the banks.

Hot-air balloon Take in 360-degree views of the drama of the stunning savannah at sunrise.



Self-Drive

Most of East Africa’s parks can be driven yourself without going through a safari operator. It brings a deeper sense of freedom and interaction; however, it’s best to not only have experience in dealing with 4WDs and muddy roads, but also with wildlife blocking your path. If you come across an elephant, give it plenty of distance, and kick back and enjoy the view while you wait for it to move on. Always keep the engine running, and don’t beep the horn or rev the engine, which might agitate it.

What to Bring

• Binoculars

• Good-quality sleeping bag (for camping safaris, but check if they’re provided)

• Mosquito repellent

• Khaki or neutral-coloured safari clothing to deter tsetse flies

• Camera with extra batteries, large memory card and good zoom capacity

• Portable phone charger

• Field guides for safaris and/or birding

• Extra petrol if driving
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WILDLIFE MONTH BY MONTH

January The drying up of perennial water sources draws predators and prey, providing thrilling wildlife-watching opportunities.

February This month sees about 500,000 wildebeest births in the Serengeti during their calving season; a spectacular alternative to the wildebeest migration.

March Rains arrive, making some roads impassable and wildlife watching harder; but there’s lower prices and fewer crowds. If you’re lucky, you may get fine weather up till mid-March.

April Thousands of wildebeest migrating in search of food during the rainy season.

May Offers lush green landscapes, still accompanied by some rainfall.

June The end of the rainy season sees the annual wildebeest and zebra migration get into full swing.

July–August This is peak season for the great wildebeest migration, one of the world’s most spectacular wildlife events. It’s also the best weather conditions for gorillas and safaris, but with that comes peak prices and crowds.

September Fine weather, abundant wildlife and fewer tourists makes this shoulder season month a wonderful time to visit across East Africa.

October The shorter rainy season begins, but it’s generally only for an hour or two each day, so it’s unlikely to cause disruptions.

November With an influx of migratory birds, this is a good month for twitchers.

December Prices drop, and the weather is pleasant, with rich birdlife and verdant scenery.







THE FOOD SCENE

Rich in both flavour and cultural heritage, East African cuisine offers a delicious and varied journey through the region.
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Such a large area, spanning so many countries, cultures and climates, means the food in East Africa is always going to be interesting. And once you stir in 300-plus ethnic groups and a sprinkle of foreign fusion – a legacy of European, Arabic and Indian influences – there’s a lot of flavour that goes into the mix.

While traditional food in East Africa puts more emphasis on the basics than culinary flair, that doesn’t mean the food isn’t utterly delicious, hearty and unique. But if you’re seeking more innovative takes on traditional cuisine, you’ll find plenty of epicurean highlights from Nairobi and Zanzibar to Kigali and Kampala.

Global cuisine can be a highlight, too, with a number of accomplished expat chefs cooking cuisine from their homeland, but nothing can quite beat eating local. Whether tucking into a plate of nyama choma (barbecued meat) or wolfing down a street-side rolex (rolled chapati with omelette and tomato), enjoying foreign flavours is one of the main reasons for travelling.

East African Staples

If there’s one single staple found across East Africa it’s ugali – the thick, starchy white mass made from maize or cassava flour. While pretty tasteless by itself, when dipped into stews and sauces, it’s a delicious and filling accompaniment. And eating it is half the fun, as you take your right hand (after washing thoroughly) to roll it in a ball in your fingers, before dipping into the food and popping it into your mouth. As well as rice, matoke (cooked plantains) is East Africa’s other main staple used to accompany meat dishes and stews.

Vegetarian & Vegan

Some of the tastiest traditional East African dishes are vegetables stews heaped with sides of braised greens, red beans, cassava leaves and peanut sauce, served with rice, plantains or ugali. However, a lot vegetable dishes may be cooked in meat stock, so if you follow a strict vegetarian or vegan diet, it’s a good idea to ask about the ingredients and cooking methods used.

Mimi ni mboga (Mee·mee nee mm·boh·gah) means ‘I’m a vegetarian’ in Swahili, and you can add in the likes of hakuna nyama (no meat), hakuna maziwa (no dairy), hakuna gluten (no gluten) and hakuna karanga (no nuts).

The Happy Cow app is always a good resource for local vegan options.
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Time for a Drink

East Africa is known for producing high-quality tea and Arabica coffee across its fertile highlands. You’ll find micro-roaster cafes offering local single-origin beans and brews to enjoy.

You’re never far away from a cold beer in East Africa and each country has four or five brands of very drinkable lagers; just as long as they’re cold – a lot of locals prefer warm beer. Craft beer microbreweries are popping up in Kampala and Kigali to join more the established scenes in Nairobi, Dar es Salaam and Arusha.

Stay clear of illegally distilled local spirits, which cause many deaths from methyl alcohol poisoning.


FOOD & DRINK FESTIVALS & TOURS

Nyama Choma Festival A festival dedicated entirely to nyama choma (barbecue meats). Held several times a year in Dar es Salaam.

Rolex Festival The Ugandan chapati rolled in egg and tomato has numerous festivals dedicated to it during the year.

Amu Seafood Cuisine Festival Lamu is establishing itself as a city of festivals and part of this is its oceanfront fiesta held on 23 and 24 April.

African Vegan Restaurant Week Held in restaurants across the continent; a promotion of African vegan cuisine.

Tusker Oktobafest Kenya’s biggest beer festival takes place over three different cities.

Pork Fest Nairobi’s homage to everything pork, where you’ll dig into anything from ribs and choma to chops.

Swahili Food Festival Held in October in Zanizbar’s Old Town, this is a showcase of traditional Swahili cuisine.
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Best East African Dishes

Nyama choma

Seasoned barbecued meat popular in Kenya and Tanzania, served with ugali and stew.

Matoke & G-nut

Uganda’s speciality of mashed green plantains with a flavoursome peanut sauce.

Goat brochette

Sskewers of barbecue goat cooked on charcoal and served with plantains in Rwanda..

Rolex

Uganda’s favourite street food; rolled chapatis filled with omelette, tomato and onion.

Pweza

Coastal street food of octopus kebabs sizzled over coals.

Mishikaki

Marinated grilled meat kebabs, popular in Tanzania.

Pilau

Spiced-infused rice dish served with chicken, meat or seafood.

Tilapia

Lake Victoria’s famous fish, delicious grilled or fried.



Specialities


Meat & Seafood

Nyama choma is the national dish of Tanzania and Kenya (spiced barbecue goat or beef). Mishikaki (marinated meat kebabs) is another Swahili favourite, while in Rwanda it’s brochettes: skewers of charcoal-grilled beef, goat, chicken or fish. In Uganda try luwombo, a stew of meat and peanut sauce steamed in a banana-leaf parcel.

Along Tanzania’s and Kenya’s coast there’s seafood. Inland, try delicious freshwater tilapia (Nile perch), or sample fresh crayfish in Lake Bunyonyi.

Street Food

Rolex is Uganda’s ubiquitous fast food, a chapati stuffed with scrambled eggs, shredded cabbage, tomatoes and onions.

Chipsi mayai is a Swahili snack of omelette with French fries, served with a side of kachumbari (fresh tomato and onion salad).

The East African doughnut, or mandazi, is a form of fried coconut bread usually served in a triangle shape.

Sambusas, deep-fried pastries stuffed with spiced mincemeat, always hit the spot.

Zanzibar pizza is another popular Swahili street food: a thin, crispy crepe filled with eggs, cheese, meat and vegetables.
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If You Dare

Crickets, grasshopper, termites (wings pulled off first) are all popular across East Africa.

In Tanzania and Kenya, a glass of fresh warm cattle blood is something Maasai warriors have a thirst for, and they may offer you a chance to partake.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

The Rock Plonked out to sea on a coral outcrop is Zanzibar’s most memorable option, famed for its delicious seafood feasts mixing Swahili and Italian influences.

Mama Oliech Nairobi has its fair share of fancy upmarket offerings, but this is a local institution that delivers the classic Kenya experience with delicious regional dishes.

Meza Malonga Taking Kigali’s food scene to bold new gastronomic places, this Afro-fusion degustation menu is by star chef Dieuveil Malonga.

The Lawns This is the place to sample exotic meats in Kampala, from ostrich burger and wildebeest steaks to a 1.5kg croc tail that feeds four.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

DECEMBER TO FEBRUARY

The ‘short dry season’ is when many crops are harvested, including maize, sorghum and beans, while passion fruit, avocados, cashews, mangoes, bananas, pineapple and jackfruit are all in season.
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MARCH TO MAY

In preparation for the rainy season, farmers are busy planting potatoes, cabbages, onions, pumpkins, sweet potatoes and tomatoes. The ‘long rainy season’ sees an abundance of fresh fruits and vegetables.
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JUNE TO AUGUST

The ‘long dry season’ sees fewer fresh fruits and vegetables, but root vegetables, such as cassava and yams, are often harvested. In the tourist lodges you’re likely to find an abundance of most food types.
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SEPTEMBER TO NOVEMBER

The ‘short rainy season’ is another main growing season with a wide variety of fruits and vegetables, including bananas, papayas, pineapples, sweet potatoes, pumpkins and leafy greens planted by farmers.
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THE OUTDOORS

When it comes to the great outdoors, few destinations can compete Africa’s wide open spaces. And in East Africa it’s as wild as it gets.


[image: jpg]

Ngorongoro Crater | Kanokratnok/shutterstock ©

Home to the continent’s largest mountains, largest lakes, longest river and an idyllic coastline hugging the Indian Ocean, East Africa is a region that is made for outdoor adventure and fun. From climbing and paddling to cycling and diving, here you’ll find plenty to keep you busy in between safaris. It’s a scene that caters to all levels, from experienced mountaineers and whitewater rafters to families looking for a perfect destination for paddling and snorkelling trips.

Mountain Trekking & Mountaineering

When one thinks of East Africa as a trekking destination, Mt Kilimanjaro instantly comes to mind. But what about the other dozen or so of its giant peaks that stand 4000m-plus? Mt Elgon, Mt Meru, Mt Kenya, Mt Speke, Mt Muhabura and Mt Margherita impress not just in terms of height and beauty but also for their variety of unique ecosystems. Together they make East Africa one of the best (and certainly underrated) hiking destinations in the world.

From the steamy volcanoes of the Virungas to the misty alpine heights of the Rwenzoris, make no mistake about it, these high-altitude climbs are not for the fainthearted. Though some 35,000 tourists come to summit Mt Kilimanjaro each year, only 10,000 reach the top, making this is a challenge that beckons for all budding bucket-list adventurers out there.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Spot some primates in Rwanda’s Volcanoes National Park, kids over 15 can see the gorillas and chimps, while the golden monkeys are a wonderful, and equally entertaining, alternative for youngsters.

Sign up for a family float along the source of the Nile in Jinja.

Find family safari fun at the spectacular Ngorongoro Crater, an extinct volcano filled with animals that feels like you’ve landed in Jurassic Park.

Try snorkelling at a gorgeous beach like Diani Beach, which is great for underwater adventure.

Family beach holiday or safari? Tanzania’s Saadani National Park is the perfect combination of beach and bush.

Kids will simply love Zanzibar, with its exotic Stone Town and blissful beaches.



Diving

East Africa’s underwater world brings a whole new level of drama and biodiversity. Marvel at the array of colourful soft and hard corals among exotic species of fish, manta ray, turtle, barracuda and reef sharks.

The Zanzibar Archipelago is the region’s most popular dive destination and famed for its clear visibility, bright coral, abundance of marine life and wreck dives. It’s also a great spot for snorkellers and newbies looking to get certified with PADI open-water courses.

Nearby Pemba and Mafia island also offer wonderful corals, good fish variety, drifts and walls, in uncrowded waters away from motorised dhows.

In Kenya, the Lamu archipelago’s Manda Toto Island delivers some of Africa’s finest diving beyond the Red Sea. In addition to colourful fish and coral, you have a chance of encountering dolphins, sea turtles, whale sharks and humpback whales (August to October). Other highlights include Malindi Marine National Park, Kisite Marine National Park, Diani Beach, Wasini Island and Watamu Marine National Park.

For something unique, try diving freshwater Lake Tanganyika, home to a staggering 250 endemic species of cichlid.
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Whitewater Rafting

The crown jewel of Jinja’s outdoor adventure scene, a rollicking string of Grade IV and V rapids attract whitewater rafters here far and wide. Located at the source of the Nile in Uganda’s east, Jinja offers plenty of thrills and spills. And, despite the intensity of some rapids, it’s a destination for all levels – most people are first-time rafters after all. The Nile River Festival is a good time to visit, with plenty of fun and colour among more serious events, including freestyle pro events and endurance races.

In Kenya, you’ll also find whitewater rafting along the Athi/Galana River, with substantial rapids, chutes and waterfalls.


Outdoor Leisure

KITESURFING

For kitesurfing, head to Zanzibar’s Paje or Kenya’s Diani Beach in December/January and June to October/November.

MARATHONS

From running by Mt Kilimanjaro or through wildlife-filled national parks, East Africa offers some unique settings for marathons.

BOAT CRUISES

For a special experience, take a luxury dhow cruise around the harbour of Mombasa at sunset.

CYCLING

From mountain bikes to road bikes, Rwanda’s a destination made for two wheels, including its 227km Congo-Nile Trail.

BIRDWATCHING

This is one of the world’s best birdwatching destinations; for the elusive shoebill head to Uganda’s Mabamba Swamp Wetlands.

BUNGEE JUMPING

Adrenaline junkies should make a beeline for Jinja, where you can plunge into the Nile from a 44m-high platform.

FISHING

Reel in a 60kg Nile perch on a catch-and-release fishing safari in Murchison Falls National Park.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find East Africa’s best outdoor activities.
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EAST 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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TANZANIA
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WILDLIFE-FILLED PLAINS AND ISLAND-STUDDED COASTLINE

Idyllic islands, abundant wildlife, volcanic peaks and a dynamic cultural mix: welcome to Tanzania, one of East Africa’s most alluring destinations.
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In a region famed for its wildlife safaris, Tanzania stands out. Wildebeest stampede across the plains, hippos jostle for space in rivers, and crocodiles sun themselves on the banks. Massive elephant herds kick up the dust on seasonal migration routes and chimpanzees swing through the treetops on densely forested mountainsides.

But it’s not just the wildlife that enchants. Tanzania’s Indian Ocean coastline is magical, with tranquil islands, long beaches, moss-covered ruins and sleepy coastal villages steeped in centuries of Swahili culture. Sandy paths wind through coconut palms swaying in the breeze, dhows glide along the horizon and colourful fish flit past spectacular coral formations in clear, turquoise waters. Inland, village markets are awash with piles of fruit and vegetables, green hills roll endlessly into the sunset and volcanic mountains rise dramatically from the surrounding flatlands. Crowning everything is snowcapped Kilimanjaro, Africa’s highest peak. Tanzania travel can be as luxurious or as simple as you wish, with a mix of cosy, local-style guesthouses, midrange hotels and world-class luxury lodges.

No matter your travel style, or which destinations you visit, it is Tanzania’s people who make a visit to the country so memorable. Thanks to a network of cultural tourism programs, the country’s rich traditions are easily accessible. The chances are you’ll want to come back for more, to which most Tanzanians will say karibu tena (welcome again).

[image: jpg]

Serengeti National Park | GUDKOV ANDREY/shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

DAR ES SALAAM

Thriving, tropical metropolis.

ZANZIBAR CITY

Cultural fusion in old Stone Town.

CHAKE CHAKE

Old fort and lively market.

MT KILIMANJARO

The Top of Africa.

TARANGIRE NATIONAL PARK

Elephants and baobabs.

NGORONGORO CRATER

Wildlife-filled crater.

LAKE VICTORIA

Rich cultures and subluime scenery.

SERENGETI NATIONAL PARK

Stampeding wildebesst, open plains.

MAHALE MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK

Chimpanzee-filled forests and clear lake waters.

RUAHA NATIONAL PARK

Sand rivers and abundant animals.

MAFIA ARCHIPELAGO

Idyllic islands steeped in tradition.



Find Your Way

Tanzania is large and getting around is part of the adventure. An extensive bus and domestic flight network, plus trains and ferries, help to bridge the distances. Private 4WD rental, with or without driver, is another option.
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Plan Your Time

Tanzania has attractions for every taste and budget. It’s easy to combine major destinations such as the northern safari circuit and the coast. Elsewhere, getting around takes longer, so try focusing on one region.
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Classic Tanzania

Starting in Arusha, spend at least a week on the northern safari circuit, including Ngorongoro Crater, and Tarangire, Lake Manyara and Serengeti national parks. Alternatively, trek on Mt Kilimanjaro and do cultural tours around Arusha and Moshi before heading to the coast. Zanzibar is a highlight, or try something more offbeat: either the Mafia Archipelago or the coastline around Pangani.




Off the Beaten Track

From Dar es Salaam, head to Mikumi National Park or the Udzungwa Mountains. Continue to Ruaha National Park and on to the area around Lake Nyasa before turning northwards to Lake Tanganyika and Mahale Mountains or Gombe national parks. Allow plenty of time to explore Lake Victoria before continuing your travels in Uganda or Kenya, or heading eastwards to Arusha.



Seasonal Highlights

DRY SEASON

The dry season, from June to October, offers excellent wildlife viewing opportunities, as animals tend to congregate around water sources. During this time, the weather is cooler and drier, making it an ideal time for hiking and outdoor activities.

WET SEASON

The wet season, from November to May, is when Tanzania comes alive with lush greenery and vibrant flora. The Great Migration takes place during this time, and the birdlife is at its best.
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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 tropical metropolis of more than five million people. 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. Each of its neighbourhoods is full of personality. In the city centre, tea vendors stroll the pavements clacking coins to attract customers. Shops sell spicy samosas, and historic buildings reflecting African, Arabic, Indian and German influences rub shoulders with architecturally striking high-rises.

About 7km north, on the Msasani Peninsula, embassies and upmarket residences line the streets, butterflies flit amid cascades of magenta-coloured bougainvillea, and excellent cafes, markets and restaurants abound. To the north and south, sandy beaches and islands beckon, while to the southwest, the hiking trails of Pugu Forest Reserve offer a respite from the urban bustle.
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SIGHTS

1Bongoyo Island

2Botanical Gardens

3Fungu Yasini

4Hindu Temple

5Kivukoni Fish Market

6Mbudya

7National Museum & House of Culture

8Pugu Forest Reserve

9South Beach

EATING

10Chapan Bhog

DRINKING

11A. Tea Room

SHOPPING

12A Novel Idea

13Mwenge Carvers’ Market

14Tingatinga Arts Cooperative Society Workshop




TOP TIP

Although it can initially seem forbidding, with its crowded streets, honking horns and speeding motorcycle taxis, the city centre is best explored on foot. Once away from the area around the Zanzibar ferry terminal and Samora Ave, where touts and hustlers abound, the vibe is subdued and generally hassle-free.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE CITY CENTRE

Hyatt Regency Dar es Salaam – The Kilimanjaro

Dar’s classiest hotel, with harbour views from the rooftop bar, fine dining and spacious, well-appointed rooms. $$$

Serena

A large pool, expansive gardens and views over the Gymkhana Club golf course are the highlights at this well-located five-star establishment. $$$

Chelsea Hotel

Spotless, quiet rooms (fan and air-con), a restaurant and a busy, convenient location near the Zanzibar ferry terminal. $

Econolodge

Clean, bland, good-value rooms in the Kisutu St area; cash only. $

Lutheran House Hostel

A good harbourside location, recently renovated budget rooms and a restaurant. $



A Visit to Kivukoni Fish Market

FRESH SEAFOOD AND SPIRITED AUCTIONS

The Kivukoni fish market comes alive at dawn, when fishing dhows offload their catch at the beach and the day’s excitement begins. Start in Zone 1, where auctions are held throughout the day. Vendors stand on one side of a large, metal table spreading out their wares and calling for bids, while women in brightly patterned headscarves wait opposite. When the ‘right’ price is reached, one will toss money to the vendor, who then places the fish in a bucket and slides it across to the successful bidder. Zone 3 is the place to go to buy fish by the kilogram, while in Zone 2 you can have your purchases cleaned and de-boned. The entire experience, with its clamour and noise, slippery floors, piles of freshly caught seafood and lively vending, is fascinating and full of colour. Across the road, you can have your fish fried in large vats or buy ugali and other accompaniments. Back on the first side, beyond Zone 2, are a few waterside tables at which to enjoy it all.
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WHERE TO STAY IN THE CITY CENTRE

Sleep Inn City Centre

In the heart of the Asian quarter, with clean, functional rooms with fan, air-con and mini-fridge. $$

Safari Inn

A long-standing budget-travellers, haunt in the heart of the city centre. $

Southern Sun

Afro-Islamic decor, plush, comfortable beds, excellent service and a popular restaurant. $$$



CITY CENTRE WALKING TOUR
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The area around Kivukoni Front, bordering the harbour, is Dar es Salaam’s historical centre, and is easy to explore on foot. Start to the west, diagonally opposite the Zanzibar ferry terminal, with the landmark 1 St Joseph’s Cathedral, built around 1902 by German missionaries and notable for its stained-glass windows and carved altar relief. One block east, near the old post office, is the 2 White Fathers’ Mission House (Atiman House), one of the city’s oldest buildings, while several blocks further east is the 3 Azania Front Lutheran Cathedral, also built at the turn of the 20th century by German missionaries, and unmissable with its red-roofed belfry. Both the Catholic and Lutheran cathedrals are in active use, and the singing at services is a real highlight.

Just east of Azania Front Lutheran Cathedral, around the 4 Hyatt Regency Dar es Salaam, is a collection of 5 government buildings with wooden doorways, breezy arches and German colonial-era architecture. Carry on northeast to the beautiful 6 State House (Ikulu), which you’ll need to observe from a distance.

From here, make your way to the 7 Kivukoni fish market, after which you can continue around Barack Obama Dr – in a bajaji (tuk-tuk), rather than on foot – to the 8 Ocean Road Cancer Institute, with its mix of new buildings and the old, original sections dating from 1897. The small domed building is where Robert Koch carried out his pioneering research on malaria and tuberculosis around the turn of the 20th century. Turning southeast, cross Lithuli St to 9 Karimjee Hall, the former house of parliament, where Julius Nyerere was sworn in as president, before finishing with a cup of fresh fruit from the vendors in the streets around the 10 National Museum.



Exploring the Kisutu St Area

SPICY SAMOSAS AND INDIAN TRADING HOUSES

The area around Kisutu, Zanaki and Libya streets makes up Dar es Salaam’s Asian quarter. It’s full of atmosphere, with traders and small shops selling everything from fruit and vegetables to textiles and spices. Stop at A. Tea Room, with its loyal group of morning regulars, chatting about the day’s events, or enjoy a meal at Chapan Bhog, a vegetarian nirvana with its quiet interior and scrumptious menu. Later, walk east along Kisutu St, with its beautiful Hindu temple, and enjoy the neighbourhood’s ambience – daily life going on as it has for decades.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN THE CITY CENTRE

Hyatt Regency Dar es Salaam – The Kilimanjaro

Various options, including Palm, with Indian, Tanzanian and Western dishes, and a Friday evening Swahili garden buffet. $$$

Mamboz BBQ

Known for its signature grilled chicken, served from 7pm at tables on the footpath. $

Chef’s Pride

This busy, street-side eatery serves biryani, chicken, veg dishes and much more. $

Dar es Salaam Serena Hotel

Pricey but well-prepared buffets and à la carte dining. $$$

Lutheran House

Reliable Tanzanian-style budget meals. $



WHERE TO FIND THE BEST DAR VIEWS

Level 8

Head to this rooftop bar at the Hyatt Regency Dar es Salaam for sundowner views over the harbour.

Akemi Revolving Restaurant

On the 21st floor of the Golden Jubilee Towers building, with wide views in all directions.

Sea Cliff Hotel

At Msasani Peninsula’s northern tip, with views over the water towards the distant city centre.

A Morning at the National Museum

FOSSILS, ARTWORK AND VINTAGE CARS

Tucked away on a leafy side street is Tanzania’s National Museum and House of Culture. Visiting its exhibits, with their wide-ranging themes, easily fills a morning. Guides can be arranged at the entrance, or you can explore on your own; signboards are in both Swahili and English. If you’re planning to visit the ruins at Kilwa Kisiwani later on your travels, it’s well worth seeing the display on the Shirazi civilisation of Kilwa. Its documentation and artefacts hint at the extent of Tanzania’s early coastal trading networks, and will give life and context to the Kisiwani ruins. Other worthwhile displays include those on the Zanzibar slave trade and on the German and British colonial periods. For vintage-car aficionados, there’s a small special collection near the courtyard, including the Rolls Royce used first by the British colonial government and later by Julius Nyerere. For copies of the famous fossil discoveries of Zinjanthropus (‘nutcracker man’), plus other archaeological finds, head to the Human Evolution section. En route, watch for the huge giant clam fossil that was found near Kunduchi, just north of Dar. The museum’s art section is a real highlight, with displays of African rock art and Makonde sculptures, and a range of paintings and other works by contemporary Tanzanian artists, including George Lilanga and Elias Jengo. While making the rounds, don’t miss the lovely Arabic-style keyhole architecture of some of the museum doors and windows. If you have energy afterwards, Dar’s small and rather neglected botanical gardens are just around the corner.
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Visit the Tingatinga Workshop

AN EXPLOSION OF COLOUR AND TALENT

A visit to the Tingatinga Arts Cooperative Society workshop at Morogoro Stores is a Dar es Salaam highlight. As you enter the compound, make your way past a row of outdoor shops into the main building, where there are paintings everywhere. The selection of topics and styles is excellent. Spend time browsing – the detail in some of the designs is amazing. Watch the artists at work, hear their stories and let them show you some of their favourites. You can also place orders for customised paintings, but allow at least several days for this, depending on the size. The whole experience is an impressive tribute to Edward Saidi Tingatinga, the self-taught artist who originated Tanzania’s best-known painting style. He was born in 1932 in southern Tanzania’s remote Tunduru district and, after just four years of primary school, headed north to Tanga and then to Dar es Salaam, where he worked as domestic help for a British civil servant. To earn additional income, he began painting fanciful animal designs on small shingles.

Agata Mataka, Tingatinga’s wife, sold his paintings at the site of the current workshop, and demand grew rapidly. Tingatinga began to attract a small circle of students, with first his relatives and then others learning to imitate his style. One night in 1972, Tingatinga was mistaken for an escaping thief and was fatally shot by police. Afterwards, his students organised themselves into a partnership, which, with significant support from the Swiss Association for International Cooperation, grew into today’s workshop.


BEST PLACES TO STAY ON THE MSASANI PENINSULA

Sea Cliff Hotel

Overlooking the sea at the tip of Msasani Peninsula, with expansive grounds, a swimming pool and upmarket rooms. $$$

Slipway Hotel

Part of the Slipway shopping complex, with spacious rooms (some water-facing) and restaurants at your doorstep; also under the same management are straightforward self-catering apartments. $$

Alexander’s Hotel

With its Le Corbusier–style modernist lines, rooftop terrace and shady courtyard, this family-run place is a true boutique hotel. $$

CEFA Hostel

Clean, spacious, budget rooms in an attractive, Mediterranean-style building in the Mikocheni B neighbourhood, with meals on order. $

Golden Tulip Hotel

Good-value rooms if you can get an online booking discount, plus a large swimming pool and ocean views. $$



WHERE TO STAY ON THE MSASANI PENINSULA

Mediterraneo Hotel

A clubby vibe, garden rooms and a restaurant, all overlooking Kawe beach. $$

Coral Beach Hotel

Well located on the water, with sunset views over Msasani Bay; ask for a room in the new wing. $$

Slipway Serviced Apartments

No-frills, good-value, apartment-style digs at Slipway’s Marina Treeshade and Mathra apartments. $

Shop & Island Hop at Msasani Slipway

BATIKS, BASKETRY AND BONGOYO FERRY

The Msasani Slipway, overlooking Msasani Bay, is a pleasant place to while away a few hours. Craft shopping here is accessible and easy. There’s also A Novel Idea bookshop, with many Tanzania-related titles, plus several cafes and restaurants and a ferry that runs regularly to nearby Bongoyo Island, part of the Dar es Salaam Marine Reserve system. Bongoyo’s small beach is relaxing and generally uncrowded on weekdays, and the island makes an amenable getaway.


BEST PLACES TO EAT ON THE MSASANI PENINSULA

Wavuvi Kempu

On Coco Beach, with good vibes, a mixed crowd, seafood, grills and live-music nights. $$

Moyo Steak House

Formerly Coral Ridge Spurs, this place has kept its family-friendly, meat-loving ambience. $$

Addis in Dar

Communal-style meals featuring injera (fermented flatbread) and bowls of spicy curries. $$

Zuane Trattoria & Pizzeria

A garden setting, pastas, seafood, grilled steak fillets and wood-fired pizzas. $$

Slipway Restaurants

A range of eateries, including an ice-cream shop, several cafes and the Waterfront Restaurant, with its sunset views. $$



Snorkelling Around Dar es Salaam Marine Reserve

SNORKELLING, SWIMMING AND BEACHES

The two northerly islands of the Dar es Salaam Marine Reserve make for an enjoyable day out. The highlight is tiny Fungu Yasini, a white sandbank surrounded by clear, turquoise waters, a wealth of seabirds and good snorkelling. There’s nothing here, so bring some drinks, snacks and shade. After snorkelling to your heart’s content, head over to nearby Mbudya, a larger, vegetated island with several longer beaches. You can arrange lunch and drinks here with the fish-and-chip vendors, and do more snorkelling. Boats to Mbudya and Fungu Yasini can be organised at Water World, next to White Sands Hotel and Resort. Ask for Captain Msafiri, who can also assist with snorkelling equipment rental, and who offers both speedboat and regular service. Boats (regular service only) and equipment rental can also be arranged just south of White Sands at Magha Beach; ask for Ramadhani. Prices are Tsh10,000 per person to and from Mbudya, plus marine reserve fees. For Fungu Yasini, you’ll need to charter the entire boat to wait for you at the sandbank. While swimming is possible at any hour from the islands, visibility for snorkelling is best at low tide.
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DAR-BASED TOUR AND TRANSPORT OPERATORS

Afri Roots

Cultural and community-based tours in and around Dar es Salaam (afriroots.co.tz).

Authentic Tanzania

Sea-turtle hatching experiences near Dar es Salaam and safaris in Nyerere National Park (authentictanzania.com).

Jumanne Mastoka

Reliable airport pick-ups, transport and tours around Dar es Salaam (mjumanne@yahoo.com, tel +255-765-007002).

Cultural Tours in Dar

AUTHENTIC DAR ES SALAAM

Experience a side of Dar that few visitors see on one of the city tours offered by Afri Roots (afriroots.co.tz). The tours, which are done on bicycle, with a bajaji or on foot, offer the chance to meet and speak with locals and gain insights into their realities. Listen while a traditional doctor explains about plant-based remedies, speak with small-scale entrepreneurs about the issues they face, or browse in a market and hear the stories of vendors. Afri Roots also offers Dar by Night tours, where you can experience the city’s nightlife with a guide and transport.

Meet the Makonde Carvers

ARTS, CRAFTS AND MAKONDE CULTURE

Mwenge Carvers’ Market started life as a Makonde carving centre, but has expanded to house a wide selection of souvenirs – everything from traditional ujamaa (‘brotherhood’ or tree-of-life) carvings to Maasai jewellery, wooden masks and Zanzibari chests. Each shop has its own theme. Arrive early and spend time browsing and chatting with the vendors before making your way back to the edges of the soccer field, where you can watch woodcarvers at work. Finish in the central area with a local-style meal. It’s possible to arrange for some of the original Makonde elders (most of whom are now retired) to come in for a morning to demonstrate their carving skills, followed by traditional dancing and a Makonde-style meal prepared by Mama Esther, who has a stall in the food area. For help in arranging this, go a day in advance with someone to help translate, and check in with Godfried (+255-712-879 983) in shop 35.


LOCAL EXPERT: MAKONDE CARVING
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Gabriel Joaquim Mwanga, a Makonde artisan at Mwenge Carvers’ Market, shares some information about Makonde carvings.

The Makonde ujamaa carvings show different people in the family and community going about their business, while living peacefully together. The idea of ujamaa, or brotherhood, goes back to the time of Mwalimu Nyerere. For the carvings, I use mpingo (African blackwood), which I get from my home village, Mahurunga, near the Ruvuma River. A large ujamaa carving, about my height, takes six months of work to complete. I work from the bottom up, and from the inside out. I ask that when visitors consider purchasing a carving, they keep in mind that this has been my full-time work for a long period and I depend on it for my livelihood.



WHERE TO STAY NORTH OF DAR

White Sands Beach Resort

Comfortable, apartment-style rooms, spacious green grounds overlooking the sea, a large pool and a restaurant. $$

Jangwani Sea Breeze Resort

Faded and unexciting rooms, but the location compensates. The beach side of the property gets busy on weekends. $$

Kunduchi Beach Hotel

Soon to reopen as a five-star property, this place is well located on the nicest stretch of beach. $$$

Relaxing on South Beach

WHITE SANDS, SNORKELLING AND KAYAKING

For camping and relaxing near Dar es Salaam, head to South Beach, a long stretch of white sand beginning just across the harbour from Kivukoni Front. Set off early on the Kigamboni ferry and base yourself at one of the low-key hotels; all also accept day visitors for a small fee. Kipepeo Beach Village has the most activities: rent a kayak and paddle to Siwatibe Creek, with its mangrove forest; organise a snorkelling trip to nearby Sinda Island; or forget Dar’s urban sprawl on a sunset cruise. Music from the village near Kipepeo can be loud at night, but otherwise the vibe all along South Beach is chilled and the sea views are lovely.


TRAVEL TO NYERERE NATIONAL PARK

If you’re planning to visit Nyerere National Park, consider combining it with a visit to Pugu Forest Reserve. The ‘back’ route from Dar, starting at the international airport, goes via Pugu and Kisarawe. It’s scenic, shorter and less travelled than the usual coast route, and several operators use it for transfers.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY SOUTH OF DAR ES SALAAM

Kipepeo Beach and Village

A laid-back backpackers’ favourite with camping, chalets just back from the beach, kayak rentals and excursions. $

Protea Hotel Dar es Salaam Amani Beach

Ten well-spaced cottages overlooking the sea, green grounds and a swimming pool. $$

Star Breeze Resort

Enjoy Tanzanian hospitality at this place about 10 minutes’ walk from the beach, with rooms, camping, meals and a 25m swimming pool. $$



Hiking in Pugu Forest Reserve

SHADY HIKING TRAILS AND ZARAMO CULTURE

As you approach Pugu Forest Reserve, about 15km southwest of Dar es Salaam’s international airport, the urban bustle vanishes and calmer rhythms take over. Hike to the top of Msola Peak, where you’ll be treated to views back over the city; take a short walk to Minaki Dam for kayaking and birdwatching; or hike to a cave still used by the local Zaramo people for traditional sacrifices and worship. Pugu’s trails extend in a large network over the reserve, and hikes range from 10 minutes to all day, if you string them together. Although hiking on your own is permitted, it’s worth taking a guide (this can be organised at the gate), at least at the outset, to learn about local botany and culture. It’s much better to visit Pugu on weekdays; weekends get unpleasantly full. Pugu has basic campsites with standing tents. Bring all food and drink.


Getting Around

Taxis, bajaji and ride-sharing apps will get you around town. Reach South Beach via Nyerere Bridge or the Kigamboni ferry. Magafuli Bus Terminal, 22km west of central Dar, is the main long-haul station. Taxis from town cost from Tsh20,000, or try the blue, jam-packed Bus Rapid Transport system (BRT) buses: take the ‘Mbezi’ bus from opposite the Zanzibar ferry terminal to the end (Tsh1200). Pugu Forest Reserve is an easy taxi ride (about Tsh30,000 from the city centre).






ZANZIBAR CITY
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Zanzibar City (sometimes called Zanzibar Town) is by far the biggest settlement on Zanzibar Island. For centuries, it has served as a hub for Indian Ocean trade, and as an entry point to Africa’s interior. During the 19th century, it played a significant role in the slave trade.

At the heart of Zanzibar City is old Stone Town, the historic core of the city and the former capital of the Zanzibar Sultanate. With its blend of Swahili, Arab, Indian and European styles, it reflects the cultural fusion that took place over the centuries. The town’s coral-white buildings and wooden doors, famous for their intricate carvings and symbols, bear witness to the rich cultural heritage of the region.

Stone Town is a Unesco World Heritage Site, known for its exceptional cultural significance. It offers a maze of narrow, winding streets, spice-filled bazaars and an intriguing architectural mix.
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SIGHTS

1Anglican Cathedral

2Forodhani Gardens

3High Court

4House of Wonders

5Old Dispensary

6Old Fort

EATING

7Emerson on Hurumzi

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8Mercury’s Bar




TOP TIP

The Zanzibar Archipelago is made up of two main islands – Zanzibar and Pemba – and several smaller islands and islets. Zanzibar’s tourist infrastructure is considerably more developed than that of Pemba, though each island has its own distinct character and charm. Travelling between the two is easy, with regular flight connections and an erratic ferry.




BEST BEACHFRONT RESTAURANTS IN STONE TOWN

Cape Town Fish Market

A lively seafood restaurant overlooking the ocean, serving a variety of fresh catches and sushi. $$$

Beach House Zanzibar

A restaurant and bar serving fresh lobsters, cocktails and stunning ocean views in a relaxed atmosphere. $$$

6 Degrees South

A laid-back eatery, serving a range of seafood dishes, refreshing beverages and spectacular sea views, making for a memorable dining experience. $$

Archipelago Waterfront Zanzibar

The hotel’s restaurant is a charming dining spot overlooking the sea and offering a range of seafood, vegetarian options and cocktails. $$

Baharia Restaurant

Located near the Indian Ocean, serving international cuisine and creative variations of Swahili classics. Don’t miss the poolside Swahili feasts. $$$



Zanzibari Architecture

LIVING IN A CULTURAL MOSAIC

Zanzibar Town is filled with intriguing architecture reflecting its rich Arabic, Indian and African heritage. While strolling around, you’ll get a feel for the town’s many layers of history. The Old Dispensary, opposite the ferry terminal, is a good place to start. It was constructed in the late 19th century with a facade decorated with intricate stucco carvings and friezes depicting various scenes from Indian mythology and Swahili life.

The Old Fort at the end of Mizingani Rd was built by the Omanis in the 17th century, and features unique blends of Portuguese, Omani and British war-ready architectural styles with thick walls, high ramparts and small, narrow openings for defence.

The Anglican Cathedral on Mkunazini St was built on the site of a former slave market. The cathedral features pointed arches, ribbed vaults and stained-glass windows, typical of Gothic architecture. However, the building’s front is decorated with Islamic-style arched windows and a minaret-like tower.

The impressive 20th-century High Court building on Kaunda Rd features a blend of Indian and British architectural styles. Its design features a symmetrical facade, with a central entrance and two wings decorated with carved stone pediments and arched windows.

The House of Wonders, built by Sultan Bargash in 1883 for ceremonial purposes, is currently closed, though its decaying architecture still hints at the grandeur of the sultanate. Its enormous carved doors are said to be the largest in East Africa, fronted by two bronze cannons with Portuguese inscriptions dating them to the 16th century. Remarkably, the sultan’s palaces were connected to neighbouring houses by raised pathways so that the sultan rarely walked on the ground when he wanted to move around.
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WHERE TO STAY IN STONE TOWN

Emerson on Hurumzi

Historic boutique hotel featuring unique architecture and stunning views of Stone Town. $$$

Maru Maru Hotel

A grandiose abode with stylish rooms, a rooftop terrace and a restaurant serving local and international cuisine. $$

Emerson Spice

Hidden within a labyrinth of alleys, it eokes the island’s spice-trade past and enchants with exotic charm. $$

Sunsets & Dinner

THE GOLDEN HOUR

Stone Town boasts some of the most breathtaking sunsets in East Africa. The sky’s orange and pink hues make it a perfect backdrop for a romantic evening.

At Forodhani Gardens, visitors can immerse themselves in the local culture while enjoying sumptuous street food and watching the sun go down. The gardens are a hive of activity and entertainment, as locals and visitors gather to eat, play and enjoy the spectacular view of the sunset. At the park, you can find a wide variety of street food such as Zanzibari pizza, fresh seafood such as grilled fish, calamari, prawns, lobster and octopus, and a variety of meat skewers and Zanzibari snacks such as samosas, mandazi (a type of fried bread) and kachori (a type of pastry). There’s also a variety of fruit stalls and juice bars where you can sample fresh, locally grown produce.

For those who prefer a more intimate setting, the seafront area boasts several restaurants where tourists can indulge in fresh seafood while soaking in the stunning sunset view. Mercury’s Bar is one such place, with its inviting ambience and breathtaking views of the Indian Ocean. It also has a mini dock so you can jump straight from a boat to your reserved table.

For a more elevated experience, head to one of the rooftop bars in Stone Town, such as Emerson on Hurumzi, to relish a fine-dining experience while taking in the unobstructed views of the town and the Indian Ocean. Lasting imagery.


BEST ROOFTOP RESTAURANTS IN STONE TOWN

Emerson Spice

Emerson’s elegant rooftop seafood restaurant boasts picture-perfect views of the town and water, as well as an outdoor eatery nestled among landscaped gardens. Ideal for catching sunsets. $$

Upendo House Zanzibar

This rooftop restaurant offers a luxurious and stylish dining experience with gorgeous views of the Indian Ocean. Savour delicious meals and delectable cocktails poolside. $$

Terrace Seafood Restaurant

Situated on Serena Hotel’s rooftop, overlooking the bay, it features a seafood menu that utilises only fresh, locally sourced and seasonal ingredients. $$$



WHERE TO EAT IN STONE TOWN

Lukmaan Restaurant

The most popular local eatery, serving authentic Zanzibari and Indian cuisine in a casual, no-frills setting. $

La Taverna

An upscale restaurant offering a diverse menu of international cuisine with attentive service and an elegant ambience. $$

The Silk Route

Travel back in time to Indian roots amid eclectic decor, with exotic flavours inspired by ancient trade routes. $$

Island Hopping in Zanzibar

ESCAPE STONE TOWN

Stone Town is known for its rich culture and history, but its offshore islands offer a different kind of experience. From pristine waters to white sandy beaches, there’s plenty to see and do on these idyllic islands.

If you can visit only one island, it should be Changuu Island, also known as Prison Island, which is located 6km northwest of Stone Town and takes about 30 minutes to reach by boat. The island was originally used as a prison for rebellious slaves. Today, giant, century-old tortoises (among other creatures) roam free on the island, and the good news is that you can get up close and personal with these gentle giants and even feed them.

Island hopping? Dedicate a full day to Chumbe Island. Stationed 13km south of Stone Town, Chumbe Island is a marine protected area that spans more than 22 hectares and is home to over 400 marine species, including endangered species such as green turtles and humpback whales. You can explore the marine protected area by taking a guided snorkelling tour, or a glass-bottom-boat tour. The island’s ecolodge offers visitors an immersive natural experience with only seven bandas (traditional African-style huts) available for guests. The bandas are built from locally sourced materials and are designed to blend seamlessly with the natural surroundings. Each banda has a thatched roof, veranda and en suite bathroom.
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STONE TOWN WALKING TOUR
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Begin at 1 Forodhani Park on Mizingani Rd’s waterfront, where dormant cannons rest. Forodhani is famous for its Swahili street food in the evenings. Cross the road to the 2 Old Fort, a massive stone structure that is a popular gathering place for locals and tourists alike, with a variety of shops and restaurants. Previously a defensive structure, these walls have hosted iconic events such as the Zanzibar International Film Festival and Sauti za Busara Music Festival.

A three-minute walk south leads to 3 Freddie Mercury’s House to pay homage to the lead vocalist of the British rock band Queen. He is considered one of the greatest musicians of all time and this was his childhood home. The house contains the singer’s framed pictures and memorabilia.

A stone’s throw from the rock-star’s home is 4 St Joseph’s Cathedral. Built by French missionaries in the late 19th century, it’s one of the largest churches in East Africa.

Walk east to find the 5 Hamamni Persian Baths. They were built in the 19th century and were used by wealthy Arab and Persian merchants for socialising and relaxation. Today, the baths are open to the public.

Head 800m further east to the6 Anglican Cathedral, a former market for enslaved people and a poignant reminder of the island’s dark past.

Walk north on Tharia St to connect to Mizingani Rd for a return to Forodhani Park, passing 7 The House of Wonders, a former ceremonial palace and the first building in Zanzibar to have electricity and a liftr. It was undergoing restoration at the time of research.

Wandering among the bazaars and getting lost within the narrow alleys can be fun too.




BEST PLACES TO STAY BY THE BEACH

Park Hyatt Zanzibar

Arguably Stone Town’s fivest-star hotel is a regal sanctuary of Arabian grandeur and African spirit. $$$

Zanzibar Serena Hotel

A majestic blend of Arabic, African and Indian cultures, offering a luxurious retreat. $$$

Tembo Hotel

At the edge of Stone Town, the majestic Tembo Hotel is a symbol of Zanzibar’s rich culture and history. $$

Mizingani Seafront Hotel

Nestled in a former palace, the hotel blends traditional and modern architecture with sea-facing rooms and a pool. $$

Hotel Verde Zanzibar

Boasting sustainable luxury, this ecofriendly hotel with lush gardens has an exciting marina and water sports. $$$




Getting Around

Zanzibar is fairly walkable with caution. Boda boda and bajaji offer a budget-friendly way to move around, while buses can be slow and uncomfortable. Hiring a taxi is the most reliable way of getting around, in and out of Stone Town. Book through your hotel or visit ztrans.co.tz. Representative fares:

• Stone Town to/from Zanzibar Airport: Tsh25,000

• Stone Town to/from a beach hotel outside of Stone Town: Tsh80,000

• Airport to/from a beach hotel outside of Stone Town: Tsh80,000






SOUTH ZANZIBAR
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Zanzibar’s southern half exudes exoticism, charm and natural beauty. Famed for its idyllic beaches, rich marine life and lush tropical forests, this former trading hub is now known for its tranquil vistas and its array of authentic and immersive experiences.

At Jozani-Chwaka Bay National Park, you can walk on shaded forest pathways while getting up close and personal with rare species of flora and fauna. In the picturesque fishing village of Kizimkazi, enjoy the opportunity to swim with dolphins, and in sleepy Makunduchi, take in the views and climb the historic lighthouse. The long stretches of white sand and turquoise waters of Jambiani and Paje are southern Zanzibar highlights, with mesmerising views to the eastern horizon, plus kitesurfing, caving and more.

With its delectable cuisine and breathtaking landscapes, South Zanzibar is a place where time seems to stand still, and nature and history coexist in perfect harmony.
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TOP TIP

If you’re visiting Zanzibar during the low season – between February and May – and craving street food, there’s a chance you may not get it very fresh because vendors often get tempted to serve leftovers. What to do? Choose to eat at restaurants, because most restaurants prepare food after you order.
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Moto Museum & Workshop

Experience the Zanzibar art of weaving, learning from the island’s skilled artisans at Moto. Many of the weavers are women who have inherited the craft from their ancestors, and they use locally sourced natural materials such as sisal, coconut husk and palm leaves to create intricate products like bags and mats.

Moto’s production process uses sustainable practices, including solar cookers and energy-saving stoves, to ensure eco-friendly products. Visitors can participate in activities such as plaiting strips of ukili (dried palm leaves) designing and batiking their own textiles, and learning about weaving at the wooden looms with master weavers.

A traditional Swahili lunch is included in the two-hour experience.



Hiking in Jozani-Chwaka Bay National Park

FLORA AND FAUNA UP CLOSE

Jozani-Chwaka Bay National Park is an unmissable gem nestled south of Chwaka Bay and 37km from Stone Town. Covering more than 50 sq km, it used to be a hunting ground for the sultans of Zanzibar. It’s a treasure trove of biodiversity, with a variety of habitats, including a pristine mangrove forest, a coral rag forest and a saline grassland.

Visitors can arrange a guide at the entrance and explore the park’s trails and boardwalks on foot, immersing themselves in the diverse flora – the park features more than 100 species of trees, including mangroves, raffia palms and baobabs. The mangrove forests serve as breeding grounds for fish and crabs, and you can witness the fascinating network of roots and water channels that make up this ecosystem. Along the way, knowledgeable guides share fascinating insights into the park’s history, species and conservation efforts.

The standout attraction of the walking tour is the chance to spot the park’s famous residents, the Zanzibar red colobus monkeys. These playful and curious primates are known for their distinctive bright red fur, stretched tails, long white tufts of hair on their shoulders, and vocalisations that fill the air with a chorus of sounds. Visitors can observe them up close in their natural habitat, swinging from trees and interacting with each other.

In addition to the red colobus monkeys, the park is home to several other species of monkeys, such as bush babies and a variety of birds and reptiles.

A walking tour of Jozani-Chwaka Bay National Park is an indelible experience that will show you a side of Zanzibar rarely seen on postcards.

WHERE TO STAY IN SOUTH ZANZIBAR FOR LESS THAN US$25

Drifters Zanzibar, Paje

This palm-leaf-roofed beachfront hotel has comfortable accommodation, a pool and late-night bonfires. $

Karanga Bungalows, Michamvi

Experience authentic Zanzibar at this humble option with cosy accommodation and easy beach access. $

Eco-Farm B&B, Jambiani

Enjoy rural vibes at this sustainable B&B with a pool, domestic animals and homegrown food. $


Makunduchi Lighthouse

Standing tall and alone on the southeastern coast of Zanzibar, Makunduchi Lighthouse is a beacon of adventure and wonder. Built in 1954 by the British, this historic landmark battles neglect, but offers stunning views of the lush surroundings and the Indian Ocean while standing 44m above it.

Visitors can climb the 165-step staircase to the top of the solar-powered lighthouse to feel the breeze as they take in the scenery. The lighthouse illuminates the sky as the sun sets, creating a magical atmosphere, and that’s when everybody – including the operators – leaves the white-walled compound.



Swimming with Dolphins

KIZIMKAZI DOLPHINS LOVE TO PLAY

The idyllic fishing village of Kizimkazi is known for its 12th-century mosque, its crystal-clear waters and its resident pod of bottlenose dolphins. Dolphin tours start early in the morning, with visitors boarding traditional wooden boats and setting out into the bay. As the sun rises over the Indian Ocean, the boatmen navigate through the calm waters, scanning the horizon for signs of the animals. Once the dolphins are spotted, watch as these intelligent and playful creatures leap and dive around the boat. You can even get in the water, under the guidance of experienced and certified guides. But remember that dolphins are wild animals, and their wellbeing should always come first.
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MORE PLACES TO SLEEP IN SOUTH ZANZIBAR UNDER US$25

Embe Lodge Zanzibar, Kizimkazi

Bar, restaurant, pool, an short walk to the beach and a handful of other activities await at this peaceful lodge. $

Mambo Leo Hostel, Paje

Experience Zanzibar’s laid-back vibe with a community of like-minded travellers. $

Equalia Boutique Hotel, Jambiani

Compact and stylish option with standard amenities and stunning views. $

Makunduchi Seaweed Farm Tour

EXPLORING THE LOW-TIDE ECONOMY

Tranquil Makunduchi is known for its rich seaweed farming culture. For visitors seeking an authentic cultural experience, a seaweed farm tour is an excellent way to discover the traditional way of life of the local women who work the farms. The tour begins with a 15-minute walk from the village to the farms, where you’ll learn all about the process of seaweed farming, from planting the seaweed to harvesting it by hand, and have the opportunity to get your hands dirty by harvesting the seaweed yourself. The tour also includes a visit to a seaweed processing plant. Perhaps the best part of the tour is getting to meet the friendly and welcoming local farmers, who are always happy to chat and share their knowledge with visitors. You’ll get a sense of the pride they take in their work and their connection to the ocean, which is such an integral part of life in Makunduchi.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN JAMBIANI

Casa Del Mar

Enjoy fresh seafood by ordering the succulent lobster and sea cigal, a local speciality. $$

Blue Reef

Savour wood-fired pizza and delectable cocktails in a relaxed atmosphere overlooking the ocean. $$

The Loop

Experience a vibrant and inviting atmosphere while indulging in tasty cuisine with chill background tunes. $$



Kuza Cave Adventure

DISCOVER ZEN IN ZANZIBAR

Kuza Cave, located in the resort-studded coastal village of Jambiani, in the island’s southeast, is an enchanting natural wonder, featuring an awe-inspiring cavern with stunning stalactites and stalagmites. It provides a fascinating glimpse into the island’s geological history.

Legend has it that the cave was once used as a hiding place for runaway slaves, and as a secret meeting place for the island’s early leaders during times of war. Its rich history, combined with its natural beauty, make it an unmissable destination for visitors to Zanzibar.

Exploring Kuza Cave is a near-spiritual experience. Visitors can descend into the depths of the cave, discovering its hidden corners and marvelling at the otherworldly formations formed over 100,000 years ago as a result of natural erosion processes. The cave is made up of coralline limestone, a type of rock that is formed from the accumulation of the skeletons of marine organisms such as corals, molluscs and algae. Over time, rainwater slowly dissolved and eroded the limestone, creating an intricate network of caves and tunnels. The cave is also home to a natural freshwater pool – a tranquil oasis perfect for swimming after a hot day of exploring.

For the adventurous, Kuza Cave offers opportunities for cliff jumping, a thrilling activity that is not for the faint of heart. But for those seeking a more peaceful experience, the cave’s serene surroundings offer a perfect opportunity for meditation or yoga practice. Music performances and cooking lessons are also offered, but must be prebooked through the Kuza Cave website.
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WHERE TO STAY IN JAMBIANI

Jambiani Villas

Luxurious beachfront villas, a pool and stunning ocean views wrapped ina paradisal location. $$

Mwezi Boutique Resort

Unwind at this ecoresort that gives off Swahili village vibes with its sandy floors, concrete benches and a serene pool. $$

Sharazād Boutique Hotel

Built in the style of a riad, this raw retreat with an exposed concrete interior has a pool and palm-leaf-roofed villas. $$$


BEST COCKTAIL BARS IN PAJE

Mr Kahawa Cafe

Coffee or cocktail? The choice is yours. While you decide, there are delicious light bites to munch.

Angelina Bistro

Indulge in artfully crafted cocktails and exquisite Mediterranean bites at this friendly beach spot.

Jambo Disco

Dance the night away and enjoy refreshing cocktails to keep you going at this lively and upbeat nightclub.

Ratatouille Zanzibar

Experience a culinary journey with mouthwatering fusion cocktails and tapas in a French-inspired setting.

Mahali Beach Bar

Relax and unwind with a refreshing cocktail and delicious food at this laid-back beach bar.



Kitesurfing in Paje

RIDING THE WIND

Paje has long been a favourite among kitesurfers, and it’s easy to see why. The winds are reliable, the beaches are pristine and the water is warm and inviting. If you’re looking for an adventure, learning to kitesurf in Paje is a no-brainer.

The feeling of gliding through the water with the wind in your sails is like no other, and there’s something about the vibrant colours of the kite against the blue sky and ocean that makes you feel truly alive.

With a variety of kitesurfing schools and rental options available, there’s no better place to learn or improve your skills. Whether you’re a complete beginner or a seasoned pro, the expert instructors will make sure you get the most out of your time on the water.

Kitesurfing is not just a sport, but a lifestyle, and Paje is the perfect place to immerse yourself in it. When you’re not on the water, there’s plenty to explore in the charming village. Try the delicious local cuisine, shop for handmade crafts, or simply relax on the stunning beaches.

Whether you’re looking for an adrenaline rush or just some fun in the sun, kitesurfing in Paje is an unforgettable experience you won’t want to miss. Come and join the community of passionate kitesurfers and discover the magic of this amazing sport in one of the world’s most beautiful locations.


Getting Around

South Zanzibar has a decent transport network. Motorcycles and buses are viable options, but the latter has limited reach from areas beyond bus stops and stations, while the former can lack safety and have limited carrying capacity. For an optimal exploration of South Zanzibar, arrange taxi transport in advance – we recommend hiring an experienced driver for remote areas and rough roads.






NORTH ZANZIBAR
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North Zanzibar is a world unto itself, a pristine and beguiling land that transports you to another era. Its coastline is an endless stretch of powdery white sand, fringed with swaying palms, jutted by rugged cliffs and lapped by crystalline waters. The lush hinterland is dotted with peaceful villages and rolling green hills that offer spectacular vistas of the Indian Ocean.

Once a major centre of the Omani Empire, North Zanzibar was a hub of trade and commerce, where goods from throughout the Indian Ocean were bought and sold. Today, visitors can learn about the area’s rich marine life at the Mnarani Natural Aquarium, witness the vibrant culture of Nungwi village, or simply unwind on the beach at nearby Kendwa.

As the sun sets over the Indian Ocean, North Zanzibar comes to life with the sounds of music and dance, drawing visitors into its vibrant and exciting nightlife.
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TOP TIP

To respect Zanzibar’s conservative traditional society, modest dress – including covered shoulders and upper arms – is recommended when away from the beach.




The History of Spices in Zanzibar

Spices have been an integral part of Zanzibar’s history and economy for over 1000 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 colonised 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 the construction of grand palaces and buildings.

Zanzibar is still known for its spice trade, which continues to play an important role in the economy, and visitors can take spice tours to learn about the cultivation and uses of various spices.



Hiking in Kiwengwa-Pongwe Forest Reserve

HIKES WITH REWARDING SWIMS

Take an enchanting adventure to Kiwengwa-Pongwe Forest Reserve, a nature lover’s paradise on Zanzibar’s east coast 20km from Stone Town. Its hiking trails wind through lush, verdant forest and up scenic hills, offering beautiful views of the surrounding area. As you hike, you’ll be surrounded by the sweet scent of flowers and birds chirping, making it an experience you won’t soon forget.

The reserve is home to a wide variety of flora and fauna, including towering baobab trees, majestic palm trees and colourful bird species such as the African pied wagtail and the common bulbul. Keep your eyes open for red colobus monkeys, often seen playing in the trees.

One of the reserve’s main attractions is the freshwater Kiwengwa Caves, a tranquil and mystical spot – once used as a holding facility for the leopards owned by the wealthy – where you can take a refreshing dip in the cool water. It’s a serene and relaxing place at which to take a break from the hike.
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WHERE TO STAY IN NORTH ZANZIBAR FOR LESS THAN US$30

Yasa Inn, Nungwi

A charming and affordable guesthouse with a lush garden and spacious rooms just minutes from the beach. $

Furaha B&B Renate, Kendwa

A cosy and welcoming bed and breakfast offering clean and comfortable rooms, perfect for budget-conscious travellers. $

Habeba House, Nungwi

A simple, relaxed and affordable guesthouse and friendly staff, ideal for a laid-back beach holiday. $

Playful Turtles of Mnarani Aquarium

COSY UP WITH TURTLES

Located in the heart of Nungwi, on the northern tip of Zanzibar Island, Mnarani Aquarium is an unmissable destination for anyone interested in the intricacies of marine life.

The experience starts with an informative guided tour, which takes visitors through the aquarium’s different sections. You’ll have a chance to observe colourful fish, starfish, sea urchins and crabs in their natural habitats. The highlight of the tour is undoubtedly the opportunity to feed, swim and play with sea turtles, which are well cared for and thriving in their sanctuary.

Matemwe Detour

TRADITIONAL FISHING VILLAGE

Matemwe is a picturesque village on Zanzibar’s northeast coast that offers the perfect blend of relaxation and immersion into local Swahili life. Its powdery white-sand beaches and crystal-clear waters will leave you mesmerised and relaxed. Take a stroll through the village to witness the everyday life of the locals: fishermen bringing in their daily catch, children playing and women cooking traditional dishes over an open fire. For adventure, join a local fishing boat for the chance to catch your own fish, or take a bike ride to discover hidden gems outside the village. As the sun sets, you’ll be treated to a view of the sky bursting with vibrant colours. Matemwe is the perfect destination for anyone looking to unwind, recharge and immerse themselves in local life.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN MATEMWE

Villa Kiva Boutique Hotel

A tranquil oasis nestled in lush gardens, featuring a study lounge, charming rooms and a stunning pool. $$

Zanzibar Sunrise

This secluded ecolodge is surrounded by nature, offering cosy accommodation and tasty meals. $$

Maji Lodge

A charming and affordable beachfront hotel with an intimate atmosphere and great views of the Indian Ocean. $$



Diving at Mnemba Island

A WHOLE WORLD UNDER WATER

Mnemba is a private island and a snorkelling and diving paradise. Its coral reefs are some of the most pristine in the world, with an incredible array of fish, sea turtles and other marine creatures. Keep an eye out for the colourful clownfish darting in and out of the anemones, and the graceful rays gliding through the water.

For experienced divers, there’s also the opportunity to explore the nearby Mnemba Atoll, a collection of smaller islands with even more incredible dive sites. If you’re lucky, you might even spot a pod of dolphins or a whale shark on your journey there.

While the island itself is restricted to guests of &Beyond Mnemba Island, nonguests can book half-day excursions with any Zanzibar dive operator to explore the surrounding underwater world.


Getting Around

Beach hopping between the northern towns of Nungwi, Kendwa, Matemwe and Mnemba by boat costs just US$10 per ride. Confirm the fare with the boatman for longer trips, which could cost more.






CHAKE CHAKE
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Chake Chake, meaning ‘calm and peaceful’, is the capital of Pemba Island, set on Chake Chake Bay on the island’s west coast. Located about 120km from Stone Town, it’s a culturally rich destination easily accessed via a 30-minute flight from Zanzibar to Pemba Airport, just 6km east of the town, or by boat from Zanzibar to Mkoani port, followed by a 50-minute road drive.

Established in the 15th century as a trading post by Arab merchants, Chake Chake retains its historical charm, with winding alleyways, intricately carved wooden doors and lively bazaars. The town’s most prominent landmark is the old fort, which was initially constructed for defence and now serves as a museum.

Sandy beaches, coral reefs, lush forests, city walks and traditional cuisine are part of the Chake Chake experience, all set against a low-key backdrop that is a complete change of pace from the higher-profile Stone Town.
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TOP TIP

Show respect for the local culture by covering at least 75% of your skin. Zanzibar is a semi-autonomous part of Tanzania that is predominantly Muslim, and Pemba Island is the more conservative of the two main islands, so take care with what you wear.
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Explore Chake Chake Fort & Mingle with Locals

SAMPLE LOCAL LIFE

The Old Fort, built on the town’s western periphery by the Portuguese and extended by the Omani Arabs, now serves as Pemba’s main museum. Divided into five informative exhibition rooms, the museum gives a perfect introduction to the history and culture of Pemba. Starting with the Early History of Pemba, showcasing the earliest towns mentioned by Arab authors, it moves on to Maritime History, featuring a dhow used by traders. The Polities exhibition room examines governance by local rulers, Portuguese, Omani sultans, a British protectorate, short-lived independence and then revolution. The Jail Room has interesting stories of its past use as a prison. The most engaging part of the museum is the Swahili House Courtyard, where visitors can understand the Swahili home, including a traditional food setup, a master bedroom, a washroom and a kitchen with cooking tools.

Umoja Children’s Park is a playground on the outskirts of Chake Chake, 1.3km northwest of the old fort. The sound of children’s laughter fills the air, creating a welcoming and friendly atmosphere. The park is filled with colourful merry-go-rounds, swings, slides and other play structures, providing hours of fun for children and adults alike. Built in 1968 at a marina site previously used primarily for the auctioning and shipping of slaves, the park has gone in and out of operation during its half-century run and opens only on weekends and public holidays. Umoja is not just a playground. It’s a community space where a diverse array of people come to enjoy cultural performances, live music and street food.


BEST HOTELS IN CHAKE CHAKE

Pemba Island Hotel

Offers a peaceful retreat with a lush garden, stunning sea views and rooms featuring Swahili decor and modern amenities. The restaurant serves delicious local and international cuisine. $

Pemba Misali Sunset Beach Hotel

Indulge in the cosy comforts of air-conditioned rooms with minibars and safety deposit boxes. Cash payment only. $

Hotel Archipelago

Luxuriate in the outdoor pool, savour culinary delights at the on-site restaurants, and relish the comfort of air-conditioned rooms with private bathrooms. $



WHERE TO STAY IN CHAKE CHAKE

Le Tavern

Limited accommodation in a relaxed neighbourhood with vibrant evenings of local coffee and board games. $

Chake Hotel

A charming hotel in a three-storey building that boasts views of Chake Chake from higher floors. $

Fair Apartments

An apartment with two bedrooms, a full kitchen, three bathrooms, a balcony and free private parking. $


Chake Town Market

Stepping into Chake Town Market is like entering a vibrant world of colour and sound. The air is heavy with the scent of exotic spices, while the lively chatter of Swahili vendors and buyers fills your ears. Since the Pembans aren’t pushy, it’s also a relaxed shopping experience.

Stroll through the narrow alleys and discover a treasure trove of local crafts, including intricately woven baskets, handmade jewellery and hand-carved wooden figurines. The market is also a great place to sample local cuisine from food vendors.

Don’t forget to haggle! Negotiating prices is part of the market culture and you might end up snagging a great deal. Getting lost in the labyrinth of stalls is a possibility, so keep your sense of direction sharp.



Misali Island: Nature’s Canvas

CHAKE CHAKE’S SECRET CHILD

Pleading to be discovered, beautiful Misali Island is nestled in the Pemba Channel Conservation Area, which boasts some of the best diving and snorkelling experiences in East Africa. This uninhabited island is a perfect day trip, reached by an hour-long scenic boat ride from Chake Chake out through the bay.

With its crystal-clear waters and stunning coral reefs overflowing with diverse marine life, Misali Island offers an immersive experience for beachgoers and water-sports enthusiasts alike. Visitors can expect to 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. Visitors are not permitted to camp on the island.

Up for a hiking experience? Misali Island’s dense forest offers numerous walking trails and birdwatching opportunities. The island’s caves, located inland and believed to be inhabited by ancestral spirits, offer an intriguing opportunity for visitors to learn more about Misali’s cultural heritage.

Visitors can arrange a boat to Misali Island 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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Getting Around

If you’re looking for an adventurous way to get around Chake Chake, boda-bodas (motorbike taxis) are a popular option and can take you to destinations off the beaten path. They usually charge US$1 for every kilometre.






Beyond Chake Chake
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There’s plenty to see outside Chake Chake, including lush green hills, wildlife biodiversity and unspoiled coastal beauty.


Beyond the charming town of Chake Chake lies a world of hidden gems waiting to be explored. Towards the south, you’ll come across Mkoani, a small uneventful town known for its busy harbour.

Heading towards the north, you’ll find the coastal town of Wete, with its flying foxes (fruit bats), while further inland lies the stunning Ngezi Forest, a pristine tropical rainforest. Visit Kigomasha for an opportunity to take in views of Pemba Island from the lighthouse.

With so much to see and experience beyond Chake Chake, you won’t want to miss exploring these captivating destinations.
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TOP TIP

Be sure to ask for permission before taking photographs of people, domestic animals, businesses or religious sites.




THINGS TO AVOID AT ALL COSTS

Like any destination, Pemba has its distinct cultural customs and societal norms that visitors should be aware of and respect. Tour guide Masoud Ali (pembaecotours.com) shares a few with us.

• Public displays of affection: Pemba is a conservative Muslim society.

• Revealing clothing: It is advisable to wear clothes that cover the knees, especially for women.

• Respecting religious practices: Pause your music when the mosque calls for prayer.

• Illegal activities: Prostitution and drug use (including marijuana).

• Avoid walking alone at night, especially in isolated or poorly lit areas.

• Don’t carry large amounts of cash, or wear expensive jewellery in public.

• Avoid using unlicensed taxis or accepting rides from strangers, as they may be unsafe or unreliable.



Beaches Near Mkoani

DISTANT BEAUTIES

Mkoani has the biggest and busiest harbour on Pemba Island. With more than three-quarters of all ferries from Zanzibar or the mainland arriving at the coastal town, Mkoani has always been treated as a passage to the interior. Even the best experiences are located kilometres away – 17.9km to be exact.

Fundu Lagoon is often praised as Africa’s best lagoon. It is an exclusive location on Pemba’s secluded west coast offering a serene paradise accessible only by boat. It also hosts a resort with a variety of accommodation options, including beachfront bungalows and hillside suites with fantastic sea views. Guests can enjoy a range of activities, such as snorkelling, diving and mangrove forest tours, as well as indulge in relaxation treatments at the on-site spa.

The resort’s restaurant offers a fusion of African and international cuisine, adding to the luxurious experience. Visitors can access Fundu Lagoon by taking a private transfer from Pemba Airport, or a scenic boat ride from Zanzibar, providing an exciting and adventurous journey.

Kiweni Island, 17.9km southeast of Mkoani, is a great spot for nature lovers. You can spy a wide range of marine life here, including sea turtles, colourful fish and dolphins. The island is fringed with soft white-sand beaches and crystal-clear waters that offer excellent opportunities for swimming, snorkelling and diving, while Pemba Lodge provides accommodation and seafood dining by the ocean. Travellers can access Kiweni Island by boat from Mpene Ferry, which is a 45-minute drive from Mkoani.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MKOANI

Fundu Lagoon

Luxurious 12-room beachfront hotel with safari-style tent rooms boasting private verandas and plunge pools. $$

Mkoani Hotel Zanzibar

Offers 18 elegantly furnished rooms. Guests can enjoy the restaurant and a conference hall with refreshments. $$

Lala Lodge Pemba Zanzibar

In a great sunset spot, this beach lodge has only standard features but offers diving, fishing and hiking activities. $$

Ten Toes Down at Ngezi Forest

FOREST OF 1000 TRAILS

Ngezi Forest, located in the island’s northwest, is a vast tropical rainforest that attracts nature enthusiasts from afar. The forest was once a significant source of timber, with sawmill ruins still visible, but now a part of it is a protected area because of its ecological significance. The forest boasts a diverse range of flora and fauna, including 355 plant species and more than 30 animal species.

Inside the forest is the 29-sq-km Ngezi Vumawimbi Nature Reserve. The entrance gate and visitor centre are 5km west of Konde and you can explore the forest through several well-marked hiking trails that head through ponds and freshwater streams, passing by dense mahogany forests and the endemic Pemba palm trees. Visitors can access the forest through the Joshi Trail or the Taufiki Trail, which heads north through the forest to reach Vumawimbi Beach. The trails are well maintained and suitable for hikers of all levels, with a variety of routes to choose from. You can also hike off-trail. A bicycle tour inside the forest can also be arranged upon request to your tour agent or hotel.

Visitors must be accompanied by a guide. Also available are specific birdwatching and bat-watching walks, and night walks where endemic Pemba scops owls and Pemba flying foxes can be spotted.


BEST PLACES TO STAY AROUND NGEZI FOREST

Swahili Divers and Gecko Nature Lodge

A seamless beach combination of diving, lodging and delicious African meals, with a variety of accommodation options, including a hostel. $

Verani Beach Lodge

Lone beachside cottages with a rural touch, with cows freely roaming the yard. $

Pemba Paradise

Escape to Pemba Paradise, boasting 16 rooms, delectable meals, a beach, pool, bars and guided excursions to explore local culture and nature. $$



Views from Ras Kigomasha

ADVENTURES AT THE NORTHERN TIP

Approaching the northern tip of Pemba Island, you’ll find the sleepy fishing village of Kigomasha, offering visitors a wealth of natural beauty and cultural experiences.

One of Kigomasha’s main attractions is Vumawimbi Beach, a stunning stretch of sand that boasts crystal-clear waters and an abundance of marine life. It’s perfect for sunbathing, swimming and snorkelling.

Another highlight is the Faro Ras Kigomasha Lighthouse, which was built by British company Chance Brothers & Co Ltd in 1904 and has since become an iconic symbol of the village. Unlike many lighthouses in Zanzibar, it’s built of iron, rather than stone. Visitors can climb the 95 steps to the top of the lighthouse for sweeping views of the Indian Ocean and neighbouring landscapes from an elevation of 38m. Mr Ali Juma Kombo, the lighthouse’s keeper, shares a lot of history, from the paraffin days to the modern solar-powered light.

For those interested in learning about local culture, Kigomasha offers a variety of tours that showcase traditional dances, music, cuisine, and basket weaving using coconut-palm leaves. Visitors can also explore the village’s vibrant fishing industry by joining a fishing excursion with local fishermen.

Kigomasha is also a great base for diving trips to some of Pemba’s best dive sites, including the famous Pemba Channel, which is renowned for its strong currents and diverse marine life, including reef sharks, dolphins and whale sharks.

Getting to Kigomasha is easy, with regular flights from Pemba’s airport and boats from neighbouring Zanzibar (followed by a 60km or 89km drive from Chake Chake and Mkoani, respectively).
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WHERE TO STAY ON THE KIGOMASHA PENINSULA

The Manta Resort & Underwater Room

All-inclusive beach resort; cottages, villas, kayak rentals and daily spa treatments. $$$

The Aiyana

Luxury meets freedom at this beach resort with an organic gourmet experience. $$$

Pemba Moonlight Guesthouse & Restaurant

This establishment offers homey accommodation and an authentic local dining experience. $$


Pemba’s Flying Foxes

The Pemba flying fox is a unique bat species critically endangered due to habitat loss and hunting. These bats play a vital role in pollination and seed dispersal and have excellent eyesight, which is uncommon for bat species.

They’re highly social and use their chirps to communicate with each other. They rely heavily on their sense of smell, with large olfactory bulbs to process scents. Historically, hunting and habitat loss have caused their population to decline drastically. However, their numbers have risen thanks to conservation efforts by Tanzania’s Department of Forestry and the conservation organisation Fauna and Flora International.

Nearly all locals on Pemba Island support their conservation, and numbers are expected to rise to more than 30,000 bats by 2025.




Getting Around

Pemba is a relatively small island, so cycling can be a great way to explore the local villages and countryside, especially Ngezi Forest and Kigomasha. Be sure to wear comfortable shoes and stay hydrated. Bike rentals go for around US$25 for a full day.






BAGAMOYO
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On 13 November 1874, Henry Morton Stanley left Bagamoyo at the start of his expedition to explore what he described as the ‘white blank’ of Africa’s interior. Bagamoyo had seen the start of several expeditions (and even more slave-trading caravans), but it’s doubtful whether the citizens of this historic Swahili port had seen the likes of Stanley’s convoy of 356 porters, guides, hunters and guards that stretched the best part of 1km along the trail leading westwards out of town.

Such pomp and ceremony are a thing of the past in sleepy Bagamoyo these days, but a palpable sense of frontier history still pervades its dusty streets, making it one of Tanzania’s most fascinating towns. Indigenous tribes such as the Wakwere, Wazaramo and Wadoe maintain their crafts (specifically beadwork and basketry) and their fishing and agricultural lifestyles, and you will also see fine examples of Indian, Omani and Yemeni architecture among the crumbling relics of colonial Germany and Britain.
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SIGHTS

1Catholic Historic Museum

2Customs House

3Hanging Place

4Kaole Ruins

5Livingstone Tower

6Old Arab Fort




TOP TIP

Bagamoyo is a comfortable 70km drive on good sealed roads from Dar es Salaam (or two hours from the airport), making it an ideal instant escape from the bustling metropolis, and the perfect first stop if you want to acclimatise to the tropical climate.




Bagamoyo’s History

In 1863 a group of missionaries, the Holy Ghost Fathers (sometimes called Spiritans), began ransoming enslaved people in an effort to free, educate and ‘bring them to Christianity’. The Catholic Historic Museum tells the disturbing story of decades of shameful human trafficking through the anecdotes of a few of the 1238 survivors.

On 24 February 1974, David Livingstone’s mummified body was laid to rest – for a single night before being shipped onwards to London – in what is still known locally as the Livingstone Tower (across the road from the museum). In the museum courtyard stands a majestic baobab tree with a circumference of more than 13m. It was planted in 1868 and has steadily absorbed the length of an iron chain that was used to tether the nurse’s donkey more than 130 years ago.



A Historic Walking Trail Around Old Bagamoyo

STEP BACK INTO A DARK HISTORY

You can take in most of the historic highlights of old Bagamoyo on a 4km circular walk starting at the Old Arab Fort. Built around 1860, the fort is said to be the oldest stone building in the region and, in typically cosmopolitan Bagamoyo style, was built by an Indian trader and subsequently fortified by an Omani sultan. In the fort you’ll find the tourist office, where you’ll be invited to pay Tsh20,000 if you intend to enter any historic buildings – or even to take photos from outside. (There’s also an informative booklet on sale called Bagamoyo: The Spirit of the World, by Rev Peter P Junior.)

From here, walk northwards past the abandoned German Boma (built in 1897) and the Arab Tea House (1886) with its ornate, hand-carved timber doors. Follow the coastline until you turn left into the shady avenue of mango trees that leads to the fascinating Catholic Historic Museum and the 150-year-old Livingstone Tower.

Wander down to the beach and turn south at the marble monument known as the Mission Cross to walk along Bagamoyo’s busy waterfront, where timber dhows are still built. Just after the clamour of the fish market, look out for the lovely old Customs House (1894).

The end of the historic trail is marked by the concrete monument known only as the Hanging Place, where German colonials executed African freedom fighters in 1889. Turn inland and, just beyond the little plantation of coconut palms, you’ll find yourself back at the Old Arab Fort.

WHERE TO STAY IN BAGAMOYO

IDC Guest House

Bagamoyo’s most reliable budget option, with comfortable rooms (and dorms) and a good pool. $

Firefly Boutique Lodge

Simple, comfortable rooms in this historic trader’s house are complemented by a swimming pool and tropical garden. $$

Millennium Seabreeze

With its restaurant, bar, spa and Bagamoyo’s best swimming pool, it’s well worth splashing out on. $$$

Kaole Ruins

ONE OF THE SWAHILI COAST’S FIRST TRADING SETTLEMENTS

A bumpy road runs south from Bagamoyo along the coast for 5km to Kaole, a spectacular complex of ruined tombs, houses and mosques dating back to the 13th century. It’s said that when the Omani sultan first began building here, the indigenous people were intrigued: ‘Chite kalole,’ (let’s go and see), they said, and – so the story goes – the name Kaole stuck.

When visiting, be sure to stop first at the little museum that details the trade in ivory, rhino horn, animal skins and slaves. Imports, in the form of trade goods, included glass beads, daggers and ceramics from the Arabic world and as far away as India.

Kaole’s natural harbour – the original reason for the foundation of the sultan’s trading and military settlement – has long since silted up and been overrun by mangroves. You will likely see one of the large monitor lizards that often come out of this watery forest to sunbathe among the ruined stonework.

The 13th-century mosque was one of the first to be built in what would later become mainland Tanzania. There’s also a 15th-century mosque and 22 graves from the same period. A particularly notable excavation is the tomb of Sharifa (believed to be an aristocratic girl) and it’s interesting to note that ‘Sharifa’s Grave’ remains an important spiritual venue where citizens still make offerings.

Towards the end of the 15th century, the settlement was attacked by the Portuguese and subsequently abandoned in favour of the anchorage at nearby Bagamoyo.
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Understanding Bagamoyo’s Chequered History

The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, described as the world’s first guidebook (compiled in the 1st century CE), mentions the port of ‘Rhapta’, which was believed to be in the vicinity of modern-day Dar es Salaam. Some geographers believe it may have been Kaole or Bagamoyo.

In the 17th century, Arabic traders transferred their centre of operations to Bagamoyo, chiefly as a way station for slaves en route from the interior to Zanzibar’s slave market (35km away).

At the height of Bagamoyo’s period of prominence, an estimated 50,000 enslaved people passed through the town. It was said that four times that many died on the 2000km forced march from the interior.




Getting Around

Boda-boda motorbike taxis and dalla-dalla minibuses congregate near the fish market (next to the old Customs House), but Bagamoyo is easily walkable and most sights can be reached on foot.

Non-motorised dhows to Zanzibar moor near the market, generally leaving around 1am and arriving in Zanzibar around dawn, but have no safety features and visitors are discouraged from embarking. If you insist, you’ll need to register with the immigration officer in the Customs House.

Dalla-dallas to Bagamoyo (two hours) leave Dar es Salaam’s Makumbusho terminal (5km north of the city centre) throughout the day. Heading northwards, there’s a daily bus around 10am to Saadani village (three hours).






PANGANI
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With a population of just 8000, Pangani is less well known than Bagamoyo, thanks to its relative remoteness from Dar es Salaam. Another historic Swahili Coast dhow port, it was once one of the main settlements south of Mombasa for slave and ivory trading. It was also an alternative departure point for European explorers, including Hungarian Count Samuel Teliki, who departed the town in 1887 to become the first Westerner to cross from here to what is now southern Ethiopia. (Along the way he also made the first serious attempt on Mt Kilimanjaro, but failed to reach the summit because of ear problems.)

You’ll catch a sense of some of Pangani’s past glory in the crumbling and faded stonework of the old town, but most visitors are drawn here because of its access to some of East Africa’s loveliest and wildest beaches.
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TOP TIP

There are hopes for a Pangani River bridge to be completed by 2025, but for the time being, bear in mind that the beaches to the south are reached from Pangani by ferry. While the river mouth is only about 300m wide, waiting times for the ferry can be almost an hour at busy periods.



Walk Through Pangani’s Crumbling Historical Centre

EVOCATIVE RIVERFRONT QUARTER

Pangani has a faded charm, and is far enough off the beaten track to avoid the souvenir vendors and would-be guides who will likely accost you in Bagamoyo.

Thanks to the sheltered mouth of the Pangani River, the town was already established as a dhow port by the 6th century CE, and later became a major trading centre with caravans arriving from Lake Tanganyika with ivory and enslaved people. Business now revolves around sisal, maize, bananas and cassava.

There remains an unmistakably Arabic feel to the town, even as you walk past the fading ochre walls of the old German prison – reminiscent of a caravanserai or a desert fortress – and the German-built administrative building, behind an oasis-like screen of palms and riverside greenery. Wander past the historic dock, where dhows loaded with ivory once moored and a riverfront slave market operated. The old boma that was once the mansion of an Omani trader was built in 1810. You’ll also walk past several crumbling shophouses – on what’s known locally as ‘Indian St’ – that bear unmistakable Asian influences.

By the end of the 19th century, Tanga had taken over as the major administrative and trading hub on this part of the coast, but it’s perhaps thanks to this that sleepy Pangani has retained a backwater charm. It remains an ideal location to combine carefree beach bumming with an insight into regional history.
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EXPLORING PANGANI’S INLAND & OFFSHORE WATERWAYS

Pangani river cruise

Pangani Coast Cultural Tourism Programme (pcctp.tanga@gmail.com) arranges boat trips up the Pangani River, through sprawling coconut groves and thatch-roofed settlements. Look for crocodiles and a few of Tanzania’s estimated 1000 bird species.

Sport-fishing trips in Pemba Channel

The rich waters of the Pemba Channel are the domain of large marlin, sailfish, dorado, yellow-fin tuna, kingfish and barracuda. Bahari Pori Bandas (baharipori.com) can run fishing expeditions, with all equipment supplied, on traditional dhows or modern boats.

Snorkelling and diving in Maziwe Island Marine Park

Maziwe Island Marine Park, 12km offshore from Pangani, can be reached by boat. The surrounding reefs – habitat for an estimated 200 fish species – are renowned for their corals and sponges and as a home to turtles and dolphins. Kasa Divers (kasa-divers.com) runs snorkelling and diving day trips.



WHERE TO STAY IN PANGANI

Bahari Pori Bandas

A 15-minute drive north of town, this low-key resort is Pangani’s nearest and best budget beach stay. $

Pangani Cliffs Lodge

This lovely lodge combines barefoot luxury with a wild beach and fascinating Swahili history and culture. $$

Capricorn Beach Cottages

Idyllic beach getaway in Kigombe village (12km south of Pangani). Self-cater or enjoy the restaurant and beach BBQ. $$$


Public Announcement Textiles

Everywhere along the Swahili Coast you’ll see women clad in brightly coloured fabrics known as kitenge or kanga. The swirl of colours and patterns can be mind-boggling, but they can say a surprising amount about the wearer. Kanga are differentiated from kitenge by the printed slogan – almost always in Swahili – that runs in large letters down one side.

Kanga have been described as a village-level form of Swahili Twitter. They can be used to share religious messages, motivational slogans or romantic themes. Often they’re semi-cryptic messages warning a competing woman to stay clear…or intended to thwart the neighbourhood gossips.

Kanga got their name from the Swahili word for guinea fowl because the earliest motifs were simple patterns of white dots on black fabric, reminiscent of the guinea fowls’ speckled feathers.



Beach Bumming around Pangani

SOME OF EAST AFRICA’S MOST UNSPOILED BEACHES

More than 70km of wave-washed white sand stretches southwards from Pangani, with another 20km running in an almost unbroken line north.

An hour’s drive south of Pangani is the lovely, low-key Ushongo Beach, a barefoot hangout that, during the holiday season, is a favourite holiday-home getaway for many Arusha residents. It’s the sort of place where you could happily chill for a week or so, sipping dawa cocktails and shooting pool in the popular bar at Mike’s Beach Cottages.

It’s a great beach on which to simply to relax in the shade of coconut palms, but when the tide is out you can walk for kilometres along gleaming sand where fish eagles call mournfully and hermit crabs jostle like rolled dice.

About 40 minutes’ drive south of Ushongo, Sange Beach is famous for its upmarket resorts, but if you’re driving, you might need 4WD and high clearance to get through the 4km of talcum-powder sand leading to the beach. Kijongo Bay Resort, the area’s most sumptuous resort, can arrange transfers from as far afield as Dar es Salaam, Saadani and Tanga.

Nearer to Sange town is Barry’s Beach Resort, with charming timber and thatch bungalows fronted by hectares of icing-sugar sand. Barry can arrange boat transfers from Zanzibar – after seeing Sange’s beach, it’s not unknown for visitors to be reluctant to return to the island!
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Getting Around

Buses run from Dar es Salaam’s Ubungo bus terminal to Pangani. If you’re driving, allow time for the Pangani ferry (Tsh5000 for a car), situated at the town’s southern entrance.

The beachfront resorts at Ushongo and Sange aren’t served by dalla-dalla and, unless you have a rental car (ideally 4WD), your best bet will be to arrange transport through the property or find a relatively intrepid taxi driver.

Northbound buses leave Pangani for Tanga. A new road (under construction at the time of writing) will cut travel time, but it currently takes up to two hours to complete the 50km journey.






Beyond Pangani
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Elephants on the beach, Shirazi-era ruins and bird-filled montane forests are just some of the highlights of the area around Pangani.


You’re in for a treat whichever way you head from Pangani because the coastline in either direction, up or down the Pemba Channel, is famous for its endless stretches of white sand and monumental baobabs.

To the south, the road through Saadani National Park is well maintained and graded, but can be slippery after rain. It’s all part of the adventure and, besides, if you’re driving you will probably want to take it slow in an area patrolled by a large population of elephants and big cats. Saadani is one of the few places in Africa where you have a reasonable chance of major wildlife sightings right on a beach.

The next destination for most travellers moving north from Pangani is the lovely old town of Tanga. The town is far bigger than Pangani and it’s worth allowing a few days to explore some world-class sights in the area.
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TOP TIP

This coastline might be the best place in the country to sample what is arguably Tanzania’s national cocktail. Dawa (literally ‘medicine’ in Swahili) is an invigorating – but sometimes deceptively potent – mix of vodka, lime juice and honey served on ice.




SAADANI ACTIVITIES ON LAND & WATER

Simply lazing by the pool or beach at a Saadani lodge comes with the possibility of an unexpected wildlife encounter, but along with the twice-daily game drives, there’s plenty more here to keep you active.

Saadani on foot

A walking safari offers an opportunity to get your boots on African soil and a rare opportunity to examine the small print of the wilderness – ask your guide to explain footprints and spoor, insect species, birdlife and the quirks of Saadani’s varied habitats.

Saadani by boat

A favourite excursion is a boat trip among the hippos and crocs on the Wami River, while some lodges also offer full-day ‘sea safaris’ for sightings of the region’s marine wildlife.



Saadani National Park’s Beach-Roaming Wildlife

CELEBRATED BUSH-AND-BEACH ESCAPE

Saadani National Park is famous as a place where elephants, hippos and occasionally even lions saunter along the sands. These are extremely rare occurrences but, nevertheless, this accessible coastal wilderness is certainly one of Africa’s most appealing beach-and-bush destinations. If a shoreline safari is what you’re after, this park – on the coast directly opposite Zanzibar Island – could be just the ticket.

You have a good chance of seeing hippos, crocodiles, giraffes, waterbuck and bohor reedbuck. With a little more luck, you might even rack up rare sightings of Angola colobus monkeys, Lichtenstein’s hartebeests or red duiker. Buffaloes and leopards are harder still to spot, and those beach-plodding lions could almost be a part of the Saadani myth. The Saadani Holy Grail might be a sighting of greater kudu or the majestic Roosevelt’s sable.

Saadani, a mere 20-minute flight from the beaches of Zanzibar, is justifiably popular with those hankering for a safari experience. Thanks to a varied habitat of savanna, palms, coastal thicket, mangroves, beach and estuary, this 1100-sq-km wilderness is also famous with birdwatchers. Saadani’s waterways, in particular, offer a chance to see Pel’s fishing owls, mangrove kingfishers, African skimmers, flamingos and fish eagles.

Saadani is also one of East Africa’s best-protected breeding sites for green sea turtles and, if you take an offshore boat trip, you might spot dolphins or even catch a glimpse of a humpback whale.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SAADANI NATIONAL PARK

TANAPA (Tanzania National Park) cottages

Tents (and cottages) near the park’s northern entrance. $

Saadani Safari Lodge

Beautifully appointed all-inclusive lodge right on the beach, offering the full range of Saadani activities. $$

Kisampa

This ecolodge offers unique volunteer conservation and community opportunities for visitors. $$

Wander Through Historic Tanga

EXPLORE THE OLD TOWN ON FOOT OR BY BIKE

Urithi Tanga Museum is the ideal starting point for a 4km walk through one of Tanzania’s most charming cities. Urithi means ‘heritage’ in Swahili, and while the museum’s collection of photos and artefacts is captivating, it’s worth the Tsh10,000 entrance fee just to stroll through the majestic colonial-era administration building. Museum staff can help with bicycle rental.

Next door is the lovely Tanga Library, which cost US$19,000 when it was built in 1957.

Carry on east along Independence Ave to a cluster of delightful buildings in varying states of decay dating from the 1930s to 1960s. Detour into Jamhuri Park (Republic Park) to visit the Askari Monument and the German Clock Tower, built from coral-stone in 1901.

Head inland to Arab Rd past the 100-year-old Usambara Courthouse on your way to a small park (where Swahili St meets India St) famous for its WWI graves.

Walk along Market St until you reach the bustling Uzunguni Market, then head south down Mkwakwani Rd, past the old Tanga school, and follow Ring St past the colonial-era train station.

Railway St leads to Uhuru Park (Freedom Park) and you’ll get a further sense of Tanga’s multicultural past as Goan St passes St Augustine’s Church and the gleaming white domes of the Greek Orthodox Church, built 150 years ago by Greek merchants.

Back on Independence Ave, pass City Hall and the crumbling old Tanga Press Club on your way back to the museum.


Shirazi Culture at Tongoni Ruins

In January 1499, Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama anchored his three ships near what are now the ruins of Tongoni. With most of his crew dead or dying of scurvy, da Gama was grateful for the chance to reprovision at what was then a booming trading town.

The settlement, established in the 13th century by traders from Shiraz (in present-day Iran) under the protection of the Sultan of Oman, was a vital link in a trading network stretching between the African interior, the Arabian Gulf and Indian subcontinent.

The complex is notable today for its excavated tombs with their 3m-tall Shirazi pillars. The strange disc-shaped hollows on the upper faces of the pillars were once decorated with ceramic dishes.

There’s a ticket office and knowledgeable guides who are happy (for a supplementary fee) to also offer cultural tours to homes in the modern-day fishing community.



WHERE TO STAY IN TANGA

Panori Hotel

Affordable boutique hotel with an enticing bar and gardens with a swimming pool. $

CBA Hotel

Reliable hotel with a great campsite and a restaurant. Also try next door Tanga Yacht Club. $$

Tanga Beach Resort

Fully equipped resort (pool, spa, fitness centre etc) on the beachfront near the city centre. $$$


Amani’s Sightings & Activities

There are two official rest houses and a tented camp within the park, and staff can arrange a variety of guided activities, including hiking, birdwatching, mountain biking and night walks.

Waking in the cool highland air to birdsong and the sound of chirping insects is a pleasure, and days spent hiking along shady forested trails to cool off under cascading waterfalls could be a highlight of your Tanzanian adventures.

Carry binoculars as the reserve boasts some wild superstars, including Amani sunbirds, banded green sunbirds and green-headed oriole. Other rare sightings include Jackson’s three-horned chameleon, the African violet, black-and-white colobus monkeys and St Valencious – a tree that can’t be found anywhere else in the world.

If butterflies are of particular interest, be sure to visit the Amani Butterfly Project office for a list of resident species.



Amani Nature Reserve’s Unsung Jungle

TREK THROUGH CLASSIC TROPICAL MONTANE FOREST

Lying 70km from Tanga, Amani Nature Reserve, in the wetter Eastern Usambara Range, is nevertheless not easy to access. Don’t be deterred because these 8380 hectares of montane forest (one of the richest forest habitats in East Africa) repay the determined traveller many times over.

The reserve is ranked (by Bird Life International) as the world’s 12th-best birdwatching site, yet the park sees barely 400 visitors a year. With shadowy forest covering the hills so thickly, it’s hard to get good sightings without the help of the reserve’s experienced guides.

It’s a place of immense botanical riches, with countless butterflies (some very rare) attracted to its many flowers. Amani was protected under the German administration for more than a century, and was already renowned as Africa’s biggest botanical gardens (with as many as 1000 species of plants) when it was gazetted as a reserve in 1997. Six years later, Amani was the scene of a gold rush that brought in around 10,000 people, forcing the government to step up patrols to protect the natural resources and the watershed that’s vital for surrounding farmland. The logging that has been another curse in recent years hasn’t entirely been removed – perhaps a reaction to the economic downturn during the COVID-19 pandemic – but Amani remains a worthwhile destination for anyone in search of some blissfully cool montane forest activities.

Summit Expeditions and Nomadic Experience (nomadicexperience.com) can arrange trips to Amani.
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Getting Around

Saadani National Park is accessible by plane or boat from Zanzibar. Daily buses run through the park between Pangani and Bagamoyo via Saadani village. Arrange transport in advance via the Saadani National Park website (tanzaniaparks.go.tz), though it’s usually easier and more cost effective to stay at one of the lodges.

The main road through Saadani is well maintained but can be slippery after heavy rain. Some game-driving routes cross treacherous black cotton soil and are best avoided.

Buses from Pangani run to Tanga’s Kange bus terminal. A new road (due to open in late 2023) is likely to cut driving time substantially.

Muheza is the gateway to Amani Nature Reserve, with buses at 6am and 2pm. To avoid overnighting in Muheza, time your arrival to catch the afternoon bus. The 4km dirt track to the reserve rest house and research centre requires a high-ground-clearance vehicle.






USAMBARA MOUNTAINS
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After the monotony of the sun-baked plains – with their endless stretches of sisal, corn and sugar cane, broken only occasionally by clumps of mango trees and pawpaw – the coolness of the Usambara highlands and the picturesque mountain backdrops are reminiscent of African Alps.

The blissful climate once provoked a (short-lived) German plan to establish a colonial capital in the highland town of Lushoto, and crystal-clear, sunny days coupled with cosy evenings around a log fire continue to inspire new generations of travellers. Add to this verdant forests, rich agricultural land and attractive market towns and you have an unbeatable combination.

It takes a certain determination to penetrate the most isolated valleys (it was undoubtedly this that deterred German architects), but don’t let that put you off. You could easily spend a week or more hiking between villages, and the tourism infrastructure is developed enough to offer tempting accommodation options without resorting to camping.
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TOP TIP

The Usambara mountains are best avoided in the rainy season when tracks can get muddy. The best time to visit is from June to November when clear air enhances the views, which can stretch almost 200km, all the way to the peak of Kilimanjaro.




Best Markets in the Usambaras

Try to time visits to coincide with village markets, when traders arrive from throughout the region with produce, crafts and livestock. As the most important social and economic events in the week, these markets are the best places to experience the interaction of various communities.

Lushoto’s main market (the biggest in the area) is on Sunday, but there’s also a smaller market on Thursday.

Head to Soni for the Tuesday market, but if you happen through on Friday there’s a small market on that day too.

Bumbuli has a main market on Saturday, with a smaller market on Tuesday.

Then there’s Mlalo (Wednesday), Sunga (Monday) and Mambo (Thursday) markets.



A Cycling Tour Through the Usambara Mountains

ONE OF TANZANIA’S LEAST-KNOWN REGIONS ON TWO WHEELS

A brief glimpse of Usambara topography could be enough to shrink the heart of the fittest cyclist. However, since organised routes tend to begin at around 2000m and descend to the lowlands (or even the beach), the best cycling adventures are filled with exciting freewheeling sections.

It’s hard to imagine a pleasanter African climate or backdrop for an extended highland cycle trip. MamboViewPoint Ecolodge is the ideal launching pad for a journey through both the Western and Eastern Usambaras. From here it’s a pleasant downhill run through Lushoto town to Mullers Mountain Lodge or Swiss Farm Cottage (around 55km). The following day your route takes in Mazimbai Forest before dropping into the hot, dry Lwengera Valley, which separates the Western and Eastern Usambaras.

On the Eastern side you climb to Nilo Nature Reserve, from where it’s possible to head south to Amani Nature Forest Reserve to spend a couple of days exploring (better on foot than on bicycle). From Amani it’s a final, pleasant 78km downhill run to Pangani.

Some people choose to extend the trip by tagging a couple of days of game driving (or, for the highly active, walking safaris) at Mkomazi National Park onto the beginning, or perhaps a dhow voyage to Zanzibar onto the end.

Sadly there have been reports of occasional robberies of solo travellers in the Usambara region and it’s recommended to travel with a local guide. Moshi-based Summit Expeditions & Nomadic Experience (nomadicexperience.com) is famous for high-octane, high-energy adventures all over Tanzania and can arrange cycling or trekking (or even running!) tours through the Usambaras.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE USAMBARAS

MamboViewPoint EcoLodge

An ecolodge with views of the Western Usambara’s and cultural experiences in nearby Mambo village. $$

Swiss Farm Cottage

A cosy hiking/biking retreat with charming cottages (or safari-style tents) on an alpine meadow above Lushoto. $$$

Tumaini Hostel

Run by the Lutheran church, with clean budget rooms, hot-water showers and a restaurant in Lushoto town centre. $

Lushoto, Usambara’s Main Base Camp

TANZANIA’S HILL-STATION RETREAT

Known during the German administration as Wilhelmstal, Lushoto was a favourite hill-station retreat thanks to its cool mountain climate and the fertile valley (about 1200m above sea level). Several evocative German buildings – a handful of churches and missions, country estates and the old prison – remain as reminders of grandiose plans that nearly led to the founding of a colonial capital here.

Perhaps it’s fortunate that Lushoto escaped that honour, since this relaxed agricultural town (population 500,000) is one of the country’s most charming communities and makes a wonderful base from which to explore the Western Usambaras. If possible, time your arrive so that you’re in Lushoto on Sunday when the colourful, bustling market forms the highlight of the social calendar for countless surrounding farmsteads and communities. (A smaller market also takes place every Thursday.)

As you trek through the area, you’ll come across German landmarks, such as the old colonial outpost of Shume (an hour’s drive north of Lushoto), where many of the early settlers’ buildings are still in use. The region’s real highlights are in the traditional communities of the Sambaa people (such as the royal village of Kwembago), which are best visited with a local guide.

Trekking routes invariably loop along the flanks of the mountains through banana plantations and terraced corn fields to link the villages. There have been reports of solo hikers being robbed on isolated trails (by ne’er-do-wells from across the Kenyan border, 60km away, if local rumours are to be believed). All Lushoto hotels and hostels can recommend reliable guides.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN LUSHOTO

St Eugene’s Lodge

Budget option on the outskirts of town, with unpretentious but comfortable rooms. The attached restaurant – run by an order of sisters, and serving excellent homemade jams and cheeses – is worth a visit. $

Lawns Hotel

Just a few minutes’ walk from the town centre, with friendly staff and comfortable rooms; perhaps the best-value accommodation in Lushoto. $$

Milemeleni Guesthouse

On a hill overlooking Lushoto, this is a peaceful and relaxing budget option set among tropical gardens that are a magnet for birds. $




Getting Around

The town of Mombo (on the B1 highway linking Dar es Salaam and Tanga with Arusha) is the access point to the Western Usambaras. If you’re driving, don’t be misled by the relatively short distances: the highland lanes are invariably steep and windy, and the hairpin bends around sheer drops can be nerve-wracking when you meet a truck or bus.

It’s a little over 10km as the crow flies from Mombo to Lushoto, but it’s about an hour by dalla-dalla (which run frequently throughout the day).

Buses leave Lushoto daily around 7am for Tanga (six hours), Dar es Salaam and Arusha (both about eight hours). A private taxi from Tanga takes about five hours (costing around Tsh350,000).

Boda-bodas are widely available in towns, but taxis can be harder to find.






PARE MOUNTAINS
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The Pare (pronounced pah-ray) Mountains are webbed with a network of well-trodden trails, including relatively short hikes that link some of the fascinating farming communities. Nevertheless, tourism infrastructure is minimal and it’s best to carry all provisions and hire a knowledgeable local guide who can also clue you in on the fascinating cultural nuances of the Pare people.

According to oral tradition, the Pare (sometimes called Wapare) came from Kenya’s Taita Hills and were driven into these mountains by Maasai cattle raiders. Abandoning the pastoralist lifestyle, the Pare began to farm vegetables, bananas, cardamom, cassava and maize (the last two relatively recent imports from the Americas).

Despite dedicated missionary activity in the Pares, much of daily life is still dictated by the spirits of the ancestors. Complex funereal rituals are crucial to the community’s wellbeing and most villages have sacred areas where the skulls of tribal chiefs are stored. An invitation to visit such a spot should be considered an extreme honour.
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TOP TIP

The Pare Mountain range sees little tourist activity – certainly considerably less than the nearby Usambaras. Hikers should be fully self-sufficient with provisions. It’s also a good idea to carry a water filter and basic camping equipment. Learning basic greetings in Swahili – or better, in Pare – will make things more fun.



Same – Hub of the Pare Mountains

HIGHLAND HIKES AND SAVANNA SAFARIS

Same (pronounced sah-may) is the main economic hub of the southern Pare Mountains. Apart from Sundays, when the big regional market comes to town, there’s not much to keep you in Same. The town’s central location nevertheless makes it an excellent base for a variety of cultural excursions, as well as trips into the wonderful Mkomazi National Park.

Elephant Motel (at the eastern edge of town) has been a safari hub since the 1970s when Mkomazi was a hunting reserve and, thanks to knowledgeable and experienced staff, the quaint old bar is still the best place in town to plan your safari over a frosty bottle of Serengeti. (Elephant Motel also has an open-sided game-driving vehicle for trips into the park.)

If it’s cultural diversity that has drawn you to the Pares, then you’re ideally situated to head south to the cattle-herding plains and a cluster of Maasai manyatta (settlements) that rarely see a visitor. To experience the unique Pare culture, however, you need to head up to the highland villages in the foothills around Shengena Peak (a two-hour drive from Same). Ideally, try to coincide your visit with the vibrant livestock market that takes place in Mbaga village every Friday. Another uniquely important location is Malameni Rock, where children were still being sacrificed to appease the spirits even until the 1930s.
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A Three-day Hike Through the Best of the Pares

It’s possible to walk a three-day loop that takes in many of the Pare Mountains’ most spectacular sights. The route starts in Mbaga and passes through Chome village around the slopes of Shengena Peak.

Tona Lodge (in Mbaga) is the ideal departure point since lodge staff can arrange guides and advise on supplementary payment of nature-reserve fees and camping fees for Shengena Peak. On the first afternoon, you arrive at Chome, where you sleep in a local home. The next morning you move onwards to Shengena Forest and camp close to the treeline so that you can start climbing at 4am to be on the summit of the highest point in the Eastern Arc Mountains for sunrise.



WHERE TO STAY IN AND AROUND THE PARE MOUNTAINS

Elephant Motel (Same village)

Rooms with access to a charming old 1970s safari-style bar. There’s also a huge terrace and a playground for kids. $

Tona Lodge (Mbaga village)

This property in Mbaga village (overlooking Mkomazi National Park from an altitude of 1340m) is still a regional favourite. $

Mhako Hostel (Usangi village)

Interior rooms can be a little gloomy, but this friendly property is appealing if you pay a little more for a balcony. $


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN MKOMAZI NATIONAL PARK

Tanzania National Park Cottages

Cottages (and a campsite) are available near Zange gate entrance and guides are on hand to arrange game drives, walking safaris, rhino watching and night drives. $

Mkomazi View

Hidden in a secluded valley deep inside the park, this is one of Tanzania’s most idyllic tented camps. (Arrange for game-driving vehicles in advance.) $$$



The Secret Savannas of Mkomazi

NORTHERN TANZANIA’S LEAST-KNOWN SAFARI VENUE

Few places can compare with the world-famous Serengeti or Ngorongoro, but Mkomazi offers a rare chance to be surrounded by wildlife while seemingly exploring in complete isolation.

Mkomazi is sometimes said to be a great park for birders, but such backhanded praise doesn’t do justice to its wealth of wildlife. You could spend days exploring this 3245-sq-km wilderness of savanna, scrub-covered hills and craggy valleys without seeing another vehicle.

Four separate lion prides (a total of around 20 animals), uncounted resident leopards and large clans of hyena attest to the fact that there’s no shortage of prey here. You’ll see large herds of zebras and buffaloes congregating around Dindira Dam, along with elephants and the ubiquitous giraffes. You’re sure to see eland, impala and waterbuck and, with luck, may also enjoy sightings of rarer antelope such as Coke’s hartebeest, fringe-eared oryx, lesser kudu and the elegant long-necked gerenuk. Mkomazi is also home to a black rhino breeding sanctuary and a wild dog conservation project.

Some visitors complain that wildlife is often skittish and shy, but this is natural in a park that sees few visitors. It’s a fair price to pay for such an atmosphere of blissful seclusion.

If you’re self-driving, be sure you have a reliable vehicle with ample provisions. Tracks are generally in good condition, but allow plenty of time because elephants sometimes block woodland trails and you might have to double back. The areas of treacherous black cotton soil around Dindira Dam (undoubtedly Mkomazi’s wildlife hotspot) can become slippery even after minimal rain. Elephant Motel in Same can arrange game drives into the park.
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Getting Around

Dalla-dalla run to most villages in the Pare Mountains, but travel by local transport can be erratic and time-consuming.

It’s an 8km drive from Same town to Zange gate (the main entrance to Mkomazi National Park). Be aware that the gate has recently been moved – next to the main track to Kisiwani village – but Google Maps (and some signage) is yet to catch up with the change.

There’s no phone signal in the park and signs aren’t always clear, so if you’re self-driving (or just appreciate an understanding of your whereabouts) be sure to download a regional map from the MAPS.ME app.






MT KILIMANJARO


[image: jpg]

Climbing Mt Kilimanjaro (5896m) is one of the great experiences of African travel. It’s an iconic challenge that combines accessibility (this is not a technical mountain climb) with astonishing views and the genuine cachet of having climbed to the highest point of Africa.

Mt Kilimanjaro stands at the heart of the national park that bears the mountain’s name. In addition to being the continent’s highest peak, 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 the remarkable, snowcapped equatorial mountain, drawing near to Mt Kilimanjaro is a soulful, memorable experience.
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TOP TIP

Mt Kilimanjaro can be climbed year-round, though weather patterns are notoriously erratic. The best months are during the dry season, from late June to October, and from late December to February or early March. At other times, rains are always possible, which can affect both trail conditions and visibility.
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Guides & Porters

Licensed guides, and at least one porter (for the guide), are obligatory on Kilimanjaro and are provided by your trekking company. 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.

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 wildlife, flowers or other features.

Porters will carry bags weighing up to 15kg (not including their own food and clothing, which they strap to the outside of your bag).



WHERE TO STAY AROUND MT KILIMANJARO

Kibo Hotel, Marangu

With a who’s who of past guests (eg Hans Meyer and Jimmy Carter), Kibo is well past its prime, but very atmospheric. $$

Marangu Hotel

This long-standing hotel offers old-world ambience, pleasant rooms, flowering gardens and a campground. $$$

Kaliwa Lodge

This German-run lodge has a Bauhaus architectural style, comprising restful grey cube-like structures. $$$

Coffee Tree Campsite

This place has expansive grounds, tents for hire and chalets of varying sizes. $

Kilimanjaro Mountain Resort

Gardens and forest surround this stately building with rooms, museum and restaurant, west of Marangu. $$$

Babylon Lodge

Friendly Babylon has very clean, straightforward rooms clustered around small, attractive gardens. $$

Climbing the Mountain

ASCEND TO THE TOP OF AFRICA

Climbing Mt Kilimanjaro is both an extraordinary experience and a serious undertaking. It’s important that you take both sides of this equation seriously.

All of the climbs take you up through the alpine rainforests, which are home to buffaloes, elephants, leopards and monkeys, although most animals keep their distance. As you move beyond the treeline, the air begins to thin, as does the vegetation, even as the sense of anticipation grows as you catch glimpses of the high summits. One of the least-anticipated side effects of the climb is the camaraderie that grows between those on the trail: more than any other activity in Tanzania, you’ll experience a shared sense of a common goal, with everyone encouraging each other and sharing tips and stories. Many travellers end up making lifelong friends on this climb.

Remember, too, 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 up to an area such as the Saddle, the top of the Barranco Wall or the Shira Plateau to appreciate the splendour and magnificence of the mountain without the slog of summiting.

At the same time as all of this, don’t be fooled by the number of people who climb Kilimanjaro. While many thousands of trekkers reach Uhuru Peak without major difficulty, many more don’t make it because they suffer altitude sickness or simply aren’t in good enough shape. And every year some trekkers and porters die on the mountain.

Come prepared with appropriate footwear and waterproof cold-weather clothing and gear, including a good-quality sleeping bag (which can be rented from trekking operators), and everything necessary to waterproof your gear. 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 on if you’ve gone to the expense and effort of starting a trek and then can’t reach the top. Don’t feel bad about insisting on an extra day with the trekking companies: standard medical advice is to increase sleeping altitude by only 300m per day once you’re above 3000m – this is about one-third of the daily altitude gains above 3000m on the standard Kili climb routes offered by most operators.

There are seven main trekking routes to the summit. Trekkers on all but the Marangu Route must use tents. Officially a limit of 60 climbers per route per day is in effect on Kilimanjaro. It’s not always enforced, except on the Marangu Route, which is self-limiting because of maximum hut capacities.
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Marangu Route: A trek on this route is typically sold as a four-night, five-day return package, though 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 section of the Mweka route. Usually a six- or seven-day return.
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Umbwe Route: Steeper and with a more direct way to the summit than other routes; it’s very enjoyable if you can resist the temptation to gain altitude too quickly (aim for at least six days). Although this route is direct, the top, very steep section up the Western Breach is often covered in ice or snow, which makes it impassable or extremely dangerous. 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. It’s better to choose the Lemosho Route, which is essentially the same, but with the advantage that it starts lower at Londorosi gate and is normally done in eight days (rather than six or seven for Shira Plateau).

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 before crossing the Shira Plateau and then joining up with the Machame Route.

Northern Circuit Route: This route – the longest (eight to 10 days) – initially follows the same path as the Shira Plateau Route before turning north near Lava Tower and continuing around the northern (‘back’) 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, no-frills treks start 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 will be your meals, guide and equipment. Also remember that an environmentally responsible trek usually costs more.

Common tips for satisfactory service 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.




TOUR OPERATORS FOR CLIMBING KILI

African Scenic Safaris

(africanscenicsafaris.com) Well-organised Kilimanjaro treks.

Just Kilimanjaro

(just-kilimanjaro.com) A small, highly regarded operator offering expertly guided Kilimanjaro treks by the lovely Methley Swai.

Summit Expeditions & Nomadic Experience

(nomadicexperience.com) Excellent Kili climbs organised by a Chagga-American couple.

Tanzania Journeys

(tanzaniajourneys.com) Expertly led climbs of all of northern Tanzania’s mountains.

Honey Badger Lodge and Safaris

(honeybadgerlodge.com/safaris) Well-regarded, community-focused Kili climbs and northern circuit safaris.



WHERE TO STAY IN MOSHI

Hibiscus

This cosy B&B has nicely decorated rooms, a pleasant garden and meals on request in a quiet residential area. $

Haria Hotel

This friendly, switched-on place has simple, spacious rooms and a rooftop restaurant-bar with Kili views. $

AMEG Lodge

Expect attractive rooms in manicured gardens with palm trees and frangipanis, 4km northwest of the centre. $$

Get to Know Moshi

GO ON A COFFEE TOUR

Arusha can be a real scene, and Moshi is its urban antidote. There’s not a whole lot to see here, but it has an appealing blend of African and Asian influences and a self-sufficient, prosperous feel, due in large part to 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.

Places to chill include the Kilimanjaro Coffee Lounge or the outstanding Union Cafe; the latter is a real hub of local life with wifi and honey cappuccinos. Peppers has some of the best Indian food in northern Tanzania. 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.


Yohani Kinyala Lauwo

The first Tanzanian to scale Kilimanjaro was Yohani Kinyala Lauwo, whose memory is still revered in his hometown of Marangu. Lauwo was only 18 when he was appointed by Chief Marealle I in 1889 to be the guide for Hans Meyer (the first Westerner to reach Uhuru Peak). In those days the route was not defined, climbing equipment was rudimentary and wages were much lower – Lauwo earned just Tsh1 per day.

Lauwo spent much of the remainder of his life leading foreign trekkers up the mountain and training new guides. In 1989 Lauwo was present at the 100th anniversary celebration of the first ascent of Kilimanjaro. He died in 1996 at the claimed age of 125. His family still lives in Marangu.



Go on a Coffee Tour

SEE WHERE COFFEE COMES FROM

Moshi means coffee for most Tanzanians, and taking a coffee tour is a great alternative (or complement) to all the fuss about climbing Kili.

Kiliman Cultural Tourism (Kahawa Shambani; kilimanculturaltourism.com) is a laudable 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, which is a wonderful way to get under the skin of local culinary culture and tastes. Other tours include village and waterfall walks, and it also offers a cycling tour. It’s easiest to book at Union Cafe or contact the company directly through its website.


Getting Around

The main points for organising Kilimanjaro treks are Moshi and Arusha. Wherever you organise your trek, transport will be provided to the trailhead. To minimise costs, choose a trailhead close to your starting point. It’s also possible to catch a bus to Marangu or Machame and organise your trek from there, but this means you can lose valuable days making the arrangements.






ARUSHA
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Tanzania’s second-largest city, Arusha is whatever you want it to be: gateway to the incredible parks of the country’s north, opportunity to go on a cultural tour, or a place to catch a glimpse of urban life, northern Tanzanian style. Whatever the reason you’re here, Arusha has plenty to keep you interested.

The city has two sides: the one that tries to grab a slice of passing safari traffic, and another that just gets on with its business. To really understand Arusha, it’s good to get a taste of both. This means a mix of cool garden cafes, busy markets, appealing shops and museums, while one of the best things you can do while you’re here is take a half-day or day-long cultural tour out into the villages where you can immerse yourself in community life.
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SIGHTS

1Natural History Museum

EATING

2Blue Heron

3Khan’s Barbecue

4Le Patio

5Via Via

SHOPPING

6Central Market

7Jamaliyah

8Kase

9Kilombero Market

10Mt Meru Curios & Crafts Market

see 2Schwari

11Tanzanite Experience




TOP TIP

If you don’t already have a safari booked when you arrive in Arusha, be ready to shop around for a few days. Head straight to the offices – if you let a tout take you, they’ll be receiving a commission that will add to the cost of your safari.
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Enjoy the Safari Gateway

EXPERIENCE TOURIST-FRIENDLY TANZANIA

Tourist Tanzania takes centre stage along Boma Rd: you can’t walk far along this main central street, which is lined with safari operators and cheap hotels, without someone offering to take you out into the big beyond on a ‘Nice safari, very good price’.

Stay along the road long enough to pop into Jamaliyah, a tiny gem of a shop selling wooden picture frames made from the wood of dhows (traditional sailing boats) that once sailed along Tanzania’s Swahili Coast. Nearby Kase is a small bookshop selling books and maps of Tanzania’s national parks. If you’re in the market for something sparkly, try Tanzanite Experience, one block over on India St – tanzanite is a rare gem mined almost exclusively in the Kilimanjaro area. Mt Meru Curios & Crafts Market, on Fire Rd, has the widest selection in central Arusha; hard bargaining is required.

Jump in a car, leave the touts behind and head for one of Arusha’s museums. The Natural History Museum, inside the 1900 German boma (fortified compound), houses an excellent section on human evolution, as well as displays on insects, the history of Arusha during the German colonial era, and wildlife photos and mounts. On the road out of town towards Dodoma, there’s Meserani Snake Park, with a fun collection of snakes and other reptiles, as well as a corny yet informative Maasai cultural museum. You can even go on a camel ride.

Back in town, chill in one of the garden restaurants and cafes out in the city’s leafy, quieter suburbs. These places are popular with expats and well-to-do locals alike; some even put on live music on a weekend afternoon. The long-standing Blue Heron is probably the pick, and shares grounds with Schwari, a stunning gift shop selling designer pan-African homewares. Le Patio is another good choice.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN ARUSHA

Khan’s Barbecue

Meats grilled or barbecued and served with salad to near-fanatical acclaim. $

Hot Plate

Delicious food from India’s Punjab, the south and most places in between, with both vegetarian and non-veg options. $

Universal Classic Restaurant

Simple local food, with chicken curry, beef pilau and ugali (a maize or cassava-flour staple) roast beef. $

Tapa Safari

A semi-outdoor setting with Spanish tapas, South African wines and a four-course Sunday set menu. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN ARUSHA

Raha Leo

This bright, welcoming place is one of the best-value budget options in town. $

Eight Boutique Hotel

This place has classy, large rooms on a quiet side street. $$

Karama Lodge

Karama offers rustic and rather lovely stilt bungalows with views to Kilimanjaro and Meru. $$

Arusha Coffee Lodge

In a shade-grown coffee plantation, this elegant place has gorgeous rooms and a fine restaurant. $$$

African Tulip

The deservedly popular African Tulip has supremely comfortable rooms along a quiet street. $$$

Blues & Chutney

An intimate, sophisticated, boutique B&B with white-wood decor and a good restaurant. $$$

Dive into Locals’ Arusha

GET A SLICE OF LOCAL LIFE

There’s no better way to get under Arusha’s skin than to elbow your way through the city’s markets. They’re a crowded, roiling assault on the senses with everything a local might need – there’s very little that you’ll want to take home, except for the memorable experience of being here.

Start with Arusha’s largest market, Kilombero Market, which you access along Dodoma Rd. Kilombero is a sprawling, jostling mass of humanity simply going about its business. Watch out for the handcarts filled with wares – they’ll knock you over if you don’t get out of their way. This is very much a local market and no-one, expect maybe the pickpockets, will pay you much attention. It’s a similar deal at the chaotic Central Market (aka Soko Kuu: ‘Big Market’) in the heart of the city.

You can’t leave the city without lining up for a feed at Khan’s Barbecue. This Arusha institution is an auto-spares shop by day (look for the Zubeda Auto Spares sign) and the best known of many earthy roadside barbecues around the market area by night. It lays out a heaped spread of grilled, skewered meat and salad.

For a fun, locals-dominated evening, head for Via Via, a cafe next to the Natural History Museum with live music on Thursdays and Saturdays (and sometimes other nights).
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Local Arusha Tours

The happening Via Via cafe (facebook.com/viaviacafearusha/) allows you to indulge your inner drummer with drum lessons (one-hour classes for US$25, all-day lesson in which you make your own drum, US$60). Also popular are the two- to three-hour city tours, or the three-hour cooking classes (US$40), where you’ll visit a local market to buy ingredients, followed by a hands-on lesson in Swahili cooking from a ‘Tanzanian mama’.

Another wonderful way to get under the skin of local life are the Weaving & Walking Tours run by Reda and Flora (0624 235886). These take you on a walk through Arusha to Flora’s weaving workshop, where she uses recycled textiles to create innovative new fabrics. Tours last between two and four hours. Ring ahead to be picked up from your hotel.



Immerse Yourself in Local Culture

TAKE A COMMUNITY-LED CULTURAL TOUR

Arusha has a wide selection of village tours led by locals. Most offer genuine cultural encounters and make a fine (some would say, necessary) complement to wildlife safaris. Some visitors even change their plans to stay longer in Arusha to do another tour, and a few entities offer overnight options involving camping or homestays; expect conditions to be basic.

Activities on these tours vary, so take your time to find the one that most appeals. Possibilities include nature walks, meetings with herbal doctors and midwives, local market or school visits, time with local families, meals with locals and traditional cooking sessions.

Although the line in these programs is sometimes blurred between community empowerment and empowering the enterprising individuals who run them, they nevertheless provide employment for locals and offer an excellent chance to experience Tanzania at the local level. Transport, sometimes by dalla-dalla (minibus) and sometimes by private vehicle, usually costs extra. Payment should be made on-site; always ask for a receipt.

All tours in the Arusha area (and elsewhere) can be booked through the Tanzania Tourist Board Tourist Information Centre (www.tanzaniatouristboard.com), which has brochures and a thick binder with detailed information (including prices) about most of them. The office can also outline the best transport options. Most tours should be booked a day in advance, but some guides wait at the TTB office on standby each morning.
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I LIVE HERE: ARUSHA NATIONAL PARK

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 becomes increasingly louder when the sun hits the steep rock surface of the inner side of Mt Meru.




Getting Around

Arusha is not a city for walking. If you don’t have your own vehicle, get around using dalla-dallas (Tsh500 per ride), taxis and bajaji (tuk-tuk). A taxi ride across town shouldn’t cost more than Tsh10,000, while motorcycle taxis and bajaji charge about Tsh3000 for a ride in the city centre.

With 4WD safari-vehicle rental, look for a pop-top roof for wildlife viewing. Quoted prices vary significantly and extra kilometres are charged steeply – between US$0.50 and US$1 per kilometre. Drivers are almost always included in the price; self-drive may be cheaper. Book early, because demand is high. Try Arusha Naaz (arushanaaz.net), Roadtrip Africa (roadtripafrica.com) or Safari Drive (safaridrive.com).






Beyond Arusha
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Arusha’s northern hinterland is a playground for those who love mountains, with Mt Meru and West Kilimanjaro both within reach of the city.


Arusha stands in the heart of some fascinating country, with mountains extending all across its north. The city’s outer suburbs can, on clear days, feel like they’re climbing the very foothills of Mt Meru. The mountain itself occupies Arusha National Park, one of northern Tanzania’s most underrated parks, where, for once in this part of the country, the scenery and the activities outdo the wildlife. Climbing Mt Meru could just be a highlight of your whole trip. And then there’s little-visited West Kilimanjaro, a glorious area of mountain scenery high on a saddle between some of Africa’s highest mountains and offering views deep down into Kenya.
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TOP TIP

Staying in Arusha National Park or West Kilimanjaro is a much quieter alternative to staying in Arusha itself.




Costs of climbing Mt Meru

Expect to pay around US$400 for a four-day, three-night trek, though some trekking companies in Arusha and Moshi charge double that. Per-day costs include: park entrance fee (adult/child US$70/20); bunkhouse accommodation huts (US$30); rescue fee (US$20; mandatory ranger-guide (US$35); and optional porter (US$10).

For a good guide who has completed the full trek with you, plan on a tip of about US$50 per group. Cook and porter tips should be around US$30 and US$20, respectively.

It happens rarely, but rangers and porters here 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, and then report them to headquarters when you get down the mountain.



Climb Mt Meru

AFRICA’S THIRD-HIGHEST MOUNTAIN

Mt Kilimanjaro may be more famous, but Mt Meru, Tanzania’s second-highest mountain (4566m), offers an arguably more scenic high-altitude trekking experience, including along the knife edge of the crater rim.

The top half of Mt Meru is shaped like a giant horseshoe, with the cliffs of the inner wall below the summit more than 1500m high, making them among the tallest in Africa. Inside the crater, there’s a subsidiary peak called the Ash Cone that adds to the scenic splendour.

The Momella Route, the only route up Mt Meru, starts at Momella gate, on the mountain’s eastern side, and climbs to the summit along the northern arm of the horseshoe crater. Allow four days (three nights); trekkers aren’t allowed to begin the trail after 3pm. A ranger-guide is mandatory and can be arranged at Momella gate.

Day 1: Momella gate to Miriakamba Hut (10km, four to five hours, 1000m ascent) There are two routes, one long and one short, at the start of the climb. Take the mostly forested long route up and the short route down. From Momella gate, the road winds uphill for an hour to Fig Tree Arch. After another hour the track crosses a large stream, just above Maio Falls, and one hour further you’ll reach Kitoto Camp, with excellent views over the Momella Lakes and out to Kilimanjaro. It’s then one final hour to Miriakamba Hut (2514m). For fantastic views, you can walk to the Meru Crater floor (two to three hours return) either in the afternoon of Day 1 or during Day 4 – you need to let your guide know you want to do this before starting the climb.

Day 2: Miriakamba Hut to Saddle Hut (4km, three to five hours, 1050m ascent) From Miriakamba the path climbs steeply up through pleasant glades to reach Topela Mbogo (Buffalo Swamp, 45 minutes) and Mgongo Wa Tembo (Elephant Ridge, another 30 minutes), from where there are great views down into the crater and up to the cliffs below the summit. Continue through open grassy clearings and several stream beds (usually dry) to Saddle Hut (3570m). From Saddle Hut, a side trip to the summit of Little Meru (3820m) takes about an hour and promises impressive views.

Day 3: Saddle Hut to Meru Summit and return (5km, four to five hours, 816m ascent; plus 5km, two to three hours, 816m descent) This stage, along a very narrow ridge between the outer slopes of the mountain and the sheer cliffs of the inner crater, promises some of the most dramatic and exhilarating trekking anywhere in East Africa. During the rainy season, ice and snow can occur here, so take care. If there’s no mist, the views from the summit are spectacular. To watch the sun rise behind Kilimanjaro without attempting this section in the dark, the dawn views are equally impressive from Rhino Point (3814m), an hour’s walk from Saddle Hut.

Day 4: Saddle Hut to Momella gate (5km, three to five hours, 2050m descent) From Saddle Hut, retrace the day two route to Miriakamba. From Miriakamba, the short path descends gradually down the ridge directly to Momella gate.
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WHERE TO STAY BEYOND ARUSHA

Hatari Lodge

Stunning Hatari Lodge has gorgeous rooms, great food and views of Meru and Kilimanjaro on clear days. $$$

Kiboko Lodge

Most employees at this charity-run lodge are former street kids. The spacious stone cottages have fireplaces. $$

Shu’mata Camp

This tented camp has seven tents with splendid views of Kilimanjaro, and a sense of luxury and isolation. $$$


Heritage Foods

Tanzania Heritage Foods (formerly Heritage Foods Africa; heritagefoodsafrica.com) is trying to put ‘lost’ local foods at the centre of the safari experience. Led in part by Marlies Gabriel, co-owner of Hatari Lodge in Arusha National Park, the project attempts to change the way that safari lodges and tented camps in Tanzania feed their guests.

Tanzania Heritage Foods is instead seeking to use fresh, healthy and local alternatives to imported ingredients. The project also seeks to provide a market for local growers, and resurrect traditional indigenous recipes and ingredients that have been largely lost – after working with local farmers and traditional elders, Hatari has identified more than 65 local foods that are in danger of extinction.



Watching Wildlife in Arusha National Park

LOW-KEY WILDLIFE WATCHING

Wildlife may not be the main event in Arusha National Park, but if you make wildlife watching a part of your exploration rather than the main event, you’ll see some interesting species.

Along forest walking and driving trails, watch for furtive red duiker and also blue monkeys and black and white colobus monkeys. Leopards are also present but very difficult to spot. In the small patches of grasslands or forest clearings, watch for giraffes, waterbucks, bushbucks, dik diks, buffaloes and even elephants. Ngurdoto Crater (which is 3.6km across and 100m deep) is an especially rich area for wildlife, not to mention a scenic spot. On rocky areas elsewhere, watch for klipspringers. Arusha National Park was, until the 1980s, a refuge for black rhinos, and there are advanced plans to reintroduce the species from a successful breeding program in Mkomazi National Park.

The Momella Lakes are also worth a visit. Little Momella has a small number of hippos, but we’ve saved the best for last: Big Momella is one of the best places in East Africa to see flamingos. A road runs around the lakeshore, which means you can usually get close enough for a decent photo, and there are times when the whole lake seems covered in a blanket of pink; the best months are usually October to May.
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CULTURAL TOURISM PROGRAMS

lkiding’a

Half-day to three-day walks to experience the culture of the Maasai and Wa-arusha people (facebook.com/Ilkidinga).

Ilkurot

Stops on the Maasai tours include a boma (fortified compound), a herbal doctor and a midwife (facebook.com/ilkurotcte).

Mulala

Run by women, tours focus on farming and daily life; includes a visit to a women’s co-op (facebook.com/mulalaculturaltourism).


West Kilimanjaro

West Kilimanjaro has a lost-world feel, hidden away from the safari circuit and with some of East Africa’s best views: in places you can stand and see Mt Kilimanjaro, Mt Meru and down onto the plains of Kenya without moving. There’s wildlife around (elephant migration corridors criss-cross the region), there are some fabulous tented camps and a sprinkling of Maasai manyatta. Possible activities include walking safaris, horse-riding (from Machame) and the chance for a refreshingly low-key encounter with the Maasai.

For the latter, Olpopongi Maasai Cultural Village (olpopongi-maasai.com) is a good stop for anyone wanting to spend a night in an authentically constructed Maasai boma (a fortified living compound), or just learn about Maasai traditions.




Getting Around

Having your own vehicle makes things easier for exploring beyond Arusha, and you’ll certainly need one for West Kilimanjaro. If you’re just planning to climb Mt Meru, you could catch a bus to and from Momella gate, though you’ll have to stay in the park overnight as the bus arrives too late in the day to start the climb.






TARANGIRE NATIONAL PARK
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There’s something really special about Tarangire National Park. Part of the northern safari circuit, but receiving fewer visitors than the other parks, it’s known above all for its giants – the baobabs and elephants that bring such gravitas and wonder to the park. There’s also a revolving cast of wildlife characters to track down, including all three of the big cats, set against the backdrop of those towering baobabs, riverine woodland, swamps and pockets of open grasslands.

Thanks to Tarangire’s proximity to Serengeti National Park and Ngorongoro Crater, many safari operators only assign Tarangire a day visit as part of a larger northern-circuit itinerary. It deserves much more, at least in the dry season (July to October). It’s a place where elephants dot the plains like cattle, and where lion roars and zebra barks fill the night.
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TOP TIP

Although there are excellent places to stay inside Tarangire National Park, remember that in addition to the park fees, you must pay US$40/10 per adult/child per night if you’re staying inside the park. It’s up to you whether the benefits of staying within the park boundaries outweigh the costs.




PLACES TO STAY INSIDE THE PARK

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 high above the Tarangire River with decent food and service, and simple, well-priced tented accommodation. $$$

Sanctuary Swala

Premier-class camp with luxury tents and private butler, all nestled in a grove of acacia trees by a busy waterhole. $$$

Oliver’s Camp

Oliver’s expertly combines the rustic with the luxurious and ticks all boxes for comfort, service and location. $$$



Tarangire in the Dry

EXPERIENCE TARANGIRE’S WILD BEAUTY

A wildlife drive through Tarangire National Park is one of the real pleasures of visiting northern Tanzania. It has the second-highest concentration of wildlife of any Tanzanian national park (after the Serengeti) and, best of all, it receives only a small fraction of the safari visitors of the other northern parks. Though it’s a part of the northern safari circuit, it’s often the first one to be discarded as many safaris rush through Lake Manyara, Ngorongoro and the Serengeti. But don’t miss it: Tarangire offers much that the other parks can’t.

It’s difficult to describe the awe you feel on your first drive through the park as you pass by towering baobabs of astounding girth. Many of these are scarred by decades of elephant piercings with trunks and the weight of elephants rubbing their bodies against the trees; most baobabs regrow their bark with no lasting damage. During the dry season – from June or July to October – Tarangire is believed to have the world’s largest concentration of elephants.

The Tarangire ecosystem, with the park as its heart and soul, also has more than 700 resident lions, and sightings are common. Less visible, but nonetheless present, are leopards and cheetahs. What sustains them are large herds of zebras, wildebeest, giraffes, buffaloes and other herbivores. As the dry season progresses and water sources begin to dry out, animals draw near to those waterholes and small rivers that remain, making them easier to see. It’s easily the best time to be here.

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 park’s most easily accessible, as well as some of the most rewarding, wildlife areas. Further south, wildlife draws near to the water all along the Tarangire River valley that cuts the park in two, while the swamps of Silale, Lormakau and Ngusero Oloirobi are alive with possibility, as predators lie in wait in the shallows whenever herbivores come to drink.
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WHERE TO STAY OUTSIDE TARANGIRE

Zion Campsite

This basic compound 6km before the park gate is cheaper than camping inside the park, and showers are warm. $

Roika Tarangire Tented Lodge

Roika has a bush setting, 21 tents on elevated platforms, animal-shaped bathtubs and lots of elephant visitors. $$$

Tarangire Treetops Lodge

This pampered place has 20 huge suites set on stilts or built tree-house style around the baobabs. $$$

Tarangire in the Wet

ENJOY GREEN SEASON

If the dry season is the best time for watching wildlife, the wet season (from November to May) is an entirely different experience. For a start, it’s usually a lot quieter (some camps close in March and/or April) and prices are generally cheaper. Seeing predators (especially big cats) can be hit-and-miss, and grasses can be long, even though there’s always lots of elephants. But there’s more to it than that.

For a start, November is when hundreds of thousands of birds migrate into Tarangire and the surrounding area from Europe and North Africa. This helps to boost Tarangire’s count of recorded bird species to more than 450. Numbers like these are a reason why Tarangire is sometimes said to be Tanzania’s best birdwatching destination.

The park also looks different during this time. Come the short rainy season (which begins in November or late October and often continues into early December), the park changes completely, as its wild inhabitants disperse across the Maasai Steppe, an area 10 times larger than the park. Although it can mean there are fewer animals in the park, this, too, is a Tarangire speciality: one of the park’s greatest rewards is the chance to discern and tune into the seasonal rhythms of wild Africa.


The Maasai Women’s Project

Too often, safari vehicles race along the road connecting Arusha with Mto wa Mbu without stopping in any of the towns along the way, meaning places such as Makuyuni, and the nearby communities, receive all of the traffic and none of the benefits of tourism.

A new project 3km west of Makuyuni is set to empower women from local Maasai communities. Work is already underway on a cafe, a beading workshop and a gift shop where local women can sell their work, and there are plans for a guesthouse. The project is a joint initiative between the Pastoral Women’s Council, the Round Trip Foundation and local Maasai women.




Getting Around

You could reach the turn-off to Tarangire National Park by public transport, but you’d still need a ride to the park gate and beyond. That’s why most travellers arrive here in a 4WD vehicle, which is the ideal way to explore the park. If you can, try to visit Tarangire as part of a longer safari that takes in the other parks of the northern safari circuit. By doing so, you should already have a 4WD vehicle at your disposal. If that’s not the case, ask your accommodation about getting to and around the park.






LAKE MANYARA NATIONAL PARK
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Lake Manyara may be small when compared to other Tanzanian national parks, but this is to your advantage: it offers a whole range of different experiences in a relatively compact space.

Lake Manyara unfurls along a narrow strip of land beneath the dramatic cliffs of the western escarpment of the Rift Valley and the lakeshore of Lake Manyara, which covers one-third of the park but shrinks considerably in the dry season – during the rains, the lake hosts millions of flamingos and other bird life. In between the lake and the escarpment, trails meander through dense acacia forest that’s home to famous tree-climbing lions and one of the densest concentrations of elephants anywhere in Africa. The birdwatching is also incredible; it’s a fascinating park. About 75km southwest of Manyara is the otherworldly Lake Eyasi, home to Tanzania’s Hadzabe people, who still follow a traditional hunter-gatherer lifestyle.
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TOP TIP

Lake Manyara National Park authorities don’t allow you to enter, leave and then re-enter the park on the same ticket. You’ll have to pay a second entry fee, even if you’re returning on the same day. Ask your accommodation for a packed lunch, allowing you to stay in the park as long as you want.



Look for Lions & Elephants

SCAN THE BRANCHES FOR LIONS

The main attraction of any Lake Manyara wildlife drive – arboreal lions – are rarely sighted close to the park entrance. Ease yourself into the experience by ticking off a few easy-to-see species soon after entering the park.

At first, the northern woodland is dense, green and overrun by baboon troops; look for blue monkeys amid the mob. There’s a hippo pool at the lake’s northernmost tip. Further in, the floodplains host wildebeest, buffaloes and zebras.

The thin acacia belt that shadows the lakeshore is where you’re most likely to see lions. It’s quite something to look up into the branches of an acacia and see a lioness, a big male, or even a whole lion family staring back at you. Although you might see the occasional lion in the lower branches of a tree in the Serengeti, Lake Manyara National Park is the only place in Tanzania where such special sightings are consistently possible. Seeing a lion up a tree is by no means guaranteed, but just knowing they’re there gives every wildlife drive an extra edge of excitement.

It’s not just lions. Lake Manyara’s elephants have been studied since the 1970s and the park’s high elephant densities mean you’re almost sure to see one, and probably many more. The thick vegetation can also make for some sudden (and unforgettable) sightings.

For some of the most memorable descriptions of Lake Manyara’s lions and elephants, read Peter Matthiessen’s 1971 masterpiece, The Tree Where Man Was Born.
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Why Do Some Lions Climb Trees?

There’s a reason you don’t see many lions up in trees. Unlike leopards (which are lighter and have flatter shoulder blades), lions have powerful forequarters and a stiff back; they’re custom-built for wrestling large prey to the ground. Elsewhere, you find lions consistently climbing trees only in Queen Elizabeth National Park (in Uganda) and, sometimes, Lake Nakuru National Park (Kenya).

Scientists have long speculated that Lake Manyara’s lions may have developed the habit to escape a nasty biting fly that devastated Ngorongoro Crater lion populations back in the 1960s. Lions also climb trees to escape the heat and enemies, whether they’re as small as flies or as large as elephants. And they climb trees where they can: Lake Manyara’s acacia tree trunks don’t usually grow vertically and branches begin pretty low to create an accessible horizontal platform.



WHERE TO STAY INSIDE LAKE MANYARA NATIONAL PARK

Public Campsite No 2

Shaded Campsite 2 has good shared facilities near the Endabash River, about an hour’s drive from the park gate. $

Park Bandas

There’s 10 double en suite bandas (thatched huts) with hot water, bedding and a cooking area, just inside the park gate. $

Lake Manyara Tree Lodge

This uber-luxurious place has gorgeous stilted tree-house suites with amazing views and butler service. $$$


FOR MORE CULTURAL TOURISM

If drawing near to local culture while you’re in Tanzania’s north is your thing, there are many opportunities. Start in Arusha, with further possibilities around Lake Natron, Karatu and elsewhere.
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WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN MTO WA MBU

Twiga Campsite & Lodge

A real travellers’ hub, in-town Twiga has simple, well-kept rooms, bungalows and a campsite. $$

Nsya Lodge & Camp

Offering a good mix of bungalows and safari tents, Nsya is at the western end of town, close to the park. $$

Manyara’s Secret

South of town and overlooking the lake, this fine place offers a pool and lovely rooms and is nice and quiet. $$$



Discover Tanzania’s Human Diversity

MULTICULTURAL TRADING CROSSROADS

Mto wa Mbu, close to the entrance to Lake Manyara, has always been a crossroads. Close to one of few places where it’s possible to climb up and down the escarpment, Mto wa Mbu is where people of the plains came into contact with those from up on the escarpment, where the Maasai of the north came into contact with the farmers and traders of central Tanzania. As a result, by some estimates, all of Tanzania’s 120 tribal groups are present here.

There’s not much to see here. But a walk along its shady main street reveals a trading town noisily getting about its business with colour and clamour. And true to its roots, it has one eye on opportunity – on passing safari vehicles in case they can tempt you with somewhere to stay, hole-in-the-wall eateries, petrol stations, money changers or souvenir stalls.

With more time, you could join the well-organised Mto wa Mbu Cultural Tourism Program (facebook.com/mtowambuculturaltourismenterprises), which offers walking and cycling tours to surrounding villages, markets and a nearby waterfall, with an emphasis on farming and hiking along the escarpment. Homestays and meals with local families can also be arranged.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND LAKE MANYARA NATIONAL PARK

Migunga Tented Camp

Set amid enormous fever trees that echo with bird calls, tents here are small but adequate. It’s 2km south of the main road. $$$

Ol Mesera Tented Camp

In a bush setting amid baobab and euphorbia trees, it has safari tents, cultural walks and cooking classes. $$$

Manyara Wildlife Camp

Tastefully furnished safari tents and stilted cottages on the plains close to the lake, 15 minutes from the park gate. $$$

Go on a Walking Safari

WALK WITH THE ANIMALS

The park allows two- to three-hour walking safaris with an armed ranger along three trails. The knowledge that you could encounter a lion or an elephant at any time is a really great way to heighten your senses: all of a sudden, you’ll feel like you’re part of the food chain. To put it another way, you’ll never feel more aware than you do here. Advance reservations are a must. The Lake Shore Trail starts 38km into the park near the maji moto (hot springs). It crosses acacia woodland and savanna and is the path where walkers are most likely to meet large mammals and find flamingos. For something a little less adventurous, Wayo Africa (wayoafrica.com) has three walking options in the area: a nature walk along the escarpment, a forest walk down the escarpment, and a village walk in Mto wa Mbu.


WHERE TO STAY IN KARATU

Eileen’s Trees Inn

This terrific place has large cottages with four-poster beds, a good restaurant and a quiet garden setting. $$

Country Lodge

Off the main road north of Karatu, this place has simple, quiet rooms amid much greenery and it serves food made from locally sourced ingredients. $$

Gibb’s Farm

Legendary Gibb’s Farm promises a wonderful setting and views, a spa and beautiful cottages set around the gardens. $$$

Manor at Ngorongoro

This exceptional place up in the Ngorongoro foothills north of Karatu has impeccable luxury straight from a safari design magazine. $$$



Enjoy Local Life in Karatu

EMBRACE SMALL-TOWN LIFE

Roughly halfway between Lake Manyara National Park and Ngorongoro, Karatu doesn’t have any obvious appeal beyond its essential services: banks (some with ATMs), petrol stations and mini supermarkets. But if you’re staying overnight (as many safaris do to avoid paying the camping fees in Ngorongoro), go for a walk in the evening. You may catch glimpses of the beautiful surrounding countryside. You might also meet locals who’ll appreciate that you’ve stopped for a chat. It’s a low-key vignette of small-town life, and because most people arrive here already some days into their safari, Karatu has few touts.

If you stay a little longer, the Ganako-Karatu Cultural Tourism Program (facebook.com/www.kcecho.org) offers trips to nearby coffee plantations and Iraqw (Mbulu) villages.


THE NORTHERN CLIMBING CIRCUIT

It would take weeks, perhaps even months, to summit them all, but northern Tanzania has some great peaks to climb. See Mt Kilimanjaro and Ol Doinyo Lengai.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND LAKE EYASI

Eyasi-Nyika Campsite

One of Eyasi’s best campgrounds, Eyasi-Nyika has seven widely spaced grassy sites, 3km outside Ghorofani. $

Kisima Ngeda

Luxurious Kisima Ngeda has a glorious lakeside setting with seven superb tents amid palm trees, 7.5km from Ghorofani. $$$

Ziwani Lodge

Ziwani combines faux Moroccan style with seven stone-built cottages and sweeping views. $$$

Go Hunting with the Hadzabe

HUNT IN THE MORNING LIGHT

If you’re travelling between Lake Manyara and Ngorongoro, one of the best things you can do is detour to Lake Eyasi, about 50km southwest of Karatu, to go hunting with the Hadzabe. The day starts early, when you’ll be taken to a Hadzabe settlement by your guide – guides can be arranged through your accommodation or the Lake Eyasi Cultural Tourism Program. At the village, you’ll be introduced to the men (the hunters) and women (gatherers) of the community, then taken out on foot by a small band of hunters armed with bows and arrows. Hunts generally take between two and four hours. These skilled traditional hunters, often swathed in animal skins, might kill some small birds or, if they’re lucky, something larger like a baboon or kudu.

En route back to camp, they’ll often stop to build a small fire (using traditional techniques) to cook one of the smaller items, which you’ll be invited to try. Back at the ‘village’ (which usually changes location every few months), you might be given the chance to try your own bow-hunting skills and buy some locally made jewellery, and the whole village may treat you to a traditional dance. The experience is authentic, as the hunters will go out whether you’re there or not. A small tip is expected at the end; around Tsh50,000 is appropriate for a group of four travellers.
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The Hadzabe

The area close to Lake Eyasi is home to the Hadzabe (also known as the Hadzapi, Hadza or Tindiga) people, who are believed to have lived here for nearly 10,000 years. The Hadzabe are often said to be East Africa’s last true hunter-gatherers and, of the around 1000 who remain, between one-quarter and one-third still live according to traditional ways.

Traditional Hadzabe live a subsistence existence, usually in bands or camps of 20 to 30 people, and there are no tribal or hierarchical structures within their society. Families engage in communal child rearing, and food and all other resources are shared throughout the camp. A characteristic of Hadzabe society is that possessions are so few that each person can carry everything they own when they travel.




FOR MORE FLAMINGOS

Arusha National Park is one of the best places to see flamingos in Tanzania, but it’s less famous than Lake Natron. Large flamingo flocks are a feature of the lake, though finding them and getting close can be a challenge.




Getting Around

You’ll need your own 4WD vehicle to explore Lake Manyara. Most travellers visit as part of a longer safari en route between Arusha or Tarangire National Park and Ngorongoro Crater. Lake Eyasi is usually visited as a detour between Lake Manyara and Ngorongoro; allow one to two hours from Karatu to the lake. Using public transport, two daily buses connect Arusha to Barazani via Ghorofani (five hours). They leave Arusha about 5am and return about 2pm; you can also catch them in Karatu (1½ hours to Ghorofani). Passenger-carrying 4WDs to Karatu depart Ghorofani and other lake towns during the morning and return from Mbulu junction throughout the afternoon.







NGORONGORO CRATER
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Ngorongoro is one of Africa’s truly great wonders. This ancient caldera, surrounded by steep, forested walls in deep green, is magnificent from above, and every time you look it’s different, its hues and perspectives shift with the light and the clouds, and from one vantage point to the next. But as wonderful as these views are, the real magic happens when you drive down onto the crater floor, where you’ll share this extraordinary world with an unparalleled concentration of wildlife, including one of the highest densities of lions and hyenas in Africa.

The first time you descend into this lost world in soft morning light, the experience can have an earth’s-first-morning quality to it. A visit to this Unesco World Heritage Site can be expensive, but dig deep and on no account miss this remarkable place.

[image: map]


TOP TIP

The cost of staying inside the Ngorongoro Conservation Area quickly adds up; stay up on the crater rim, explore the following day from early morning to mid-afternoon, then sleep the second night in Karatu, the Serengeti or elsewhere. And be wary of aggressive baboons (and keep your car windows up) at Loduare gate.
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Ngorongoro’s Lions

Ngorongoro’s lions may look healthy, but they’re plagued by a lack of genetic diversity. The main problems are past population crashes and the infrequency with which lions from outside enter the crater to breed. Until very recently, one lion researcher has said, the genetic pool was so small that fathers were mating with their daughters, and sisters with their brothers.

The crater’s lion population stands at somewhere close to 50, and studies have shown that sperm abnormalities are common among Ngorongoro males, with signs that the fertility of female lions may also be affected.

The long-running Kope Lion Project (kopelion.org) is an important source of information about Ngorongoro’s lions and also runs a pilot program that promotes coexistence between lions and Maasai herders.



Explore the Crater Floor

DESCEND INTO PARADISE

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.

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.

WHERE TO STAY ON A BUDGET

Simba A Public Campsite

Ngorongoro’s only public campsite has basic facilities and can get crowded, but the views are fabulous. $

Kitoi Guesthouse

This unsigned place is the best of four extremely basic guesthouses in Kimba, near the crater; bathrooms are shared. $

Rhino Lodge

This small, friendly lodge is one of the cheapest places up near the rim, with simple rooms and great facilities. $$$

Ngorongoro’s Hidden Crater

JEWEL OF THE CRATER HIGHLANDS

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 in height. 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.

A steep, well-kept trail descends from the road through montane forest rich in birdlife. Also keep an eye out for hyenas, buffaloes, blue monkeys and even elephants. Count on around 30 minutes down to the lakeshore, and an hour for the climb back up. It’s also possible to circumnavigate the lake on foot; this will take around four hours. If you’re planning on hiking, you’ll need to pick up an armed ranger (US$25) from the ranger post at Nainokanoka (next to Olmoti Crater) en route to Empakaai.


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.



Trek the Crater Highlands

WALK THE RIFT VALLEY ESCARPMENT

The best way to explore the Crater Highlands is on foot: you’ll quickly leave the crowds and vehicles behind and enter a different world.

Treks range from short day jaunts to excursions of two weeks or more. If you base yourself at Ngorongoro Crater or Karatu, there are some good day hikes that let you experience the area on a lower budget, such as climbing Makarot or Oldeani, or walking along the Empakaai or Olmoti craters.

Good two-day trips include the Ngorongoro Crater rim, Olmoti to Empakaai, and Empakaai to Lake Natron. These three can be strung together into an excellent four-day trip: start at Nainokanoka ranger post to make it three days, or extend it by a day to climb Ol Doinyo Lengai.


FOR MORE BAOBABS

Tarangire is the most famous park in Tanzania for seeing seeing baobabs in their hundreds. But it’s also a feature of visits to Ruaha National Park and Mikumi National Park in Tanzania’s Southern Highlands.



WHERE TO STAY FOR VIEWS

Ngorongoro Serena Safari Lodge

Has a fine location on the crater rim, with good service and outstanding views. $$$

Ngorongoro Wildlife Lodge

Rooms here are tired and service can be dysfunctional, but the crater views are the best on the rim. $$$

Highlands

With tented accommodation above Olmoti Crater, Highlands has sweeping views and blissful isolation. $$$


Ngorongoro Conservation Area

With the Ngorongoro Crater as its centrepiece, the Ngorongoro Conservation Area covers a vast area and is a Unesco World Heritage Site. Administered outside the national park system, the Ngorongoro Conservation Area extends from Lodare Gate near Karatu to near Naabi Hill in the Serengeti, from the Crater Highlands close to Lake Natron and Ol Doinyo Lengai, all the way to Ndutu and the southern Serengeti. Much of the Ndutu area actually lies within the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, even though it’s closer to Serengeti National Park than it is to Ngorongoro Crater.

The area is currently the subject of significant controversy as a result of its push to move many Maasai beyond the conservation area.



Visit a Maasai Village

ENCOUNTER LOCAL CULTURE

Surrounding the Serengeti on all sides are the Maasai – a tribe of pastoral nomads, most of whom still follow the same lifestyle that their ancestors have for centuries. Their traditional culture centres on their cattle, which, along with their land, are considered sacred. Maasai society is patriarchal and highly decentralised. Maasai boys pass through a number of transitions during their life, including time spent as warriors and elders.

Ngorongoro is one of the best places in Tanzania to experience Maasai culture. A visit to a Maasai village or manyatta means stepping out of your vehicle and getting some mud on your shoes. Inside the thorn-bush fence of the manyatta, you’ll likely be treated to (and invited to join) a traditional dance, shown how the Maasai make fire and, if you’re lucky, shown inside a family home. Most also have some traditional beadwork for sale.

Depending on the village, it can feel a little staged; those furthest from the main road are usually better. It’s best to organise a visit through your accommodation or tour operator, and the closer the operator of hotel’s relationship to the local community, the more authentic your experience is likely to be. Whatever your experience, remember that revenue from tourism does provide some incentive for the preservation of traditions that might otherwise be lost. And how the experience goes will also have to do with your attitude: if you stick a camera in someone’s face the minute you arrive, you’re less likely to build any rapport.

A tip of around US$10 is appropriate for your guide.

WHERE TO STAY FOR LUXURY

Entamanu Ngorongoro

This gorgeous place is blissfully quiet, with warm service and stunning rooms and tents that face the crater. $$$.

Ngorongoro Crater Lodge

This rim-top lodge offers sophisticated rooms, fine views and a pervasive sense of indulgence. $$$

Lemala Ngorongoro Tented Camp

Beautiful safari tents and an attractive bush setting make this an excellent choice. $$$

Discover the Ancient Past at Olduvai Gorge

STEP BACK IN TIME

Between the western rim of Ngorongoro Crater and the Serengeti, Olduvai (Oldupai) Gorge slices its way through up to 90m of rock and two million years of history. The unique geological history of this dusty, 48km-long ravine provides a remarkable look back to 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 a 1.8-million-year-old ape-like skull from an early hominin (human-like being) now known as Australopithecus boisei. This discovery, along with that of fossils of more than 60 early hominids (including Homo habilis and Homo erectus), forever changed the way we understood the dawn of human history.

Visits begin at a viewpoint overlooking the gorge, with an informative lecture by the mandatory guide. The guide will then take you through the excellent museum, filled with original and replica fossils and information boards that are worth lingering over. A highlight in Room 1 is a partial cast of the Laetoli footprints. Discovered around 45km south of Olduvai Gorge, the 27m-long trail of 3.7-million-year-old hominin footprints was probably made by Australopithecus afarensis, and was discovered by Leakey’s team in 1976 and excavated two years later.

Head out to the shifting sands, a 9m-high, 100m-long black dune of volcanic ash that has blown across the plain from Ol Doinyo Lengai. Concrete markers show its annual progress across the plains.

The museum (adult/child US$35.40/11.80) lies within the Ngorongoro Conservation Area. A US$10 tip for your guide is appropriate.
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Olmoti Crater

Ngorongoro’s other crater, Olmoti Crater may lack the drama of Ngorongoro and Empakaai, but it’s definitely worth visiting on your way north into the highlands. It’s also the starting point for a two-day trek to Empakaai. Olmoti’s crater floor is shallow, haired with grass and crossed by the Munge River. It’s a one-hour return walk to the rim from where the 4WD track ends on the crater’s eastern side. From here, a short trail leads to Munge Waterfall.




Getting Around

Although some public transport passes through the area, you’ll need a 4WD to explore. Most people visit as part of a longer vehicle safari between Arusha and Serengeti National Park. The Ngorongoro component of such a trip can be expensive: in addition to the usual vehicle entry fees, there’s a fee of US$275 crater service fee for each vehicle taken down into the crater.

Only 4WDs are allowed into the crater itself. The gates open at 6am and close at 4pm; all vehicles must be out of the crater before 6pm. Officially you’re only allowed a stay of six hours, but that’s rarely enforced. Petrol is sold at the former headquarters, but it’s cheaper in Karatu.

If you’re visiting Empakaai Crater, count on a 90-minute drive from the Lemala ascent-descent road.






SERENGETI NATIONAL PARK
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The Serengeti is a wonderful world unto itself. Few parks in Africa have the breadth of habitats, wildlife and experiences. This is where the Great Migration spends most of its time, where there’s a constant tension in the air as predator and prey compete in their ancient struggle for survival, and where there are times when the savanna grasslands seem to go on forever. This is one of the best parks in Africa for seeing big cats; elephants are also commonly seen, and you might even see rhinos. Watch a cheetah speeding across the plain, or a lion pride roaring as one in the shadow of the park’s kopjes, or simply gaze at an acacia silhouetted against the far horizon.

Each area of the Serengeti has its own appeal and season, and each one tells a different story. Familiarising yourself with what each has to offer and when is an essential component of planning your visit here.
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TOP TIP

If you’re hoping to see the Migration, plan accordingly, but be prepared for it to be in another area of the park entirely. If that happens, remember that the Serengeti is a world-class wildlife-watching experience at any time. Also, you won’t have to share space with as many other vehicles.
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Wildebeest crossing the Mara river | Olha Solodenko/Shutterstock ©


The Serengeti Kopjes

Some of the Serengeti’s most distinctive landforms are its kopjes: strange bouldered hills in a landscape where the horizon seems to continue to infinity.

Kopjes began life as bubbles of molten rock that, billions of years ago, forced themselves up into the layers that form the substrata of the earth. Around 500 million years ago, shifts in the surface of the earth forced up low hills across the Serengeti, and over the millions of years that followed, these hills slowly eroded, leaving behind only the kopjes, which are made of hard, crystalline rock. In other words, kopjes are the summits of ancient mountains that long ago eroded away. The most obvious example of a mountain at an earlier stage of erosion is Naabi Hill.



Follow the Great Migration

THE GREATEST SHOW ON EARTH

Welcome to one of the greatest natural spectacles on the planet. Every year, more than a million wildebeest and zebras follow the rains and the grasslands in an epic loop through the Serengeti and Kenya’s Masai Mara.

Out on the plains, the vast numbers are an extraordinary sight, often spreading as far as the eye can see – a sea of animals with few parallels in nature. When the herd is spread out like this, you can drive among wildebeest and zebras for hours at a time. At various points where the herds have to funnel through narrower areas – river crossings, or in the Serengeti’s Western Corridor, for example – the herd comes together and can appear like a single entity.

Predicting where the animals will be and when is an inexact science. There are, however, some general guidelines to follow:

January–February The wildebeest and zebras are widely scattered over the southern and southwestern section of the Serengeti and the western side of Ngorongoro Conservation Area. This is when there is a mass calving of wildebeest, with hundreds of thousands of baby wildebeest staggering to their feet and following their mothers within 20 to 30 minutes of being born.

March–April During the rains, the herds remain in the south. At some point during this period, the wildebeest and zebras form thousands-strong herds that begin to migrate northwest in search of food.

May–early July Usually in early May, the herds cross northwest towards the Western Corridor. The crossing of the Grumeti River usually takes place between late May and early July, and lasts only about a week.

Mid-July–August By the second half of July, the herds are moving north into the northern Serengeti and Kenya’s Masai Mara. As part of this northwards push, they make an incredible crossing of the Mara River. In some years, the herds move into Kenya’s Masai Mara as early as June.

September–October In early September, the last stragglers leave the Serengeti and most will remain in the Masai Mara throughout October.

November–December The herds usually begin moving south again in November in anticipation of the rains, crossing down through the eastern Serengeti and to the south in December.

Exceptions to these general guidelines are common. In November of one recent year, for example, it began raining in the Masai Mara when the herds had already crossed back into Tanzania, prompting the wildebeest to return en masse to the Mara. There they remained for three weeks before resuming their southwards push. In June of the following year, unseasonal rains in the southern Serengeti prompted the herd to split in two – most continued north as usual, but a significant number of zebras and wildebeest occupied the plains south of Seronera into July.

Yet, for all the unpredictability, there’s still a good chance that you’ll see the Migration at some point if you follow these guidelines. And when you do, prepare yourself for the experience of a lifetime.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE SERENGETI ON A BUDGET

Pimbi Public Campsite

One of a handful of campsites in the Seronera area with good sites and basic communal facilities. $

Serengeti Stop-Over

Just 1km from Ndabaka gate, there’s camping with hot showers, a cooking area, 14 rondavels and a restaurant-bar. $

Twiga Resthouse

Twiga offers simple but decent rooms with electricity and hot showers, satellite TV in the lounge, and a guest kitchen. $$


FOR MORE LIONS UP TREES

The Ndutu region is known for its lions that like to laze up in the trees. The same applies in Lake Manyara National Park, where they’ve been doing it for decades.
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Cheetah and cubs | Stu Porter/Shutterstock ©


BEST MOBILE CAMPS

Serengeti Safari Camp

(nomad-tanzania.com) One of the original mobile camps and among the most exclusive, Nomad Tanzania’s camp moves between Ndutu in the south and the park’s north. $$$

Serengeti Under Canvas

(andbeyond.com) &Beyond’s luxury offering moves through the park five times a year, keeping pace with the Migration. $$$

Olakira Camp & Ubuntu Camp

(asiliaafrica.com) Olakira’s northern location is one of the Serengeti’s finest, with long-distance views down towards Mara River. Ubuntu is in the Western Corridor from May to July and up north July to November. $$$



DIFFERENT TAKES ON THE SERENGETI

Balloon Safaris

Rise above the plains at dawn for a magical perspective on the park (balloonsafaris.com).

Walking Safaris

Go on a walking safari with Dorobo Safaris (dorobosafaris.com) along Serengeti’s remote eastern border.

Dunia Camp

Stay in a camp (asiliaafrica.com) run entirely by women – a refreshing take on the safari industry.

Ndutu & the Serengeti’s South

LOOK FOR PREDATORS AND FLAMINGOS

Part of the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, yet very much a part of the Serengeti’s ecosystems, Ndutu is where the annual migration begins. This is where, in January and February, the wildebeest give birth en masse, before beginning their long journey north. The accommodation down in these parts is wonderfully spread out. And it’s one of the region’s most varied collections of habitats. Although most of the wildlife action takes place in the first months of the year, there are reliable populations of resident prey and predator throughout the year.

Exploring Ndutu in a 4WD vehicle is one of the great experiences of the Serengeti. Ndutu is classic Serengeti terrain, with vast savanna grasslands extending from here all the way into the park further north. This is where you can see the mass wildebeest calving, and it’s an awesome sight to see wildebeest and zebras stretching to the far horizon. Often mixed in among them are large herds of eland. These plains are also among the best places in the Serengeti to see cheetahs.

But there’s more to Ndutu than grassy plains. Acacia woodlands are another feature of the region, and there’s a good chance you’ll see leopards and lions here; keep an eye out for lions lazing in the trees. Also in these woodlands are everything from pairs of tiny dik diks (the smallest of all antelope species) to giraffes.

In addition, there are the two lakes, Lake Ndutu and Lake Masek. The former is one of the best places in Tanzania to see both lesser and greater flamingos, and you can often get really close to them at the lake’s eastern end.


The Ugly Five

Many travellers to Tanzania come on a mission to see the Big Five (elephant, rhino, lion, leopard and buffalo), but it can also be good, unscientific fun to try to track down what’s known uncharitably as East Africa’s ‘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 Africans 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 – the lappet-faced vulture is surely the pinnacle of vulture ugliness.

Spotted hyena – deeply unfair (The Lion King has a lot to answer for).



WHERE TO STAY IN NDUTU

Ndutu Safari Lodge

This good-value place has a lovely setting just outside the Serengeti’s boundaries. Cottages face the lake. $$$

Lake Masek Tented Lodge

Slightly cheaper than other lodges and camps, but excellent rooms and a fine location overlooking the lake. $$$

Lemala Serengeti

This comfortable camp is in Ndutu (December–March) and near Mara River (July–October). $$$


The Big Five

Seeing the ‘Big Five’ (lion, leopard, elephant, rhino and buffalo) has become a mantra for African wildlife watchers. But few know that it was coined by white hunters for the five species deemed most dangerous to hunt.

There are, of course, many other species that are just as exciting to see, such as cheetah, giraffe and so many more, but the Serengeti has long been known as a refuge for all of the Big Five species. Until recently, rhinos were the tough one to see, with the species present only around the Moru Kopjes. But rhinos have bred successfully in recent years and have dispersed across the southern and central Serengeti.



Seronera & the Central Serengeti

THE HEART OF THE SERENGETI

You can mess around the edges and visit everywhere else in the park, but to truly get to the heart of the Serengeti experience – and not just geographically – you really must spend some time around Seronera.

Yes, it does involve something of a trade-off. This is the busiest section of the park, and high-season visitor numbers can spoil the experience a little – you may find yourself among a pack of 20 vehicles jostling in unlovely fashion to look at a single lion.

But this is wildlife central, and one of the best places in Africa for sightings of lions, leopards and cheetahs. Most Seronera safaris concentrate on the Seronera 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 common. Lion sightings are also probable around the Maasai Kopjes, Simba Kopjes, Moru Kopjes and around Makoma Hill. The vast plains south of the Seronera River, often known simply as the Serengeti Plains, are particularly good for cheetahs. The plains that rise towards the Kamuyo Hills west of the Seronera River (draw a line west of the Seronera Wildlife Lodge) are particularly good for elephants, spotted hyenas and cheetahs. Once restricted to the Moru Kopjes, the Serengeti’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, south of Seronera.

Southeast of Seronera is a prime base for wildlife watching during the December–April wet season, when it can be full of wildebeest. This corner of the Serengeti also has year-round water and a good mix of habitats.

WHERE TO STAY IN SERONERA & THE CENTRAL SERENGETI

One Nature Nyaruswiga

Among the elite of Serengeti camps, this uber-luxurious place is an indulgent safari fantasy. $$$

Dunia Camp

Intimate eight-tent camp offers a safari ambience but with all-female staff, as well as up-close encounters with wildlife. $$$

Serengeti Kati Kati

Excellent tented camp in a quiet valley west of Seronera. Tents are nicely turned out and wildlife often wanders by. $$$

Mara River & the North

EXPLORE THE SOULFUL NORTH

To truly escape the crowds, you really need to head for the Serengeti’s north. Yes, it rouses into life during the June–August Migration season, but there are far fewer lodges and tented camps here than elsewhere in the Serengeti, and most places to stay are simply superb. And we once drove between Seronera and the north without seeing another vehicle the whole way.

Moving into the region from south to north, it begins with acacia woodlands, interspersed with golden grasslands, where elephants congregate in the dry season. The presence of tsetse flies in some of these woodlands means there are very few lodges and tented camps in the area. North of Lobo, the Serengeti stretches into vast open plains. The herd migration usually passes through the western side during August and September and comes down the eastern flank in November.

North of the Grumeti River, the Bologonya Hills, Bologonya River, Nyamalumbwa Hills and Mara River are all outstanding for lions and leopards, while you might see cheetahs on the open plains.

Explore the East

GET OFF THE BEATEN TRACK

The eastern plains of the Serengeti are rarely visited in comparison to the rest of the park, and a visit out here offers a chance to see the area as it used to be before tourists arrived. There are few camps out here, and very few visitors take the time to explore; after rains, the area can only be reached from the south.

The views out here can be endless and the wildlife fantastic. It’s a world of remote kopjes – Gol Kopjes and Barafu Kopjes are stunning – while the meandering Ngare Nanyuki River is like the Seronera River, minus the vehicles. Look for cheetahs and even serval out on Namiri Plains, and lions, leopards and klipspringers around the kopjes, including Sametu Kopje and Boma Kopje. If you make it out here, you might be rewarded with big-cat sightings as all three are present in reliably healthy numbers.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE NORTHERN SERENGETI

Klein’s Camp

Classic, exclusive Serengeti lodge with awesome views and 10 luxurious stone-and-thatch cottages. $$$

Lamai Serengeti

Built on a kopje near the Mara River, Lamai has gorgeous rooms with marvellous views. $$$

Serengeti Bushtops Lodge

This remarkable camp has large permanent tents with expansive wooden floors, decks with spa bath and fabulous views. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN EASTERN SERENGETI

Olmara Camp

An outstanding luxury tented camp on the blissfully isolated banks of the seasonal Ngare Nanyuki River. $$$

Namiri Camp

Another excellent camp out in the east, around 45km from Seronera and perfectly placed for fabulous wildlife action. $$$

Esirai Camp

Not strictly in the east, but if you’re heading to Gol Kopje, this camp is tremendous. $$$


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE WESTERN SERENGETI

Grumeti Serengeti Tented Camp

One of the best and most luxurious camps in the Serengeti. It mixes its wild location with chic pan-African decor and the 10 tents are super-luxe. $$$

Kirawira Tented Camp

Kirawira encircles a low hill and works a colonial theme with plenty of antiques and polished-wood floors. Guests rave about the food. $$$

Serengeti Migration Camp

This camp has 20 large, stunning tents with decks, set around a kopje by the Grumeti River. $$$



Grumeti & the Western Corridor

EXPERIENCE THE QUIETER WEST

Like every corner of the Serengeti, the park’s Western Corridor has a personality all its own.

One the one hand, it can get busy when the herd migration passes through, spilling over into the contiguous Grumeti Game Reserve, sometime between late May and early July. The crossing of the Grumeti River may not rival that of the Mara River further north – there are few vantage points and the river is much narrower and easier to cross here – but it’s still one of the migration’s great spectacles.

And yet, the Western Corridor is lovely at any time. During the rest of the year, you can see lions and leopards along the forest-fringed Grumeti River, which also has hippos and giant crocodiles. North of the river, try the Kitunge Hills, Ruana Plain and just about anywhere in the Grumeti Game Reserve, while south of the river concentrate on the Ndabaka Plains, Simiti Hills, Dutwa Plains, Varicho Hills and down to the Mbalageti River.
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Getting Around

Most visitors fly into the Serengeti, arriving at the central Seronera airstrip, but there are other airstrips dotted around the park. On arrival, you’ll likely be met by a vehicle from the place where you’re staying, and it will drive you around for the duration of your stay. Many visitors also arrive here in a 4WD vehicle from Ngorongoro Crater, as part of a wider safari. Either way, you’ll need a 4WD vehicle to get around while you’re here.

If the Western Corridor is part of your itinerary, the Serengeti’s western reaches are most easily reached from Mwanza. If driving from the Ndabaka gate, count on at least half a day to reach Seronera, at the centre of the park, and more if you stop along the way. Entering via Ikoma gate is handier for Seronera.

If you’re driving between Seronera and the north, the road is in poor condition in places; allow three to four hours and expect to see very few other vehicles.






LAKE NATRON
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Lake Natron is northern Tanzania’s most adventurous corner. It’s also one of the most beautiful, with the shapely volcano Ol Doinyo Lengai to the north, flamingo-rich Lake Natron to the south, and the jagged walls of the Great Rift Escarpment running along the west. There are some fine activities – you can even climb the volcano – and the whole area sees relatively few tourists, which very much adds to the appeal.

Lake Natron is worth visiting in its own right, but a visit here also opens up other possibilities. You can reach here from Arusha or Mto wa Mbu in three hours, it’s a scenic four- to five-hour back-road drive to the northern Serengeti (Klein’s gate), and you can even travel up and over the Crater Highlands to Ngorongoro. Whatever your reason for being here, Lake Natron is worth far more than an overnight stop on your way elsewhere.
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TOP TIP

Lake Natron sits at the lowest point in the Great Rift Valley (600m above sea level) and can get extremely hot: temperatures above 40°C are not uncommon. Try to avoid January and February, and always try to do any activities in the early morning or late afternoon.
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BEST WAYS TO EXPERIENCE LOCAL CULTURE

Local Markets

Try Engaruka Juu (Monday), Selela (Wednesday) or Engaresero, Engaruka Chini and Mto wa Mbu (Thursday).

Engaresero Cultural Tourism Program

This Maasai-run program offers village visits, guided walks (including to 120,000-year-old human footprints), cycling tours and ‘ethno-botanical’ tours.

Treks

A fantastic two-day trek into the Crater Highlands runs between Lake Natron and Empakaai Crater, passing through numerous villages en route.



Serengeti to Lake Natron

An offbeat way to reach Lake Natron from the northern Serengeti – and to avoid the long and expensive route back through the Serengeti and Ngorongoro Conservation Area – is to drive from Klein’s gate to the lake. The 150km road, which takes around four to five hours, is generally in good condition (with 50km of paved road) and passable in most vehicles. It takes you through northern Tanzania’s Maasai backcountry and is incredibly picturesque, especially after rains.

After leaving Klein’s gate, drive 13km to the mostly Maasai town of Ololosokwan, where you should stop to buy honey from Maasai Honey (maasaihoney.org), a local project that supports Maasai women. The road then passes through the barren, stony country that forms part of the Loliondo Game Controlled Area. After 10km, you’ll reach Soitsambu, with its honour guard of candelabra trees on the eastern side. From Soitsambu, the road continues southeast and then south to the large town of Waso, from where the road is paved (and very scenic) all the way to Sonjo. Some 17km south of Waso, you could detour south to Loliondo and, eventually, the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, close to Olduvai (Oldupai) Gorge.

The final approach to Lake Natron involves a winding road through barren stony country, and then the long, slow descent from the Rift Valley Escarpment to the valley floor. Watch for stunning views of Gelai (2941m) and, later, Lake Natron and Ol Doinyo Lengai (2962m) before you make the final descent. The last 20km or so follow the Rift Valley floor and shadow the lakeshore to the village of Engaresero, the town with most of the tourist infrastructure near Lake Natron’s southern shore.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND LAKE NATRON

Maasai Giraffe Eco Lodge

The views of Ol Doinyo Lengai volcano are superb, rooms are simple and the grounds are lovely. A great choice. $$

Africa Safari Lake Natron

Opened in 2019, this excellent place has tents, bungalow rooms and fine views, especially of the lake. $$$

Lake Natron Camp

This camp has an appealing luxury bush-camp feel, with good Lengai views and you’re right by the lake. $$$

Climb Ol Doinyo Lengai

RISE ABOVE LAKE NATRON

Those intent on climbing a Tanzanian mountain tend to focus on Mt Kilimanjaro or Mt Meru, but Ol Doinyo Lengai, 16km south of Lake Natron, may be the real prize. Unlike its more famous neighbours, this volcano only requires around 10 to 12 hours, and promises superlative views. Don’t be fooled: it’s a strenuous climb. The mountain rises 1800m above the lakeshore. But the dawn views from the summit, out over the Crater Highlands, towards Meru and distant Kilimanjaro and along the length of Lake Natron, are worth the exertion and among the best in Tanzania.

With a midnight start, a drive then trek from the base village of Engaresero is possible in one long haul. The walk climbs gently at first, becoming ever steeper the closer you get to the summit. It’s strongly recommended to take a helmet – there are often baboons on the higher slopes and they frequently dislodge gravel and sometimes larger stones. Other wildlife to watch for includes leopards and klipspringers.

As you near the summit, the going can be quite challenging and extremely steep near the summit – though it’s a trek rather than a technical climb, in places you’ll be close to vertical. Throughout the climb, loose ash along most of the path makes it difficult going when ascending, and it can be an even tougher, often painful, descent. You’ll usually be back down by mid-morning. At the peak, you can see hot steam vents and growing ash cones in the north crater.

Climbing Ol Doinyo Lengai costs US$100 per person, depending on how many are in the party. Guides can be arranged through your lodging or the community-run Engaresero Tourism Office at the southeastern entrance to Engaresero.


An Active Volcano?

The northernmost (and youngest) volcano in the Crater Highlands, Ol Doinyo Lengai (2878m), ‘Mountain of God’ in the local Maasai or Sonjo languages, is an almost perfect cone with steep sides rising to a small, flat-topped peak, from where you can look down into two craters.

It’s still active, last erupting in 2007, forcing the evacuation of villages and scarring the slopes to quite dramatic effect. Ol Doinyo Lengai is the world’s only volcano to have erupted natrocarbonatite, a magma that is unusually cold – those studying carbon planets elsewhere in our solar system have used Ol Doinyo Lengai to learn more. Could it erupt again? With eruptions in 1917, 1940, 1966, 1983, 1993, 1998 and 2007, there’s likely more to come.




Getting Around

There’s much to be said for walking along the main road that runs north–south a few kilometres from the western shore of the lake, but save that for early morning or late afternoon – it will simply be too hot otherwise.

Otherwise, you’ll need a vehicle. Most people arrive as part of a longer safari that usually includes a vehicle. If you don’t have a vehicle (preferably a 4WD as some roads in the area are quite poor), make arrangements through your accommodation.






DODOMA AREA
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The population of Dodoma (411,000) has risen tenfold since the city was selected as the capital in 1973, but it still has a long way to go before it catches up with Dar es Salaam’s 5.4 million. No other large cities lie within a six-hour drive of one of Africa’s most isolated capitals, and ‘Dom City’ has the feeling of something of an outpost, giving the place a sort of frontier attraction. There are good restaurants, a smattering of historic sights, nightlife that Tanzanian hipsters rave about, a burgeoning wine industry and a surprising wealth of regional attractions that are seemingly overlooked by travellers.

About 150km north is Kondoa, with its rock art, and beyond that is Babati, a junction town for travel northeast to Arusha, northwest towards Lake Victoria, or southwest to Mt Hanang.
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SIGHTS

1Anglican Cathedral

2Bunge la Tanzania

3Gaddhaffi Mosque

4Jamatkhana (Ismaili) Mosque

5Lutheran Cathedral

6St Paul of the Cross Cathedral

SHOPPING

7Sabasaba Market




TOP TIP

Dodoma has a lot of government buildings and plenty of embassies. Security can be tight, so be cautious about taking photos or loitering outside important-looking buildings. Accommodation tends to fill up during parliamentary sittings; consider booking ahead, at least for your first night or two.




Beyond the Bright Lights in Sabasaba Market

You’re far beyond Dodoma’s pretentions to Ritz and glitz the moment you step into the tangled labyrinth of Sabasaba Market. You’re sure to get lost in this sprawling web of 1500 permanent stalls (and countless more itinerant vendors), but it’s a friendly and fascinating place to wander and – home to workers from all regions – probably the best place in the city in which to snack on imported delicacies from around the country.



A Bajaji Tour Around the Tanzanian Capital

THE BIG-CITY VIBE BY TUK-TUK

Take a spin in a bajaji (tuk-tuk) to see if you can pick up an elusive inkling of the metropolis’s bright future as a booming capital.

The Bolt app works well in Dodoma, so go online to order your first bajaji to drop you outside Bunge la Tanzania (Tanzanian National Assembly). The home of parliament, this great circular building – like an immensely oversized rondavel – is open to visitors during sessions (but you must have your passport). Even if it’s closed, it’s worth a look from the outside – just restrain the urge to snap those selfies since it’s a high-security area.

The wide avenues near the airport (custom-designed, presumably, to accommodate blue-light convoys of dignitaries and delegates) are not well suited to pedestrians so – though it’s just over 1km – it’s better to hop in another bajaji to Sabasaba Market.

Emerge anywhere at the western edge and grab another bajaji to the Gaddhaffi Mosque (Jamhuri Rd). Funded by the late Libyan dictator, this imposing pink building is one of East Africa’s biggest mosques, holding up to 4500 worshippers.

The huge St Paul of the Cross Cathedral (Mirembe Rd), built in 1937, is worth a visit for its Roman-style mosaics depicting saints – most notably the Ugandan Martyrs.

The Tanzanian capital has long aspired to be cosmopolitan and multi-denominational. Probably the best place to get a sense of this is near the iconic Dodoma Roundabout (last stop on your bajaji tour). Here you’ll find the domed Anglican Cathedral with its accompanying spire (which, for its dimensions and similarly domed roof, could better be described as a ‘minaret’). Looking like it could have been relocated straight from Arabia, the cathedral contrasts strangely with the neighbouring Jamatkhana (Ismaili) Mosque, which, built in 1954, is of a neoclassical British architectural heritage that could have been imported direct from Knightsbridge.

Beside the mosque is the Lutheran Cathedral. Built in 1881, it’s still the largest Lutheran place of worship in East Africa and is undoubtedly one of Dodoma’s finest pieces of architecture.
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MARKET SNACKS IN SABA SABA MARKET

Mabuyu

Colourful baobab seeds coated in a tangy mixture of sugar, cinnamon, chilli, pepper and countless other flavourings.

Ndizi kaanga

Fried plantains, with optional sugar. They can also be grilled, salted and served with kachumbari.

Samosas

Irresistible fried pastry triangles packed with vegetables and/or lamb (ie‘veg’ and ‘non-veg’).


Swagaswaga Rock Art

Archaeologists believe that the craggy, cave-riddled landscape of Swagaswaga Game Reserve, about a two-hour drive north of Dodoma, may hold many untold mysteries. In 2018 researchers in the reserve discovered more than 50 undocumented rock shelters with art that had remained unseen by the outside world.

While some of the art may only be decades old, other examples have been dated back to 3000 years. There are more than 200 rock shelters that are decorated in red pigment (and, more rarely, in white) with images of people, animals, stars, moons, meteors and traditional dances that, in some cases, are still part of rituals of the local Sandawe people. In the simboo harvest festival, for example, dancers enter a trance-state in which they can jump on fire and, it is said, confront any wild animal without being harmed.



Kondoa – ‘Louvre of the Savanna’

ARTWORK DEPICTING HUMANKIND’S NOMADIC ORIGINS

The Kondoa Rock-Art Site, inscribed on Unesco’s World Heritage List in 2006, spreads across 4984 sq km and is considered to be the most extensive display of rock art in East Africa.

So far an incredible 480 rock shelters have been found in six main complexes, but the area is yet to be completely surveyed and it has been suggested there might be as many as 1000. (By comparison Botswana’s Tsodilo Hills – the world-famous ‘Louvre of the Desert’ – has an estimated 500 sites.) Helpful and informative guides at the ranger station (WhatsApp: +255 767127315) in Kolo village can arrange permits and transport and will advise on which complex is best suited to your timeframe, budget and energy level.

Some of the sites date back 40,000 years and a few are still used today in tribal rituals in the local Warangi community devoted to rain-making, divining and healing. Worried experts at Unesco have noted that ‘in some of the rain-making rituals, animal fat and beer are thrown over the rock art paintings’.
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KONDOA ROCK-ART HIGHLIGHTS

Kolo Complex

Portrays the transition from a hunter-gatherer to pastoralist lifestyle.

Pahi Complex

Notable for illustrations in red that also incorporate black and white pigments.

Chora Complex

This remote site is remarkable for its millennia-old, yet exceptionally well-preserved, artwork.


Katesh Mnada, Central Tanzania’s Best Rural Market

The vibrant Katesh Market is a major social and trading event for the Barabaig of nearby Mt Hanang, as well as for other tribes, including Maasai and Iraqw people. The great mnada (market) takes place on the 10th and 27th of each month and provides a reason not only for trade but also to dress up in tribal finery.

All along the road on the way to market you’ll see red-robed Maasai moran (warriors) and Barabaig women clad in their traditional goat skins.

The most fascinating aspect of the mnada itself is the clamorous livestock market, where traders haggle in a dozen languages.



Climb Tanzania’s Fourth-Highest Mountain

MT HANANG RISES 2KM OVER THE SURROUNDING PLAINS

Mt Hanang (3417m), about 200km northwest of Dodoma and best accessed via Babati and Katesh, can be climbed in a single challenging day if you start walking around first light from the trailhead near Katesh town. Expect to take five to six hours to reach the summit and another three to four hours to descend, if you’re relatively fit.

Since the summit often clouds over by midday, it’s preferable to climb in two stages. Leaving around midday from Katesh town, you’ll reach the small plateau (at about 3000m) that serves as a base camp in about three hours. From there it’s about a 500m altitude gain to the summit, but don’t underestimate it – this climb will take two further hours and even fit hikers are often surprised at how tough it is. Ideally begin walking from the base camp at first light so you can make it onto the peak of Tanzania’s fourth-highest mountain shortly after sunrise.

Whichever way you do it, allow time to enjoy the view of the spectacular Rift Valley landscape, pockmarked with craters and depressions. To the northwest you’ll see Lake Balangida and, to the south, the Mangati Plains. On a clear day you can see beyond the gleaming ring of sunflower fields that surround Hanang, all the way to Mt Meru and even as far as Kilimanjaro (more than 250km away).

The mountain is central to the tribal homelands of the Barabaig people and, though the route up the mountain is relatively well-trodden, rules stipulate that you can only climb with a registered guide. Kahembe Cultural Safaris (kahembeculturalsafaris.com) come highly recommended.

WHERE TO EAT IN DODOMA

Rainbow Pub

You might be a long way from the coast, but there are four abandoned dhows decorating this big, lively pub. $$

Leone L’Africano

It might be Italian run. Check out the ‘Authentic Italian Pizza’ menu, which features a ‘Masai pizza’ (with ‘chops of cow meat’). $$

New Dodoma Hotel

There’s little new about New Dodoma Hotel, but it has character: 120 years and still serving some of Tanzania’s best curry. $


Ethnic Groups of Central Tanzania

The ancestors of the semi-nomadic Barabaig tribe arrived in East Africa from the Nile Valley more than 1000 years ago. The name Barabaig means ‘Beaters of Sticks’ for the importance they place on sticks both as weapons and as percussion instruments.

The Sandawe (inheritors of one of the world’s oldest human DNA lineages) are descended from San hunter-gatherers and speak with a unique click language. Today, this marginalised group has had to forsake a nomadic lifestyle and turn to subsistence farming on the boundaries of Swagaswaga Game Reserve.

The Warangi live around Kondoa, where they still practise ancient rituals at rock-art sites.



Central Tanzania Self-Driving Route

A ROAD TRIP THROUGH THE TANZANIAN HEARTLANDS

A 666km loop circles the most exciting sights of Central Tanzania. It could be done in three to four days, but allow a week or more if you want to take time for some archaeological, wildlife, cultural and trekking adventures. Roads are good and the route is well connected by public transport if you prefer not to drive.

From the district capital of Babati, head south to Kondoa (1½ hours) to spend a morning checking out Africa’s second-greatest collection of ancient rock art. If time and budget allow, detour for a camping safari in Swagaswaga Game Reserve.

The road from Kondoa continues south to Dodoma (two hours). Enjoy the pool and wine tasting at Domiya Estate (domiyaestate.com) and spend an evening out on the town in ‘Dom City’.

From Dodoma head northeast, past the Bahi Depression and Lake Sulunga, to Singida (four hours). Regency Resort (regencyresortsingida.co.tz) occupies a perfect lakeside location and can arrange sunset boat tours on Lake Singida.

From here, it’s just a 1½-hour drive to Katesh. If the driving has left you with an urge to stretch your legs, take an opportunity to summit Mt Hanang (3417m).

From Katesh, it will take just an hour to complete the loop to Babati.

This route can be accessed from Arusha (2½ hours from Babati) or Mwanza (entering the loop at Singida but adding six to seven hours to the driving time). Fortes Africa (fortes-africa.com) offers vehicle rental from both Arusha and Mwanza.

[image: jpg]

African elephants | Kiki Dohmeier/Shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Dodoma is well connected by public transport, with buses to/from Dar es Salaam (eight hours), Arusha (six hours) and Mwanza (11 to 12 hours). A standard-gauge high-speed train will soon connect Dodoma with Dar es Salaam in under two hours, down from the current 14 hours.

Getting around is easy, with plentiful dalla-dallas, bajaji (tuk-tuks) and boda-boda (easiest to book through the Bolt app). Buses run to Arusha (daily at 7am), stopping outside the ranger station in Kolo village (for both Kondoa and Swagaswaga Game Reserve). The rangers can help arrange transport and camping, but if you’re planning a Swagaswaga safari it’s best to arrange a 4WD before arriving in this sleepy little outpost.






LAKE VICTORIA
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The Tanzanian half of Africa’s largest lake sees very few international visitors, yet there’s plenty to attract discerning travellers who want to get off the beaten track. This rich agricultural region is home to vibrant Mwanza, Tanzania’s second-biggest city, magical Ukerewe Island and the laid-back lakeside communities of Musoma and Bukoba. Mwanza is famous as the ‘city of rock’ and it’s easy to see why. The landscape here is steepled and cragged with immense boulders and gouged and channelled over aeons by the Lake Victoria wavelets. Ukerewe is notable for its unique, agriculturally oriented culture and its ancient traditions of magic and traditional healing. The main appeal of Musoma, less than 60km from the Kenyan border, is the beautiful natural inlet where the Mara River flows into Lake Victoria. Highlights of the lake’s western shore include Rubondo Island National Park, with its chimpanzee troops, and Bukoba, Tanzania’s most northerly city, with a relaxed lakeside vibe that could almost be described as Caribbean.
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SIGHTS

1Bukoba

2Katuruka Heritage Site

3Matvilla Beach

4Mwanza

5Rubondo Island

6Ruti Island

7Saanane Island National Park

ACTIVITIES

8Ukerewe Island




TOP TIP

June through August is the ideal time to visit Lake Victoria, with clear days and maximum visibility for game viewing. At an altitude of around 1100m across the region, temperatures are rarely brutally high. With large distances and limited infrastructure, getting around the lake region can be time consuming, but invariably worth the effort many times over.




Visit Mwanza’s Spectacular Rock Formations

Bismarck Rock – with its bizarre balancing boulder – is Mwanza’s most famous feature. For a small fee, boatmen on the beach near Kamanga Ferry Terminal will take you on a short trip around the rock.

Jiwe Kuu (Big Rock) is accessible by boda-boda. Saanane Island National Park is another fantastic place at which to experience this rocky habitat, formed after aeons of erosion by water and wind revealed ancient granite. You’ll see what might be the best examples if you take the ferry to Ukerewe Island and keep an eye out about halfway through the voyage – 15km from the shore – for Ruti Island. ‘There’s no engineer like God’, the boatmen will tell you about this isolated, outlandish cluster of 15m-high balancing rocks.



Explore Mwanza Like a Local

STROLL MWANZA’S MOST INTRIGUING STREET

Experience bustling street life and the diversity of businesses that make central Mwanza unique on a stroll down Temple St. Start at the northeastern Station Rd junction, where shopfronts are hung with everything from baby clothes and kitchenware, to wigs and (unexpectedly skimpy) lingerie.

After 150m you’ll see a statuesque fig tree clambering out of an immense rock outcrop, and almost certainly become aware of the sound of hammering, as if miners are chiselling at the granite boulders. Climb the steps to your right and you’ll find yourself in a clattering jumble of metal workshops. This little quarter, known as Makaroboi St, is where thousands of cooking pots, tin chests and kerosene lamps (makaroboi in Swahili) are hammered out.

Through an iron door at the top of Makaroboi St, step onto a rocky outcrop below a large house that could have been transplanted from Bavaria. It was once owned by Dr Robert Koch, who was awarded a Nobel Prize in 1905 for his research into tuberculosis, but is these days a controversial figure for the research facilities he himself described as ‘concentration camps’. Unfortunately the house is closed to visitors and the rocky clearing, often used as a drinking den, isn’t a place to hang out for long.

Returning to the main thoroughfare below, you’ll immediately understand why it’s called Temple St, with a big Hindu temple and the even-more-spectacular Shri Swaminarayan Mandir Sikh temple facing each other across the lane.

Continue to the southern end of Temple St and a cluster of fascinating textile shops in front of Central Market.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MWANZA

Mwanza Yacht Club

A lively favourite with overland trucks and, at other times, a delightfully peaceful lakeside campsite. $

St Dominic’s Pastoral Centre

Comfortable roomsclose to Temple St. Unexpectedly for a church property, there’s an appealing pub garden. $$

Hotel Tilapia

Comfortable rooms and one of the city’s best lakeside restaurants. Ask for a room on the African Queen boat. $$$

Ukerewe Island

PEDAL POWER AROUND THE ISLAND

Life is lived at a slow pace in a region where fishing and agriculture remain the main sources of income, and this island (measuring 40km at its widest point) is an ideal place to explore by bicycle.

You could set out to cover the entire island in a few days, but less challenging tours – through the streets of Nansio (Ukerewe’s main town) and into the surrounding rural communities – run by Ukerewe-based guide Paschal Phares (WhatsApp +255 763480134) have become a travel highlight of the Lake Victoria region.

About 7km southeast of Nansio, there’s a hill that offers a wonderful viewpoint over the southern side of the island. Historically, this spot (now owned by the Catholic Church) was the site of a German fort and boats would arrive here from Bukoba, loaded with slaves from what would later become Uganda.

Paschal is an authority on his region’s history and, on a lighter note, describes the fascinating environmental background to an island where every patch of land, and every tree, belongs to the head of a family.

From the fort, you can ride across the island to what’s known as the Ikulu (‘White House’). Built in 1928, it’s said to have been the first privately owned palace in East Africa and it still belongs to a descendant (now living in Vienna) of the last Wakarewe monarch.


A Consultation With Ukerewe’s Traditional Healers

‘People are attracted from all over East Africa, and beyond, by the magical powers of Ukerewe,’ says 55-year-old Godiliva Rugina as she sits surrounded by flasks of potions and baskets of herbs.

In two decades practising as an omufumu (traditional healer), Godiliva has treated more than 800 people in her little beehive-shaped hut, known as an ekilinge. She is frequently called upon to remove curses. Just as good omufumu create medicines from plants and minerals, there are mbaya omufumu (‘witch doctors’) who specialise in curses, typically using animal parts and even, in extreme cases, human organs.

Guide Paschal Phares works with several (good) omufumu – trained experts who are enthusiastic that the outside world has a chance to understand and experience their talents.



WHERE TO HAVE LUNCH IN MWANZA

Shahensha Restaurant

Great samosas and the obligatory chips mayai (chip omelette) on an extensive local and Pakistani menu. $

Cakes and Bakes

For central Mwanza’s natural street theatre, Cakes and Bakes is front-row seating… maybe the royal box. $

Salama Cone

Feast on pizzas, wraps and kebabs, but leave space for Mwanza’s best ice cream and smoothies. $$

Musoma’s Matvilla Beach

LAKE VICTORIA’S MOST ENCHANTING URBAN ESCAPE

There’s no beach to speak of at Matvilla Beach but, lying at the end of a peninsula directly north of Musoma city, this secluded spot is nothing short of magical with its great domed rock outcrops and tangle of little bays and inlets. The entire peninsula is only 2km long, but carry a picnic when you go because you could spend a pleasant day wandering among the granite outcrops and clambering among balancing rocks.

There’s a small (very friendly) subsistence-farming community living in a tiny enclave between the rocks and you’ll pass its fields of cassava, corn and vegetables…and probably have to skirt around fat-tailed Maasai sheep and zebu cattle – the latter usually tethered – on your way up to Matvilla Rock, the highest peak.

The peninsula has a huge population of surprisingly confident rock hyrax. Also known as dassies, these rabbit-like animals are the closest living relative to the elephant. Great ‘herds’ of these cute but clumsy-looking creatures skip nimbly over the rocks ahead of you on their stubby legs.

You’re also sure to see scarlet-headed agama lizards and vervet monkeys, along with a staggering variety of birdlife.

Matvilla Beach Hotel is the ideal place for a sundowner (or dinner). From its restaurant or lakeside shelters, you’ll see fishermen hoisting sail on their little dhows or paddling out to check their fish traps in the small reed canoes that have been built here for centuries.


Tanzania’s Best Urban Birdwatching Location

By the time you make it to the top of Matvilla Rock, you’re sure to have been struck the wonderful diversity of birds on this little peninsula.

Egrets and cormorants are common and pied kingfishers flock by the dozen (you might count more than 10 kingfishers on a single stretch of electric cable). Weavers flash between the acacias and fig trees, and sunbirds flit among bird-of-paradise plants. You’ll see the startling scarlet flash of red bishops and fire finches and hear the constant call of fish eagles.

Take a 3km stroll down the peninsula, where open-billed storks, sacred ibis and herons strut along the shoreline, to the old Mwigobelo fish market and you’ll come across another ornithological spectacle: immense flocks of marabous (the world’s largest storks), pied crows and yellow-billed kites scavenging along the beach.



Charming Bukoba’s Historic Roots

RELAXED LAKESIDE LIVING IN TANZANIA’S COOLEST TOWN

Tanzania’s second-biggest Lake Victoria city is a prosperous agricultural centre dealing in coffee, tea, vanilla…and longhorn grasshoppers, with a delightfully laid-back tropical atmosphere.

Bukoba was founded in 1890 when Emin Pasha (Eduard Schnitzer) established a German foothold here and there’s a sense of history as you stroll from the colonial-era watchtowers along the waterfront, passing the atmospherically dilapidated Lake Hotel (where, according to legend, Frank Sinatra once stayed) to Bukoba’s first cathedral (built in 1914).

It’s important to remember that the area’s history stretches well beyond colonial times – take a taxi to Katuruka Heritage Site (about 30 minutes) to see the remnants of what’s said to be the oldest iron-smelting furnace south of the equator in Africa. It’s incredible to consider that this was a thriving local industry as early as 500 BCE.

Some of this story is explained in more depth at the Kagera Museum (which was in the process of being rehoused at the time of writing), which also has fascinating exhibits on the region’s dominant Haya community, who once controlled one of the world’s first iron industries. The Haya, today one of the country’s largest tribes, were important for their part in the drive towards independence and are now also renowned for their complex dances featuring grass skirts and ankle rattles.

William Oswald Rutta, founder of Bukoba Cross Culture Travel and Tours (bukobaculturaltours.co.tz), can guide visitors far and wide through the region.
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WHERE TO EAT IN MUSOMA

Afrilux Hotel

The best beer garden in Musoma has an extensive Tanzanian, Western and Indian menu. $$

Malkia Cafe & Bakery

A favourite for the friendly staff, comfy seating and great doughnuts. Choose a terrace table for people watching. $

Matvilla Beach Hotel

Hearty three-star Swahili food with a five-star view across the lake from the open-air dining room. $$

Lake Victoria’s Island of the Apes

TREK AMONG CHIMPANZEES ON RUBONDO ISLAND

A general absence of dangerous animals (barring sometimes-belligerent elephants and voracious crocodiles) means you can trek on Rubondo Island in relative safety – as long as you’re accompanied by the obligatory armed ranger. The aim of these treks is to bring you face-to-face with wild chimpanzees.

Park rangers and expert guides from Rubondo Island Camp (asiliaafrica.com) have worked hard to habituate a troop of 30 chimpanzees in the island’s north. There are no feeding stations or other human interaction, and the apes (descendants of animals released here in the 1960s) are completely wild and can roam widely over a large area. While the rangers are usually relatively sure of the troop’s whereabouts, you might trek for several hours before getting a sighting. This is all part of the experience, and the chance to hike in Rubondo’s pristine equatorial forest is sufficient reason to undertake this experience.

Apart from their size and power, there’s something unusual about Rubondo’s chimps that provides an unexpected adrenaline buzz – unlike famously ‘peaceful’ gorillas and orangutans, these chimpanzees are fearsome hunters. They frequently feast on vervet and colobus monkeys, and Rubondo rangers claim that they’ve been known to carry out relatively complex group-hunting strategies on bushbuck and sitatunga antelopes. Guides also report that the chimps have learned to eat the raw meat with medicinal leaves that minimise the effect of bacteria.
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ON SONG IN BUKOBA

Singer Saida Karoli says she loves coming home to Bukoba. ‘What I like best about my hometown are breezy days beside the lake and plenty of opportunities to walk, swim and sing.’

Karoli had an underprivileged childhood in the village of Rwongwe (20km inland from Bukoba), and the lake has always played a part in her life. It was singing that brought her solace and made her one of the city’s most popular celebrities.

‘I like Sunrise Beach Pub for hanging out with friends,’ says the 47-year-old singer and percussionist, who left her home to tour all over East and Central Africa. ‘For lunch I love to head for the streetside Mama Ntilie places.’

Mama Ntilies are the slang name for regular street vendors who sell a variety of tasty, usually freshly produced snacks. Saida’s favourites are Manyema Cafe Ushwahini and Mama Haika on Jamuhuri Rd.



WHERE TO STAY IN BUKOBA

Lake Hotel

Grand when Frank Sinatra supposedly stayed here. Now friendly and comfortable, with a dilapidated charm. $

Bukoba Kolping Hotel

A somewhat spartan business-style hotel with a nice terrace, cooling breezes and lake views. $$

Victorious Perch Hotel

Well located, with a decent restaurant, lounge and bar, this is probably the best upper-mid-range option. $$


What’s So Special about a Rubondo Vehicle Safari?

After the wide-open vistas of the Serengeti, some visitors might find the forested trails of Rubondo Island a little claustrophobic. But this is part of the thrill of Africa’s biggest island national park.

You’re unlikely to see more than a couple of other vehicles on a safari in this often-overlooked, 250-sq-km park. This means the animals are less habituated, though because of the thickness of vegetation, encounters often tend to be up-close and personal. Elephants meet you face-to-face – aggressive behaviour never leads to much more than bluster, but many visitors have counted Rubondo as the site of their most memorable pachyderm encounters.




Getting Around

Mwanza’s new Nyamhongolo bus station is the transport hub for the eastern shore and Musoma (about five hours). The Bolt app works well in town. Fast boats to Ukerewe Island (two hours) sail from Mwanza most days. A ferry sails onwards from Ukerewe six times daily to Kisorya (for onward travel north). If you’re travelling from there to Musoma, the bus journey takes around four hours.

A ferry runs from Mwanza to Bukoba every Tuesday, Thursday and Sunday (departing 9pm, 10 hours), returning (7.30pm) on Monday, Wednesday and Friday. Long-distance buses connect Mwanza and Bukoba (about seven hours).

Fortes Africa (fortes-africa.com) rents out 4WD vehicles and can arrange guided safaris.






GOMBE NATIONAL PARK
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There’s nowhere like Gombe. When it comes to wildlife destinations in Africa, Gombe National Park (often called Gombe Stream National Park) belongs among the elites. Gombe is Tanzania’s smallest national park, but it’s one of the best places in Africa to see chimpanzees. Thanks to the work of Jane Goodall, who arrived in 1960 to study Gombe’s chimpanzees and never really left, Gombe’s 100-plus chimps have been habituated to humans, which means you can get up close and personal with some of our nearest relatives from the animal kingdom. It can be hot, sweaty work to find them, but the forest quest, serenaded by birdsong, offers rewards far out of proportion to the effort required to get there. Gombe’s backdrop, too, is something special: it feels more like Central Africa than the continent’s east, with dense rainforest tumbling down to the sandy shores of Lake Tanganyika.
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TOP TIP

A visit to Gombe is possible year-round, but the drier months of June through October are easily the best time to be here. Try to avoid March and April, when the lodge is closed and rains can make walking the trails (and finding chimps) hard work.




FOR MORE CHIMPANZEES

Mahale Mountains National Park offers another first-rate chimpanzee experience. It’s more adventurous and more difficult to reach, but the feeling of remoteness can be pure bliss.




BEST PLACES TO EAT IN KIGOMA

Sun City

Cool local cats come to Sun City for its arty vibe and wali maharagwe (rice and beans), then return Sundays for Kigoma’s best chicken biryani. $

Kigoma Catering

At this popular place, the big menu ranges across the country and beyond. Nothing special, but a good feed. $

Coast View Resort

Book a table on the gazebo for great views to go with your sundowner, then stick around for dinner, which is a mix of local and Italian. $$



Chimpanzee Tracking

TRACK CHIMPS THROUGH THE FOREST

Time spent with the chimpanzees of Gombe is the real deal, and one of the best experiences you can have in East Africa.

Mandatory guides take you out into the forest from the Kasekela Research Centre, where Jane Goodall and her team began the project back in the 1960s. By habituating chimps to human contact, she dramatically deepened our understanding of the species. There’s not much to see at the centre itself, though being at one of conservation’s ground zeros is an unmistakeable thrill; chimpanzees were fed here until the practice was discontinued in the 1980s. Guides will happily show you around before or after your walk.

Sometimes, especially in the dry season, you might find one of the three habituated chimp groups within an hour of setting out. 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. And the further you go, the more difficult the terrain.

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. And you’ll certainly see the chimps before hearing them, as you strain for a glimpse of the animals.

At first, you’ll 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.
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WHERE TO STAY AROUND GOMBE NATIONAL PARK

Green View Hotel

This Escher-like building offers spotless rooms, friendly staff and life-sized statues of African animals. $

Jakobsen’s Guesthouse

Perched on a clifftop above Jakobsen’s Beach, this lovely guesthouse has cottages, tents and campsites. $

Gombe Forest Lodge

The park’s only private lodge is right by the water, with six, wood-floored safari tents surrounded by forest. $$$

Explore Lakeside Kigoma

STROLL THROUGH LAKESIDE HISTORY

One of western Tanzania’s largest towns, leafy Kigoma manages to be gateway to Gombe National Park, transport crossroads and an agreeably languid lakeside town all at the same time. Before you race off in search of chimpanzees, experience a town where tourism is a sideshow.

Kigoma sprawls across the hillsides and very little happens here in a hurry. You could easily spend a day by the deep-water port and in the main market, tracking down buildings dating back to the German colonial era, and at Jakobsen’s (Mwamahunga) Beach, which has two small sandy coves, forest tumbling to the shores, and thieving baboons.


‘Dr Livingstone, I Presume?’

Ujiji is where explorer-journalist Henry Morton Stanley found the famous Scottish doctor, missionary and explorer Dr Livingstone in 1871, and 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 slave and ivory trades: 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 Africa in Katonga & Ujiji

FISHERFOLK AND DR LIVINGSTONE

Two of western Tanzania’s most interesting villages lie close to Kigoma. Make sure you allow time to visit both.

Time your arrival in Katonga, 10km southwest of Kigoma, to coincide with the return of the town’s 200-plus wooden boats. During the darkest half of the moon’s cycle, Katonga’s fishing fleet spends the night on the lake fishing by lantern light; they return around 8am.

Even closer to Kigoma (5km), tiny Ujiji is one of Africa’s oldest market villages. An hour or two spent by the small dhow port (where wooden sailing boats are still built using traditional methods) could just be our favourite pastime anywhere along Lake Tanganyika’s shore.


Getting Around

Gombe is 26km north of Kigoma and the only way there is by boat. A lake taxi to the park departs from Kibirizi, just north of Kigoma, around noon. Returning, it passes Kasekela as early as 7am.

You can hire boats at Kibirizi. It requires hard bargaining, but the price will be a little cheaper than the charter options (around US$250 return). You may have to pay in advance for petrol, but don’t hand over the full amount until you’ve arrived back in Kigoma.

It’s safer and more comfortable (in part because there will be shade) to arrange a charter with an established company. Chartering the Tanapa boat costs US$375 return, plus US$25 for each night you spend at Gombe. Organise it through the visitor centre in Kigoma. Also ask your Gombe accommodation about transport options.

To get to Katonga or Ujiji, consider hiring a taxi for the day or half-day.






LAKE TANGANYIKA
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Lake Tanganyika is the backdrop to many memorable western Tanzanian experiences. This is true whether you’re watching chimps in the forests that rise from the lakeshore, snorkelling off Kipili, or hopping from one town to the next aboard the M/V 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 geographic boundary.

East of the lake is very much East Africa, while on the western shore lies the Democratic Republic of Congo and the vast rainforest basin of Central Africa. This juxtaposition means that the Tanzanian shore has fascinating historic stories to tell of the explorers and the slave and trading caravan routes that once criss-crossed the continent. Best of all, there’s more of a genuinely multicultural cast to the population than anywhere else in the country.
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TOP TIP

Don’t try to rush travel in these parts, as you’ll end up frustrated. Everything takes a little longer out here, and tourist infrastructure is minimal. Therein lies a part of the region’s charm, so let everything happen in its own time.



Snorkel off Kipili

SWIM THROUGH THE CICHLIDS

Of all the towns along Lake Tanganyika’s southwestern shore, Kipili is where you’ll want to spend the most time. Yes, it’s a convenient stopover between the Mahale Mountains and Katavi, and it’s a beautiful drive through forest to get here, but Kipili is a destination in its own right.

Home to little more than 1500 souls, Kipili is a delightfully sleepy place, centred on an old mission station. Climb to the hilltop ruins of the church (which was built in the 1880s); they’re 3km north of the village. The surrounding forest is slowly swallowing the stone-and-brick ruins, but they remain surprisingly intact, especially the facade and one of the side walls – enough to lend poignancy to this soulful place. Nearby, you can enjoy superb views of Lake Tanganyika and its many islands.

Those islands are important for another reason: their rocky shores and underwater sub-structure offer some of Tanzania’s best snorkelling and diving. There are some unusual underwater rock formations that any local guide can point out, but the real highlight is the chance to swim through clouds of colourful cichlids. Almost a quarter of the 2000 fish, plants and crustaceans that live in this extraordinarily rich freshwater ecosystem are found nowhere else on the planet, and close to half of these are cichlids. Best of all, visibility is usually excellent.

Lake Shore Lodge and Campsite, which is also the best place to stay, has all the necessary equipment and is western Tanzania’s only PADI-certified dive school. It can point you in the right direction for snorkelling, or arrange day or half-day boat excursions that include diving or snorkelling and a picnic lunch.
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Tabora

Almost everyone who heads for Lake Tanganyika ends up in non-touristy Tabora (420km east of Kigoma) along the way – you’ll probably change bus or train here, touch down to change planes, or even stay overnight as you wait for onward transport. Tabora was once an important way station along ancient caravan (and slave-trading) routes between Lake Tanganyika and the coast. If you have time, seek out Livingstone’s Tembe, a flat-roofed, Arabic-style home, built in 1857. It’s where the renowned explorer, Livingstone, stayed with Stanley on the pair’s way back home after their Ujiji encounter. Behind its high Zanzibari doors lies a museum with some of the great man’s letters, as well as information on the slave trade.




Getting Around

Lake Tanganyika is wonderfully wild and untouristy, but that comes with consequences: roads out here are generally poor and every mode of transport takes a long time to arrive. Getting around means travelling by boat (the M/V Liemba or lake taxis), overcrowded buses or trucks, and 4WD.






MAHALE MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK
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Visiting Mahale Mountains National Park is one of Africa’s great adventures. Because Mahale is difficult to reach, it receives very few visitors in comparison to Tanzania’s other parks – even fewer than relatively quiet Gombe, the other major park in the west. Once you get here, the park covers a vast area, almost entirely without roads. It’s known for being one of the best places to see primates (in this case, chimpanzees) anywhere in East Africa; it helps that when you see them, there’ll likely be many more chimps than fellow travellers. This is one beautiful place, a remote realm where high mountains carpeted in dense rainforest tumble down to the shore of superb Lake Tanganyika. Only pristine white-sand beaches separate lake from forest. There aren’t many places to stay here, but they’re all excellent, and wherever you stay you’ll feel like you’ve fallen off the map and landed somewhere pretty special.

Most travellers fly in to one of Mahale’s two luxury camps; each can organise the flights for an additional cost.
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TOP TIP

Although the park is open year-round, it’s best to avoid the rainy season (mid-March to mid-May), when it’s too wet to enjoy the place and most accommodation is closed. June through October is the easiest (driest) time for hiking up the steep slopes.




I LIVE HERE: HOW TO WATCH CHIMPANZEES

Butati Nyundo, a lead guide at Greystoke Mahale, has worked with chimpanzees as both ranger and guide for nearly 12 years.

Best time of year

My favourite time to be in Mahale is from mid-August to January/February.

How long does it take to find chimps?

It depends on food availability. It could be anywhere from 30 minutes to five-plus hours.

How best to interact?

Always follow your guide’s instructions. And suppress the urge to interact with chimpanzees like domestic or pet animals. Sit back and enjoy the show. It’s like a TV soap opera.

Watch or film?

Shooting or recording video reduces your field of view. It’s more memorable to experience it with your own eyes and speaking with the guide.
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Among the Chimps

DRAW NEAR TO A CLOSE RELATIVE

Imagine walking along a trail through dense forest. It’s been hard going, but the canopy blocks out the sun’s heat, if not the humidity. It’s like being in some strange, riotous cathedral. There are all manner of unfamiliar smells and sounds, and you wonder which of Mahale’s many bird species you’ve just heard. But what you’re listening for is any sign of chimpanzees. You peer into the vegetation, hoping they’re already there, watching you. All of a sudden, a dark shape emerges, bumps into you and then continues on its way as if you’re not even there. We’ve lost track of the number of times travellers have told us of such an encounter with one of Mahale’s 1000 chimps, for whom the 10m keep-your-distance rule is routinely ignored.

Mahale’s chimps have 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 elsewhere in the forest.

Guided walks in search of chimps begin from the tourist rest camp at Kasiha. Guides can usually locate a group of chimps within the first hour or two, but it can take much longer, especially outside the May-to-October dry season. If you’re travelling independently, you’ll need to make arrangements for a guide and a departure time at the park entrance and headquarters at Bilenge, 10km north of Kasiha. If, on the other hand, you’re staying at one of the high-end camps and lodges, all reservations should be included (and organised) as part of your overall package.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND MAHALE MOUNTAINS

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 a cracking clifftop bar. Open June to mid-March. $$$

Kungwe Beach Lodge

Low-key yet luxurious tented camp, sheltered beneath trees by the beach. Open mid-May to mid-Feb. $$$




KATAVI NATIONAL PARK
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Welcome to the wild. Katavi is one of those parks that would be world famous if it weren’t so far removed from well-worn safari trails. Instead, Serengeti National Park receives more visitors in a day than Katavi does all year. All of which means that if you make it out here, you’ll have it to yourself.

Apart from its isolated location (which is itself a plus for many travellers), Katavi has all the necessary ingredients to be considered one of East Africa’s premier parks. It’s Tanzania’s third-largest park, it has interesting wildlife in abundance, especially on the vast Katisunga plain, and the accommodation is excellent across a range of budgets. This includes cosy park-run cottages and wonderfully rustic top-end safari camps. For backpackers, it’s one of the cheapest and easiest parks to visit, if you’re willing to take the time and effort to get here.
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TOP TIP

The dry season, especially August to October, is the best time for seeing wildlife. It can be very wet from February to May, when getting around the park can be almost impossible and many top-end camps close. Then again, the wetter months are the best months for birding.



Katisunga Plain

SERENGETI WITHOUT THE CROWDS

It’s become something of a cliché to compare East African parks with extensive savanna grasslands to the gold-standard Serengeti. Most come up short, but Katavi would stack up just fine.

Partly that’s because of geography: at the heart of Katavi lies Katisunga Plain, an epic 425-sq-km grassy expanse. It’s also because Katavi – and Katisunga Plain in particular – is home to some really big herds of wildlife. And not just any wildlife. Here you can look forward to seeing lions, elephants, giraffes, buffaloes, zebras and all manner of gazelles; leopards and spotted hyenas are also possible. But the plain is best known as one of the finest places in Africa to see the rare and much-sought-after roan and sable antelopes, two of the most handsome antelope species you ever did see.

Around the fringes of the plain, light woodlands add a whole new tranche of habitats, while the waterholes are often so full of hippos that it looks like you could walk across their backs to the other side without ever touching the water. Hippos are, of course, responsible for more human deaths than any other African animal, and crocs also lurk in these and similar waters, so no, we’re not serious.

These watery beasts come into their own in the wet season, from February to March, when Katisunga transforms into a giant series of floodplains and swamps. At this time of year, your range of areas to explore may be circumscribed, but bring your binoculars: the wet months are when most of Katavi’s 400-plus bird species have been recorded. The wet season is the best time to see both resident birds and migratory species that have flown in (usually starting around November) from Europe and North Africa.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN KATAVI

Riverside Camp

Above a hippo-filled river, Riverside has bungalows and a campground, and it’s the place for independent budget travellers to organise their safari. $

Chada Katavi

A classic tented safari camp with superb facilities and good guides for walking safaris. $$$

Katavi Wildlife Camp

This excellent tented camp overlooks the Katisunga Plain; watch wildlife from the deck! $$$




Getting Around

Katavi is 35km southwest of Mpanda. To get here, drive in or bus from Mpanda or Sumbawanga, or fly from Ruaha National Park or Arusha. Once at the park, a 4WD is essential for exploring. If you fly in, your accommodation will almost certainly arrange your transport within the park. If you’re driving, you’ll likely already have a vehicle, which is just as well: there are very few places at which independent travellers can source a vehicle in or around the park.






LAKE NYASA
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A visit to picturesque and unspoilt Lake Nyasa (also known as Lake Malawi) is one of the best things you can do in Tanzania. It’s a world away from the safari circuits, and offers a pleasing mix of scenic landscapes, historic sites and cultural encounters. In this way, it nicely complements the more traditional, wildlife-focused safari experiences elsewhere.

The lake sees plenty of tourists, but very few of these are likely to be international visitors. Locals love the lake for its beaches, low-key towns and well-priced tourism infrastructure. It’s also a beautiful place with mountain views and refreshing lack of pretension: the Malawi lakeshore’s charms are well known to visitors, but just across the border is a world away from mass tourism. No, you won’t see any wildlife while you’re here and, yes, high-end accommodation is pretty scarce. But if you value the chance to get under the skin of Tanzania and see how its people live, you could do worse than spend time here.
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TOP TIP

The road to Matema from Tukuyu is extremely rough; the longer approach via Ibanda and Kyela is actually quicker. If travelling by bus, you’ll have to change at Kyela and Ipinda to reach the lakeshore. Travel to Itungi to connect with the ferries that ply the lake.




BEST PLACES TO STAYAROUND LAKE NYASA

Blue Canoe Safari Camp

This lovely beachfront place in Matema has camping and luxury bungalows overlooking the lake. The camp has strong ties to the local community. $

Mbamba Bay Bio Camp Lodge

Located in Mbamba Bay, with comfortable stone-and-thatch bungalows with bathrooms, plus tents on the beach under makuti (thatched palm leaf) roofing. $

Joseph’s

Simple and utterly idyllic, Joseph’s place in Luili consists of a scattering of simple thatched huts on the lakeshore. Joseph will cook up a plain meal of fish, rice and beans on demand. $



Get to Know Lake Nyasa

FROM LAKESHORE TO LIVINGSTONE MOUNTAINS

From Itungi in the north to Mbamba Bay in the south, the shores of Lake Nyasa are a superb collection of pretty beaches, grass- and forest-clad mountains, timeworn fishing villages and, in places, pristine turquoise waters. Places of interest around the Tanzanian side of the lake include (from north to south) Kyela, Matema, Liuli and Mbamba Bay; explore some of these on a driving tour.

Running down the eastern (Tanzanian) lakeshore are the Livingstone Mountains, the green, misty slopes of which form a stunning backdrop as they cascade down to the sandy shoreline. Few roads reach the towns strung out between the mountains and the shore along the lake’s eastern side; if you can explore in a canoe (from Matema, with Blue Canoe Safari Camp) or go snorkelling (from Mbamba Bay with Mbamba Bay Bio Camp Lodge), you’ll get to see a side to the lake that you can’t experience in any other way. Otherwise, consider a leg or two aboard the MV Njombe and MV Ruvuma. Another possibility is to ride up and over the mountains on horseback from Kitulo National Park to Matema, with Mbeya-based Maua Café and Tours.

The best way to explore the mountains themselves is on foot, but you’ll need to be completely self-sufficient (including tent and water filter) and carry a GPS if you decide to do so. One possible route is from the mission station of Bulongwa (reached by bus from Njombe) to Matema, which offers superb views as you make your way down to the lakeshore. Allow about 14 hours for the trip, starting out at daybreak. A longer version of this hike is also possible, starting near the Kitulo Park gate.
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Getting Around

The best way to get around Lake Nyasa is aboard its ferries, MV Njombe and MV Ruvuma, which travel down the eastern side of the lake to Mbamba Bay.






Beyond Lake Nyasa
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Heading beyond Lake Nyasa means fanning out across the Southern Highlands and into a world rarely seen, other than in passing, by visitors.


This area has an intriguing collection of towns that offer a window onto provincial Tanzanian life. If you’re willing to range a little further, the lake’s hinterland offers some of the best, least-known and dramatically underrated mountain hiking: these trails are surely some of Tanzania’s best-kept secrets. They’re the kind of places where you can hike all day without seeing another tourist.

Also in the lake’s hinterland, Kitulo National Park flies similarly under the tourist radar, despite having some of East Africa’s best wildflower expanses. Less the antithesis of your normal East African wildlife safari than a delightful complement, Kitulo is a great place to visit, especially during the rainy season when elsewhere in Tanzania is longing for dry land.
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TOP TIP

Before hiking in the area or visiting Kitulo National Park, get a copy of Liz de Leyser’s excellent A Guide to the Southern Highlands of Tanzania, available at many bookshops and hotels in and around Mbeya and Iringa.




Mbozi Meteorite

About 65km southwest of Mbeya is the Mbozi meteorite, one of the world’s largest meteorites. Weighing an estimated 25 metric tonnes, it’s around 3m long and 1m tall. Scientists are unsure when it hit the earth, but it’s assumed to have been many thousands of years ago, since there are no traces of its crater, nor any local legends regarding its origins.

Although the site was only discovered by outsiders in 1930, it had been known to locals for centuries, but not reported because of various associated taboos. It was declared a protected monument by the government in 1967.



Mbeya & its Mountains

EXPLORE A TOWN, CLIMB A MOUNTAIN

There are few more agreeable urban experiences in Tanzania than Mbeya. It’s a thriving place, sprawling at 1700m in the shadow of Loleza Peak (2656m), in a gap between the verdant Mbeya Range to the north and the Poroto Mountains to the southeast. The surrounding area is lush, mountainous and scenic. It’s also a major farming region for coffee, tea, bananas and cocoa, and a major trade and transit junction between Tanzania, Zambia and Malawi. While central Mbeya is on the scruffy side (especially around the bus station), the cool climate, jacaranda trees and views of the hills compensate, and there are many nearby excursions.

Just northwest of Mbeya is Mbeya Peak (2820m). The highest point in the Mbeya Range, it makes for an enjoyable day hike, best done by arranging a local guide through your hotel or a Mbeya travel agency. There are several possible routes. One goes from Mbalizi junction, 12km west of town on the Tunduma road. Take a dalla-dalla to Mbalizi, get out at the sign for Utengule Coffee Lodge, head right and follow the dirt road for 1km to a sign for St Mary’s Seminary. Turn right here and follow the road up past the seminary to Lunji Farm and then on to the peak. With a vehicle, you can park at Lunji Farm and continue on foot. Allow five hours for the return trip, and only climb accompanied by a guide.

When it comes to choosing a guide, every town should have an Amelia. A reassuring presence at Mbeya’s Maua Café and Tours, she’s your go-to for arranging safaris, horse riding and hikes to Mbeya Peak, Ngozi Peak and Crater, and many other destinations. Prices start from US$70 per person per day, or US$200 with accommodation. The excellent cafe also oversees a permaculture project, natural medicine farm and campsites throughout the area.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MBEYA

Mbeya Hotel

This hotel has a faded charm, African art on the walls, and straightforward rooms and bungalows. $

Ifisi Community Centre

Very good church-run option for self-drivers en route to/from the Zambian border, with a mix of rooms. $

Utengule Coffee Lodge

This lovely lodge sits on a hilly coffee plantation 20km west of Mbeya. Expect spacious rooms and suites, plus a restaurant. $$


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN TUKUYU & KITULO NATIONAL PARK

Bongo Camping

This backpacker-friendly place is in Kibisi village, with a large camping area, basic cooking facilities, hot-bucket showers and meals on order. $

Landmark Hotel

Spacious, good-value (if noisy) rooms in Tukuyu, all with TV and hot water, a small camping area and a slow but good restaurant. $

Super Eden Guesthouse

This guesthouse has small double-bedded rooms and a larger family room with one double and two twin beds. It’s in Matamba village, near Kitulo. $



Small-Town Tukuyu

DIVE INTO PROVINCIAL TANZANIAN LIFE

The small, peppy town of Tukuyu is set in the heart of a beautiful area of hills and orchards near Lake Nyasa. There are many hikes and natural attractions nearby, but only the most basic tourist infrastructure. There’s compensation, though, in the lush surrounding hills, swathed in tea plantations and dotted with banana-palm groves, and the town itself has a lively daily market selling fruit, veg and clothes. As a starting point, the experience of staying in such an agreeable example of small-town Tanzania is reason enough to visit. If you can, stay more than just one night and you’ll find the whole pace of your trip slowing down and morphing into something that may be far more valuable: a genuine understanding of local life. Tours in and around Tukuyu can be arranged through Rungwe Tea and Tours.

Wildflower-Rich Kitulo National Park

WANDER AMONG KITULO’S WILDFLOWERS

There really is nowhere else in Tanzania quite like Kitulo. It’s an incredibly scenic national park that that protects the flower-clad Kitulo Plateau, together with sections of the former Livingstone Forest Reserve. Rising up from the plateau is Mt Mtorwi (2961m), southern Tanzania’s highest peak. The area, much of which lies between a cool 2600m and 3000m in the highlands northeast of Tukuyu, is a paradise for hikers. Even so, tourism infrastructure is minimal, though this is also part of the charm since very few tourists ever visit here. The best hiking is during the dry season from June to October, but the park’s botanical profusion reaches its prime during the rainy season from December until March or April, when it explodes into colour, with orchids (more than 40 species have been identified so far) and many more flowers carpeting its grassy expanses.


Getting Around

Mbeya is a regional transport hub, with daily buses in all directions; most departures are early. Within town, taxis congregate near the bus station and market. Daily minibuses connect Tukuyu with Mbeya (1½ hours) and Kyela (one hour, for Lake Nyasa). The smoothest route between Tukuyu and Lake Nyasa’s northern end is via Ibanda, Kyela and Itungi Port. For the rough road from Tukuyu to Ipinda and on to Matema, you’ll need 4WD. Kitulo National Park can be accessed via Mfumbi village, 90km east of Mbeya; via the signposted turn-off near Chimala town (80km east of Mbeya); via Isyonje village; or from Njombe via Makete and Bulongwa. All routes require 4WD.






RUAHA NATIONAL PARK
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Ruaha National Park is one of our favourite parks anywhere in East Africa. Stirring in the sheer number of animals that it shelters and a delicious remoteness, Ruaha certainly belongs among Tanzania’s elite wilderness destinations. It’s second only in size to Nyerere National Park, and though it’s larger than the Serengeti, it has relatively few tented camps and lodges and sees far fewer visitors than the more famous northern park. In many ways, it’s also the Serengeti’s match when it comes to wildlife.

Ruaha forms the core of a wild extended ecosystem covering about 40,000 sq km of wild and striking topography that’s home to Tanzania’s largest elephant population, estimated at 12,000 to 15,000. It’s also widely considered one of the best places in East Africa to see large lion prides and even roaming packs of the endangered African wild dog.

With opportunities also for cultural encounters and hands-on conservation work, Ruaha really does have it all.
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TOP TIP

Ruaha is best during the dry season (May or June to October). At other times, there will be fewer visitors (and, from November to March, more birds) in the park, but getting around can be problematic, especially during the steamy wet season months of March and April, when some lodges and tented camps close their doors.
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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 – cattle play a central role in every aspect of their daily life. The Barabaig live in an area with large lion populations, and the Barabaig have traditionally hunted lions whenever the animals killed their cattle. Among young Barabaig men, the spearing of a lion also carries great cultural significance, earning much prestige for those who kill a lion in hand-to-hand combat.

Building on the Lion Guardians program (lionguardians.org) 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 helping to protect their community’s cattle from lions.



Discover Wild Ruaha

WHERE EAST AFRICA MEETS THE SOUTH

Ruaha’s vast territory feels wild, and it’s not just the wildlife that does that to you. It’s one of very few places in Africa where you can enjoy the distinctive terrain of both East Africa and Southern Africa: Ruaha straddles a transition zone between East African savanna lands and the miombo woodlands more common further south. What this means in practice is the chance to see a mix of plant and animal species from both regions.

The best place to experience the park is along the Great Ruaha River. The riverbanks, which stretch for many miles through the park, draw predator and prey alike. They’re excellent places to begin your explorations at any time of the year, but the longer the dry season (May to October) progresses, the more important the river becomes as the lifeblood of the park and its animals. From September, especially the second half of the month and certainly into October, waterholes and seasonal rivers all across Ruaha are drying out, just as daytime temperatures are rising. It’s a difficult time for animals here, and prey species have no choice but to draw near to the river. Predators know this and lie in wait. Running through the park are several ‘sand’ rivers, most of which dry up during the dry season, when they are used by wildlife as corridors to reach areas where water remains. It’s tough for those lower down the food chain, but a fabulous time to be here on safari.

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. 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.

Ruaha can’t quite match the Serengeti for overall lion numbers, but there are some really big prides here, with the area just north of the river towards Mwagusi a good bet for spotting them. Cheetah and leopard are also present, but more elusive. The cheetah’s true terrain is the open savanna grasslands, where long sightlines play to their strengths of excellent eyesight and lightning speed. Leopards can be difficult to see and they tend to stick to riverine woodlands.

Although the area around the camps on the eastern side of the park fills up during the June-to-October high (and dry) season, remember that Ruaha receives relatively few visitors in comparison with the northern parks. Whenever you visit, set aside as much time as you can spare; it’s not a place to be discovered on a quick in-and-out trip.
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BEST UPMARKET PLACES TO STAY IN RUAHA

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 you can get involved with local conservation projects. $$$

Mdonya Old River Camp

Relaxed tented camp, with 12 tents on the banks of the Mdonya Sand River. $$$

Mwagusi Safari Camp

Highly regarded 16-bed, owner-managed camp on the Mwagusi Sand River, 20km inside the park gate. $$$

Ruaha River Lodge

Unpretentious, beautifully sited 28-room lodge with stone cottages overlooking the river, and a treetop-level bar-terrace. $$$



Ruaha Cultural Tourism Program

MEET THE MAASAI

A day tour with the Ruaha Cultural Tourism Program (facebook.com/MahoveCulturalTours) opens a window onto local Maasai life in a refreshingly low-key, untouristy manner. You’ll spend time in a Maasai village or boma, where it might also be possible to sleep overnight – listening for lions in the night and waking to the sound of cattle and camp life stirring before dawn are experiences you’ll never forget. The tours include everything from cooking lessons and traditional dance performances, to nature walks and sessions on natural medicines.

WHERE TO STAY IN RUAHA NATIONAL PARK

Chogela Campsite

Excellent budget option with cooking area, hot showers and twin-bedded safari-style tents, 34km from the park gate. $

Tungamalenga Lodge & Campsite

Just 15km from the park gate, with a small camping area, basic but tidy rooms and a restaurant. $

Ruaha Park Bandas & Cottages

Ruaha’s park bandas (with shared or private bathrooms), in a fine riverside setting; meals can be arranged or cooked yourself. $

Ruaha Park Main Public Campsite

The main campsite is in a lovely setting on the river near park headquarters. $

Ruaha Hilltop Lodge

Friendly, no-frills lodge with a fine hilltop perch, wide views and simple two-person cement bandas. $$

Tandala Tented Camp

Lovely Tandala sits just outside the park boundary, 12km from the gate, with raised tents, a bush feel and pool. $$$




Beyond Ruaha National Park
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Ruaha lies at the heart of a fascinating and seldom-travelled region, encompassing lovely Iringa town and the bird-filled Kilombero Valley wetlands.


Iringa is one of our favourite towns anywhere in Tanzania, combining location with a genuinely intriguing historical story. Here, and at nearby Isimila, rock art and archaeological relics tell of ancient civilisations and a human past filled with drama. You might encounter a handful of other travellers, especially in Iringa, as they make their way between Mikumi or Nyerere national parks and Ruaha or Lake Nyasa. But most travellers fly into Ruaha and then fly onto wherever they’re headed next, leaving unexplored a region that feels like the rest of Tanzania must have appeared before tourists began arriving in large numbers. Don’t make the same mistake.
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TOP TIP

Unless you have endless time, the best way to explore is in your own vehicle, preferably a 4WD. You can reach Iringa by air, but you’ll need a vehicle once you’re here. Away from the main Tanzam Hwy, roads can be in poor condition when it’s wet, especially from March to May.



Rock Art & Urban Charm in Iringa

ROCK ART AT ALTITUDE

High on a cliff overlooking the valley of the Little Ruaha River, at a cool altitude of 1600m, Iringa is an extremely likeable place. As the main gateway to Ruaha National Park – Iringa is 115km, or a two-hour drive, from Ruaha – it sees a few tourists, and its congested main street has its share of hustlers and hawkers offering to make themselves indispensable. It’s worth persisting in the covered market, where the clientele is predominantly local – locally made baskets are a recurring theme.

Even just a few streets away, a calmer atmosphere reigns, and you can enjoy the attractive bluff-top setting, healthy climate and bracing highland feel. Keep an eye out, too, for a handful of colonial-era buildings from the time when the Germans built up Iringa as a bastion against the local Hehe people in the late 19th century. One such example is Iringa Boma, an excellent EU-funded museum housed in a 1900 German colonial building. Artfully displayed objects, including an embroidered chief’s robe, wooden ceremonial stool and gleaming calabashes, are illuminated by extended captions exploring the ancient and colonial history of the area, tribal traditions and clothing and nearby attractions.
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Also worth seeking out is Neema Crafts, an acclaimed vocational training centre for young deaf and disabled people. Operated by the Anglican church, it sells paper and cards made from elephant dung, plus jewellery, quilts, clothing, batiks and more. Behind the craft shop is a weaving workshop, and adjoining it is a popular cafe and guesthouse. Free workshop tours form part of the centre’s remit to change perceptions of people with disabilities. Volunteer opportunities may be available.

Ask here also for directions to Gangilonga Rock for great views. During the colonial era, Gangilonga (which means ‘talking stone’ in Hehe) was where Chief Mkwawa meditated and learned that the Germans were after him, and where his scouts used their local knowledge to the chief’s advantage, keeping an eye on German troop movements.

Also on the edge of town, the rock art of Igeleke is a large prehistoric frieze at a spectacular site just west of the Dodoma road. The ochre drawings depict human figures, an elephant, jumping elands and giraffes hiding in long grass. It’s an easy and worthwhile excursion from town, involving a short but steep walk from the car park. A guide can be arranged on-site (about Tsh12,000 per group) or in advance with Iringa-based tour operators.
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IRINGA LANDMARKS

Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery

At the eastern edge of town, this tranquil and well-tended cemetery contains the graves of the deceased from both world wars.

Ismaili Mosque

This unique German-built mosque is a visual highlight of Iringa’s colonial centre – it was built in 1932 but looks like a medieval European town hall.

Maji Maji Uprising Monument

This rugged stone obelisk is a memorial to those who died in the Maji Maji Uprising between 1905 and 1907, and is a counterpoint to the colonial architectural dominance.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND IRINGA

Iringa Sunset Hotel

With incredible sunset views (especially from the bar), Iringa Sunset has attractive stone bandas and wooden chalets. $

Kisolanza – The Old Farm House

1930s homestead, 50km southwest of Iringa, with stunning accommodation. $$

Mufindi Highlands Lodge

This lovely lodge, 45km south of Mafinga,has wooden cabins and family-style meals prepared with farm produce. $$$


Tosamaganga

If you’re visiting Isimilia or otherwise in the vicinity of Iringa, consider the possible detour on bicycle or with private vehicle to nearby Tosamaganga, a pretty hilltop mission station established by Italian missionaries in the early 20th century. It’s reached via the unsignposted ‘Njia Panda ya Tosamaganga’ turn-off from the main road, 4km northeast of the Kalenga turn-off. Follow the wide, unsealed road for about 5km, first past cornfields and then along a eucalyptus-lined lane, to the red-tile roofs and imposing church of the mission that seems to rise like an apparition from the surrounding fields.



WHERE TO EAT IN IRINGA

Hasty Tasty Too

This casual Iringa classic has good breakfasts, yoghurt, samosas, shakes and a divine chickpea curry. $

Mama Iringa Pizzeria & Italian Restaurant

Delicious Italian food – pizzas, gnocchi, lasagne, salads – in a quiet courtyard. $$

Neema Crafts Centre Cafe

This popular cafe has local coffees and teas, homemade cookies, excellent cinnamon buns, cakes, and light meals. $

Explore Kilombero Valley

LUSH WETLANDS WITH LOTS OF BIRDS

Stretching from Mikumi National Park southwest to the hinterland of Lake Nyasa, the verdant Kilombero Valley is a deep-green world of wetlands, rich agricultural farmlands and forested hillsides; it lies around six hours’ drive (more on public transport) from Ruaha National Park. If you’re a birder, you’ll love the chance to see the 120 different species recorded in the Kilombero Wetlands, which are a designated Ramsar site. Hondo Hondo (udzungwaforestcamp.com; in Udzungwa Mountains National Park) and Wild Thing Safaris (wildthingsafaris.com; Dar es Salaam) run birding and canoeing tours through the valley, beginning at the Ifakara ferry. With more time, you can extend your exploration to include Ifakara town, Mahenge (a picturesque mission station) or Idete, another old mission station.


Chief Mkwawa

Mtwa (Chief) Mkwawa, chief of the Hehe and one of German colonialism’s most vociferous resisters, is a legendary figure in Tanzanian history. He is particularly revered in Iringa, which is near to where he had his headquarters. Under Mkwawa’s leadership during the second half of the 19th century, the Hehe became one of the most powerful tribes in central Tanzania. In 1891, after Mkwawa rejected several negotiation attempts with the Germans, his men trounced the colonial troops in the battle of Lugalo, just outside Iringa on the Mikumi road.

The next year, Mkwawa’s troops launched an attack on Kilosa. The Germans placed a bounty on Mkwawa’s head and eventually retook his headquarters at Kalenga. Mkwawa escaped, but in 1898 he committed suicide rather than surrender.



Isimila Stone Age Site

RETURN TO THE STONE AGE

The otherworldly Isimila Stone Age Site, 136km by road from Ruaha, would be worth visiting for the scenery alone. The main site is a dramatic landscape of eroded sandstone pillars that take on a distinctive reddish hue at sunrise and sunset. Especially from a distance, it looks like an improbable city of skyscrapers, and it’s only up close that its entirely natural origins become apparent.

In the process of eroding through the millennia, the earth has revealed a remarkable treasure trove of secrets. Beginning in the late 1950s, archaeologists have unearthed one of the most significant Stone Age finds ever identified. Tools found at the site – hammerstones, axeheads, flints and scrapers – are estimated to be between 60,000 and 100,000 years old. They tell the story of a time when this fertile region with natural shelters and natural fortresses protected a thriving hunting-and-gathering society.

The main pillar area is accessed via a walk down into a steep valley (about one hour return), for which you’ll need a guide, which you can arrange at the gate. Plan to visit in the early morning or late afternoon, when temperatures should be bearable. There’s also a covered picnic area (bring your own food).

The site also has a small museum with well-captioned displays highlighting some of the discoveries. Unexpectedly, the dusty museum also has an excellent small shop selling colourful men’s shirts and a few other items.

Isimila is signposted off the Iringa–Mbeya road to the left, about 21km southwest of Iringa.


Getting Around

You can reach Iringa by public transport, and easily get around the city in a taxi – if you rent one for the day, you could easily combine time in the city with a visit to the Isimila Stone Age Site.

Unless you have time and patience in equal measure, you’ll really need your own vehicle (or arrange transport through an operator) if you plan on visiting the Kiombero Valley or combining time in the area with a visit to Ruaha National Park.






UDZUNGWA MOUNTAINS


[image: jpg]

Despite sitting close to Mikumi National Park and just off the well-travelled road between Mikumi and Dar es Salaam, the Udzungwa Mountains see only a fraction of the visitors that pour through other Tanzanian parks. And that’s a pity. Towering over the Kilombero Plains, 350km southwest of Dar es Salaam, the wild, lushly forested slopes of the Udzungwa Mountains are places of extraordinary biodiversity. Some of the best bits are protected as part of the 1900-sq-km Udzungwa Mountains National Park, which is, by some estimates, the park with the second-highest level of biodiversity in Africa.

It’s an intriguingly offbeat destination for anyone botanically inclined or interested in remote hiking. In addition to unique plants, the park has an important portfolio of primates (10 species – more than any other Tanzanian park), as well as more than 400 recorded species of bird.
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TOP TIP

Mang’ula village has a tiny market near the train station, and another north of the station. Otherwise, you’ll need to bring in all equipment (including trail snacks and waterproof gear). Stock up on major items in Dar es Salaam or Morogoro.



Day Hikes

TAKE A SHORT WALK THROUGH THE MOUNTAINS

There are no roads in Udzungwa – the only way to get around the park are the trails scythed through the forest by park authorities or ancient, barely discernible forest tracks used by wildlife and locals as they crossed the mountains. That makes hiking here a little more adventurous, but it also adds to the fun – if you’ve been on a safari where you spend a lot of time in vehicles, here’s your chance to leave the vehicles behind and walk.

Forest hiking is such fun. The first time you step behind the wall of forest, it can feel like the trees close behind you and you’ve entered another world. As your eyes adjust to the relative gloom (in really dense sections of forest, less than 10% of the sunlight reaches the forest floor), you’ll suddenly become aware of the birdsong and insects and other unfamiliar forest sounds.

Of all the day hikes, the most popular route is the short (three to five hours), steep circuit from Sanje village, 10km north of Mang’ula, through the forest to the wonderful Sanje Falls. Watch for Sanje crested mangabeys and red duikers on the trail in. The falls cascade down in a series of tiers; at the base of each is a clear natural pool, or series of pools, ideal for swimming. The largest drop is a dramatic 170m, and is well worth the walk to get here. Note that the park charges a steep US$20 (one way) per person for transfers between Mang’ula and the Sanje Falls trailhead.

There are several shorter day trails on the western side of the park, including in the baobab-studded northwestern corner of the park around Msosa Ranger Post.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN AND AROUND UDZUNGWA

Crocodile Camp

Stay in simple bandas or camp under the trees. The riverside location is good for canoeing and hiking. $

Udzungwa Twiga Hotel

Run by the park authorities, the Twiga has tidy rooms and a restaurant on green grounds beneath the mountains and is surrounded by forest. $$

Hondo Hondo

Also known as Udzungwa Forest Camp, this tented camp is 2km north of park headquarters and has en suite safari tents, bungalows and grassy campsites. $$$




Getting Around

To reach Udzungwa, drive or catch the bus from the Tanzam Hwy to Mang’ula, or take the ordinary train from Dar es Salaam to Mang’ula. There are very few roads through the national park, but you could arrange for transport to where you’re staying through your Mang’ula accommodation. Once at the park, organise transport to the trailhead through your accommodation.






MIKUMI NATIONAL PARK
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Mikumi National Park is Tanzania’s fourth-largest national park and, if you plan your visit carefully, it is one of Tanzania’s best wilderness experiences. This is one beautiful park, a world of baobabs, black hardwood trees and grassy plains, all set within a vast basin formed by a ring of mountains: the Uluguru Mountains to the northeast, the Rubeho Mountains to the northwest and the Lumango Mountains to the southeast. The park’s Mkata Floodplain is also one of the best places to see wildlife. As one of the most accessible parks from Dar es Salaam, Mikumi can get busy, especially during the June–October dry season, though the crowds are nothing compared to those on Tanzania’s northern safari circuit. Most people stop only for a day or two before moving on, but stay a little longer and you can head deeper into the park and enjoy wildlife sightings all to yourself.

[image: map]


TOP TIP

The best way to avoid the crowds is to stay overnight inside the park’s boundaries. Most hotels lie outside the park gate, in Mikumi Town, and while those visitors are queueing to get into the park at sunrise, you’ll already be looking for wildlife at the best time of day to see it.



[image: jpg]

Giraffes, Mikumi National Park | Dave Primov/Shutterstock ©

Mkata Floodplain

WILDLIFE CENTRAL IN TANZANIA’S SOUTH

In the north of the park, northwest of the main road, the Mkata Floodplain is one of the richest wildlife terrains in East Africa. With distant purple mountains looming in silhouette on the low horizon, it feels a little like the Serengeti or Kenya’s Masai Mara Reserve, 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 are of seeing a respectable sampling of these animals during your stay.

Mikumi is an excellent year-round destination, though 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, on the other hand, you happen to be here near the end of the dry season (which runs from June to October), you’ll witness large wildlife herds gathering around the few last remaining waterholes. Overall, such a sight, repeated across the floodplain and around its perimeter, is one of Tanzania’s grandest natural spectacles. And 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. The result can be some incredible wildlife encounters between predator and prey in their eternal dance for survival.

If you only have time to explore one area on 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 one magical and relatively small area. Millennium is especially good for spotting buffaloes – often quite near the roadside – as well as giraffes, elephants, zebras and even rarer prizes such as elands, kudus and sable antelopes.

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 Pools. Here you can watch the bloated but lightning-fast hippopotamuses (whose name derives from the ancient Greek word for ‘river horse’) jostle for the best spot in the water (hippo skin burns very easily, which is why they only leave the water to feed on land by night). Whenever a fight erupts, it’s a real clash of angry giants.
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BEST LODGES INSIDE MIKUMI

Vuma Hills

Elegant tented camp 7km south of the main road, in the southern section of the park. It has a decent restaurant, a swimming pool and great views. $$$

Stanley’s Kopje

This fine bush lodge is one of Mikumi’s quietest: it’s away from the main road and perfect for the Mkata Floodplain. Good safari tents, views, a pool and a restaurant are standard. $$$

Mikumi Wildlife Camp

Stay in a well-priced stone cottage ideally placed for exploring the park’s north. Elephants sometimes drink from the pool… $$$



ACCOMMODATION OUTSIDE THE PARK

Tan Swiss Lodge

Close to the main park gate in Mikumi town, Tan Swiss has a bar, pool, restaurant and modern rooms,plus campsites. $

Camp Bastian

Campsites, cottages, a bar, restaurant and swimming pool all await you at friendly Camp Bastian. $

Camp Angalia

A handful of well-priced safari tents set in woodland just south of the main road with good wildlife-watching nearby. $$


The Baboons of Mikumi

Mikumi is an important educational and research centre. Among the various projects being carried out is an ongoing field study of yellow baboons that is one of just a handful of such long-term primate studies on the continent.

In recent years, scientists at Mikumi have found that the park’s baboons feed on a remarkable 180 different plant species found within Mikumi’s boundaries.

Another study found that the yellow baboons have adapted to the presence of the Tanzam Hwy that runs through the heart of the park by concentrating their feeding elsewhere. Such 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.




Getting Around

If you just want to explore Mikumi in the main, northern area of the park, you could catch public transport to the main gate and arrange to be picked up by your accommodation; make sure your accommodation package includes wildlife drives.

For more extensive explorations, you’ll need a 4WD vehicle.






NYERERE NATIONAL PARK
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Nyerere National Park – formerly the northern section of Selous Game Reserve – is part of one of Africa’s greatest wilderness areas. Wildlife numbers in the larger Selous-Mikumi ecosystem, which encompasses Nyerere, are staggering: more than 30,000 hippos, 66,000 buffaloes, 20,000 impalas, 22,000 zebras, over 3000 lions, significant numbers of giraffes, elephants and wild dogs and more than 400 species of birds. The heart of Nyerere National Park is the Rufiji River, which winds its way more than 250km from its source in the highlands to the sea. En route, it cuts a path through woodlands, grasslands and stands of borassus and doum palms. The scenery is stunning throughout the various biomes, the wilderness feel is omnipresent and the number of visitors is a relative trickle in comparison with Tanzania’s northern parks. Safaris here can be done by boat, in a vehicle, or on foot. The entire experience is unforgettable and shouldn’t be missed.
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TOP TIP

Nyerere National Park is highly seasonal. For wildlife, try to visit between July and October, when you’ll have a good chance of seeing the large herds for which Nyerere is famous. For birding, the optimal months are November and December. The long rains (late March to May) are also good for birding, but getting around can be difficult.




I LIVE HERE: NYERERE NATIONAL PARK

Ezra Ilomo has worked for more than a decade as a wildlife guide in Nyerere National Park, and has the following insights to offer.

In my experience, most tourists who come to Nyerere after visiting the northern circuit say they enjoy the north with its many animals, but they like Nyerere better, with its wilder feel and greater depth of experiences such as boat, walking and vehicle safaris. Wherever you go on safari, match the season with what you hope to see. If birds are important, I suggest you visit Nyerere during the short rains. Migrants begin arriving in November and birding is excellent. For animals, the best months are August to October, but even in the rainy season you can see wildlife, just in smaller numbers.



A Nyerere Park Safari

SOARING FISH EAGLES AND GRUNTING HIPPOS

A highlight of Nyerere is the chance to explore not just 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: the longer you’re out there, the more you’ll get to experience and to begin to appreciate the park’s subtleties. For a full-day boat safari, set off after breakfast for the launching point and step aboard. The boats are flat-bottomed, with open sides and comfortable seats. If you launch within the park boundaries, it won’t be long before you start to realise just how much wildlife surrounds you: crocodiles beneath the surface, on the riverbanks and on the islands and sandbanks; half-submerged pods of hippos; fish eagles – a Nyerere speciality – soaring overhead or perched high in the treetops; elephants browsing along the banks; and much more.

As you approach the lakes, watch for sacred ibis lining the shore, and giraffes and grazing zebras in the background. 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, and see what comes your way. Or watch as brightly coloured bee eaters follow your vehicle in hope of catching insects disturbed by your passage. See the same areas as on a boat safari, but from a different perspective, and enjoy the relative scarcity of other vehicles.
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WHERE TO STAY INSIDE THE PARK

Impala Camp

An excellent riverside location, spacious tents, top-notch guides, great cuisine, a friendly vibe, bush walks and fly camping. $$$

Rufiji River Camp

A long-standing, unpretentious camp with a fine setting on a wide bend in the Rufiji River, spacious, well-appointed tents (wheelchair accessible). $$$

Roho ya Selous

The intimate Roho ya Selous has eight chic, well-situated, open-sided tents directly overlooking Lake Nzelekela. $$$

Cultural Tourism Around Nyerere

GET TO KNOW LOCAL LIFE

If you have time, it’s well worth planning several nights inside Nyerere National Park, and a few nights outside its boundaries around Mloka village (near Mtemere gate) or Kisaki (near Matambwe gate). Basing yourself inside the park is the best option if your budget allows. It maximises wildlife-watching opportunities – whether from camp or on vehicle and boat safaris – and opens up the chance for early-morning walking safaris and fly camping (camping in the bush, away from your lodge or main camp). Staying inside the park also lets you lets you enjoy Nyerere’s wilderness atmosphere to its fullest.

However, basing yourself outside the park has several advantages. It’s the best way to save money, with accommodation prices at most external camps just a fraction of those inside the park. It also offers the chance to learn about local life in the communities fringing the park, and so can really round out your Nyerere experience. Visit local markets, stop by the village primary school, try cooking local style, or learn how to pound grain while not losing the rhythm. Watch village football matches in the evenings, or go on a guided walk focused on medicinal plants and traditional remedies. Many external camps offer these village tours and walks, which can usually be tailored to suit your wishes. Among our favourites are the Bushwoman Walks offered by Selous Mpingo Camp near Mloka village, cultural walks around Kisaki offered by Lemara Eco Camp and the Mloka village tours offered by Selous River Camp.


SOUTHERN TANZANIA TOUR OPERATORS

Furahia Tanzania

(furahia-tanzania.com) A well-respected, socially conscious operator with a range of customised itineraries; profits are ploughed back into the local community.

Ten Degrees South

(tendegreessouth.com) This Mikindani-based lodge organises diving and land-based itineraries in and around Mikindani, Mtwara and Masasi.

A Tent With A View

(tentwithaview.com) Southern circuit itineraries, including in Nyerere National Park, where it has its own camp.

Wild Thing Safaris

(wildthingsafaris.com) Offbeat, community-based safaris combining Nyerere with Mikumi National Park and other destinations.

Wilkinson Tours

(wilkinson-tours.com) Based in northern Tanzania, this well-regarded operator also offers itineraries in Mafia and Nyerere National Park.




Getting Around

A daily bus connects Dar es Salaam with Mloka village, from where all the lodges do pick-ups. Leaving Nyerere, there’s a bus between Mloka and Kibiti, on the main road, for southbound buses to Nangurukuru junction (for Kilwa Masoko), Lindi and Mtwara. Most lodges also organise vehicle transfers from Dar to Nyerere either via Kibiti or Pugu and Kisarawe. Coastal Aviation and Auric Air have daily flights connecting Nyerere with Dar es Salaam, Mafia, Zanzibar, Arusha and Ruaha National Park. For Matambwe gate, the best option is the Tazara train from Dar to Kisaki. There’s also a daily bus connecting Kisaki with Morogoro.






MAFIA ARCHIPELAGO
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The adventure at Mafia, with its gentle rhythms, outstanding marine environment, wonderful lodges and strong traditional culture, starts when you fly in, looking down at the archipelago’s green islands, turquoise waters and glinting sandbanks. For centuries, Mafia lay at an important trading crossroads, with visitors coming from Kilwa and elsewhere on the mainland, as well as from Zanzibar, Comoros and Madagascar. Today, this rich mixture of historical influences, together with the stunning natural backdrop, is among the archipelago’s highlights. Save Mafia until the end of your Tanzania itinerary and spend time relaxing, or make it the centre point of your travels, using it as a springboard into the fascinating world of the Swahili coast. Mafia has a growing number of lodges accommodating all budgets, but its pace remains tranquil. If you choose it as the one place along the Tanzanian coast to visit, Mafia will not disappoint.
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TOP TIP

If you stay at any lodge within the Mafia Island Marine Park area (which includes all lodges around Utende and on Chole Island), you’ll need to pay the daily marine park entry fee (US$23.60), whether or not you go diving.
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Explore Mafia Island

SANDY LANES AND TRANQUIL VILLAGES

It doesn’t take much imagination to step back in time on Mafia, where life remains much the same as it was during the island’s Shirazi-era heyday. The best place to start your explorations is bustling Kilindoni, the island’s main settlement. Stroll around the market area, sample vendors’ wares and visit Mafia Island Souvenirs, near the bank, before making your way downhill to the ferry port and beach. With luck, you might see a dhow being built using traditional materials and methods. About 2km southwest of the port, you’ll come to a shady channel through the mangroves, ideal for exploring in a kayak. Further southwest, and difficult to reach on foot, is Ras Kisimani, the site of one of Mafia’s oldest settlements, though little remains visible today.

In the other direction, it’s about a two-hour drive northeast of Kilindoni to Ras Mkumbi, Mafia’s windswept northern tip, with a lighthouse dating from 1892. Visit as a day trip, or stay for a night or two. The unsealed road winds past small villages, cashew trees and occasional stands of baobab to an unmarked turn-off (all the drivers know it) leading to a lagoon that’s home to a small pod of hippos. Continue northwards through the Mlola Forest to Kanga village, and the turn-off to the stunningly white sands and clear waters of Kanga Beach. There are no facilities, but Mafia Island Tours and Safaris (mafiaislandtoursandsafaris.blogspot.com) can help organise excursions, including shade and transport. A bit further on is Bweni village, from where it’s 5km on a sandy track to the lighthouse.
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WHERE TO STAY ON A BUDGET

Afro Beach Bungalows

Tidy budget rooms on the beach near Kilindoni, plus meals and excursions. $

Butiama Bustani

Flowery gardens, a large swimming pool, spotless rooms and a restaurant. $

Kitu Kiblu

A rustic, Robinson Crusoe–style hideaway bordering the beach, with dorm beds, raised tents, yoga deck and sundowner bar; ideal for backpackers and volunteers, with ongoing marine conservation courses. $

New Bweni Beach Lodge

Two spacious, nicely appointed two-storey bungalows and one small thatched bungalow, all on the beach at Bweni’s northern end. Call on +255-658-190666. $

Whale Shark Lodge

Simple, tidy rooms around grassy grounds on a cliff overlooking the water. $



WHERE TO STAY ON CHOLE

Chole Mjini

Stay in your own treehouse in this magical place. Conservation is at the forefront. $$$

Chole Foxes

Tranquil guesthouse with just three rooms overlooking Chole Bay, tasty local-style meals and excursions. $

Chole Sanaa

Three simple, tidy rooms on a homestead on Chole Island’s eastern side; offers cooking classes and excursions. $


BEST PLACES TO STAY ON MAFIA ISLAND

Butiama Beach

Lovely and good value, with palm-studded grounds bordering the beach, 13 well-spaced cottages, sunset views and kayaks for exploring. $$$

Kinasi Lodge

Moroccan-influenced decor and 14 stone-and-thatch cottages set on a hillside sloping down to Chole Bay. $$$

Pole Pole

An unpretentious place set among the palms overlooking Chole Bay, with spacious luxury bungalows built of local materials. $$$

Eco Shamba Kilole Lodge

An intimate lodge with six chalets overlooking Kilole Bay. The owners put great effort into sustainability, with local sourcing and organic foods. $$$

Big Blu

Excellent-value rooms in a prime setting directly on the water; for divers and non-divers. $



Dive & Snorkel in the Marine Park

PRISTINE SANDBANKS, ATMOSPHERIC DIVING

Plunge into a night dive as the sun sets over Chole Bay, and then come up from the depths to see a velvet-black, star-filled sky, or sail out early over the calm water as sunrise paints the skies. Diving in Mafia Island Marine Park is a crowd-free, intimate and personalised experience, with the motorised wooden dhows used by the better operators adding to the ambience. Two long-standing, recommended operators are Mafia Island Diving (mafiadiving.com) and Big Blu (bigblumafia.com), next to each other on Utende Beach, while Eco Shamba Kilole (ecoshambakilolelodge.com) and Chole Mjini (cholemjini.com) offer bespoke diving excursions for their guests. Non-divers can explore idyllic sandbanks, including Marimbani, a popular picnic stop for snorkellers, and Mange, with its beautiful white sands populated only by crabs and seabirds. Green and hawksbill turtle breeding sites dot Mafia Island’s eastern shores, as well as the nearby islands of Juani and Jibondo, and these can sometimes be visited during hatching season.

WHERE TO WINE & DINE IN THE MAFIA ARCHIPELAGO

Chole Mjjini

An enchanting, candlelit experience under the stars on Chole Island. $$$

Pole Pole

Enjoy delicious cuisine in a romantic setting at Pole Pole’s ‘Just for Two’ dinners over the water. $$$

Kinasi Lodge

Kinasi has maintained its high standards over the years with its expertly prepared cuisine and lantern-lit setting. $$$

Spotting Whale Sharks

GENTLE GIANTS OF THE SEA

From November through February, whale sharks (potwe in Swahili) visit the waters off Kilindoni. Swimming with these gentle, inquisitive creatures is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. While most lodges arrange excursions, it’s worth putting in time to select an operator that follows sound eco principles. The best, including Kitu Kiblu (kitukiblu.co.tz), incorporate whale shark and marine conservation education into their tours. Although it can be hard to remember in the excitement of spotting the whale sharks, as everyone starts to jump in and swim after them, the overall event is much better with a bit of restraint.


I LIVE HERE: BWENI, MAFIA
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Samira Mbwana Mussa is the owner of New Bweni Beach Lodge, currently the only accommodation in Mafia’s far north. (newbwenibeachlodge@gmail.com)

Come visit the north of Mafia to enjoy the beach, relax and have adventures. Mafia has the best diving in East Africa, and northern Mafia has the island’s best beaches. There is also no marine-park fee to pay. I try to help and support my guests so they can experience the things they want. Visit the lighthouse, walk through the forest to the other side of the point, see ruins in Bweni village, visit Kanga Beach and take a local canoe to nearby Tembo Nyama island.



Village Life on Chole

HISTORIC RUINS, CUTTING-EDGE CONSERVATION

Chole Island’s long history belies its tiny size. In the early 19th century, it served as the archipelago’s capital and became known as Chole Mjini (Chole City), while the now-main island of Mafia was referred to as Chole Shamba (the Chole hinterlands). Chole continued to serve as Mafia’s administrative seat throughout the German colonial era, after which it was eclipsed by Kilindoni, on the main island, during the British era.

Today, Chole is a fascinating mixture of atmospheric ruins, traditional village life and cutting-edge conservation initiatives. It’s the site of a long-term, multi-pronged conservation project initiated by Jean and Anne de Villiers, the owners of Chole Mjini lodge. The effects of their investment in the community can be seen around the island, both in the village – the population of which now includes a number of university graduates – and in the surrounding environment. Among the many activities supported by Chole Mjini are coral restoration projects, mangrove planting and local skill development. Chole Island also hosts a fruit-bat sanctuary, protecting a population of Comoros lesser fruit bats, that is the result of the efforts of a local women’s group that bought the area where an important nesting tree is located. Plan on at least several days on Chole, getting acquainted with local life, learning about conservation initiatives and enjoying the pace.


Getting Around

Bajaji (tuk-tuks) and taxis can take you around Mafia Island. Tiny Chole is small enough to cover on foot. Flights on Coastal Aviation and Auric Air are the main way of reaching Mafia. There’s also the MV Kilindoni ferry between Mafia and Nyamisati village, located just inside the Rufiji Delta on the mainland, and reached by bus from Dar’s Mbagala Rangi Tatu stand. When the Kilindoni is working, it’s a good budget option. When not, it’s better to fly, as the smaller boats plying this route are unreliable. You shouldn’t have to sleep at Nyamisati, but if you do get stuck, try the nameless place to the right, just up the road from the ferry dock; ask for the Chagga place. All Mafia hotels organise excursions, or contact Mafia Island Tours and Safaris (ask for SeaBoy).






KILWA
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Kilwa was once famed as the seat of sultans and centre of a trading network linking the old Shona kingdoms and goldfields of Zimbabwe with Persia, India and China. Today, the ruins of the original settlements on Kilwa Kisiwani and nearby Songo Mnara are among the most significant groups of Swahili buildings on the East African coast. Surrounding the islands is an off-the-beaten-track area of dense mangrove swamps, sleepy villages and white-sand beaches. Visiting here is both a step back through the centuries and an enjoyable immersion into traditional coastal life. When arriving in Kilwa Masoko, the main town, it can be easy to conclude that there’s not much to do. But the longer you stay, the more you’ll find to discover – whether browsing at the local fish market, sailing on a dhow, stepping back into the Kilwa of bygone days at the ruins, or relaxing on the beaches.
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TOP TIP

The best base in the Kilwa area is Kilwa Masoko, from where you can reach the other attractions as day excursions, either on foot, or by taxi, bajaji or bicycle. Motorised boats are used to reach the islands, though dhows can be arranged with advance notice, assuming the winds are favourable.
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Market Town

BEACHES, NIGHT MARKET AND DHOW EXCURSIONS

Kilwa Masoko (Kilwa of the Market) is the springboard for visiting the ruins at Kilwa Kisiwani and Songo Mnara, and an amenable base in its own right. Stroll palm-lined Masoko Pwani, Kilwa’s best beach, 5km northeast of town, or watch sunrise on smaller Jimbiza Beach, near the harbour. Kilwa’s colourful fish market alternates between these two areas, depending on the winds, and is worth visiting early in the day or late afternoon. Sail on a dhow with a local fisherman (which can be arranged with Kilwa Beach Lodge, if you’re staying there) and visit the lively night market.

In the Footsteps of History

SEAT OF SULTANS

Winds permitting, the best way to approach Kilwa Kisiwani is by dhow, sitting beneath the billowing sail, with the island’s 19th-century Arabic fort silhouetted ahead on the shoreline. A highlight is the beautiful Great Mosque, with its columns and graceful vaulted roofing, parts of which are still intact. Some sections date from the late 13th century, though most are 15th-century additions. Behind is a smaller, 15th-century mosque, considered to be the best preserved of Kilwa’s buildings. Wander across the green lawns surrounding the crumbling remains of the mid-18th-century Makutani, a large, walled enclosure where some of the Kilwa sultans lived, or imagine yourself living in the imposing Husuni Kubwa (Great Palace), a once-massive complex of buildings covering close to a hectare and estimated to date from the 12th century or earlier. Afterwards, sail back to the mainland, camp on Kilwa Kisiwani, or continue to the ruins of Songo Mnara.


Kilwa Tour Guides

The low-key Kilwa Islands Tour Guides Association, based near the Kilwa Masoko bus stand, is the hub of Kilwa’s tourism scene. You’ll need to stop here to arrange visits to Kilwa Kisiwani and Songo Mnara. It can also be helpful for organising excursions elsewhere in the area. Prices for most excursions start at about US$25 per person for a guide and transport (less for larger groups).



WHERE TO EAT IN KILWA

RRN Restaurant

Diagonally opposite the bus-stand area on the main road with tasty, inexpensive, local-style meals. $

Kilwa Masoko Night Market

This lively market starts around dusk near the bus stand, with grilled pweza (octopus) and other snacks. $

Slow Leopard

All the Kilwa hotels do great meals featuring fresh seafood, including Slow Leopard, which takes walk-ins. $


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN KILWA

Kilwa Beach Lodge

An excellent setting on a fine stretch of beach at Masoko Pwani, with helpful staff, good eco-rooms, excursions and the chance to learn local-style cooking. $$

Kilwa Bandari Lodge

Spotless, tidy rooms, well-kept gardens, a restaurant and a convenient location just up from the ferry dock. $

Slow Leopard

A backpacker-style place just a few metres back from Jimbiza Beach, with spacious, good-value budget rooms sharing bathrooms, a rooftop deck, hammocks in a small garden and a range of excursions. $

Kilwa Dreams

On lovely Masoko Pwani beach, with a handful of spartan but well-tended bungalows, camping, a beachside bar-restaurant and great home-roasted cashews. $$

Kilwa Pakaya

In the centre of Jimbiza Beach, with beach volleyball and rooms in a multistorey block to the back, all with sea views. $$



Carved Doorways in Kilwa Kivinje

HISTORIC BUILDINGS, COLOURFUL DHOW PORT

Tiny Kilwa Kivinje (Kilwa of the Casuarina Trees) is a lively dhow port and historical treasure trove. In the early 19th century, Omani Arabs from Kilwa Kisiwani established a base here following the fall of the Kilwa sultanate. By the mid-19th century, the settlement had become a hub of the regional slave-trading network, and by the late 19th century, it was a German administrative centre. With the abolition of the slave trade and German wartime defeats, Kilwa Kivinje’s brief period in the spotlight came to an end. Today, it’s a crumbling, moss-covered and atmospheric relic of the past with a small-town feel and an intriguing mixture of German colonial and Omani Arab architecture.

In theory, Kivinje can only be visited with a guide from the tour guides association in Kilwa Masoko, though in practice it’s usually possible to start directly in Kivinje and arrange a guide there. Start near the German boma and India St, which is lined with small shops and houses, many with beautiful, carved doorways. Nearby is a mosque, which locals claim has been in continuous use since the 14th century, and a warren of backstreets, with children playing and women sorting huge trays of dagaa (tiny sardines) for drying in the sun. Nearby is the bustling dhow port, where fishermen repair their nets in the shade and brightly painted vessels set off for Songo Songo, Mafia and other coastal ports. Before leaving, check out the small monument next to the hospital – it’s a sombre memorial to Tanzanians who were hanged during the Maji Maji rebellion.


Getting Around

Bicycle rental for Kilwa Kivinje visits can be arranged in Kilwa Masoko with the Kilwa Island Tour Guides Association. Allow about two hours each way (18km on tarmac, and 7km on dirt and sand). It’s also possible to travel by taxi or bajaji. Motorised boats to Kilwa Kisiwani take about 10 minutes.






MTWARA & MIKINDANI
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Tanzania’s southeasternmost corner, centred on the regional hub of Mtwara and the historic town of Mikindani, seems like a land apart, far removed from the development and bustle of the north. It’s an ideal base if you’re seeking to experience Tanzania away from the popular safari circuits and immerse yourself in local life. Spend your days browsing at market stalls overflowing with spices, fruits and vegetables. Dine on freshly grilled fish. Kayak or dive around Mikindani Bay. Visit remote villages, relax on deserted stretches of white sand and snorkel around pristine coral reefs. Travel in Mtwara and Mikindani is very much a do-it-yourself adventure, without the neatly packaged itineraries of the north, but that is a big part of the area’s appeal. Before you know it, the time you planned will be over and you’ll be wanting to extend and do it all again.
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TOP TIP

The Mtwara and Mikindani area has enough attractions to keep you busy for weeks. Mikindani’s hotels make fine bases, and can help you organise diving (including certification), snorkelling and excursions in the area. The owners of Ten Degrees South hotel are a wealth of information for independent travellers.




Msangamkuu Ferry Dock

The Msangamkuu ferry dock, near Mtwara’s Shangani area, is a hive of activity just after sunrise, with fishing dhows offloading the night’s catch, women cooking vitambua (rice cakes) and grilled pweza (octopus) and vendors hawking their wares. Buy a cup of tea, take a seat under the shade of one of the large baobabs and enjoy the scene.

The small ferry sails throughout the day between the dock and Msangamkuu Peninsula, which has white sands that stretch in an arc around Mtwara Bay. The peninsula’s northeastern edge is part of the Mnazi Bay-Ruvuma Estuary Marine Park, while the area on the southwestern tip, opposite the ferry dock, is a fishing village backed by some beaches.



Discover Mtwara

SUN-BAKED PORT TOWN

Over the years, Mtwara has had many incarnations: obscure fishing village; centre of the failed post-WWII East African Groundnut Scheme; major regional port; and, now, starting point of the Mtwara–Dar es Salaam natural-gas pipeline. Yet, as grand plans have risen and fallen around its periphery, the town has remained at heart an amenable, low-key place with easy access to lovely beaches and underwater treasures. Its good infrastructure also makes it a useful way station if you’re travelling between Tanzania and Mozambique, or westwards towards Songea via Masasi and Tunduru.

The main areas of interest are Shangani Beach, edging Mtwara to the northwest; the bus stand, about 40 minutes on foot southeast of Shangani; and the business and banking area in between. After orienting yourself, spend time visiting the Old Market, near the bus stand, with its colourful textiles, traditional medicinal section, and baskets of cloves, cardamom and other spices. Learn about Makonde, Makua and Yao culture at the fascinating ADEA museum, 500m northwest of the bus stand. Walk along the now mostly shuttered Aga Khan St, with its old Indian trading houses dating from the late 1950s and 1960s. Stop by St Paul’s church in Majengo, southeast of the Old Market, with its remarkable interior artwork, or call in at Ayayoru Carvings and Tours, on the edge of the business district, to check out its collection of woodcarvings and other crafts. Finish with a swim (high tide only) at the modest Shangani Beach, or enjoy sundowners at Southern Cross Hotel, overlooking the bay.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MTWARA

Southern Cross Hotel (Msemo)

Overlooking the bay j, with pleasantly faded, high-ceilinged bungalows and a restaurant. $

Drive-In Garden & Cliff Bar

Camping, no-frills rooms and a restaurant in Shangani; the closest swimming is 1km away at Shangani Beach. $

Naf Blue View Hotel

Clean budget rooms near the bus stand. $

Swahili Trading Town

OLD STONE TOWN AND SWAHILI CULTURE

Tiny Mikindani, a former trading outpost set directly on Mikindani Bay, is a fine place to step back in time and get a feel for life on the Swahili Coast. Take a stroll at sunrise, watching the town awaken. Local women cook bagia (fried snacks) on their porches, men in their white kanzu (robes) and kofia (embroidered hats) gather around the mosque for prayer, and the rising sun illuminates sandy lanes winding inland past small houses and verdant fields. In the historic mji mkongwe, or stone town, watch for carved wooden doorways and the imposing German boma, which was built in 1895 as a fort and administrative centre and is now beautifully restored as a hotel.

Nearby is the old slave market, its once-open arches now filled in. It houses a small tourist information office, where you can arrange an English-speaking guide. Diagonally opposite is Mikindani’s worthwhile museum, notable for its Makonde masks and historical documentation. After exploring, arrange an excursion with one of the hotels: kayak to Pemba village, across Mikindani Bay; snorkel in Mnazi Bay-Ruvuma Estuary Marine Park; relax at Mikindani’s modest yacht club, 2km east of town; or dive with Eco2 Diving (which is also the place to arrange kayaking). At sunset, enjoy drinks and views over the water from the raised terrace at Ten Degrees South or – local style – at tiny Hip Hop Bar, accessed via the passageway next to Dizzo’s Hair Cutting Salon, just before the bridge at Mikindani’s western end.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN MIKINDANI

Ten Degrees South

Everything a hotel should be: socially and environmentally conscious in the best way, quietly making all the right choices; comfortable rooms; great food; and the affiliated Eco2 Diving next door. $

Old Boma Hotel

Housed in the beautifully restored German boma and now run as a vocational training centre, with lovely, atmospheric rooms, a sparkling swimming pool, garden restaurant and views over Mikindani Bay. $$$



WHERE TO EAT IN MTWARA AND MIKINDANI

Ten Degrees South

Southern Tanzania’s best pizzas, plus vegetarian dishes, fresh prawns, wraps and more. $$

Southern Cross Hotel (Msemo)

A fine waterside setting, with tasty fish and meat grills and occasional weekend buffets. $$

Himo 2

A local-style eatery on Makonde Rd in Mtwara with fresh juices, chicken, fish, beans and other standards. $


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN LINDI

Seaview Beach Resort

A popular choice, with a swimming pool, restaurant and children’s play area on the beach. Music can be loud on weekends. $$

Africa Night Lodge

Opposite the easy-to-find Brigita Dispensary, with clean rooms with fan and TV but no food. $

Kuchele Utalii

On Shuka Beach, across the Lukeludi River, with chill waterside camping and meals. $



A Day in Lindi

LIVELY DHOW PORT, LOVELY BEACHES

Lindi, about 100km up the coast from Mtwara, was once part of the sultan of Zanzibar’s domain, a terminus of the slave caravan route from Lake Nyasa, regional colonial capital, and the main town in southeastern Tanzania. With the abolition of the slave trade and the rise of Mtwara as a local hub, Lindi slipped into a slow decline, from which it has yet to recover. Today, it’s a lively, pleasant place, ideal for getting a taste of life on the coast. Its small dhow port bustles with local coastal traffic, a smattering of carved doorways and crumbling ruins line the dusty streets, and a Hindu temple and Indian merchants serve as a reminder of once-prosperous trade routes to the east.

Starting at the dinosaur roundabout, make your way past Mashujaa Amusement Park to the coastal promenade. Follow this around to the dhow port, stopping perhaps at Santorini or Makuti Bar for a drink. From the dhow port, continue into the historic part of town, with its remains of the old German boma and the ruins of an Omani Arab tower, before cutting inland to Makongoro St, with its Indian trading shops, Hindu temple and mosque. Spend the rest of your time on the beach. Mitema Beach, 6km north of town, is the closest stretch of sand, but it’s better to hire a bajaji, cross the Lukeludi River on the small vehicle ferry (‘pontoon’) to the Kitunda Peninsula, and carry on over the hill to the white sands and blue waters of Shuka Beach, where you can spend the afternoon or camp overnight at Kuchele Utalii.

[image: jpg]

Lindi Bay | Ariadne Van Zandbergen/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Getting Around

Bajaji and taxis are the easiest ways to get between Mtwara and Mikindani. Bajaji also make spread-out Mtwara easier to cover. Hotels in Mikindani can help you arrange transport for excursions to Mnazi Bay-Ruvuma Estuary Marine Park and to destinations beyond Mtwara and Mikindani. To visit the marine park with public transport, take a dalla-dalla from Mtwara to the park gate, from where you can walk or arrange a motorcycle taxi to the beaches. Note that the Tanzania–Mozambique border post south of Msimbati is currently closed.
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Arriving


Tanzania is well served with international airports, and visitors tend to arrive at one of three main options. Julius Nyerere International Airport (pictured) is handy for ongoing connections through Dar es Salaam’s domestic airport and for the mainland coast. Zanzibar’s Abeid Amani Karume Airport (ZNZ) is the main beach-holiday hub, while Kilimanjaro International Airport (JRO) offers easy access to the northern destinations and parks.
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Visas

Apply for e-visas through visa.immigration.go.tz. An Ordinary Visa (single entry) is usually issued for maximum 90 days. US citizens must apply for a Multiple Entry visa even if only coming for a short holiday. Visas are also available for many nationalities on arrival.

SIMs & Phone Coverage

Prepaid SIM starter packs are best purchased on arrival at the airport, where English-speaking staff will be able to upload them for you. Vodacom, Airtel and Tigo operate widely 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, be sure to get acquainted with denominations and notes 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 payment/tips 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 Western-style hotels, malls and restaurants. Consider travelling with two or more cards – ideally issued by a different bank – in case one is inexplicably declined/lost/eaten. Wise (wise.com) is arguably the most useful and cost-effective card to travel with.






Getting Around


Times are changing in Tanzania with better roads under construction and high-speed railway lines about to slice travelling times. The current 14-hour train trip from Dar es Salaam to Dodoma, for example, might soon be doable in 2½ hours. For the time being, however, getting around remains time-consuming. For bus and domestic flight information.
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ROAD CONDITIONS

Construction work on many highways has led to rougher short-term travelling conditions. Much of the coastal ‘highway’ north of Dar es Salaam, for example, has temporarily been relegated to a dirt track. In most of the country, don’t expect to average much more than 40km/h over a long trip.

URBAN TRANSPORT

Taxis, bajaji (tuk-tuks) and boda-boda (motorbike taxis) are widely available; safety can be a concern with boda-bodas. The Bolt app works well for hailing all three modes of transport. Locations aren’t always accurate, so drivers may call to confirm the pic-kup point.

SAFARI VEHICLES

The typical game-driving vehicles at most camps and lodges are high-clearance 4WDs with open sides and a canvas roof. Steps are often provided for anyone who struggles to climb in. When packing, bear in mind that temperatures (average altitude is 1000m) can be chilly at dawn and after sunset.

GETTING FROM JULIUS NYERERE AIRPORT TO TOWN

Taxi Dar es Salaam (TSh40,000), Zanzibar (TSh35,000), Arusha (TSh120,000)

Ride-hailing service (eg, Bolt) Dar es Salaam (TSh20,000), Zanzibar (TSh18,000), Arusha (TSh60,000)

Bus Dar es Salaam (TSh400), Zanzibar (TSh400), Arusha (TSh800)

HIRE CARS

Prices for a well-maintained 4WD start around US$150 per day, but four people travelling together – with a roof tent and a dome tent – could realise surprising savings on transport and accommodation costs. A level of African off-roading experience is advisable.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left side
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Speed limit is 80km/h on highways, 40km/h in most national parks

0.08

Blood alcohol limit is 0.08%







KENYA
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VIBRANT CULTURE, DIVERSE LANDSCAPES, WILDLIFE HAVEN

With breathtaking landscapes, rich biodiversity and warm hospitality, Kenya is the jewel in East Africa’s crown.
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It is hard not to be in awe of Kenya’s spectacular wildlife. The country is home to some of the greatest parks on Earth, and travellers from around the world come here to spot the Big Five animals in the savannah of the Masai Mara, the forests of Marsabit and the plains of Amboseli. But add in the pristine beaches of the Indian Ocean coastline, the dramatic escarpments of the Rift Valley, majestic Mt Kenya and the rich and long history of the Turkana Basin, and you have a true five-star destination. Along with this is a rich history, with Mau Mau independence fighters and the mix of Africa, the Middle East and Asia all combining into one country with many cultures.

Kenya also offers a wide variety of travel options, from budget travel in matatus (minibuses) that drive at breakneck speeds between destinations to the full luxury experience, complete with a private butler and splash pool as you gaze over a private conservancy. Kenya truly does have it all, and while it may be tempting to move around quickly to try to see everything, the true experience is to take your time and enjoy the country’s rich culture, majestic nature and warm people.
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THE MAIN AREAS

NAIROBI

Fun and energetic city.

NAIVASHA

National park on a lake with geothermal spa.

MASAI MARA

Kenya’s wildlife crown jewel.

MT ELGON

Hikes, caves and waterfalls.

MT KENYA & MERU NATIONAL PARK

Hiking and history.

AMBOSELI

Hot-air balloons, elephants and majestic Maasai.

TSAVO WEST

Mystical mountain ranges and stunning sights.

MOMBASA

Ancient landmarks on an island-city.

DIANI

Crystal beaches and spirited forests.

LAKE TURKANA

Beaches and the ‘Sea of Jade’.



Find Your Way

Kenya is a deceivingly large country, so expect to take some time jumping from park to park or from city to city, especially if you’re taking public transport.
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Plan Your Time

It’s best to focus on one region of the country in order to experience it to its fullest, but it is possible to do a Kenya blitz if you have no lack of funds or energy.
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KENYA IN TWO WEEKS

• Spend a few days in Nairobi, taking in the big city lights in Westlands and Parklands.

• From there, go north to the forested region of Aberdare and hike part of Mt Kenya.

• When your legs are tired, head southeast to Amboseli, arguably the best park in Kenya, and visit nearby Tsavo West while in the region.

• Then head east to the white sandy beaches of Mombasa, soaking up the sun and relaxing in the warm ocean waters before heading back to Nairobi.




OFF-THE-BEATEN-TRACK KENYA

• For the adventurers, this three-week tour starts in Nairobi’s Karen, Lang’ata and Dagoretti, acclimatising to the forest in an urban jungle.

• From here, go northwest, hopping between Naivasha, Lake Elementaita, Nakuru and Lake Bogoria.

• You’ll have had your fill of flamingos by now, so head north to Lake Turkana and the Sea of Jade. This is rustic Kenya, full of sand and camels, and when you fancy some wildlife action, go east towards the parks of Samburu and Isiolo for crowd-free safari viewings.




A MONTH-LONG WALKING TOUR

• For those who prefer flora over fauna, start in Mt Kenya, hiking its several peaks.

• From there, the smaller peaks of Aberdare will seem like child’s play, although its thick forests can make it a tougher hike.

• After conquering central Kenya’s summits, head to Mt Elgon, followed by a much more leisurely stroll through the forests of Kakamega, south of the mountain.

• Finally, and some would say the biggest challenge of them all, head back to Nairobi to brave the capital’s shopping streets in Kilimani, Milimani and Upper Hill.



Seasonal Highlights

Kenya offers diverse attractions, wildlife encounters and cultural events throughout the year, though the most popular time to visit is during the dry season, which typically falls between June and October.

JANUARY

Days are warm but the weather is still at its driest so hiking is easier, with better visibility.
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MARCH

The best month for birdwatching, when European rollers and bee eaters migrate through Kenya.
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APRIL

As the Easter festive season commences, city dwellers return to the countryside to reunite with their ancestral home and relatives.
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JULY

Humpback whale migration begins, making this a great time to visit Kenya’s coastal regions.
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AUGUST

The peak of the high season is crowded and cold. More foreign tourists visit Kenya due to summer holidays in some parts of the world.
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OCTOBER

This is a period of calm, when prices are affordable and it’s less crowded. The weather is cool and moderate.
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DECEMBER

Also known as Drinkcember, this month is a time of sherehe (partying), with plenty of music concerts and group trips among friends.
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NAIROBI

FUN, FRESH AND FRENETIC

The beating heart of project Kenya, offering such an array of culture and nature that there is truly something for every kind of traveller.


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 Nairobi 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. The city is the administrative and economic hub, not just for the country but for the region as a whole, and has the culinary and cultural pedigree to prove it.

The Central Business District (CBD) is the crossroads of the country and all the other suburbs radiate out from it. Start here for a crash course in history and a taste of the city’s many flavours. Dive into the country’s history at any one of the many museums or sample the nation’s traditional cultures at any of the cultural venues. Catch some live music in one of the many bars and pubs that bring weekends to life. Explore the vibrant art scene in one of the art galleries and exhibitions. Take a walking tour of the different historical eras represented by the various architectural styles of the CBD.

Hike through the various forests and parks and enjoy some birdwatching and nature-spotting in one of the eight protected green 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 with various house recipes) at a local watering hole. In short, don’t be fooled by the gruff reputation: this is a fascinating town that can give the curious and patient traveller memories for a lifetime.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CITY CENTRE (CBD)

All roads lead to the CBD.

KILIMANI, MILIMANI & UPPER HILL

The business and administrative quarter.

KAREN, LANG’ATA & DAGORETTI

Green and greenbacks.

WESTLANDS & PARKLANDS

Nairobi’s original entertainment district.

KILELESHWA, LAVINGTON & AROUND

New Nairobi, old Nairobi.






CITY CENTRE (CBD)
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The CBD was once the business centre although zoning laws have shifted most shopping and office traffic to nearby quarters. Today, the district is a little rough around the edges but worth a visit as all Kenyan roads quite literally end here. See Nairobi’s colonial history at the Nairobi Gallery, the colonial chief’s camp and the point from which all distances in Kenya are measured. Architecture lovers will enjoy the many historical eras on display, from the neoclassical Macmillan Library to the art-deco Phoenix House. Take the elevator to the top of the Kenyatta International Conference Centre for 360-degree views of Nairobi, before taking a slow walk through the avenues below. When you’re done, grab some souvenirs at the City Market or nearby stores.
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TOP SIGHTS

1National Museum

SIGHTS

2August 7 Memorial Park

3Central Park

4Jeevanjee Gardens

5Nairobi Botanical Garden

6Nairobi Railway Museum

7Uhuru Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Michuki Park

9Nature Kenya




TOP TIP

Most sights lie within a square created by Uhuru Hwy, Haile Selassie Ave, Moi Ave and University Way. If venturing beyond here, keep your wits about you as petty crime is common. Take photos with a phone you can slip into your pocket instead of a large conspicuous camera.
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AFRICAN HERITAGE HOUSE

African Heritage House in Mlolongo is an architectural marvel that hosts much of Joseph Murumbi’s collection, augmented by owner Alan Donovan’s own impressive collection. Stay for food and sundowners overlooking Nairobi National Park. Book ahead.



A Walk Through History

DISCOVER THE SECRETS OF THE NAIROBI NATIONAL MUSEUM

The Nairobi National Museum is finally growing into its title as a national centre of history and culture. Archaeology is still the main part of the museum’s collection in the Cradle of Human Kind gallery displaying some of the rare excavations from across the country, while the History of Kenya and numismatic galleries demonstrate why schoolchildren on field trips remain the largest group of visitors.

After a much-needed facelift the museum today hosts events regularly in the Safaricom auditorium and the plaza. Within the main museum, look out for what’s on in the contemporary gallery, a favourite of up-and-coming local artists and curators. Wander down to the snake park if you’re not freaked out by the writhing reptiles, or to the small but mighty traditional medicine garden to see some of the herbs that Kenyan communities use for medicine.

The Nairobi Botanical Garden is on the museum grounds and is a favourite date spot for students from the nearby University of Nairobi and a great place to stop for a picnic – just remember that single-use plastic bottles are banned here and the fines are steep, so leave that soft-drink bottle at home. After lunch don’t forget to wander down the 2km nature trail, dotted with sculptures and indigenous trees. Carry on into the nearby Michuki Park where you can do your own birdwatching or join Nature Kenya (+254 771 343138, naturekenya.org) on one of their weekly excursions.
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Nairobi Railway Museum

The Nairobi Railway Museum is small but deeply satisfying for people who are specifically curious about the history of the city or of locomotives. After all, the Lunatic Express connecting Mombasa to Kampala is the main reason why Kenya was colonised.

A favourite for Instagram influencers, well-maintained disused trains in the yard and regularly changing graffiti murals line the drive to the entrance. But for a truly breathtaking visit go during jacaranda season when the tree-lined boulevard is in bloom.




Monument Walk

A small cluster of monuments lines Kenyatta Ave and nearby streets. The most distinct is Central Park’s Nyayo Monument, commemorating the first 10 years of the Moi presidency.

Uhuru Park has a memorial to Kenyans killed by the British colonial government during the war for independence, and a small pillar marking Freedom Corner, the site of the women’s protests led by Nobel Prize winner Professor Wangari Maathai.

Down the street, the Galton Fenzi Memorial commemorates the first person to drive from Nairobi to Mombasa in 1926.

Closer to Muindi Mbingu St, a small mural highlights the achievements of the world’s best marathon runner, Eliud Kipchoge, while nearer the junction with Kimathi St, the Askari monument remembers Kenyans who served in the British military during the world wars.



Shades of Green

VISIT PARKS IN AFRICA’S GREENEST CAPITAL

For decades, Nairobi has demanded the title of Africa’s greenest capital because of the sheer size of the city’s territory dedicated to the natural environment. Even as ill-advised expansion projects undermine this claim, the city still features a variety of options including in the CBD, primarily north of Uhuru Hwy.

Closest to Kenyatta Ave is Uhuru Park, where significant political events are hosted in the open-air amphitheatre and families descend on weekends. Activities include boat rides on the small artificial lake and budget carnival rides. The viewpoint at the top of the hill, accessible via stairs or by car through Upper Hill, offers a remarkable view of the CBD’s skyline.

Across Kenyatta Ave, the Central Park hosts the Nyayo Monument and legions of canoodling couples. Petty crime is common so leave valuables at home. The Kenya Railways Golf Club allows nonmembers to play a few holes for a fee.

Within the CBD itself, the August 7 Memorial Park sits on the site of the former US Embassy destroyed in the terrorist attack of 1998, and features a memorial to the many innocent lives lost. There’s a small entrance fee that helps maintain the event space on-site.

Finally, Jeevanjee Gardens is a much-treasured meeting point for cyclists in the city and has a stunning efflorescence of jacaranda flowers during jacaranda season. The survival of the park in the face of intense commercial pressure is the story of the triumph of one of the icons of Kenya’s environmental movement, Zarina Patel.
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WHERE TO EAT IN THE CBD

Bridges

Organic Kenyan fare with a lot of vegan and vegetarian options. $

Trattoria

A longstanding Nairobi institution that still draws loyal customers for its wood-oven pizzas. $$$

Al Yusra

Authentic Yemeni cuisine with continental options, bringing a flavour of the Arabian Gulf to the city’s lunch crowd. $$




KILIMANI, MILIMANI & UPPER HILL
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If there are neighbourhoods that epitomise the rapid transformation that Nairobi has undergone in the 21st century, they would be Kilimani, Milimani and Upper Hill. Once a sleepy bureaucratic quarter, an explosion of construction has transformed Upper Hill into an urban extension of the CBD, while Kilimani boasts a new apartment complex pretty much every year. Kilimani generally refers to the area around Ngong and Argwings Kodhek roads, all the way to Dagoretti. Today Upper Hill hosts many large embassies and the city’s main hospitals, and hotels at every price point serving their guests. There’s not much to see and do here – perhaps a wander to the main library and a quick walk through the park. These neighbourhoods offer plenty of accommodation options.
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TOP TIP

The Japanese Embassy hosts regular screenings of popular Japanese films in its grounds. You need to register in advance for security reasons but it’s a great family-friendly afternoon if you find yourself with some time to kill.




WHY I LOVE KENYATTA MARKET
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James ‘Jimmy’ Rugami, owner, Real Vinyl Guru.

I’m the only person in Nairobi who does record-player repair and maintenance and I’ve been at this market since 1989. A place like Kenyatta Market is not full of wannabes – it’s the real scene. You can find everything and everyone here and there are no pretenders at the market. If you have a shop anywhere else people will think that it is expensive but not here. We’ve been hosting Kenya’s World Record Store gathering for five years now and last time we had people from 17 different countries. Here, everyone feels at home.



Nyama Choma at Kenyatta Market

MEAT-EATER’S DELIGHT

Nyama choma is roast meat – usually beef, increasingly goat and rarely mutton or game. The meat is prepared over a charcoal grill and seasoned with salt. Be warned, if rare is your vibe, this is not for you. Kenyans prefer meat well done and heavily charred, and the customer generally has no say in the matter.

You can get nyama choma in Nairobi just about anywhere and at any price, but for the true experience, a nyama choma joint is recommended. For old-school flavour you cannot beat the stalls of Kenyatta Market off Mbagathi Way. At this working market residents buy groceries and run errands, so there’s no tourist fare here. Don’t expect plush decor or a long menu – this is as simple as it gets. There’s a reason it’s a regular stop for campaigning politicians. There’s not much variety either – nyama choma, ugali (a staple made from maize or cassava flour) and vegetables. Expect an intense welcome with vendors soliciting customers – ignore it. Walk with purpose, make a sharp left at the entrance and browse the stalls before you find one you like. Chase down your nyama choma with a local beer or soft drink for the full experience. Take a taxi – there’s little parking.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MILIMANI & UPPER HILL

Radisson Blu

Five-star hotel with a pool and spa. Keep a look out for the celebrities who like to hang by the pool. $$$

Fairview Hotel

Old-school luxury with an African twist and a fantastic bar. $$$

Sagret Hotel

Basic, with great transport connections to the CBD and within walking distance to the arboretum. $

House of Prayer

HISTORY INTERRUPTED

All Saints’ Cathedral (1952) was commissioned in 1917 by some of the first Anglicans in the territory. Construction began in 1918 only to be interrupted by both world wars. The Gothic building once offered a fascinating contrast to the Holy Family Basilica in the CBD, although today both buildings demand that visitors imagine what once stood behind such ill-advised expansion and decoration initiatives.


A Day on the Links

The Royal Nairobi Golf Club

is a private member’s golf course just off Ngong Rd. It is the oldest golf society in the country, founded in 1906, and has a large, if not particularly well-maintained, course.

If you have a membership to any other golf club in the world with ‘Royal’ in the name, then you can play here.



Slum Tours are Weird

DON’T BE WEIRD

Slum tours are problematic as they exoticise normal people who happen to be poor. In Nairobi, the informal settlement of Kibera, nestled between Kilimani and Lang’ata, attracts visitors for this kind of tour. It’s a shame because there are a lot of interesting things happening in Kibera. It’s better to visit places like the Uweza Art Gallery (off Kibera Dr) that provide income-generating activities without exploitation. Uweza showcases art of young people from Kibera and beyond. Some bright lights have emerged here and exhibited abroad. Studio visits can be organised. Meanwhile the Avido Foundation is the home of Kibera Fashion Week and a great place to pick up ready-to-wear fashion handmade by women of Kibera’s deaf community.
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WHERE TO EAT IN KILIMANI

Arabian Place

Inspired by cuisine from Oman, plus an extensive juice and smoothie menu. Try the knefeh. $$

Clove Cafe

A Somali restaurant offering favourites from across the Horn. The goat broth is worth coming back for. $

McFrys

A chain that opens late and serves simple but highly rated takeaways. Multiple locations with delivery options. $




KAREN, LANG’ATA & DAGORETTI
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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, the Nairobi National Park proudly advertises itself as the only national park within a capital city in the world. Today the park comprises the entire southeast corner of the city, surrounded by the nearby neighbourhoods of Karen and Lang’ata, which offer a selection of dining and other experiences. As in other parts of the city, the boundary between Karen and Dagoretti is one of those things that locals just know, rather a distinct line in the sand, so just focus on the Ngong Road Forest and the Ngong Racecourse as landmarks and you’ll be alright.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Giraffe Centre

2Karen Blixen Museum

3Nairobi National Park

EATING

4Haru

5Mama Rocks

6Tin Roof

7Under the Swahili Tree




TOP TIP

The best time to visit the Nairobi National Park is very early in the morning when the animals are awake and active, plus traffic in the city will be light at that time. Most hotels in the city can arrange transport.
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Dining on a Lil’ This, a Lil’ That

ECLECTIC MENUS ALL OVER

Most Nairobi restaurants describe their menu as continental, offering dishes from all over the world. It’s the norm to find curries alongside pasta, or pizzas with African dishes. Some of the better restaurants that specialise in this include Haru, off Karen Rd, serving sushi, teppan-yaki and sashimi, often with a local twist, and which does great fusion cuisine with seafood from the East African coast, also known as the Swahili Seas. Sample the offerings in its large garden, and take home some of its homemade preserves.

In the same compound, Tin Roof and Mama Rocks offer two distinct approaches. Burger chain Mama Rocks specialises in African ingredients and flavours, such as the vegetarian Djubalicious falafel burger based on Sudanese tamiya and the Mango Maasai Mama with mango-chilli sauce. Tin Roof has more European offerings and more seating, so it’s a good choice for family groups and remote workers using the free wi-fi.


PUBLIC TRANSPORT

There are many suburban roads in Karen that are closed to public transport so if you’re relying on buses and matatus to get around, be prepared to walk at least some of the way.



Lady of the Manor

MEET KAREN BLIXEN

Baroness Karen Christenze von Blixen-Finecke was born in Denmark but settled in Kenya in 1913 to start a coffee farm with her fiancé, Bror. The couple married in Mombasa in 1914 before moving inland to join an uncle who had settled in what is now Nairobi. The couple separated in 1921 and Bror returned to Scandinavia but Karen stayed, enamoured by the freedom she had as a white woman in Africa. The coffee plantation failed due to the poor climate and the global coffee-market collapse. Blixen and her uncle sold the land to a developer, and Karen was created, which Blixen maintained was named after her.

Blixen returned to Denmark and became a writer. Her most famous book Out of Africa (1937) was made into a movie starring Meryl Streep and Robert Redford. It was popular out of Africa (pun intended) but less so within the continent for its romanticised views of colonial life. In many ways the book represents the divide that permeates the neighbourhood today. For some, Karen represents aspiration and success, but for many, it represents a generational inequality born of violence and unfair advantage.

Blixen’s story is told at the Karen Blixen Museum, her former home, managed by the National Museum Service. The small museum contains Blixen’s original furniture, paintings and interesting details about her life in Kenya and beyond. It also hosts an artist in residence to help promote the local art scene. A small gift shop stocks snacks and tchotchkes, the lush gardens allow picnics and small gatherings, and there is a coffee shop on-site. A 15-minute nature trail along the perimeter of the grounds has excellent birdwatching, plus you might spot rock hyraxes and monkeys. Regular neighbourhood events are held here, including farmers markets, so you may stumble upon a treasure trove unexpectedly. Public transport will get you close, although a short walk is necessary to get to the front gate. As it’s a state-run museum, entry fees are low.
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Bomas of Kenya

Boma is the word for homestead in many Kenyan languages, and the Bomas of Kenya (1971) is a complex near the Nairobi National Park that offers a sample of the many cultures of the country.

Cultural performances featuring songs, dances and traditional costumes happen every day, from 2.30pm to 4pm on weekdays and from 3.30pm to 5.15pm on weekends.

You can also just wander through the replicas of traditional construction styles on the premises to get a better sense of just how big and diverse Kenya is.



WHERE TO STAY IN KAREN

Giraffe Manor

The most Instagrammable hotel in Kenya. You won’t be able to walk in off the street – they make sure only high-end visitors feel welcome. $$$

Brandy Bus

A converted school bus available through Airbnb and directly on their website. $$

Karen Blixen Gardens

Five-star base for people going on or coming from a safari. It has a 24-hour restaurant. $$$



TOP SIGHT
Nairobi National Park

The Nairobi National Park is the crowning jewel of Nairobi. No one leaves the park without seeing something. With proper planning, even a visitor on a long layover can have an exciting urban safari, taking in the park proper and nearby spaces such as the for Elephants and the Giraffe Centre.
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Scan this QR code for more details about opening hours and prices.
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Nairobi National Park

Nairobi National Park is the heart of tourism here, perhaps more beloved by locals than by overseas visitors. The main entrance is the most accessible; other gates are exit-only or require proof of ticket purchase. Don’t try to sneak through – the park guides radio the car registration ahead to the main entrance.


DON’T MISS

Wildlife viewing

Nairobi Animal Orphanage

Nairobi Safari Walk

David Sheldrick Wildlife Trust for Elephants

AFEW Giraffe Centre

Bomas of Kenya

Ivory Burning Site



Transport

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 main car park on Sunday afternoons, but you’ll miss the sunrise buzz of wildlife on the move, and have a hard time viewing wildlife unless you snag a window seat. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the park has allowed some tour companies to offer daily 4WD rentals for a fraction of what it would cost to rent one for the day elsewhere. Any 4WD can tackle the park’s roads but if you want to spend more time wildlife viewing than navigating, these 4WD rentals are a better option. City hotels offer prearranged day trips, and almost all registered taxis double as tour companies. Note: if you self-drive there’s a separate fee for the car.

Beyond the Main Gate

Rangers can point out places for guaranteed sightings, including watering 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. The 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. Do not feed or interact with the animals. It desensitises them to humans, creating danger for nearby neighbourhoods.

Single-use plastic is banned, and fines are steep. Carry a reusable bottle.


GIRAFFE MANOR

The Giraffe Manor (1932) is a four-star hotel on the grounds of the Giraffe Centre that was once a hunting manor and then the home of the founders of the centre. Today it offers close encounters with the giraffes, particularly at breakfast, as well as organised tours further afield. Entry is for guests only and early reservations are encouraged.



Baby Animals

Injured animals often end up at one of three orphanages. Many are rehabilitated and released, but some are kept indefinitely because they can no longer survive in the wild. Nestled within the grounds of the NNP, the Animal Orphanage is a good alternative for people with tight schedules who still want to see animals up close. A separate ticket is required. Animal feeding times are a particular draw, although you may be able to handle less-dangerous animals like tortoises at other times.

David Sheldrick Wildlife Trust (DSWT)

On the grounds of the NNP at the Bogani Rd entrance, the DSWT (pictured) rescues and rehabilitates elephants in partnership with Tsavo National Parks. The orphanage is open between 11am and noon, when all the juvenile elephants know to rush in from the park for feeding time. It’s worth planning your visit around this time. For the cost of an annual membership, you can return at sunset to help put elephants and rhinos to bed.

AFEW Giraffe Centre

With the dramatic loss of grazing territory along with threats like poaching, the world’s giraffe population has decreased dramatically in the last 40 years. The Giraffe Centre is a vital breeding centre for the Rothschild’s giraffe. Public transport to the nearby Hardy shopping centre will get you close enough to walk there, but taxis are always available too.


TOP TIPS

• Aim to be at the gates by 6.30am when they open.

• First thing in the morning is the best time to see the leopards that live in the wooded area near the entrance.

• After a two-to-three-hour wildlife drive, stop for a picnic before heading to the DSWT. Parking here is tight – get here early, though they won’t allow you in before 11am.

• Grab lunch at a restaurant in Karen or Lang’ata before heading to the Giraffe Centre – the giraffes are active all day.

• End the day with a musical performance at the Bomas of Kenya or sundowner drinks and dinner at the Carnivore.








WESTLANDS & PARKLANDS
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You can go out pretty much anywhere in Nairobi, but if you want to be seen you need to be in Westlands. Taking advantage of its close proximity to most neighbourhoods in the city, a solid rotation of bars, restaurants and nightclubs have made the the district their base. Westlands also offers all kinds of delights for people who don’t necessarily want to be out drinking and dancing. Within the small district there are restaurants at every price range, as well as numerous shopping malls and activity spaces. Some familiar names have endured multiple decades, while some have come and gone like the morning mist, but you will never have a problem finding something to do here.
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EATING

1Fogo Gaucho Brazilian Steakhouse

2Koroga & Kocktails

3Mint Shack

4Mwiko Gardens

5Open House

6Slush Coffee World




TOP TIP

If you’re driving, pick one mall as your base, park there and then walk around. Westlands is very compact and fairly easy to navigate.
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BEST SHOPPING IN WESTLANDS

Sarit Centre

One of the oldest malls in the city and a great place to pick up essentials and nonessentials. The food court has an excellent selection of local and international fast food.

Westgate Mall

Has a range of chain restaurants serving good if predictable fare. There’s a regular Maasai Market as well for curios and knickknacks.

The Mall

A fading star in the city, only worth visiting for a new art space in the basement that’s curated by one of Nairobi’s leading art communities.



Do You Want to Join a Koroga?

MIXING UP YOUR OWN FOOD

Koroga is a Kiswahili word meaning ‘to stir’ or ‘mix’. It also refers to a Nairobi dining experience that begins with the Asian community. Open-air restaurants provide the ingredients, a stove, spices and utensils, and you cook your own dinner. It only sounds weird if you’re too busy thinking about it to appreciate the fun that can be had watching your friend struggle over a tikka masala on an open flame. Restaurants with koroga space charge you to park and use their set up, but otherwise you’re on your own. If you’re new to the experience, try Mint Shack, also highly rated as a restaurant if your cooking skills are not up to scratch. Koroga & Kocktails on General Mathenge Dr has a simple ambience but great decor, while Mwiko Gardens on Ring Rd in Parklands is well regarded.

If you’d rather not cook, Open House restaurant in Westlands Sq is popular. It looks like a speakeasy, with a nondescript door and no signage, but inside it’s simple and functional, with great service. People return for the food – a range of South Asian options prepared to your preferred heat level. The palak paneer is outstanding, as is the chicken tikka.

WHERE TO STAY IN WESTLANDS & PARKLANDS

Sankara

Five-star opulence with a rooftop bar giving stunning views of the city. $$$

Villa Rosa Kempinski

If you can look past the garish pink facade, this one is popular with visiting presidents and royalty. $$$

Ibis Styles

Part of an international chain so if you’ve stayed in one, you know how it goes. $

Dine at an Unusual Restaurant

TRY SOMETHING NEW TODAY

Westlands is a great place to sample world cuisine – it’s a literal melting pot. For authentic Indian street food, try Slush Coffee World on Parklands Ave. It’s packed because the food is that good. With a menu as long as your arm, Slush also offers pizza and Western options. Order a Mughlai starter or Mumbai street food, including paper-thin dosas paired with delicious sauces. Don’t leave until you try the famous Slush bhajis accompanied by its in-house speciality kachumbari (relish).

If you’re hankering for something local, try Osumo Big Fish. The social-media sensation began as the project of Brad Osumo, a young man trying to make a living. He turned to Twitter to let his fans know how they could support him in providing healthy Kenyan dishes of fresh fish, typical of Kenya’s western coast. The rest is history. Today, Osumo Big Fish is a regular haunt of politicians and bigwigs trying to communicate their humility to the social-media generation. But ignore all that and go for the fish – it’s worth it.

Fogo Gaucho Brazilian Steakhouse, just off Waiyaki Way, is a churrascaria with a loyal following. For a flat fee, there’s an all-you-can-eat vegetarian and dessert buffet, while servers bring 14 different grilled meats to your table, including rabbit and crocodile. Your green flag tells them to keep it coming, red indicates surrender. There’s a rich drinks menu to wash it down. Take a taxi as parking is scarce.
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Oshwal Centre

The enormous orange building at the junction of Wangari Maathai and Forest Rds is the Jain Oshwal Centre. Jainism is one of the three ancient religions of India, alongside Hinduism and Buddhism, and is a distinct religious practice that holds that the path to enlightenment is through nonviolence. Jains believe all living things have souls, and so are strict vegetarians, and also don’t eat root vegetables as these give life to the plant.

There is a notable Jain community in Kenya, resulting in many vegetarian and vegan dining options here. The Oshwal Centre is a large cultural complex that’s worth visiting for the architecture, rich in religious and cultural symbolism, and for a quick lesson about this fascinating religion.



WHERE TO STAY IN WESTLANDS & PARKLANDS

Pride Inn

A local chain that offers a good selection of dining options. $

Park Inn

Part of the Radisson Blu group, popular with diplomats and government officials. $$

Crossroads Hotel

Very basic but clean with a decent breakfast. $




Kileleshwa, Lavington & Around
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A construction boom in the 2000s transformed what was once a sleepy tree-lined suburb into a bustling cluster of upscale high-rise apartments, office blocks and entertainment venues. Lavington is the more affluent area and is known for its lush greenery and sporting clubs; Kileleshwa is no slouch, however, and has some of Nairobi’s best shopping malls and is also home to the Nairobi Arboretum, a slice of peace in a concrete jungle. Regardless of which area you visit, there’s almost always construction going on, the traffic can be intense and the sounds of music are often a little closer than you want them to be when you’re trying to get an early night. However, you’ll always be able to find somewhere to sleep, eat, or dance within a short boda-boda (motorcycle taxi) ride away. With their proximity to the Central Business District, these neighbourhoods are popular with long-stay visitors.
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TOP TIP

This area is the best choice for independent travellers, especially if you’re going to be in Nairobi for an extended period. It is replete with Airbnbs and short-term rentals. It’s also the most pedestrian-friendly part of the city and well served by public-transport options.
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Visit China Town

FLAVOURS OF CHINA

Many of Nairobi’s larger Chinatowns are hosted within Kilimani and Kileleshwa, particularly in the square between Ngong Rd, Ring Rd Kilimani, Argwings Kodhek Rd and Mbagathi Way. One of the largest is on Ring Rd Kileleshwa and is at the heart of larger Chinese investment in the neighbourhood, including the Xinhua News Agency building and the Eastland Hotel. About 20 shops and restaurants in the complex serve Chinese cuisine, including Sichuan, Hunan and Cantonese options like dim sum. And you know it must be good because a big part of the clientele is Chinese and the place is always packed on weekends. Start with any restaurant that seems to have a reasonable number of customers. That tells you the food is fresh because it moves fast. Try Chengdu for Sichuan dishes, including shredded pork with green pepper and steamed pork ribs. Many of the kitchen staff do not speak English and a lot of the Kenyan serving staff do not understand Chinese. This is strictly for people who can tolerate a little friction on their journey to a delicious meal.
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ART GALLERIES

Circle Art Gallery

From its new expanded location on Riara Rd, this favourite of collectors around the world showcases the best of East African art, plus the annual East African Art Fair.

Kioko Mwitiki Art Gallery

Founded by a pioneering art teacher in one of Nairobi’s public schools, this gallery has an eclectic mix of sculpture and art from young artists across the region, plus one-off art classes.

Noir Gallery

This exhibition space doubles as a restaurant and focuses on up-and-coming Kenyan artists.



Hidden Nairobi

DINNER AND A MOVIE

At the top of an office block on the Ring Rd in Kileleshwa is one of Nairobi’s hidden indie gems. Unseen Nairobi is part restaurant and part independent cinema, offering a delightful continental menu with a pan-Asian twist, alongside one of the most eclectic lineups of independent cinema from Africa and the African diaspora. Even if film is not your jam, the views alone are worth the visit.
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WHERE TO EAT IN KILELESHWA & LAVINGTON

Royal House

Yemeni chef serving authentic Arabian Peninsula dishes and local interpretations of European staples. $

Alexandre

Housed within the Yaya Centre, this patisserie has an amazing array of desserts alongside teas and coffees. $$$

Crafty Chameleon

A beer garden offering a continental menu along with a variety of craft beers. $$

Forest Bathing in Karura Forest

A WALK TO REMEMBER

Made up of over 10 sq km 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 Wangari Maathai, who in the 1990s led the defence of the park from illegal land allocations. It is divided into two large unconnected blocks, with the main entrance on Wangari Maathai Rd (also Limuru Rd) at the larger Limuru block. Access the smaller Sigiria section via Thigiri Ln. Karura is famous for hiking and birdwatching, and has well-signposted trails. Cycling is also popular, with bike rentals available. The 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 may be accosted by a kaleidoscope of butterflies on the Butterfly Walk. Primates like colobus monkeys run amok in the tree canopy, but if you’re really quiet you may be rewarded with an antelope sighting. There’s a wonderful River Cafe here, and picnics are also allowed.
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Remarkable Restaurants

Kenyan cuisine has a reputation for blandness. What is popular in rural areas – like dried beef and vegetables seasoned in the umami of smoked fish – doesn’t translate to urban palates. Amaica Restaurant

wants to change that perception, with elaborate multi-course menus that showcase the uniqueness of Kenyan food. Its nine-course tasting menu features, among other things, termites (chiswa or tsiswa) – a major source of protein in western Kenya.

At the boundary between Nairobi and Kiambu, Hob House, a small boutique hotel, is nestled in what looks like a stately home, with a stunning garden restaurant specialising in Lebanese food. The house speciality is fateh and fatoush salad, with a spiced watermelon soft drink called habibi. There’s outside seating.



WHERE TO EAT NEAR KARURA

Mint Shack

Indian restaurant with a significant amount of continental offerings and a very popular koroga. $$

Azteca

Authentic Mexican food, such as corn tacos, made from blue corn grown by the owner and prepared in-house. $

Wine Shop

Continental menu but go for the wine from all over the world, including some rare high-end options. $$$




NAIVASHA
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Naivasha is a bustling town in Nakuru County, home to a multicultural collection of Kenya’s tribes and settlers. The Maasai settled around the lake in the 15th century, and in the 16th century the Kikuyu tribe arrived. Kikuyus comprise the majority of Naivasha’s population. In the 19th century many European colonisers moved to Naivasha. Today their ancestors make up a large majority of the local population. There are also a few settlers from Somalia who settled in the town in the early 20th century. Naivasha has a thriving agricultural industry primarily focusing on floriculture, with thousands of greenhouses full of flowers in the area – this is the largest flower-producing region in Kenya. The town has also played a key role in political history. It was used as a neutral negotiation location for the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement, known as the ‘Naivasha Agreement’, which ended the Second Sudanese Civil War.
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SIGHTS

1Crater Lake Game Sanctuary

2Crescent Island

3Hell’s Gate National Park

4Lake Naivasha

5Mt Longonot National Park

6Ol Njorowa Gorge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7Fischer’s Tower

SLEEPING

8Crater Lake Camp




TOP TIP

Don’t rush to explore Naivasha. It’s best enjoyed at a slow pace because there are endless activities. Rent a car as it’s the easiest and fastest way to get around, and immerse yourself in the stunning scenery and adventurous activities.
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Great Rift Views

BEHOLD THE GREAT RIFT

Your first stop should to take in the stunning views of the Great Rift Valley escarpment from the Great Rift Valley Viewpoint on the Nairobi–Nakuru highway. This is the largest valley in the world and one of the most active geographical terrains, with ongoing tectonic shifts that have cataclysmically impacted the land and its inhabitants, both humans and wildlife. Help local businesses by buying curios, snacks and drinks for the rest of your road trip. This is your first glance of the Great Rift Valley, so take it all in and appreciate the abundance of greenery and hill formations. You could spend up to an hour here.
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Fatal Flooding of Kenya’s Great Lakes

The Great Lakes of the Rift Valley have been gradually flooding since the early 2010s. This environmental disaster has displaced 379,935 people in 13 counties and 75,987 households – a humanitarian crisis that lacks government intervention.

Lake Naivasha has swallowed Lake Oloiden, Lake Nakuru has increased by 50%, Lake 94 has vanished into the clutches of Lake Baringo, and Lake Turkana has passed the Barrier volcanic complex (four vigorous volcanoes) drawing it nearer to Lake Logipi.

Hot springs in Lakes Magadi and Bogoria, known for their strongly scented sulphuric waters and believed to have the capability to cure skin diseases, have now been engulfed by these floods.




BEST OF THE BEST

The pinnacle lake of the Valley, Lake Nakuru lies at the heart of Lake Nakuru National Park. The lake’s shores are surrounded by wildlife, perfect for a safari, and its viewpoints offer spectacular panoramas.



Coexist with Wildlife at Lake Naivasha

A WILDLIFE-PACKED BOAT EXCURSION

Relaxing and inviting Lake Naivasha is an appealing waterbody where wildlife and humans interact seamlessly – but it’s taken a long time to get here. In the 1970s new species started to be introduced to the lake for fishing, and simultaneously, the lake was overrun with poachers. Migratory paths along the lake were destroyed due to the floriculture industry.

Naivasha is one of the Southern Rift Valley’s freshwater lakes. On a boat ride, you’ll casually glide on smooth waves that effortlessly reflect the sun’s rays on the translucent surface. It’s the perfect place for birdwatching – exotic birds are in abundance. Over 400 species of birds call the lake home. There is also a high population of herbivorous hippos around the lake, a frequent cause of human-wildlife conflict. The area has also been prone to pollution because of the increasing rural populations that have moved to Naivasha for employment.

On your boat trip you’ll embark on a short safari and see waterbucks and monkeys up close. You can go for a one-hour boat ride, or a three-hour ride that includes hiking on Crescent Island for a longer, invigorating experience. Hire a tour operator from Karagita Public Beach, otherwise your hotel can organise a boat tour for you.

[image: jpg]

Lake Naivasha | Travel Stock/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WHERE TO STAY IN NAIVASHA

Crater Lake Tented Camp

Luxury accommodation immersed within a volcanic crater, with the most scenic views of the lagoon. $$$

Enashipai Resort & Spa

Naivasha’s most glamorous hotel has affordable executive rooms with impeccable dining options. $$

Crayfish Camp

Economical hotel on Lake Naivasha’s bank, ideal for backpackers. Has a variety of options (camping or rooms). $

Walk in the Wild on Crescent Island

NAIVASHA’S BEST-KEPT SECRET

Crescent Island is an off-the-beaten-path gem that’s a treat for wildlife lovers. An island on Lake Naivasha, it’s an alluring wildlife sanctuary where you can enjoy birdwatching and wildlife spotting. You can also take a photography tour or do yoga.

After your boat trip, trek around this isolated isle on a half- or full-day tour. Take it at your own pace – there are a variety of activities including photography, fishing, yoga and meditation. You can catch a boat to Crescent Island from your hotel or Karagita Public Beach, and you can arrange guided tours on the island itself.

Crescent Island is one of the last remaining places to have protected its flora and fauna – and has done so for over 40 years – with conservation efforts such as anti-poaching, animal feeding, reforestation and rubbish collection.
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PRIME PLACES TO SPOT WILDLIFE

Hell’s Gate National Park

Behold Naivasha’s wildlife utopia. Explore surreal landscapes and spot sensational wildlife by road or bike.

Crater Lake Game Sanctuary

An isolated wildlife reserve surrounding a charming crater that boasts breathtaking panoramic views. Go for a hike or a wildlife drive to see wild animals and enjoy enchanting nature trails.

Crescent Island

An isle in the heart of Lake Naivasha, home to marvellous herbivorous creatures. Here you can hike in the wild.



WHERE TO EAT IN NAIVASHA

Mother’s Cafe

An authentic and aesthetic restaurant where you can get a rich taste of Kenyan cuisine. $

Java House – Buffalo Mall

A familiar franchise for locals, with reliable fresh food sourced from local farmers. $$$

Urban Dining

Midpriced meals that are delicious and made with flavoursome ingredients. $$


WHY I LOVE NAIVASHA
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Mwende Mutuli Musau, writer

I love Naivasha because it’s a convenient weekend getaway filled with adventure and relaxation. Located only 92km from Nairobi, it offers a multitude of activities catered to a variety of travellers – friends, families and business travellers.

Some people like to confine themselves indoors but if you give me an exciting escapade, I’m always up for the experience! I love how you can accomplish a lot of adrenaline-packed activities in a short timeframe. Naivasha has a vibe of its own, embodying an inviting atmosphere of adventure.



A Captivating Crater

AN ISOLATED VOLCANO CRATER

Crater Lake Game Sanctuary is a privately owned 40-sq-km sanctuary, 10km from Naivasha town. It is centred around an isolated volcanic lake that is the core of its essence, one of the last remnants of a violent geological era. The water is an alkaline-green colour, caused by its dominant phytoplankton, which are blue-green bacteria. The waterbody is filled with spirulina, which is the main food source of lesser flamingos.

If you follow the hiking trail up to a cliff, you’ll have panoramic views of the scenic landscape and abundant wildlife that inhabit the land surrounding the lake. This is one of Kenya’s leading birdwatching safari destinations, with over 170 bird species. You can also enjoy wildlife drives to observe animals such as giraffes and zebras that are drawn to the green lake at the heart of an extinct volcano. This wildlife sanctuary is also attractive to hikers who wish to ramble around this unique location. Tourists can stay at Crater Lake Camp, which lies on the lake’s acacia-filled shores.

This hidden corner of the Southern Rift Valley is also known as the Hilltop Gravesite, where prominent European colonial land barons Lady Delamere and her two husbands, Thomas Delamere and Gilbert Colvile, were buried. You can spot these graves while on safari.

Hellish Experience of a Lifetime

ONE-WAY TICKET TO HELL

Despite its unusual name, Hell’s Gate is one of the best national parks in the Southern Rift Valley. It’s smaller than other Kenyan parks (68 sq km and 1900m above sea level) and has less wildlife but offers the most unique experience – bike riding amid herbivorous wildlife. This is the only national park in East Africa that allows bike riding and rock climbing within its parameters. There’s nothing that compares to riding beside herds of zebras and gazelles grazing through acacia trees, observing graceful giraffes, watching warthogs dashing across the terrain or monkeys playing. Tread carefully around buffaloes, however, as they are short-tempered and can get aggressive. Look out for Fischer’s Tower, a 22m rock formation forged by fused volcanic lava. This is a pivotal spot for rock climbing.

The best bicycle trail spans 6km from the entrance to the Ol Njorowa Gorge. Get a local Maasai guide at the gorge’s entrance. This is their ancestral land and they are its cultural custodians. Beware – this is a treacherous trail, not for the faint-hearted. You will cross cold streams, climb over rock boulders and encounter short rock surfaces, but the views are nothing you’ve seen before, which validates the hellish hike. Does this incredible gorge look familiar? This breathtaking landscape has been featured twice on the silver screen – in The Lion King (1994) and Lara Croft: Tomb Raider (2003).

The distances from one attraction to the next are immense. It’s best to hire a driver and have them wait at the gorge after you finish your bike ride. Alternatively, rent a car, park and go for your bike ride. Don’t veer off the roads into the national park on your own without a guide.
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WHERE TO DO WATERSPORTS IN NAIVASHA

Ziwani Island

This private island on Lake Naivasha is ideal for watersports and other adrenaline-filled activities.

Ecoscapes Water Sports Centre

Year-round watersports on Korogo Bay’s banks with low- and high-end prices.

Sun n’ Fun Watersports

One of the best places on the lake for watersports because it has a variety of packages for all sorts of travellers.


SOUTHERN RIFT VALLEY’S RUNNER-UP

Coming in second place to Naivasha, Nakuru is the next-best destination on your Southern Rift Valley odyssey. Nakuru is a vibrant city with a mixture of outdoor and indoor activities to entertain you.




Land of the Lion King

The visuals behind one of Disney’s most popular and beloved films, The Lion King, originated from Hell’s Gate National Park. The animators hiked the trails of Ol Njorowa Gorge to engross themselves in the stunning scenery that inspired Mufasa’s kingdom. The rock formation that planted the creative seeds behind the illustration of ‘Pride Rock’, the lion’s den, is found within this dramatic landscape.

Ironically, there isn’t a simba (meaning ‘lion’ in Swahili) to be seen in this natural spectacle, because this is the only national park in East Africa that is predator-free. Nonetheless, the film’s protagonists were adamant about protecting and preserving the Circle of Life because of its infinite beauty.



WHERE TO VISIT A SANCTUARY IN NAIVASHA

Crescent Island Game Sanctuary

An island oasis, with activities including photography tours, birdwatching and nature trails.

Crater Lake Game Sanctuary

This crater is surrounded by a volcanic lake and on its beach lies Crater Lake Tented Camp.

Kilimandege Sanctuary

Kilimandege is Swahili for ‘Hill of the Birds’. With 350 species, it’s easy to get lost in the colourful explosion of feathers.


HIKING TRAIL HIGHLIGHTS

Mt Longonot

It’s one of the most popular mountain-climbing trails that Kenya has to offer, with an ascent that will test your limits and endurance. An isolated crater awaits you at the peak.

Menengai Crater

Hiking through this massive shield volcano is enough to leave you mind-blown. Venture into a series of hidden caves amid outstanding landscapes.

Crater Lake Sanctuary

A nature trail that engrosses you in life in the bush as you walk amid herbivorous wildlife.



Ascend a Stratovolcano

IT’S HARDER THAN IT LOOKS

Mt Longonot is a stratovolcano in the southeastern part of the Rift Valley. Its name, Longonot, is derived from the Maasai word Oloonong’ot meaning ‘steep ridges’ or ‘mountain of many spurs’. It contains a 8km x 12km caldera (large cauldron), the cone itself is capped by a 1.8km crater and there are parasitic cones that make up this large mountain. It was formed 21,000 years ago and is found within the Mt Longonot National Park, an area protected by the KWS.

A 2.1km trail begins at the park’s gate and travels to the crater’s rim, continuing for 7.2km around the crater. The last time this volcano was active was in 1863. There are large mammals that have lived inside the crater for decades, including Rothschild’s giraffes, Thomson’s gazelles, buffaloes, zebras and wildebeests. In 2009 a bushfire descended into the crater, spreading over the dry grass and subsequently trapping the wildlife that live inside the crater. It was an odd natural catastrophe that didn’t spread further throughout the crater.

A full 13.5km trek up this mountain (from the entrance to the rim) takes four to six hours depending on your ability. This timeframe allows for breaks while ascending the mountain. The gate is 2150m high and the peak reaches 2776m, however the jagged rim has a substantially higher 630m vertical difference. It is important to pace yourself and know your limits. The best way to climb Mt Longonot is with a group. Make sure you wear appropriate footwear and carry sunscreen, water and a hat for the gruelling ordeal you’re about to endure. You can get a local tour operator at the site to guide you along the mountain trails.


MAGNIFICENT MENENGAI

The shield volcano of Menengai, on the outskirts of Nakuru town, offers one of the most gorgeous scenes the Southern Rift has to offer. It looks like a picturesque movie scene.




Getting Around

You’ll need a car, or better yet, a 4WD for getting off-road. Matatus and buses aren’t allowed to visit national parks and wildlife sanctuaries. If you’re a seasoned traveller and want to explore on your own, you can rent a vehicle. You can also take a guided tour with a local travel operator. On most tours the guide is also your driver. You can have a different guide for specific locations: for instance, at Hell’s Gate there may be a guide willing to show you around. However, if you can afford it, hire a guide to accompany you across different locations. This is more convenient but you’ll have to cater for their food and accommodation while you travel.






LAKE ELEMENTAITA
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Take a gander at Lake Elementaita, one of the two saltwater lakes in the Southern Rift Valley. This is your chance to spot thousands of pretty pink flamingos and learn about Kenya’s rich prehistoric past at Kariandusi. The word Elementaita is derived from the Maasai word muteita, which means ‘dusty place’ – this refers to the dustiness of the area. It’s an idyllic place for a half-day tour on your Southern Rift Valley road trip. Bird lovers can feast their eyes on hundreds of bird species – 13 are globally threatened and eight are regionally threatened. If you’re a history buff, you can learn about the Early Stone Age by seeing the remnants of archaic tools and contraptions that our ancient ancestors used in their daily lives. This area has been a point of interest for decades for the archaeological community, with various scientists dedicating their lives to the East African primeval era.
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TOP TIP

Lake Elementaita is a great place for a pit stop, or you can spend a night amid rose-coloured flamingos. Nevertheless there’s not much to see and do here. It’s an ideal spot to spend a morning before heading to Nakuru.




FLAMINGOS GALORE

If you’re a dedicated birdwatcher, travel north to Lake Bogoria after visiting Nakuru to ogle pink flamingos in Southern Rift Valley’s second-largest saltwater lake.




TOP-TIER LAGOONS

Lake Nakuru

This tranquil lake is surrounded by the surreal landscape of Lake Nakuru National Park and the area is home to wild animals that can be seen on a wildlife drive.

Lake Naivasha

Full of fun, adventure and relaxation, this is the go-to spot for a good time or an escape from the rat race, with its vast sporting activities and beautiful wildlife.

Lake Baringo

The biggest lake in the region is a harmonious home for humans and wildlife.



Fleet of Flamboyant Flamingos

A PRETTY, PINK HORIZON

If you love exotic birds, add Lake Elementaita to your bucket list. This is a soda lake between Lakes Naivasha and Nakuru. Elementaita is part of the Soysambu Conservancy, which was once part of British Lord Delamere’s estate. He settled in Soysambu from 1879–1939 and was one of the fundamental figures in British Kenya during colonial times. The current Soysambu Conservancy covers two thirds of Elementaita’s banks and has over 1000 mammals including Rothschild’s giraffes, bushpigs, herons, elands, gazelles and zebras.

Elementaita is one of Kenya’s leading birding destinations. Go for a short drive and stroll on the feather-filled beach. There are over 400 species, including flamingos that stretch as far as the eye can see, illuminating the horizon in pink. Other birds include the Rufous-throated wryneck, long-tailed widowbird, Maccoa duck, geese, spikes, cormorant, kingfisher, Rüppell’s robin-chat, Schalow’s wheatear, shining sunbird, montane white-eye, northern puffback, pallid harrier, red-capped lark, pelicans, Rüppell’s vulture and slender-billed greenbul. Besides birdwatching, you can enjoy nature trails, bush dining and camping.
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WHERE TO STAY IN LAKE ELEMENTAITA

Lake Elementaita Serena Camp

This high-end tented camp in Soysambu Conservancy is the perfect getaway. $$$

Pelican Lodge

A budget paradise that combines convenience and comfort. The food is great and the sights are spectacular. $

Sunbird Lodge

Ecofriendly boutique lodge tailored to your every need and want, catering for your escape from reality. $$

Step into a Time Machine

KENYA’S FASCINATING PREHISTORIC PAST

The Kariandusi Prehistoric Site is a treat for history lovers. One of the Great Rift Valley’s main archaeological sites, this Early African Stone Age site is around 1 million years old. It was discovered by the revered scientist Louis Leakey in 1928 when he led an expedition to the Kariandusi River. Leakey was awarded a research grant and explored East Africa, funding three trips here in 1928, 1931 and 1946. After Leakey’s research, a fourth trip was organised in 1974 by JAJ Gowlett and RG Crompton, who coordinated the last crucial excavation. Numerous scientists have also visited since.

You can explore a nature trail to learn more about the site. The National Museums of Kenya provides a guide, so you don’t need an external one. There’s also a museum on the property where you can learn in depth about the scientific discoveries. You will need one to two hours to walk around.

The East African Stone Age extended from 2.6 million to 280,000 years ago and is synonymous with the Lower Paleolithic. At the time of Kariandusi’s use, Homo erectus were in the Southern Rift Valley. There are no comprehensive findings from this location because initial discoveries were sent to museums across the globe. Cambridge University has 250 handaxes from Kariandusi. Obsidian and quartz-trachyte were the key materials used to make Acheulean axes. In theory, Kariandusi was a factory site where specialised axes were created.
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East African Stone Age

Africa has the most prolonged record of human habitation on Earth. The earliest hominids were discovered 6 to 7 million years ago in Ethiopia. For sub-Saharan Africa, African archaeology is classified into Early Stone Age, Middle Stone Age and Later Stone Age.

After these periods, the Pastoral Neolithic and Iron Age emerge. The earliest trace of hominids were Homo erectus in East Africa, which are traced back as far as 2.6 million years ago. This is the pivotal period for discovering the first stone tools, which include the Acheulean and Oldowan found in the Turkana Basin, Southern Rift Valley and Olduvai Gorge.




Getting Around

It’s best to have a vehicle: you can either rent a car or organise a safari van with a driver who will also be your guide. There is no public transport here. At the Kariandusi Prehistoric Site you’ll find a guide to show you around, courtesy of the National Museums of Kenya (included with your museum ticket). There’s no need for an external guide in this area.






NAKURU
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Nakuru is the biggest city in the Rift Valley and the fourth-largest urban hub in Kenya, lying 1850m above sea level. This was a town formed in 1904 by the British colonial government, and the name is derived from the Maasai tribe. During colonial times the British made Nakuru a part of the White Highlands, a segregated area where Europeans owned the best farmlands while Africans were appropriated into crowded zones called reserves. Nakuru became a municipality in 1952. Since Kenya’s independence in 1963, Nakuru has become a vibrant hub of entrepreneurship and commerce. The city has also been a hotbed for politics for many decades, with strong ties to past presidents and politicians, and, during the 2007 post-election violence, several buildings were burned down here. Tourism, manufacturing and agriculture make up the key parts of the city’s economy and various retail supermarkets originate here.
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TOP TIP

is not a place to rush through. Make sure you bring hiking shoes and safari boots, as Nakuru is full of outdoor adventures, such as hiking trails. It also has a vibrant nightlife. Gear up and enjoy!




LARGEST LAKE OF ALL

Freshwater Lake Baringo is the largest lake in the Southern Rift Valley, located at the furthest location on a Valley road trip up north. This delightful waterbody is home to indigenous tribes and an array of wild animals.




NAKURU’S STUNNING SIGHTS

Menengai Crater

This archaic shield volcano lies in the midst of the Southern Rift Valley. Behold its spectacular viewpoints, which showcase the beauty of nature.

Lake Nakuru National Park

Boasting enchanting panoramic views of Lake Nakuru and its flourishing wilderness, home to both predators and prey.

Hyrax Hill Prehistoric Site & Museum

A unique museum that offers a nature trail around the property for history lovers. The hilltop offers views of Nakuru town.



An Unbowed Waterbody

ISOLATED FROM HUMAN INTERFERENCE

Lake Nakuru is arguably the most famous lake in Kenya. It is significant for the region because it’s the only alkaline lake that surrounds a national park and it has a large amount of wild animals and birds. Established in 1961, this waterbody is a life source for many living creatures and is crucial for the survival of a placid ecosystem. It’s not the largest lake in size, at 170 sq km, but it has the greatest amount of biodiversity of all the Great Lakes.

Lake Nakuru National Park is one of the best places in the country to spot Kenya’s Big Five of lions, leopards, elephants, buffaloes and rhinos. This park was made a rhino sanctuary in 1983, declared a Ramsar site in 1990 and an Important Bird Area in 2009. It’s home to 450 bird species and 83 mammal species. This natural wonder is isolated from human interference and is one of the most conserved travel destinations in Kenya – it has been preserved for decades.

To make the most of your time here, wake early in the morning and embark on a half- or full-day safari (preferably with a tour guide to scout for wildlife). There’s nothing quite like a wildlife drive in this sublime landscape comprising a lagoon, rolling hills and vast grasslands encompassing predators and prey. To be a first-hand witness to life in the wild is incomparable to anything else. If you’re lucky enough you’ll get to see all of the Big Five. The most mysterious creature of all is the leopard, which is the hardest to spot. It often lives solitarily in the shadows, compared to its fellow large cats.

This stunning lake is home to aesthetically pleasing lakeside lookouts, which are located on hills. Lion Hill Lookout offers one of the most majestic views of all. It’s strategically positioned to see both wildlife and the lake below in all its beauty and grace.
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WHERE TO STAY IN NAKURU

Sleepway Cottages

Cost-effective cottages conveniently located in Nakuru town, with a decent restaurant and comfortable facilities. $

Sarova Lion Hill Game Lodge

Lake Nakuru NP’s best luxury stay. Experience a wild animal soundtrack and a scenic backdrop. $$$

Burhaha Zenoni Hotel & Resort

A midrange hotel that is value for money and suitable for a short stay. $$


A Paragliding Paradise

Due to its geographical vantage point encompassing great heights, the Southern Rift Valley is the best place for paragliding in Kenya. Kerio Valley

in particular is the most popular location. At first glance, it’s easy to see why. This vast volcanic valley sits between the Elgeyo Escarpment and the Tugen Hills. It is made up of villages, lakes, forests and fields, at an elevation of 1000m above sea level.

There are 100km of ridgeline in this unique spot and it has been the site of several world records. If you have your own gear, you can get a local guide to lead you on an off-the-beaten-path adventure. However, beginners are also accommodated.



WHERE TO EAT IN NAKURU

Origin Coffee Nakuru

Edgy Kenyan eatery. Enjoy fascinating culinary moments with its wide selection of meals and drinks. $

Gilani’s Restaurant

Economical meals in the heart of Nakuru’s CBD. There are a variety of local cuisines to select at this vibrant spot. $$

Java House Nakuru CBD

A family favourite restaurant beloved by many because of its wholesome food and great vibes. $$$

The Lookout of a Lifetime

GOING BANANAS OVER BABOON CLIFFS

Lake Nakuru is no stranger to iconic viewpoints and the Baboon Cliffs are no exception. This popular lookout is found on the western side of a serene freshwater lagoon. It gets its name from the baboons that inhabit these rocky heights and interact with tourists. These cliffs are a good spot for a picnic. The baboons are infamous for their mischievous nature so beware – they are known to raid people’s cars for food and cause mayhem.

If you just want the views, the best time to come here is early in the morning when the baboons haven’t arrived yet. You can have breakfast here as the first stop on your wildlife drive. The cliffs offer incomparable views of Lake Nakuru, flamingos and the surrounding areas. It’s definitely not something you should overlook when exploring Lake Nakuru National Park.
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Hiking a Colossal Shield Volcano

HIKING THROUGH MASSIVE MENENGAI

Menengai Crater is the best place in Nakuru to go for a hike. At the top of the crater you’ll find some curio shops and a couple of experienced guides who can lead you on a hiking expedition through this venerable shield volcano. Hikes take half a day or a full day, depending on how much ground you want to cover. It’s better to get a guide at the crater itself than an external guide.

Make sure you check out the caves on your walk – they are filled with bats and you can see the rock formations that this once vigorous volcano left behind. Make sure you wear appropriate footwear and a hat. Also carry water, sunglasses and a camera to eternalise the moment. The highlight of your hike is the peak where you begin and end your trip – you’ll be able to enjoy panoramic views.

Menengai Crater is a mammoth shield volcano with one of the world’s biggest calderas (cauldrons formed after disburdening the magma chamber during a volcanic eruption). It’s the largest volcano caldera in Kenya and the second largest in Africa. Rich loam soils formed from volcanic activity make the farmlands around the flanks fertile, thus greatly improving Nakuru’s agricultural sector.

Menengai formed approximately 200,000 years ago, however, the 12km x 8km caldera formed 8000 years ago. The floor of the caldera is covered with several post-caldera lava flows. There is barely enough sediment preserved from the last eruption to be found on the volcano today, which has a massive mass of lava boulders and inaccessible ridges. Menengai Crater is thought to be one of the best-preserved Krakatoa-style volcanoes globally. Currently, volcanic activity is ongoing. The Menengai Geothermal project was formed in 2009 and has the potential to store 1600 megawatts. This is a large venture that will be implemented in five phases, with the goal of creating 465 megawatts of geothermal steam. In recent years there were 47 geothermal wells with the potential for 169 megawatts being drilled.


Home of Champions

Kenya is world renowned for producing record-breaking runners, most of whom originate from a Southern Rift Valley town called Iten. This famous place is the birthplace of world-class winners, and St Patrick’s High School, in particular, has produced several excellent long-distance athletes in the last three decades.

These athletes have all been trained by Brother Colm O’Connell, an Irish missionary who travelled to Iten in 1976 for three months and never went home. He is known as the ‘Godfather of Kenyan running’. O’Connell has coached countless athletes and is credited for opening doors for young women in this field in the early 1990s. Iten also hosts a high-altitude training centre (the HATC).



WHERE TO GO CLUBBING IN NAKURU

Club Dimples

This top-rated club in Nakuru is bang for your buck and guaranteed to offer you a great time.

Platinum 7D Lounge

A pricey, lavish club that’s ideal for sports fanatics watching a big game. Has a wide selection of liquor.

Xcape Grill & Lounge

A quaint place to meet and mingle with a diverse group. It’s a nyama choma and drinks joint.

Unravelling a Neolithic Gravesite

FARMHOUSE USED FOR SCIENTIFIC EXPLORATION

Hyrax Hill Prehistoric Site is a crucial location of scientific discovery in the Southern Rift Valley. Initially, there were discoveries of relics by Mrs Selfe, which were followed with archaeological excavations that resulted in discoveries by Dr Mary Leakey in 1938. The site was made into a national monument in 1945 and access to the public granted in 1965. This was Mrs Selfe’s home from 1900–10 but was renovated as a historical tourist site through an in-kind sponsorship from the Kenya Museum Society, collaborations from the National Museums of Kenya and consultations with the British Institutes in East Africa.

Hyrax Hill is significant because this was where Dr Mary Leakey carried out crucial excavations. She uncovered evidence from the late Iron Age that included stone enclosures and gravesites. The materials at this location are estimated to range from 200 to 5000 years old. As many graves were found here, it was named the ‘Neolithic Mass Grave’. There were multiple excavations after Dr Mary Leakey’s initial discoveries – these later unearthed three Sirkiwa houses. Sirkiwa culture was the dominant Kenyan hinterland way of life during the Pastoral Iron Age. They evolved from the Elementaitan culture of the East African Pastoral Neolithic in the Southern Rift Valley, which was later followed by the Maa, Kalenjin, central and western Kenya communities in the 18th and 19th centuries.

If you’re a history buff you’re going to love the museum. Follow the map at the entrance and it will guide you through this location. Begin at the farmhouse where the museum is and follow the nature trail around Hyrax Hill to discover important excavation sites. This is also a great place to take a short forest walk. You won’t need to spend more than two to three hours here. As it’s a national museum, the site will provide a guide with your tour, so you don’t need an external one.
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Neolithic stone hut circle, Hyrax Hill Prehistoric Site | Dorling Kindersley ltd/Alamy Stock Photo ©


ROUNDUP OF THE BEST MUSEUMS

Hyrax Hill Museum

Step back in time to uncover the archaeological discoveries of Dr Mary Leakey and Mrs Selfe in the early 20th century.

Kariandusi Prehistoric Site

It is believed that this was once a factory site used over 1 million years ago by our early ancestors, the Homo erectus, to forge Acheulean axes.

Lord Egerton Castle

An old colonial castle that was once the family home of Maurice Egerton, the fourth Lord Egerton. Construction lasted from 1938 to 1954.



WHERE TO BUY SOUVENIRS

Bomas of Nakuru

This Bomas of Kenya replica reflects the cultures of 42 tribes and 70 ethnic groups.

Menengai Crater

There are curios available to buy at the cultural centre on the top of the Menengai Crater.

Kenyatta Avenue

There are several shops on Kenyatta Ave where you can buy affordable souvenirs.

A Bittersweet Colonial Castle

A VESTIGE OF COLONIAL OPULENCE

Egerton Castle was built like a fortress by Maurice Egerton, the fourth Lord Egerton. It’s found 14km outside Nakuru. Construction began in 1938 and was finalised in 1954. This large project encompassing 53 rooms was overseen by architect Albert Brown. The castle was made a public monument in 1996 under the Kenyan Antiquities and Monument Act. The castle is a public tourist attraction and managed by Egerton University.

Maurice Egerton purchased this piece of land and originally built a small home here. At the time, Egerton was courting a British woman named Victoria. She referred to his home as a ‘chicken coop’ and believed that it was not up to her high standards, and thus rejected his marriage proposal. Egerton built the castle in the hopes of winning her over, but alas, his second marriage proposal was also rejected. Disgruntled and furious, Egerton vowed never to marry a woman, and no women were allowed into his home. He declared that the agricultural college he founded, Egerton University, was to remain as male-only institution. The college served the purpose of preparing white youths for careers in agriculture. In later years, Africans, other races and women were given admission into the college. Lord Egerton died a lonely and bitter man at the age of 83, overseen by 80 physicians.

You can walk through the halls of this expansive estate to get the sense of a colonial relic. The castle contains some old pieces of furniture that belonged to Egerton. The tour takes less than an hour – stroll through at your convenience.


Kenya’s Dark History

Kenya, once known as British Kenya, was formed when the East Africa Protectorate was transformed into a British crown colony in 1920. The country was used as a settler colony for Europeans for 43 years and the Europeans ousted Africans from their ancestral lands and took the best land for themselves. These were known as the White Highlands. Parts of Southern Rift Valley like Naivasha, Lake Elementaita and Nakuru were part of these annexed lands, which segregated white and black people. This allowed the colonists to enrich themselves with the country’s fertile resources while indigenous people wallowed in poverty. After Kenya’s independence in 1963, many but not all the stolen lands were reacquired by the Kenyan government.




A MOUNTAIN CLIMBER’S MARVEL

Mt Longonot is one of Kenya’s best spots for mountain climbing. Only 60km from Nairobi, this steep ascent is not for the faint-hearted. Come with your best hiking boots – it’s going to push you past your limits.




Getting Around

You may get to Lake Nakuru National Park and find a guide willing to show you around, which is a cost-effective option. If you have a flexible travel budget, you can hire a guide to take you around all the best sites in Nakuru. Having a 4WD is the best way to get around because to get to most locations you’ll have to access off-tarmac dirt roads. It’s easiest to hire a car in Nairobi and keep it for the whole journey.






LAKE BOGORIA
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Lake Bogoria is one of the Southern Rift Valley saltwater lakes located within Baringo County. This is a saline alkaline lake that sits in a half-graben basin (lowered block of the earth’s crust) in the southern part of Baringo. This salty lagoon is frequently home to the largest population of lesser flamingos in the country. Lake Baringo is a Ramsar site and Lake Baringo National Reserve has been a protected environmental site since 1973. This waterbody has a shallow depth of 10m, is 3.5km wide and 34km long and includes a 700-sq-km drainage basin. The reserve is surrounded by several subgroups of Kalenjin tribes. The lake includes Kesubo Swamp, which is within the national reserve. Previously there were hot springs and geysers at the lake – unfortunately the flooding of most of the Great Rift’s lakes has completely swallowed the hot springs here.
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TOP TIP

There’s no need to spend too much time here. It’s ideal for a half-day drive as a detour before Lake Baringo. Driving to Lake Bogoria from Nakuru takes roughly two hours. You can go for a wildlife drive to see flamingos and interact with locals.
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Flamingos, Lake Bogoria | Heather Ruth Rose/SHUTTTERSTOCK ©

Cruising Around Lake Bogoria

TAKING THE SCENIC ROUTE

The land surrounding Lake Bogoria is a part of Lake Bogoria National Reserve, opened in 1970. This is an area protected by the KWS. The lake is located beneath the Ngendelel Escarpment, which is 600m high. There was once high geothermal activity on the lake’s western shoreline, with geysers and hot springs. However, these natural attractions were consumed by high water levels during the flooding of the lakes in the Great Rift Valley in 2020. The only river that feeds this saltwater lagoon is the Waseges River, which rises on the slopes of the Aberdare range. The lake’s surroundings are semi-arid, and are abutting grasslands.

The landscape in this part of the Southern Rift is incredibly scenic – take your time to immerse yourself in the stunning surroundings and enjoy the beautiful foreground, with the alkaline lake in the background. Water levels have increased and it’s easy to get lost, so follow the road signs to stay on track. The road is bumpy. Don’t forget water, snacks, drinks, a hat and sunscreen – it gets extremely hot.

Before the floods, Lake Bogoria was worthy of all the hype from enthusiastic travellers who revelled in its natural beauty and its off-the-beaten-path attraction. However, the floods have reshaped the entire area, causing the original main road to be permanently closed and forcing residents to move further inland away from the lake. The lake is growing in size daily and has caused major disruption to locals’ lives in the Southern Rift Valley.


BEST BIRDWATCHING SPOTS

Lake Baringo

Take a boat ride on the largest lake in the Great Rift Valley – it’s the perfect place to go on a birdwatching safari as it boasts 500 species of exotic birds – the largest bird diversity in the Rift Valley.

Lake Naivasha

This is one of the most convenient places to go birdwatching in the Southern Rift Valley. Taking a boat ride allows visitors to marvel at over 400 species of birds inhabiting the lake’s shores.



WHERE TO STAY IN LAKE BOGORIA

Lake Bogoria Spa Resort

This is the ultimate spa retreat, with a touch of luxury and fine dining. $$$

Lake Bogoria Zakayos Resort

This budget-friendly campsite is right next to the lake – a prime place for a walk on the lakeshore. $

Rift Valley Hills Resort

Located quite a distance away from Lake Bogoria, it’s one of the key hotels in the Baringo district. $$


Africa is Splitting in Two

In 2018 a large tear on the Nairobi–Narok highway spread out for several kilometres. This continually growing tear was initially attributed by scientists to tectonic shifts that have been ongoing for around 25 million years. However, it is being caused by the East African Rift System (EARS), the largest rift in the world due to its continuous geological tectonic activities.

Africa is splitting up, slowly but surely – an event that will take millions of years. Inevitably, a small chunk of East Africa, including Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi, Somalia, the DRC, Malawi, Zambia and Mozambique, will break off from the larger part of the continent and create a new ocean between the land masses.



Flamingos Galore at Lake Bogoria

FLAMINGOS, FLAMINGOS AND MORE FLAMINGOS

Birdwatchers and those who enjoy birding photography should embark on a birding safari at Lake Bogoria. The reserve is home to over 350 bird species: the most populous are the lesser flamingos, with over 2 million. They congregate in the shallow water so they can feed on the algae. Greater flamingos are also found within the lake. Along with the flamingo, this is also one of the best places in Kenya to see a large variety of other birds. Birdwatching is best enjoyed with a guide who can help you spot them. It’s also possible to invite fish eagles over for an easy meal with a whistle and bait (tilapia fish).

On your drive you can stop and walk around Lake Bogoria National Reserve to spot birds up close. Ensure you have a camera in one hand and a sense of optimism in the other. Flamingos fill the horizon over this scenic lake, which is surrounded by slopes and rolling hills. Make sure you drive up to the former springs and geysers as you’ll find a bountiful population of flamingos on the bank.
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Colorful algae around hot springs, Lake Bogoria | IndustryAndTravel/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Getting Around

You’ll need a car to get around Lake Bogoria. There are no boat rides offered around this lake either, so your car will be the only form of transport.






LAKE BARINGO
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Lake Baringo is the most northern lake in the Southern Rift Valley and it’s also the biggest – a crucial part of the East African Rift System. This freshwater lake is populated by both wildlife and humans. It’s 130 sq km, at an elevation of 970m, with over 500 species of birds and seven freshwater fish species to be found here. Lake Baringo is a vital source of life for the creatures who reside within and around the lake. The lake is nourished by the rivers Molo, Perkerra and Ol Arabel, which seep through the volcanic bedrock. This is an isolated and dusty area that’s sometimes frequented by flamingos. Additionally, Goliath heron are found on Gibraltar, one of the many rocky islands on this vast waterbody. Ol Kokwe is the largest island and has an inactive volcano, fumaroles and hot springs.
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TOP TIP

Lake Baringo is ideal for fishing, boat rides and relaxation, so take your time. There’s not much to do here but it’s such a stunning place. Stay for a full day or two, preferably, depending on your plans.
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Lake Baringo | Vaclav Sebek/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PREMIER WATER PASSAGES

Lake Naivasha

Here is where you’ll experience the best boat ride in the Southern Rift Valley. Carry your sunglasses and a camera for the short trip that includes birds and wildlife.

Lake Baringo

Venture out on a voyage on this region’s largest lake to see some of the most beautiful landscapes in the Southern Rift Valley.




A MYRIAD OF FLAMINGOS

If you’re a bird lover intent on making the most of your time in the Southern Rift Valley, ensure you pass by Lake Elementaita to feast your eyes on its flamingos, which fill the horizon with a pleasant rose-coloured hue.



Boat Ride on Baringo

DRIFTING THROUGH A NOTORIOUS LAKE

At Lake Baringo, the largest lake in the Southern Rift Valley, you can go for a swim in the naturally hot volcanic waters filled with sulphur. This may look like the most peaceful place on Earth for a boat ride, but that is far from the truth. This lake is infamous for extreme flooding and has been a catalyst for the catastrophic destruction of buildings and the displacement of thousands of people. For the most part, however, this is a safe and stable lake.

Take a one-to-three-hour boat ride and cast your eyes on the jagged rocky hill formations, comprised of barren and dry landscapes. On the lake you’ll see fishers paddling their boats in the brown murky waters. This is one of two lakes in the Southern Rift Valley, along with Lake Naivasha, that has numerous human-wildlife conflict. Crocodiles and hippos come extremely close to shore where people live and there have been several cases of clashes with local tribes and the wild animals.

You can organise a boat ride at your hotel or in the town centre.
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Fisher, Lake Baringo | Gerard Soury/getty images ©

WHERE TO STAY IN BARINGO

Island Camp Baringo

A splendid stay on a secluded island with a premium lakeside view amid plenty of comfort. $$$

Soi Safari Lodge

It’s bang for your buck – affordable, with fantastic amenities and lakeside activities. $$

Sandai Resort

This lakefront hotel has epic views and a calm ambience. $


Disastrous Flooding Damage

Intensive flooding in the area has most affected Baringo – the lake’s surface area increased by around 100% to 268 sq km over the 10 years from 2010 to 2020. During COVID-19, the floods shifted the town’s structure by submerging 3087 homes and several businesses underwater. Around 139 sq km of riparian land was consumed by water. Fishers have been forced into frequent contact with dangerous animals like crocodiles and hippos. In Nakuru 677 families and 352 households were affected, as well as 265 hectares of agricultural land, thus decreasing production. Naivasha has 1500 affected households and increased human-wildlife conflict, with hippos sometimes attacking locals.



Sightseeing at Hot Springs

A FISHER’S CHRONICLES

Lake Baringo is inhabited by indigenous tribes including the Kalenjins, Kamasia, Chebleng, Ndo and Njamus. These are communities that rely on fishing for their primary source of income. While exploring Lake Baringo, make sure you take some time with some of these local tribes. Spend around three hours to experience life as a local and immerse yourself in these peoples’ way of life.

Tours at the hot springs help you learn about Kalenjin culture in this part of the lake. You’ll be led to the hot springs on your boat ride as part of the tour. You’ll learn about the tribe’s specific fishing method: long-range fishing. You will not be able to participate in fishing but you can pay the fishers for fish they’ve caught in order to lure kingfisher eagles in for a meal. The fishers cast out nets and paddle their boats far away in order to catch fish – it’s a fishing method that’s unique to the region.

At the hot springs there’s wet, brown soil that can be applied on to people who have skin ailments. After the soil dries, a swim will wash it off. Additionally, there are geysers where people can steam (and also inhale the hot steam) if they have flu-like symptoms. To support the local communities, you can buy curios at the hot springs. If you talk to the locals, they’ll tell you more about their way of life as fishers, and they normally have many interesting stories. To see the springs, organise a guided boat tour from your hotel.


Getting Around

The best way to travel to Lake Baringo is by car. Boat rides can be arranged to circumnavigate the freshwater lake. There’s no need to hire a guide outside Baringo as the main activities you’ll partake in are on the lake.






MASAI MARA
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Hands down Kenya’s premier wildlife area, most well-known attraction and stage of one of nature’s greatest shows, the annual wildebeest migration, Masai 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 Masai Mara area, which includes the Masai 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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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.



National Reserve vs Private Conservancies

PICK A VIBE, OR COMBINE

The range of experiences this ever-popular, well-known destination is capable of offering a traveller may not be immediately obvious. The entire Masai Mara actually covers 1510 sq km, and major escarpments, hills, rivers, marshes and plains lying in this area add their unique character to the immediate surroundings. There are small, exclusive houses, budget camps and luxury lodges with swimming pools and spas.

The area is split between different areas of management. The government-owned Masai Mara National Reserve is the majority of the wildlife-viewing area and where you’ll find the bulk of accommodation. This is where you go to be closest to the annual wildebeest migration, much of the action being animals crossing the raging Talek and Mara Rivers. This is also where you’ll be closest to hot-air balloon launch sites – an important consideration as the flight times are very early in the morning!

The Mara Triangle (maratriangle.org) is a protected area in the wildlife-rich section at the southwest end of the reserve where the animals enter Kenya from Tanzania during migration season. It’s managed privately and only contains two lodges, Serena and Little Governor’s Camp, but it can be accessed by road from other camps for wildlife viewing.

Private conservancies are a much more exclusive environment, being much smaller in size than the reserve, each with fewer properties, and having more control on visitor numbers at any one time.

In total the Mara area is home to 15 private conservancies that surround the reserve, most of them to the north. Unlike the reserve, here you have permission to go horse riding and on guided walks outside the properties, go wildlife viewing at night (the reserve has a curfew in place) and to drive off-road. These conservancies lease the land from Maasai landowners, usually with agreements that include cattle grazing and compensation for losses due to wildlife.
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WILDLIFE & NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY IN THE MARA
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Brian Siambi, travel and wildlife photographer, gives his best tips for photography in the Mara. @brian.siambi

Trust your guide. They are here every day and they know animal behaviour like the back of their hand, so having a good guide who can get you to the right positions for what you want to shoot is key.

Early-morning wildlife drives will help you catch all the big cats as they’re still up before the day gets hot and they hide to rest.

Light is everything, like with all photography. The morning golden-hour light with the Mara landscape will have you capturing some amazing landscape shots. The same goes with evening/sunset wildlife drives.



WHERE TO STAY IN KISUMU

Sovereign Hotel

Iconic downtown hotel with a beautiful courtyard pool and great city/lake views from plush rooms. $$$

Dunga Hill Camp

Campsite with sweeping views right by the lake; a top spot for live music and drinks at sunset. $

Milimani Drive Living

Well-appointed self-catering apartments located in a peaceful, safe corner of the Milimani neighbourhood. $


TRAVELLING TO THE MARA SUSTAINABLY

Nelson Ole Reiya, director of Nashulai Conservancy, shares some insights on truly sustainable travel in the Mara.

Choose ecofriendly accommodation

Several ecofriendly lodges and camps in the Mara are committed to sustainable tourism practices. These camps use renewable energy sources, minimise waste and support local conservation efforts.

Support local conservation organisations

A number of conservation organisations in the Mara rely on donations and support from visitors to continue their work. Consider making donations even beyond your visit.

Follow responsible wildlife-viewing guidelines

Stay on designated roads, keep a safe distance from animals and never feed or interact with wildlife. Choose responsible tour guides who are aware of the rules.



Walking & Horse-Riding Safaris

CLOSER ENCOUNTERS IN THE BUSH

Few things will ever compare to being completely exposed to the elements, and to wildlife, like going on a walk or a horse ride in the bush. These are options only in private conservancies, as the national reserve does not allow people to venture out of their accommodation or vehicle. These are guided activities: the best lodges will send you out with as many as three guards or scouts, with all eyes open for animals, their tracks and interesting features of the landscape like medicinal plants, smaller birds’ nests and insects. It’s also an opportunity to get up close to plants and insects you likely missed in earlier wildlife viewing, like soldier ants raiding a termite mound and even eels in some marshy areas. Bush walks and hikes will usually be offered by most properties in a private conservancy, accompanied by their in-house guides.

It’s recommended that only confident and experienced riders take part in horse-riding safaris, as they’re in potentially dangerous wildlife areas. Day horse-riding safaris can be booked with Ride Mara (ridemara.com) in Olerai Conservancy, while the more intrepid can sign up for a seven-day riding safari with Offbeat Mara (offbeatsafaris.com), stopping off at four different camps.

Homestays & Village Visits

IMMERSIVE AND COMMUNITY-HOSTED EXPERIENCES

There is much evidence of the preservation of Maasai customs and culture to be found, and for travellers curious about what it means to live as a Maasai person in this day and age, visits to bomas (homesteads) can often be arranged, where local families welcome visitors on tours of their homes and compound, and maybe even to try their homemade yoghurt. A number of lodges are also drawing inspiration from Maasai architecture, using earth and mud for walls, with flatish roofs covered in grass.

Nashulai Conservancy’s Oldarpoi Camp, 2km north of Sekenani, now has, along with its rooms and tents, a manyatta with walls and roof made of earth, plus an outdoor shower. Visits to the village a few minutes’ walk from the camp can be arranged as well. Maji Moto Cultural Camp, at the base of the Loita Hills 50km south of Narok town, is another such camp with accommodation in stylised manyatta rooms.

These experiences are ‘put on’ and geared towards tourists, in terms of the locals’ dress, food, dance and market wares. But they do give some insight into Maasai culture and traditions, and provide an opportunity for one-on-one conversation and interaction with individual locals. Many of these experiences are tied to a community initiative from which proceeds go towards conservation, education, healthcare and more in the immediate areas.
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Maasai woman, near Masai Mara National Park | Sandra van der Steen/getty images ©

WHERE TO STAY IN MASAI MARA

Asilia Camps

A group of tented camps, with three prime Mara locations in the reserve and Naboisho Conservancy. $$$

Emboo River Camp

Carbon-neutral camp with tented rooms, a studio apartment, natural pool and hydroponic vegetable garden. $$$

Elewana Sand River Camp

Small luxury riverbank camp at the south end of the reserve, with views of animal crossings during migration season. $$$


Maasai Beadwork

Maasai people have captured the eyes and minds of people the world over for decades and with good reason, for their iconic red chequered shukas (blankets) and intricately beaded jewellery, and also for their commitment to preserving their cultural practices in the face of colonialism and globalisation.

The jewellery, traditionally handmade by women, is worn during special ceremonies such as weddings. Different styles and colours represent the various stages in a person’s life. Today the work of many Maasai women adorns people all over Kenya and the world.

Visiting the Mara gives you an opportunity to buy directly from the artist, right outside the national reserve gates and at markets in surrounding villages.




Getting Around

It’s an easy four-to-five-hour drive from Nairobi to the Mara, depending on your final destination. It’s a 4WD trip due to dirt roads and off-road terrain. Non-4WD vehicles 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. Daily flights from Nairobi, Mombasa, Ukunda and Migori are available with Safarilink, Air Kenya and Mombasa Air Safari. 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. However, it is possible to charter flights privately.

Narok Line and other shuttle companies run from downtown Nairobi to Narok town. It’s possible to hop in a car to Sekenani and Talek gates at the reserve as well as to Aitong town. Camps outside the parks can arrange for you to be picked up and dropped back in town.





TOP SIGHT
The Great Migration

The big one, one of nature’s grandest shows. The annual wildebeest migration can be seen unfolding between northern Tanzania’s Serengeti and Kenya’s Masai Mara every year, where upwards of 1 million wildebeest, hundreds of thousands of zebras and massive herds of topis and other gazelles cover large distances following centuries-old routes to find fresh pastures and water. It’s a sight to behold!
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Scan this QR code for a live interactive map of the animals’ movements year-round.
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Where It Happens

The wildebeest migration is actually an all-year affair across a wider ecosystem than just the Mara. The herds cross north into Kenya from Tanzania’s Serengeti and move in a clockwise direction back to the border, passing the Ngorongoro Crater a few months later. The animals mostly stay in the Masai Mara National Reserve, crossing both the mighty Mara River and the Talek River in several spots as part of their route.


DON’T MISS

Wildebeest

Zebras

Elephant herds

Crocodiles

Hippos

Lions ready to pounce at river crossings

Vultures circling over a kill



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 the first element that’ll teach you to deal with 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.

Animals to Look Out For

Wildebeests 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.


THE VIEW 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).



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, 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.

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.

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 strap in for a full day of wildlife watching. You may even want to bring a book with you, especially for kids!


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 at seeing mass movement.

• It’s wise to book your safari 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.








KISUMU CITY
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The Lakeside City. The final frontier. Since its founding in the early 20th century, Kenya’s third city has always had a bit of a different flavour than the rest of the country. You might see or hear the word ‘dala’ in and around the city, which means ‘home’ in the Dholuo language. Kisumu has been home to many Luo people, a community with roots in the Nubian empire, who are spread out across Kenya, Uganda, South Sudan and Ethiopia.

Kisumu City is perched right on Africa’s largest freshwater lake, Victoria, and is arguably the city that serves up the best sunsets in the country. Some places to catch them best are Dunga Hill Camp, the Yacht Club, Hippo Point or the rooftop bars at high-end addresses such as the Acacia Premier and Sarova Imperial downtown hotels.
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TOP TIP

Look out for music events in Kisumu throughout the year, particularly live music performances and those featuring traditional instrumentalists. The region has an impressive variety of unique traditional musical instruments and there is a continued celebration of them to this day.



A Morning or Afternoon at the Museum

GET ACQUAINTED WITH LUO CULTURE

Kisumu City is affectionately known by many as ‘dala’ – ‘home’ or ‘homestead’ in Dholuo, the main language of the Nilotic Luo people who mainly live around Lake Victoria. Some cultural basics to note are (among other things) a love of fish dishes, rhumba music, flamboyant dressing and the use of animal skins to make clothing and musical instruments.

The Kisumu Museum is a fairly good place to start exploring the city. It’s centrally located and full of information on interesting sites in the greater Kisumu and lake region. It also provides some history and information on the flora and fauna in the area in its natural history exhibit. The museum is also home to a replica of a traditional Luo homestead, complete with earthen homes in a typical rural compound’s layout and a mock cattle enclosure. You can often catch traditional music and dance performances after checking out the homestead. Additionally there is a snake park and a freshwater aquarium, each housing different species found in western Kenya and Lake Victoria.

Much about the museum could use some TLC, but it’s a decent way to orient yourself in the city and region, and even take note of a few more niche areas of interest. Set aside an hour or two for this visit.

[image: jpg]

Outdoor market, Kisumu City | Kirill Nikitin/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Boda-Bodas

This popular mode of public transport is the method of choice for saving time weaving through traffic and to courier goods around town. They originated around the Uganda–Kenya border posts and rural areas, where language barriers meant saying ‘border, border!’ was the best some could do to describe the service they needed.

If you’re lucky you might even spot an original boda-boda – a bicycle with a flat rack at the rear for a passenger to sit on. Kisumu is the only major city where you will find these in use and many people still swear by this slower and arguably safer alternative to get around shorter distances.

Today you can hail a motorbike boda-boda via smartphone ride-hailing apps.



WHERE TO GET A DRINK IN DOWNTOWN KISUMU

Alleyways Beer Garden

Laid-back bar off an alley in a courtyard with frequent themed music nights and even brunch on weekends.

Da Bar

A trendy high-end spot attached to Mega City mall, with a few intriguingly named cocktails.

Perch Bar at Sarova Imperial Hotel

Has 180-degree views of the city, lake and gulf, with music and solid cocktails.


I LIVE HERE: WHY KISUMU?
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Jagpal Sandhu, owner of Dunga Hill Camp, talks about history and what makes Kisumu special.

From its humble beginnings early in the 20th century, Kisumu has always been a different part of Kenya, with its geographical position and people tucked away in the west. Its proud fisherfolk are deeply attached to the biggest lake in Africa, and their history goes back as far as the Nubian empire.

Today perhaps the best part of this city is that it is still untouched by mass tourism. It’s easy to get to and be in. Everything is 10 minutes away. The welcome here is warm, with genuine curiosity and friendliness. It’s safe, clean, orderly and to make it extra special, it has the best sunsets in the world.



Hit the Dunga Community Boardwalk & Beach

MARSHLAND CONSERVATION AND A FISH LUNCH

Dunga swamp is a major wetland area and a key birding site on the south side of Kisumu, with a large fishing beach at its west end. The boardwalk was built above a section of the papyrus-filled swamp area in 2015 by the Dunga Eco Tourism and Environmental Youth Group. The modest entrance fee covers access to the boardwalk itself, a room with a few artefacts and information about the ecology of the swamp and the option to have a local guide take you through the history and wildlife of the area.

Keen birders will likely have most luck in the morning hours spotting some of the rarest species, such as the papyrus yellow warbler and the papyrus canary. Ask at the reception for the birder’s guidebook specifically covering the Dunga area, which is available to buy.

After a stroll on the boardwalk head to the beach itself, which is dotted with colourful kiosks right up to the lake’s edge. Here is where you can really while away the time watching birds and boats criss-cross the lake while enjoying a cold drink and fresh fish straight from the water into the pan. A few no-frills pubs and bars by the beach can be great places for playing a game of pool or kicking off a night of partying.
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Fishers, Lake Victoria | John Warburton-Lee Photography/Alamy Stock Photo ©

WHERE TO STAY IN KISUMU

Sovereign Hotel

Iconic downtown hotel with a beautiful courtyard pool and great city/lake views from plush rooms. $$$

Dunga Hill Camp

Campsite with sweeping views right by the lake; a top spot for live music and drinks at sunset. $

Milimani Drive Living

Well-appointed self-catering apartments located in a peaceful, safe corner of the Milimani neighbourhood. $

Ciala Resort

Retreat-style space outside the city. Vast gardens, modern, comfortable rooms, gym, spa, pool and two restaurants. $$$

Mountainview Backpackers Hotel

A rare budget option with both dorms and private rooms – and a crocodile park on-site! $

Wigot Gardens

Rooms and tents perched on the Kajulu Hills. Views of the Nandi Escarpment, the city and lake. $$

Get on the Lake!

BOAT RIDES AND ISLAND VISITS

You’d be remiss to watch the fishing boats and sunsets over the lake and not get to know the water better, at least once during your time in Kisumu. Luckily, there are a range of activities for most preferences.

Hippo Point public beach is where you’ll want to go for a trip on a shaded boat to see if you can spot any hippos peeking out of the water. Most hotels by the lake will also have their own boats and can arrange rides for you, albeit at a higher cost.

Ndere Island National Park, located just west of Kisumu, is the only island national park on Kenya’s side of Lake Victoria. Managed by the KWS, it’s accessible by boat directly from Kisumu or by road via the Kisumu–Bondo route to Bao Beach. From here you can pay for a boat from the mainland to access the island. You can hike through the gentle hills, trails and surrounding forests, with breathtaking views at every turn. Zebras, impalas and waterbuck populate the island, as do more than 100 bird species.

Also available is the only waterbus route that serves Kisumu to Kendu Bay in the Homa Bay area south of the lake. The ride takes 1½ hours one way and leaves Kisumu in the morning, returning to the city in the afternoon.


BEST SPOTS TO EAT FISH IN KISUMU

Dunga Beach

Here you can pick a lakeside kibanda (stall) without having to think too much about which one, order some fish and watch the waves. $

Le Pearl

A beach hotel with stunning views and lip-smacking wet fry fish. $$

Kalongo-Longo

A hidden spot and a local favourite for fried and grilled fish and other African food. $$



The Rock Formations at Kit Mikayi

STONE OF THE FIRST WIFE

This marvel is but one of several impossibly large and gravity-defying rock formations in western Kenya. Kit Mikayi has one of the better stories though – of a man who was so enamoured with the rock he spent nearly all his days in its cavernous pockets, much to his wife’s dismay. She lamented that he loved it like it was his first wife – ‘mikayi’ being the Dholuo word for the first wife in a polygamous family.

It has been used as a shrine and prayer site for several groups, including members of the Legio Maria sect, who still often leave candle wax and Christian imagery at various spots in the rocks.

You can reach it easily from Kisumu by taking the Kisumu–Bondo road and turning left at the very faded white signboard after Kit Mikayi Primary School.

The site is managed by a community group who charge an entry fee and provide you with a knowledgeable guide from the area – tips are welcome. Visiting on a dry morning or late afternoon is best because you’ll be doing some careful climbing and the rocks are mostly very smooth. Closed shoes and hats are a good idea, and bring some water and other refreshments too, as you can’t buy these on-site.

Heads up: when your visit is over, a collective of widows may be waiting for you and will perform a traditional dance and try to get you to join in. It’s quick and good fun, but they’ll expect a small tip afterwards. If you’re not keen, you can just let your guide know as you descend the rocks.
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Kit Mikayi | Jen Watson/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Shrines & Prayer Sites

Although Christianity and Islam are the majority religions both in the region and around Kenya, it is not uncommon for people to revere certain sites as being spiritually powerful, and make pilgrimages for prayer or ritual purposes. Many of them are natural marvels, such as Kit Mikayi, or specific mountains or forests, and some are the burial places of heroes and mystics. There is almost always a great story about each of them. Where possible it’s worth asking a local the stories they’ve heard since childhood about the landmarks around them.




Getting Around

Kisumu Airport is served by most domestic carriers, with flights to/from Nairobi and Mombasa. Major bus companies like Easy Coach and Ena Coach also run to/from Kisumu. You can catch the Madaraka Express overnight train from Nairobi to Kisumu too, currently only running one day a week.

If driving in the city, be mindful of boda-boda riders around you, as many motorcyclists disregard road rules, including red lights. If using ride-hailing apps, try to stick to cash or mobile money as many drivers will reject credit cards. Generally apps are safe and reliable to use at all hours. Boda-bodas aren’t always allowed in certain parts of town, especially at night, so specify your destination with the rider before hopping on. Major matatu terminals in the town centre will have several vans with their destinations marked on a board above the vehicle; otherwise you can ask to be taken to the stage (matatu/bus terminus) for your destination.






KAKAMEGA
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This agricultural town and eponymous county are an outdoor-lovers dream and a retreat hot spot. The town experienced its first major growth as a result of a gold rush in the 1930s, an era that quickly passed as the mineral was exhausted in less than a decade. After many years of slow development and some ghost-town times, Kakamega is now going through a revival, with decent infrastructure and transport links, a major university and tourist sites, such as the incredible Kakamega Forest, which is better managed and marketed than it was in the past. The Yala, Nzoia and Ishiuku Rivers, among others, pass through the Kakamega area, undulating with the landscape through farmland and forest, transforming at a few points into dramatic waterfalls and rapids, then ultimately feeding into Lake Victoria further west. All this combined with new restaurants, bars and peaceful accommodation means that Kakamega is where you can come to retreat and explore equally.
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TOP TIP

Some of Kenya and East Africa’s best rugby players come from or have passed through Kakamega in their careers, whether at a top-rated high school for the sport, a local club or for training. Go see a game at Bukhungu Stadium – the atmosphere is unbeatable! Kenya Rugby Union’s social media has fixtures.




Experiencing the River Within the Rainforest

The rivers that run through and around Kakamega Forest provide a few unique opportunities for water lovers, with lesser-known activities including whitewater rafting and kayaking on the Yala River. A rafting or kayaking trip through the forest takes you down short slide drops and around boulders, and there are also leisurely paddles on flat palm-tree-lined sections with monkeys leaping across and along the course. Rafting pioneers Savage Wilderness organise multiple-day wild camping/rafting trips to the area, hitting three different sections of the Yala River with the help of experienced guides.



Visit Kenya’s Only Tropical Rainforest

HIKES, BIRDS AND PEACE

One of the last of Africa’s equatorial rainforests, Kakamega remains a refuge for several species of birds, butterflies, monkeys, indigenous trees and plants and much, much more. Over 370 bird species reside in the forest so it is first and foremost a birdwatcher’s dream.

Kakamega Forest National Reserve is on the northern side of the forest and managed by the KWS, with a main gate that can be accessed by car or on foot off the Kakamega–Kisumu highway. If you’re coming here to go for a walk it’s best to arrive in the morning (from 8am onwards), both for cooler temperatures on hot days and to avoid heavy downpours, which are most frequent in the afternoon. The overnight accommodation options here are the KWS-managed Udo campsite and Udo guesthouse.

On the southern side of the forest is Kakamega Forest Station, managed by the Kenya Forest Service. If you’re driving west from Nairobi or Eldoret, the simplest way to get here is via Rondo Retreat, charming guesthouse accommodation that’s dotted with country houses on a manicured lawn right on the edge of the forest. You can book a cottage and stay a few nights, stop by for lunch (call in advance!) or pass by to hire a guide to go walking or birdwatching with in the forest.
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Kakamega Forest National Reserve | Ariadne Van Zandbergen/Alamy Stock Photo ©

WHERE TO STAY IN KAKAMEGA TOWN

Jasiri Cottage

Close to town in a modern though rustic, rural-type self-catering wooden cabin overlooking a river. $

Kampi ya Lucki

Small ecolodge on the forest’s edge. Creatively built modern earth cottages, campgrounds, a bar and a great restaurant. $

Place Caravan Hotel

Cosy city hotel in a peaceful spot with a comfortable bar and lounges. $

Explore the Crying Stone

MYSTERY AND FOLKLORE

Located 5km south of Kakamega town in Ilesi stands an imposing, fascinating rock formation the locals call ‘Ikhongo Murwi’ (Luhya for ‘head, body’). You’ll more often hear and see it referred to as the Crying Stone of Ilesi because of the stream of water that for years has flowed down between the small top boulder and the long, tall rock it sits on.

Getting here is straightforward. Get on the Kisumu–Kakamega highway for the 10-minute ride from the centre of Kakamega town – you can drive, hail a cab or take a matatu going in the direction of Ilesi or Sigalagala and get off at the signboard for the crying rock. If driving take the left turn off the main road and another left onto a dirt road, where there may be a rope barrier. Go on for about a 100m until you reach an unfenced compound to the right (you may need to ask where to pay to enter as it is very nondescript).

The folk story of the rock involves a boat, a serial kidnapper and an Egyptian pharaoh. Today it’s used by some as a prayer site, which you’ll see evidence of in some of the small caves – pieces of cloth, candle wax and ashes from fire.

Upon paying the entry fee, you will be assigned a guide if you wish – if you’d like to hear the entire origin story and ask questions, definitely go with one of the guides. They can leave you to relax, take pictures or have a picnic at the rock after the tour. Tips for the guides with cash or mobile money are welcome and are at your discretion.
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Hornbill, Kakamega Forest National Reserve | Bwana Mkubwa/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Getting Around

Getting to Kakamega town and Kakamega Forest from Nairobi, Nakuru or Eldoret from the east warrants two different approaches. The A1 or Kisumu–Kakamega highway cuts through town and gets you to the KWS gate. To enter the forest station, use the Kapsabet–Kakamega road that also leads to Rondo Retreat.

The Wasili ride-hailing app is available in Kakamega town, for both taxis and boda-bodas. Kakamega Airstrip is served by a few flights from Nairobi per week with Skyward Express. Eldoret Airport offers more options but from there it’s a 1½-hour drive to Kakamega town.






Beyond Kakamega
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Venture out beyond Kakamega town to see the wallpaper-like farmland and chase the waterfalls in Kakamega’s environs.


Small, sleepy towns built on agriculture and industry lie beside several rivers like the Yala, Nzoia and Ishiuku, many of which feature at least one waterfall where you can dip your feet in, go for a hike or just take in the view. The so-called ‘sugar belt’ snakes through Kakamega and Bungoma Counties and extends into Uganda, with expanses of tall sugar cane. Although the sugar industry is not what it used to be, most families in these parts have been affected by it.

Prepare to share the road here with tractors, often transporting huge sugar-cane stalks, and maybe even with a daring cyclist or two holding on to the back.
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Lirhanda Hill, Kakamega Forest National Reserve | Margus Vilbas Photography/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Call ahead and make meal bookings at Falls View and other resorts to avoid superlong waits before and after your adventures.




The Sugar Belt

The production of cane sugar became a major industry in western Kenya in the early 19th century, with the most prominent mills and factories found in industrial towns like Mumias, Kakamega and Webuye. Those facilities mostly still stand today but are sadly not what they used to be, with major company collapses and management woes.

You can still see many sugar-cane fields as you traverse the area, and some smaller private factories still operate.

You’ll likely find sugar-cane sellers dotted along the streets in most towns, expertly stripping and chopping the sticks into small bite sizes with a few quick strokes of a knife. Grab a bag for a few coins and enjoy an unprocessed energy boost!



A Walk Around the Nabuyole Falls

TREK DOWN INTO UNSPOILT POOLS

In the industrial town of Webuye, an hour’s drive from Kakamega town, is the little-known and visited Nabuyole Falls, previously known as the Broderick Falls. The three-tiered waterfall is part of the Nzoia River’s course preceding a sweeping U-bend as the water continues south. The valley is steep so even a quick stop on the side of the roads above the trail will get you some thrilling views of the river’s path, accented by verdant farmland.

There’s no entrance fee to visit the waterfall and you can while away a morning or afternoon taking the short trek down to the falls, picking a boulder to sit on to watch the gushing water. If you’re feeling a little daring, walk along the edge of the main pool to get across and closer to the falling water. Pack a picnic and take shoes with some good grip.

As this is a free and uncommercial site, it’s fairly rugged, with no safety railings or visitor information anywhere. You may see children from the area hop in for a swim, but it really is an at-your-own-risk situation entering the water. It is a gushing, flowing river, after all.

A five-minute drive away is the Falls View Resort, a lively, family-friendly hotel with one of the best panoramic views of the falls and the river’s dramatic watershed into smaller tributaries. Plus it has a great restaurant – their nyama choma selection is a hit with many.

Nabuyole Falls is just one of Kakamega’s many natural wonders that flies under the radar, but it is a real treasure to experience.
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Abandoned farm, Kakamega Forest | Victor Lapaev/shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Bungoma and Webuye are quite compact towns and easy enough to navigate whether self-driving or using public transport. However, many roads off the national highways and main arteries can get potholed, flooded or worse during the rainy season, so it’s best to check ahead with weather alerts if you’ll be around during those months.






MT ELGON
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It’s believed that once upon a time the peaks of Mt Elgon were higher than even those of Mt Kilimanjaro, but years of erosion have left it at a bit over 4000m above sea level, and it’s now the country’s second-tallest mountain after Mt Kenya. Today the misty extinct volcano straddles Kenya and Uganda, towering over lush farmland and hills. It’s very underrated as a location for trekkers, birdwatchers and lovers of the outdoors.

Here there are opportunities for wildlife watching (elephants, zebras, monkeys and bongos), hikes to caves and waterfalls, and trekking through three rainforest levels as you ascend to the summit.

Mt Elgon’s name is believed to have two origins – one being the anglicised version of ‘el kony’, meaning to hide or shelter in caves. It was thus named for the early inhabitants of the mountains, mainly Sabaot peoples of Nilotic origin. The other origin is from the Maa (Maasai language) word ‘il-goon’, meaning breast.
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TOP TIP

Remember to bring your layers of clothing and your waterproof gear – it can rain at any moment on the mountain, particularly, of course, as you get higher up. Be prepared for very chilly nights and mornings as well.



A Hike to Caves & Waterfalls

EXPLORING IN ANCIENT FOOTSTEPS

You may be looking to acclimatise and warm up for a summit hike, or perhaps you’re in the Mt Elgon area for a more mellow time without the physical strain or time commitment. In that case, it’s a worthwhile experience hiking to the Kitum Caves and two major waterfalls. Local communities lived at the caves in the past and it’s where elephants have come to lick salt at night for centuries.

If you’re staying at one of the campsites, or at the KWS guesthouse or bandas (huts) within the national park at the base of the mountain, your best bet is to prearrange a day and time for your hike at the gate when you arrive. That way your guide will have ample notice and can come and get you from your accommodation at the chosen time – mornings are best for more wildlife sightings and to avoid the heat (and sometimes the heavy rain, too!).

It is possible to go on hikes by yourself by following the marked trails, however, given that elephants, buffaloes, leopards and other potentially dangerous wildlife reside on the mountain, there is some risk and you will have to sign a waiver at the gate if you choose to do so.

The Mt Elgon Guides & Porters Association has a number of qualified and knowledgeable guides who can enhance your experience with their decades of local knowledge of flora, birdlife and other wildlife.

You can drive up to the Kitum Caves by following the marked roads.
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Waterfall at mouth of Kitum cave, Mt Elgon National park | Nature Picture Library/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Cross-Border Hiking

Mt Elgon straddles the border between Kenya and Uganda, though if you’re on the Kenya side you won’t actually reach the peak of the mountain while still in the country. Koitoboss Peak, at 4222m above sea level, is the Kenyan peak, however the highest point of the mountain is Wagagai Peak in Uganda, at 4321m above sea level.

There are trails linking the two, so you could very well plan a trek across the border to get the best of both. Note that you will still need to show your passport for exit and entry stamps if you plan to descend into Uganda though!



WHERE TO STAY IN KITALE

Muremba Retreat

Homely, rustic guesthouse in a peaceful suburb with a vast, mature garden. $

Cranes Haven Tented Camp

Luxury tented camp on the outskirts of town, with claw-foot bathtubs in all rooms, a spa and swimming pool. $$$

Kitale Club

A recently renovated historical club, with roomy cottages featuring fireplaces. $$


BEST RESTAURANTS IN ELDORET

Sunjeel Palace

A local institution in the city centre with the very best Indian food for miles. $$

Eastleigh Fish Market

Street-food location with dining at stalls – choose your fish and look for the Mabeste or Mama Otis stalls! $

Sinendet at Boma Inn

A variety of cuisines are served à la carte or buffet-style with laid-back vibes at this premier hotel. $$



Traverse the Saiwa Swamp

SPOT THE ELUSIVE SITATUNGA

The smallest national park in Kenya, Saiwa Swamp National Park is a peaceful, magical setting for a dawn or dusk stroll, surrounded by trees and marshland, while spotting crested cranes and other birds, de Brazza monkeys and maybe even the endangered and elusive semi-aquatic antelope known locally as the sitatunga. The landscape and surroundings almost create a half marshland, half forest environment, and despite its small size you may well feel you have the park to yourself.

Leave your car close to the gate and hit the trails – the national park is experienced totally on foot over paths, bridges and raised viewing decks with benches. While the park is a protected wildlife area, there are paths and gates leading out to the neighbouring community, so you might occasionally bump into schoolchildren making their way through the trails. The park contains a shaded campsite with toilets and showers, as well as a cosy self-catering treehouse with a balcony that opens right out over the central swamp area. These options should cover you if you’d like to stay the night and get in an early-morning walk or run on the longer 7km nature trail, as there isn’t much accommodation close to the national park.

Sitatunga spotting tip: take a photo of the park map by the KWS headquarters just inside the gate and check for the small antelopes at every bridge – they’re known to prefer hanging around them in the morning and early evenings!
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Sitatunga, Saiwa Swamp National Park | ARIADNE VAN ZANDBERGEN/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


Getting Around

It’s a straightforward drive up to Mt Elgon National Park from Kitale town to Chorlim gate, the main park gate that’s closest to the KWS office as well.

It is also possible to catch a matatu from the Kitale town stage to Endebess: ask to hop off at Posta and take a boda-boda to the park gate. Pack light for this trip – you can be escorted by KWS staff to your campsite or banda, but only on foot (for five to 10 minutes depending on where you’ll be staying).

Kitale Airport is serviced by frequent flights from Nairobi with Safarilink.
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Mt Kenya & Meru National Park
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While second in size 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 biospheres and, as such, 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, though be aware that elephants and other large mammals may be in the area.

Most visitors tend to focus their explorations on the western side of Mt Kenya, which, in fairness, is an amazing part of the country and features the Aberdare National Park and the conservancies of Laikipia. But after your hike, go for a drive on the eastern side of Mt Kenya, a more untouched area of central Kenya that is often overlooked.
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TOP TIP

Don’t plan to rush things in this area – there is more to do than you might think and activities (such as a Mt Kenya hike) may take longer than you expect. As a rule of thumb, create your schedule and then add three days on to its length.




The Stars of Meru

Meru National Park is best known for being the home of Elsa, an orphaned lion raised by George and Joy Adamson (their experiences were told in the book and film, Born Free).

Elsa’s rehabilitation inspired John Rendall and Ace Bourke to ship their own lion, Christian, to the Adamsons camp to also be returned to the wild. The reunion between Christian and the two men was filmed for a 1971 documentary, in which Christian, at home with his own pride in Meru, bounds down a rocky slope after recognising his old friends and literally leaps into their arms.

However, the story of free lions is not always so simple – one of Adamson’s formerly captive lions, Boy, mauled Adamson’s assistant to death and Adamson was forced to shoot the lion.



Explore Meru National Park

LIKELY THE MOST UNDERRATED PARK IN KENYA

Located roughly 70km east of the town of Meru, Meru National Park has the Big Five animals as well as good sightings of crocodiles and hippos at the Rojewero River in the centre of the park. Despite this, the park still has far fewer visitors than more famous parks like Masai Mara, which means it is a great opportunity for a more intimate and authentic wildlife encounter.

The most likely place to spot lions and other carnivores is the northern section of the park around Mulika Plains, but we’d suggest a scenic drive to get here, taking in the varied landscape, in particular the Tana River, the longest river in Kenya, along the southernmost border of the park. It is also worth spending the time to go to the bottom of the park to view Elsa’s Grave, a memorial to the star lioness of the Adamsons, and then to also check out Kora National Park, the sister park to Meru, also included in Meru’s admission fee.

The Meru Rhino Sanctuary is now 83.5 sq km and holds a large collection of black and white rhinos. The sanctuary has a perimeter electric fence, which is largely to stop poachers from entering and prevents rhinos from leaving, but can also be an unobtrusive corridor to allow other wildlife, such as elephants, into the sanctuary.

You’ll need a 4WD to see the park fully, which is well signposted. Guides are available, and they may be able to help you find more animals. Murera gate is the easiest to access and the road is tarred the whole way.
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Lions, Meru National Park | Gerald Corsi/getty images ©


Getting Around

Having your own car is the best way to get around the region easily and quickly. A 4WD is not required as the majority of the roads are paved and the gravel roads are navigable. You’ll be able to find a boda-boda to take you to the park gates, but it may be more difficult to find a lift back to Nanyuki or another town if not scheduled beforehand.





TOP SIGHT
Mt Kenya & Meru National Park

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.
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Scan this QR code for prices and park entry fees.
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DON’T FORGET

Even in the hottest part of the year, Mt Kenya will be cold, so make sure you bring suitable clothing. With layers, you can remove and re-apply as needed. Take a good waterproof, insulated shell jacket and waterproof gloves to put on when you are close to the peak.



Hiking Options

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 reached by mountaineers with technical skills, though 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.

Naro Moru Route

Least scenic, but also least challenging

Starting in Naro Moru town, the first part of the route takes you along a gravel road through farmlands for 13km (junctions are signposted) to the start of the forest. Another 5km brings you to the park entry gate (2400m), from where it’s 8km to the road head and the Met Station Hut (3000m), where you’ll stay the night and acclimatise.

On the second day, set off through the forest (at about 3200m) and Teleki Valley to the moorland around so-called Vertical Bog; expect the going here to be, well, boggy. At a ridge the route divides in two. You can either take the higher path, which gives better views but is often wet, or the lower, which crosses the Naro Moru River and continues gently up to Mackinder’s Camp (4200m). This part of the trek should take about 4½ hours. Here you can stay in the dormitories or camp.

On the third day you can either rest at Mackinder’s Camp to acclimatise or aim for Point Lenana. This stretch takes three to six hours, so it’s common to leave at around 2am to reach the summit in time for sunrise. From the bunkhouse, continue past the ranger station to a fork. Keep right and cross a swampy area, followed by a moraine, then up a scree slope – this is a long, hard slog. The KWS Austrian Hut (4790m) is three to four hours from Mackinder’s and about one hour below the summit of Lenana, so it’s a good place to rest before the final push.

The section from Austrian Hut to Point Lenana takes you up a narrow rocky path that traverses the southwest ridge parallel to the Lewis Glacier, which has shrunk more than 100m since the 1960s. Be careful, as the shrinkage has created a serious danger of slippage along the path. A final climb or scramble brings you up onto the peak. 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.


GOOD TO KNOW

If a porter is carrying your backpack, always keep essential clothing (warm and wet-weather gear) in your day pack because you may become separated for hours at a time while trekking.

Don’t sleep in clothes you’ve worn during the day because the sweat your clothes will have absorbed keeps them moist at night, reducing their heat-retention capabilities.



Sirimon Route

Longer trek with gentler ascent and better scenery

The trek begins at the Sirimon gate, 23km from Nanyuki, from where it’s a 9km walk through forest to Old Moses Hut (3300m), where you spend the first night.

On the second day you could head straight through the moorland for Shipton’s Camp, but it’s worth taking an extra acclimatisation day via Liki North Hut (3993m), a tiny place on the floor of a classic glacial valley. The hut is in poor shape and meant for porters, but it’s a good campsite with a toilet and stream nearby.

On the third day, head up the Liki North Valley’s western side and over the ridge into Mackinder’s Valley, joining the direct route about 1½ hours in. After crossing the Liki River, follow the path for another 30 minutes until you reach the bunkhouse at Shipton’s Camp (4200m), which is set in a fantastic location right below Batian and Nelion.

From Shipton’s you can push straight for Point Lenana, a tough 3½-to-five-hour slog via Harris Tarn and the tricky north-face approach, or take the Summit Circuit in either direction around the peaks to reach Austrian Hut (4790m), about one hour below the summit. The left-hand (east) route past Simba Col (4620m) is shorter but steeper, while the right-hand (west) option takes you on the Harris Tarn trail nearer the main peaks.

From Austrian Hut take the standard southwest traverse up to Point Lenana. If you’re spending the night here, it’s worth wandering around to catch the views up to Batian and down the Lewis Glacier into the Teleki Valley.


TOP TIPS

• A good sleeping bag and a closed-cell foam mat or Thermarest if you’re camping (nightly temperatures near the summit often drop below -10°C).

• A set of warm and waterproof clothes (Gore-Tex, wool or synthetics – never cotton, as it traps moisture).

• A decent pair of boots and sandals or light shoes (for the evening, when your boots are wet).

• Sunblock and sunglasses (at this altitude the sun can do some serious damage to your skin and eyes).

• If you have a mobile phone, take it along; reception on the mountain’s higher reaches is actually very good.



Chogoria Route

Most spectacular scenery, but a long hike to the gate

Many hikes tend to descend down Chogoria Route rather than ascend because of the 29km trek from the bottom stage to the park gate, which is much easier to descend then climb up. However, this is one of the most spectacular hikes 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.

Most people spend the first night after the 29km hike either camping at the gate or staying nearby in Meru Mt Kenya Lodge. On the second day, head up through the forest to the trailhead (camping is possible here). It’s another 7km over rolling foothills to the Hall Tarns area and Minto’s Hut (4300m), which like Liki North, is only intended for porters, but is a decent campsite. Don’t use the tarns here to wash anything, as careless trekkers have already polluted them.

From here follow the trail alongside the stunning Gorges Valley (another possible descent for the adventurous) and scramble up steep ridges to the Summit Circuit. It’s possible to go straight for the north face or the southwest ridge of Point Lenana, but stopping at Austrian Hut or detouring to Shipton’s Camp gives you more time to enjoy the scenery.

Allow at least five days for the Chogoria Route, although a full week is better.
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Chogoria Route, Mt Kenya National Park | Martin MwauraAlamy Stock Photo ©


COOKING AT ALTITUDE

Increased altitude creates unique cooking conditions. The major consideration is that the boiling point of water is considerably reduced. At 4500m, for example, water boils at 85°C; this is too low to sufficiently cook rice or lentils (pasta is better) and you won’t be able to brew a good cup of tea (instant coffee is the answer). Cooking times and fuel usage are considerably increased as a result, so plan accordingly.



Summit Circuit

Trekking Mt Kenya’s main peaks

Every person who summits Point Lenana will get a peek at the Summit Circle, a trail encircling Mt Kenya’s main peaks between the 4300m and 4800m contour lines that offers challenging terrain and fabulous views. It’s also a fantastic way to acclimatise before bagging Point Lenana.

One of the many highlights along the route is a peek at Mt Kenya’s southwest face, with the long, thin Diamond Couloir leading up to the Gates of the Mists between the summits of Batian and Nelion. Depending on your fitness level, this route can take between four and nine hours. Some fit souls can summit Point Lenana (from Austrian Hut or Shipton’s Camp) and complete the Summit Circuit in the same day.

The trail can be deceptive at times, especially when fog rolls in, and some trekkers have become seriously lost between Tooth Col and Austrian Hut. It’s imperative to take a guide.

[image: jpg]

Mt Kenya | John Warburton-Lee Photography/alamy Stock Photo ©


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 when climbing Mt Kenya as none of the lodges or camps offer meals.

Safety tips

Always take a guide – don’t skimp on safety in order to save a few bucks. Don’t underestimate the difficulty of hiking Mt Kenya; people die on the mountain every year.








NANYUKI
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Nanyuki is the gateway to the Laikipia Plateau and a plethora of conservancies and national parks. It’s likely the most tourist-friendly town in the area as well, with modern malls juxtaposed with smaller market shops along dusty roads. It’s the site of British military barracks and a large expat population, many of whom are descendants of the first British colonialists who arrived here in 1907. So you’ll be spoilt for choice with a range of accommodation options, as well as culinary delights, though you also don’t have to go very far to find scrumptious nyama choma and ugali.

Despite its position on a major trade route, Nanyuki has a calming presence and many end up staying in town for longer than expected, quickly becoming known to locals and expats and very willing to put the obligatory ‘I Love NanYuki’ sticker on their vehicle’s bumper.
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EATING

1Le Rustique

2Nook Cafe & Bar

3Urban Smoke

SHOPPING

4Nanyuki Spinners & Weavers

5Rock & Stones

6Urban Ranch




TOP TIP

While it may be hard, try not to eat at the same venue twice. We know – the food is really good at some of these places and you’ll want to have it again. But venture out to the many different restaurants in the area to try their cooking – it will be worth it.




WHY I LOVE NANYUKI
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Shawn Duthie, writer

Admittedly, I’m not a fan of Nairobi, nor many big cities. I much prefer a calm river or an off-the-beaten-track wildlife reserve. And while Nanyuki would never be considered a ‘big city’ it is still the main hub in the region and, when speaking to Kenyans who live in the area, it is the ‘city’ for them. It’s hard to explain, but there is a calm in Nanyuki, even when walking through the local market or crossing the highway in town. It’s not the prettiest or the most exciting town, but there is a reason people proudly wear their ‘I love NanYuki’ T-shirts, even if it is difficult to describe why they love it.



Foodie Experiences in the Nanyuki Area

GASTRONOMY IN CENTRAL KENYA

Due to its large expat population, as well as the British army base, Nanyuki has become a cosmopolitan hub of different cultures and flavours, enmeshed in several amazing restaurants that will delight your tastebuds. One of the top places showcasing this fusion is the Nook Cafe & Bar, which opened in 2020 and features rotating weekly menus of Asian, Middle Eastern and Mediterranean specialties. Other culinary options in Nanyuki include Barney’s, an Italian and pizza restaurant located on the grounds of the Nanyuki Airfield – it’s one of the best breakfast and brunch spots in the area. If you are looking for romantic dinner options, Le Rustique, located just north of town, is set on the grounds of a quaint boutique hotel and has the best pizzas in Laikipia. The newest addition to Nanyuki’s food scene is Urban Smoke, a burger-and-beer restaurant close to the British army base. There’s a variety of options – from Indian to pizzas to wraps – all enjoyed in a cosy outdoor bar area that’s always humming with expats and locals.

Finally, one of the ‘must do’ culinary experiences is Trout Tree Restaurant, just south of Nanyuki, where you can actually catch your own dinner. The restaurant is built like a giant treehouse around a huge Mugumo (sacred fig) tree and is famous for its fresh trout dishes (the fish are caught from the trout ponds below the restaurant). While there are non-fish dishes, the trout is the star of the menu and you can try unheard-of dishes such as trout chowder, tandoori trout and our favourite, the trout pizza.
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Trout Tree Restaurant | tresi/flick ©


Getting Around

If you are staying at one of the luxury lodges, transport will often be a part of the package, either by car or by plane. However, it is still easiest to have your own rental car while in the area to be able to travel as and when you like. If that is not an option, most hotels and restaurants can arrange transport for you, and boda-bodas can take you to places further away.





TOP SIGHT
Ol Pejeta Conservancy

Ol Pejeta Conservancy is one of the best examples of conservancy and tourism working together. This 365-sq-km conservancy, 17km from Nanyuki, is almost a one-stop safari park, with luxury lodges, animal encounters and wildlife viewing. Yet, while this may seem zoo-like, its size and efficient operation make it both one of Kenya’s best private conservancies and also one of the best tourist attractions in the region.
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Scan this QR code for admission fees and activities.
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The Conservancy

Ol Pejeta is well known for its conservation efforts, which are easily seen when wildlife watching, with livestock and wildlife coexisting and animals, such as elephants and wild dogs, able to migrate from Ol Pejeta to neighbouring ranches and conservancies. There are, at last count, 72 lions in the park, as well as 30 cheetahs and 20 leopards, giving Ol Pejeta one of the highest predator densities in Kenya. The conservancy is also rightfully well known for its rhinoceros conservation and has the last two surviving northern white rhinos on Earth. The conservancy is also part of the elephant corridor, so while there are no resident herds in the park, there are around 300 at any one time, and sightings are frequent.


DON’T MISS

Chimpanzee sanctuary

Northern white rhinos

Kicheche Laikipia Camp

Morani’s Restaurant

Baraka the black rhino

Dog tracking

Lion tracking



Lion Tracking

Some of the 72 lions in Ol Pejeta have been fitted with radio collars to monitor their movements, for both research purposes and for the lions’ safety. As part of the former, you can accompany researchers in their vehicles as they monitor and track the collared lions, either first thing in the morning or in the afternoon when the lions are less likely to be hunting. The guides are all incredibly knowledgeable and, despite conducting an important scientific study while tracking the lions, are very eager to help visitors gain a deeper understanding of the challenges faced by lions in the wild and about what needs to be done to protect these amazing creatures.

Northern White Rhinos

There are only two northern white rhinos in the world – and both of them are at Ol Pejeta. As part of its conservation efforts, Ol Pejeta has attempted to breed the last remaining northern white rhinos and has a dedicated 283-hectare enclosure for this purpose. The scientists have come to grips with the fact that the two rhinos will never mate naturally, so have instead extracted eggs and sperm from them and used southern white rhinos as surrogates. It may seem like something out of a science-fiction novel, but it is the only hope now to save the species. The two remaining northern white rhino were raised in captivity, and because of this they’re not afraid of humans, so you can experience the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity of a close encounter with these rare animals, either on horseback or on foot.


KICHECHE LAIKIPIA CAMP

Kicheche Laikipia Camp is one of Ol Pejeta’s top accommodation spots, with an air of exclusivity. Situated at the foot of a forest, it has six custom-designed tents and a communal meeting area in front of a dried-up riverbed that’s popular with elephants, zebras and elands. There are hiking trails within the large, fenced campground and the knowledgeable guides can show you areas you wouldn’t be able to find on your own.



Sweetwaters Chimpanzee Sanctuary

While chimpanzees are not endemic to Kenya, Ol Pejeta, in partnership with the KWS and the Jane Goodall Institute, started a sanctuary on its grounds for chimpanzees who were abused at the hands of humans. The excellent guides offer their knowledge about the chimps residing at the sanctuary and there is also further information here about chimpanzees and the destruction of their habitat throughout Africa, which is fascinating, if not slightly depressing, to read. It’s important to remember that this is not a zoo – the chimps have set feeding times at night and during the day are left to socialise and explore the enclosure, so don’t expect great sightings. But while it is difficult to get a good view of them due to the thick brush inside their enclosure, the sanctuary is a worthwhile stop to stretch your legs and learn more about these incredible animals.
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TOP TIPS

• One of the best ways to really experience Ol Pejeta and everything it has to offer is through its immersive volunteer program, in which you will be involved in all aspects of the conservancy’s activities.

• This includes feeding and cleaning Baraka, the blind black rhino, as well as assisting with the K9 anti-poaching activities.

• While it is a ‘volunteer’ program, it is a paid-for all-inclusive package, which can range in length from one to four weeks.








ABERDARE
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The 160km Aberdare mountain range offers breathtaking scenery with a rich history. The Kikuyu named the region Nyandarua (Drying Hide) due to the landscape’s brown and grey deep valleys, slopes and gorges. The Aberdare range boasts two prominent peaks: Satima and Elephant Hill, which offer spectacular views of the surrounding landscape. The range is also home to rare wildlife, such as the Aberdare shrew and the mountain bongo, as well as diverse birdlife. But there’s more to this soulful mountain range than its geography, and the Aberdares evoke strong feelings. The Aberdare range is the ancestral home of the Kikuyu people, during colonialism it was a bastion of white settlement, and later it became a strategic location for Mau Mau fighters using the forests as a hideout during their struggle for independence. Today, Aberdare’s natural beauty attracts tourists from all over the world, who come for its history, breathtaking scenery and diverse flora and fauna.
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TOP TIP

Even if you’re here in the middle of summer, bring hiking shoes and long pants. The Aberdare forest can be thick and unforgiving, but should not be missed, as it is one of the most unique national parks in which to go for a walk.




Half a Century of Rhino Protection

Solio Ranch is highly regarded as one of Kenya’s most successful rhino-breeding sanctuaries. The first black rhinos were brought here in 1970 after the KWS asked Solio’s American owner, Courtland Parfet, to temporarily house five of them, as they were in danger of being poached.

A decade later there were 27 black rhinos and 16 white rhinos living on the ranch. Solio later became involved with moving rhinos to other national parks in Kenya and East Africa. Parks such as Lake Nakuru National Park, Ol Pejeta Conservancy and Meru National Park have all benefitted from the 150-plus rhinos bred at Solio.



Rhinos at the Solio Game Reserve

CONSERVING RHINOS THROUGH LUXURY

The Solio Game Reserve is a privately owned wildlife reserve that focuses on rhino conservation. Like many other private conservancies, Solio Game Reserve started as a cattle ranch before transitioning to a conservancy in the 1970s. Fences were removed and wildlife reintroduced, with a particular focus on rhino conservation. Nestled in between the peaks of the Aberdare mountain range and Mt Kenya, the Solio Game Reserve is currently home to around 200 rhinos. They live in a 77-sq-km protected conservancy, which is surrounded by the 182 sq km private wildlife reserve. There are also a decent amount of predators, including lions, cheetahs and leopards, so good sightings are almost guaranteed.

What sets the Solio Game Reserve apart is its dedication to rhinos. It has been instrumental in protecting and breeding them, contributing significantly to the global conservation efforts for these endangered animals. The reserve has implemented anti-poaching measures, including a well-trained security team, to safeguard the rhinos from illegal hunting.

Unlike many other wildlife reserves, Solio Game Reserve is still completely privately owned, and perhaps because of that it has focused on luxury stays. The only place to stay in the reserve is at Solio Lodge, built in 2010, which is a contemporary take on the classic safari lodge. There are five guest cottages with floor-to-ceiling windows and a fireplace for those chilly Laikipia nights. The rooms are all-inclusive and chefs prepare meals with vegetables and greens grown on-site.
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WHERE TO EAT NEAR THE CHANIA & THIKA FALLS

Blue Post Restaurant

Kenyan fare in a lovely garden overlooking the Chania Falls. $

Tamaduni Hub

A child-friendly restaurant with chilled vibes within Taji Gardens. $

Garage Bar & Restaurant

If you love cars and meat, this is your place, with nyama choma in an automobile-themed setting. $



TOP SIGHT
Aberdare National Park

While Aberdare National Park has less wildlife density than Kenya’s other parks and is known more for its flora than fauna, don’t let this discourage you – there are still large numbers of elephants and black rhinos (so all hikes must be done with armed rangers), and be sure to keep watch for bushpigs, buffaloes and rare black leopards. The park also has 300m-high waterfalls and amazing hikes.
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Hiking in Aberdare

With its undulating hills, Jurassic Park–like scenery, majestic waterfalls and some of Kenya’s best hikes, the Aberdare National Park is not the place for standard wildlife watching. It is, however, an ideal park to visit if you’re craving something different than wildlife viewing on the savannah.

The park has elephants, rhinos, leopards and more, though you won’t see much of these during activities like hiking. The park has three main ecosystems – rainforest, bamboo forest and moorland – and all are quite densely packed. However, what it lacks in potential wildlife viewing it makes up for in absolute beauty and the chance to experience nature up close. Hikes, with guides and armed rangers, can be arranged at the KWS gates. We recommend a day hike through the Dragon’s Teeth trail up Ol Donyo Lesatima Peak – at just over 4000m it’s a challenging hike. You can also arrange half- and full-day wildlife watching, which include walks to the three waterfalls – Karura is the highest and most spectacular – as well as the chance to experience each of the ecozones. We also recommend the Table Mountain Trail – probably one of Aberdare’s most popular hikes, it’s great for those not looking to ascend any peaks or those with very little hiking experience.


DON’T MISS

Karura Falls Lookout

The Ark

Ol Donyo Lesatima

Trout fishing in the Chania River

Table Mountain Trail hike

Mau Mau Caves

Mt Kinangop

Elephant Hill



Wildlife Watching

The wildlife viewing at Aberdare is different compared to at its more famous sibling parks like Masai Mara or Amboseli. Any sightings are, frankly, down to luck more than skill, due to the thick vegetation throughout the park. But this provides a different opportunity. Instead of looking for predators like lions, scan the horizon for birds of prey such as the African goshawk or the magnificent African crowned eagle. Instead of expecting to see a pack of antelope, try to find a family of black-and-white colobus monkeys swinging in the trees. And for the ultimate sighting, try to find the elusive bongo antelope, a near-extinct species that now only exists in these forests.
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Fishing

For anglers, there are opportunities to fly-fish in Aberdare’s river for rainbow and brown trout, both of which were brought to the region from Scotland in the early 1900s by British colonialists. The best fishing spots are found by the waters above 2000m, so you’ll have a nice hike on your way to the fishing hole. Only fly-fishing is allowed and you’ll have to supply your own gear, but there are places in Nanyuki and Nairobi that rent the appropriate rods and gear.


MAU MAU CAVES

One of the most visited attractions in Aberdare is Queen’s Cave, so named because Queen Elizabeth II visited during her historic trip here in 1953. The cave, partially covered by the Magura Falls, is also famous for being used by the Mau Mau during the fight for independence from Britain – it was used for hiding and also to store food and weapons.



The Ark

If your interest is less in flora and more in fauna, there are several lodges in the park with viewing decks overlooking water holes. Our choice is The Ark, a four-level hotel built in the 1970s to resemble its namesake. The rooms are small – reminiscent of a boat (or an ark) – but you’ll spend little time there because at the water hole and natural salt lick you’ll have elephants, buffaloes and other large animals in front of you the whole day. The bottom deck has a bunker that’s a photographer’s dream, and there’s an open deck on the third level with 180-degree views of the area. You’ll likely see a group of hyenas try their luck during dusk and, if something amazing does happen, the staff send a buzzer to each room to alert guests.


TOP TIPS

• The best time to visit the Aberdare National Park is in January and February and from June to September.

• You’ll have your best animal sightings at the watering holes in front of the larger hotels, in particular at The Ark.

• Night-time will provide you with the best viewing in the park, and it is even worth pulling an all-nighter for some amazing sightings.

• The climate in the park can be unpredictable, so it’s a good idea have a range of clothes for varying conditions.






The Blue Post Hotel’s History

Build in 1908, the Blue Post Hotel, as well as Thika, was immortalised in Elspeth Huxley’s book The Flame Trees of Thika.

While the town of Thika barely has trees, let alone flaming ones, the Blue Post Hotel has remained as a bit of serenity in an otherwise hectic town. The name comes from colonial settlers who would tie their horses to one of the four blue posts before heading to the bar for refreshment.

Some half-century later, the Thika Falls was used as a backdrop for the film Tarzan’s Greatest Adventure, starring a young (and not yet 007) Sean Connery.



Take in the Chania & Thika Falls

PEACEFUL OASIS NEAR CENTRAL KENYA

It’s a pretty harried drive getting out of Nairobi, so a stop in Thika, around 1½ hours from Nairobi’s centre, is well worth it. Not just to stretch you legs, but to make a stop at the Blue Post Hotel and enjoy both the Chania and Thika Falls.

The Blue Post Hotel is just off the A2 and, while from the outside it may not look it, the grounds are pristine, quiet and the perfect place to enjoy a cold drink on the restaurant’s lawns overlooking the Chania Falls. It is best to plan to eat or drink at the restaurant, or instead pay an entry fee to view the falls, and even more if you want to use a good camera here to record the experience.

Once you’ve finished your beverage, we recommend taking a walk around the Blue Post grounds. The smaller but still impressive Thika Falls are on the other side of the grounds in a large field next to a craft centre and children’s play area. There is also a small animal park and museum on the grounds, so plan to spend longer than 30 minutes here if you have children. If you end up taking a while, the Blue Post Hotel is also the nicest accommodation in town, with cabin-type facilities facing the Chania Falls.
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WHERE TO STAY IN NYAHURURU

Panari Hotel Nyahururu

The poshest place in town and surprisingly reasonably priced. There’s also a good restaurant and bar on-site. $

Thomson’s Falls Lodge

An institution in town, it has views of the falls, though the rooms need fixing, considering the price. $$

Samawati Lakeside Cottages

These luxurious cottages are located near Lake Ol Bolosat. $$

The Waterfall at Nyahururu

GATEWAY TO WESTERN KENYA

In the northwest corner of Kenya’s highlands, Nyahururu – previously known as Thomson’s Falls – is a budget-friendly and surprisingly nice base for trips to the Aberdares. Its main attraction is its former namesake – a 74m waterfall named after the Scottish explorer Joseph Thomson. The waterfall is fed, like much of the region, by the Ewaso Ngiro River and makes for a dramatic viewpoint, particularly during and after the rainy period.

The entry to the falls is just before the Thomson’s Falls Lodge. You must use M-Pesa in order to enter the falls. If you haven’t been able to sort this out on your mobile phone, you can also view the falls from the Thomson’s Falls Lodge, which has similar views, though it is not possible to see the entire falls from the lodge. Most visitors only stay on the main viewing deck, but it is worth taking the stairs down to the bottom of the falls to really experience them properly. The bottom area is quite isolated and there have been instances of attacks, particularly on females, so for your safety it’s best to go down with a group of people.

Thomson’s Falls also makes for a good base to explore Ol Bolosat, a lake just south of town. There are several viewpoints along the road and places to have a picnic while you enjoy the bird sounds and relative quiet. If you have had enough of water and are missing wildlife viewing, you could also try to see hippos at the Manguo Hippo Viewpoint in the marsh on the other side of the highway opposite the Panari Hotel.


Manguo Hippo Viewpoint

The Manguo Hippo Viewpoint, located in the eastern part of Nyahururu, offers you the chance to see basking hippos. ‘Manguo’ is a Kikuyu word for ‘hippo’, and while villages have encroached on the wetlands and caused many of the hippos to leave, there is still the possibility of sightings of these majestic animals in the early morning or at dusk.

There is one ‘road’ here, which runs in front of the marsh, although it is easier to ask at the Panari Hotel if a guide is available to walk with you to the wetlands – this is quicker and is ultimately a nicer experience than traversing the uneven and rocky path in a vehicle.




Getting Around

You’ll need a good 4WD to get around Aberdare National Park, though otherwise you can travel around this area very easily in a 2WD vehicle as the roads are (mostly) paved. There are regular matatus plying the road between Nakuru and Nanyuki that will stop at smaller villages on the way.






AMBOSELI
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Amboseli means ‘salty and dusty place’ in the Maa language. Amboseli National Park, established in 1974, is in Loitokitok District, which is 39 sq km at the centre of an 8000-sq-km vast ecosystem that stretches from Kenya to Tanzania. In 1991 it was made a Unesco World Heritage Site. Known as the ‘Home of the African Elephant’, this park is famous for being the best place on the African continent to see free-ranging elephants at close proximity, along with other wildlife. A water supply runs underground and filters through porous volcanic rock from Mt Kilimanjaro’s icecap. It’s funnelled into two crystal-clear springs that run into the park. In the early 1900s, a period of perpetual rains converted the area into a swamp. A few years later the rains stopped, turning the grass-filled plains into semi-desert dust. Amboseli National Park is also the ancestral home of the indigenous Maasai tribe and is one of the best places in the country to see Mt Kilimanjaro.
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TOP TIP

If you rush, you won’t appreciate Amboseli’s magnitude. This national park is immense and wide-ranging. To fully experience it, spend time partaking in fun activities whether it be wildlife viewing, a balloon safari or a village visit.
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POACHER’S PANORAMIC LOOKOUT

Poacher’s Lookout offers top-tier panoramic views of Tsavo West National Park. This is the best place to set your sights on Tsavo’s stunning savannah, stretching far into the Amboseli plains and if you’re lucky, Mt Kilimanjaro.



Surreal Safari in Amboseli

ADMIRE AMBOSELI’S EXPANSIVE PLAINS

A safari in Amboseli National Park is surreal. It’s a well-preserved and protected national park where you’ll be able to enjoy scenic wildlife drives and sensational views of Mt Kilimanjaro. This national park is a treat for wildlife enthusiasts and bird lovers alike. You’ll see four of Kenya’s Big Five (elephants, lions, leopards and buffaloes) and a diversity of wildlife including zebras, cheetahs, hyenas, wild dogs, giraffes, hippos, crocodiles, mongoose, hyrax, dik-dik, lesser kudu and nocturnal porcupine. By the marshes and lakes you’ll see 600 bird species.

You can go for a wildlife drive in your own vehicle or rent a 4WD from your hotel or a travel agency. For a true safari experience, a 4WD is recommended. In this national park a guide is optional because the surface is flat and far-reaching, and so cars practically follow each other to spot wildlife. With brilliant binoculars or 20/20 vision, you can see wildlife nearby. You don’t need a guide, but if you would like a tailored experience a guide is essential to explain the history of this national park and to take you to the best viewing points.

This area is quite humid, so make sure you carry a lot of water, a hat and a sense of adventure. Also, don’t forget sunscreen, comfortable clothing and appropriate footwear. Never leave your vehicle at any point on safari. You’re in the jungle and there are protocols to be observed – we are merely visitors in the wild animals’ environment. Do not litter: maintain clean surroundings by keeping your trash in your vehicle and disposing of it later. You can organise a safari from the hotel or use a guide from a tour company.

WHERE TO STAY IN AMBOSELI

Kibo Safari Camp

Amboseli’s most exclusive lodge provides pure luxury with all your needs catered for. $$

Amboseli Serena Safari Lodge

High-end hotel for families and adventurous souls wanting a lavish wilderness stay. $$$

Little Amanya Camp

Budget-friendly camp outside Amboseli NP, perfect for backpackers. Pleasant features and amenities. $


Observing Observation Hill

Observation Hill is the most popular tourist attraction in Amboseli because it has 360-degree panoramic views of the entire national park. There’s a variety of activities in different directions.

The east side has the Enkongu Narok marshes, which attract hippos and elephants. In the south are direct views of Mt Kilimanjaro and its icy peak. In the northwest, Kioko Lake has a big population of hippos who make loud sounds and play during the day and night. On the northeastern side lies the mother of all waterbodies, Lake Amboseli, which is in the centre of the park and quenches the thirst of all wildlife inhabitants. The lake is approximately 10,000 years old and 40m deep.



Blissful Hot-Air Ballooning

HOT-AIR BALLOON SAFARI

Since 1783, hot-air balloons have provided once-in-a-lifetime experiences. Kenya was the first country in the world to conduct a commercial hot-air balloon flight, on 3 January 1976. One of the best ways to experience the length and breadth of this tremendous terrain is through a hot-air balloon safari.

Amboseli arguably has some of the best geographical terrain in the world for hot-air balloons because of its optimum conditions; the area has light winds, which are ideal for flight throughout the year. The best provider in the area is Kilimanjaro Balloon Safaris (KBS; @kilimanjaro_balloon_safaris), which took its first flight in Amboseli during the pandemic in 2020. You have to be at the ballooning camp by 5.30am – Kilimanjaro Balloon Safaris organises transport for passengers from their hotels. When you arrive you’ll have light snacks and complete passenger waiver forms. Thereafter, you’ll have a briefing from your captain, climb into the gondola and embark on a beautiful ballooning safari, with pristine 360-degree panoramic views of the Amboseli ecosystem accompanied by Mt Kilimanjaro’s marvellous peak. There’s nothing quite like looking into a cloudless sky and seeing the never-ending horizon below. It’s a surreal experience to drop down to low altitudes in Amboseli National Park and spot wildlife from below, then transcend high into the open sky, which welcomes the sunrise and paints the horizon red, yellow and orange. The flight takes around 45 minutes to 1½ hours. You’ll be picked up by KBS vehicles and taken back to the camp for a champagne breakfast, and then get a signed certificate to commemorate your adventure.
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Hot-air balloon safari, Amboseli National Park | blickwinkel/Alamy Stock Photo ©

INTERESTING ACTIVITIES IN AMBOSELI

Bush Dinner

Safari bush dinners on the Amboseli plains, with a six-course meal and entertainment by Maasai morans (warriors).

Maasai Dances

Your dinner is not complete without the elegant Maasai dances full of impressive chants and high jumps.

Nature Walks

Take a stroll into the vast Amboseli plains and discover the depths of this delightful landscape on foot.


SPECTACULAR SAFARI IN TSAVO

Tsavo West National Park is the epicentre of superlative safari experiences in southeastern Kenya. This national park is full of top-tier wildlife, activities and different spectrums of Kenya’s rich history including pre-colonialism, colonialism and independence.




Kenya’s Worst Drought in 40 Years

In November 2022 Amboseli experienced rainfall after four failed rainy seasons. The community celebrated but it was all in vain, as nothing germinated from the ground.

This has been Kenya’s worst drought in 40 years and it’s been attributed to climate change. The drastic drought has caused the highest number of animal carcasses in Kenya’s history.

According to the KWS, the Amboseli ecosystem has lost 6093 wild animals from 20 varied species, including 3872 wildebeests,1395 zebras, 174 Grant’s gazelles,131 Thomson’s gazelles, 127 elephants, 93 Masai giraffes, 106 impala and 52 buffaloes. In the case of domestic animals, there have been higher deaths, in the tens of thousands, which have affected the communities’ subsistence.
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Experiencing Maasai Manyattas

AN INCREDIBLE INDIGENOUS TRIBE

The Maasai are one of the most revered tribes in Africa, famous for their iconic red shuka (‘cloth’ in Swahili), nomadic pastoralist lifestyle and warrior culture. This tribe rebelled against British colonisation and has refused to modernise for centuries. This is one of the last culturally preserved tribes on the African continent. Today you can visit a traditional Maasai village in Amboseli and learn about the Maasai’s unique way of life. A village visit can take one to two hours of your morning or afternoon.

When you arrive, you’ll be greeted by community members who will sing for you to welcome you to their homes. Maasai homes are called manyattas and are made from cow dung and straw thatched roofs. Manyattas normally surround a village’s cows to protect them, as cows are the tribe’s main source of income. You’ll get a chance to enter one of the manyattas and see how the Maasai live. Afterwards, the local medicine man will explain various herbal medicines they use and where they are sourced from. At the end of your tour you can visit the village jewellery market to buy souvenirs. If you’d like you can also choose to make a donation to the villagers. You can organise a tour at your hotel or bring a guide from outside the park.
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Tree Planting Perseverance

Due to Amboseli’s dire drought, local communities and businesses have taken it upon themselves to plant trees to improve the state of the greater ecosystem. Amboseli Serena Safari Lodge, in particular, encourages their guests to go tree planting within their compound. Tree planting in such a dry environment helps local wildlife and bird species enjoy a prolonged life.




Getting Around

The only way to sightsee in Amboseli is with a car. The most popular option for doing so is on a regional tour, where you rent a 4WD with a driver and travel to different locations in southeastern Kenya for a longer period. The locations include Tsavo West National Park and Taita Wildlife Conservancy. Or you can get a rental car and explore Amboseli on your own. For the first package, consult a travel agency or hotel to organise your itinerary. You can either begin the tour in Amboseli and end at Taita, or vice versa. It all depends on where you are. If you are in Mombasa, begin with Taita and if you’re in Nairobi, start at Amboseli.







TSAVO WEST
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Tsavo is the oldest and largest national park in Kenya – it opened in 1948. Tsavo is split into two: 9065-sq-km Tsavo West and 13,747-sq-km Tsavo East, separated by the Nairobi–Mombasa Hwy. Tsavo West is the more picturesque of the two, with an abundance of marvellous mountain ranges and an array of activities. This park is commonly referred to as the ‘Land of lava, springs, man-eaters and magical sunsets’. Its popularity comes from the infamous human-eating lions of Tsavo that killed hundreds of workers during the colonial construction of the Kenya–Uganda railway in 1898. This ghastly ordeal was the foundation for the 1996 Hollywood film, The Ghost and the Darkness. This park is home to Kenya’s Big Five – lions, elephants, leopards, rhinos and buffaloes. The reason why Tsavo West is recommended over Tsavo East is because there are more activities to do here. In Tsavo East the only thing to do is go on safari. which you can do in Tsavo West.
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SIGHTS

1Chaimu Crater

2Lion’s Rock

3Mzima Springs

4Ngulia Rhino Sanctuary

5Poacher’s Lookout

6Roaring Rocks

7Shetani Caves

8Shetani Lava Flows

9Taita Hills WWI Museum

10Tsavo East National Park

11Tsavo West National Park




TOP TIP

Tsavo West is the most magnificent national park in this region, so take your time to enjoy it. It will take you a couple of days to see the park and do all the activities. A guide is essential for exploration purposes – don’t venture out on your own.
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Giraffes, Tsavo West National Park | Heinz-Peter Schwerin/shutterstock ©


MAN-EATERS OF TSAVO

Tsavo is infamous for being the home of the two human-eating lions who caused havoc during British colonial rule when the Kenya–Uganda railway was being built in 1898. These two brother lions were named the Ghost and the Darkness because they were believed to be the demons of Tsavo.



Sensational Safari in Tsavo

BEHOLD TSAVO’S SUPERIOR WILDLIFE

Going for a safari is one of southeastern Kenya’s most sought-after experiences – a journey to observe wild animals in their natural environment, while cruising around a national park in the safety of a vehicle. Tsavo West National Park has some of the most incredible natural landscapes that Kenya has to offer and is arguably the best park in the country. You’ll drive through a surreal savannah and an assorted set of terrains, including flourishing tropical forests, rocky ridges, bountiful bushlands and desolate lava landscapes.

The best part of your safari is spotting Kenya’s Big Five. There is also an assortment of herbivores and carnivores, such as cheetahs, hyenas, zebras, crocodiles, wildebeests, giraffes, hippos, lesser kudus, gerenuks and so many more. There are also 400 species of birds that call Tsavo West home, including the Basra reed warbler, corncrake, secretary bird and many others. The park is a culmination of both predators and prey, who live in an unforgiving habitat where the weakest link gets eliminated in life’s most bona fide and brutal cycle.
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Elephants, Tsavo National Park | Heinz-Peter Schwerin/shutterstock ©

After visiting Amboseli, you’ll enter Tsavo West National Park from the Chyulu gate, or if you come from either Nairobi or Mombasa you can enter the park through the Mtito Andei, Tsavo, Lake Jipe, Maktau North or Maktau South gates. Ideally you should already be in your safari van with an organised tour either from Amboseli or Nairobi. You’re about to step into the wild so make sure you come prepared with insect repellent, water, hat and binoculars.

It all feels so surreal when you’re whisked away in a 4WD Land Cruiser into the thickets of the bush. You’re going to be secure inside the confines of your vehicle, so don’t worry about safety. However, don’t veer off the national park’s roads, leave your vehicle or travel without a guide within the park – things can take a turn for the worse if you do! No matter how ‘cute’ or ‘cuddly’ these creatures are, they are wild and you are in their environment – they won’t hesitate to consume you for their next meal! Don’t do anything reckless, tread carefully, and do not litter – keep the environment clean by keeping your trash in your vehicle and dispose of it later.
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WHERE TO STAY IN TSAVO WEST

Finch Hattons Luxury Tented Camp

Exclusive luxury tented camp in Tsavo West. Extravagant tents, decked in opulence. $$$

Kilaguni Serena Safari Lodge

Affordable modern comfort facing Chyulu Hills and Shetani Lava. If the skies are clear you can see Mt Kilimanjaro. $$

Salt Lick Safari Lodge

Stilted huts suspended high above the earth; a one-of-a-kind lodge with timeless finesse. $$$


KIBWEZI AGRO LTD

Mutheu Kithuma is the founder and managing director of Kibwezi Agro Ltd, Kenya’s largest mango farm, located on the bank of the Athi River, opposite Tsavo East National Park. @kibwezi.agro

Kibwezi Agro Ltd

The 72-hectare farm has over 15,000 trees and exports over 62,000 metric tonnes a week during harvest season within sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East. If you have a green thumb, this is a must-do detour.

Yatta Plateau

The farm overlooks this plateau, the longest and largest lava flow in the world at 100ft high and covering 300km.

Sustainable Agritourism

The first of its kind in the region to partake in sustainable agritourism, with farm tours, produce picking and tasting, farm-gate sales, meals and photography.




TSAVO WEST’S SPECTACULAR VIEWPOINTS

Poacher’s Lookout

The best location for a clear picture of Tsavo West’s incredible terrain. Feast your eyes on the magnificent views this national park has to offer.

Lion’s Rock

This popular breakfast rendezvous was once the home of a pride of lions. This is the perfect vantage point for the ‘king of the jungle’ to spot its prey.

Chaimu Crater

Trek up to the top of this cone-shaped volcanic hill to catch a glimpse of Tsavo West’s natural beauty.



WHERE TO STAY IN TAITA HILLS WILDLIFE SANCTUARY

Taita Hills Safari Resort & Spa

Midrange stone hotel – one of two hotels in Taita. Home to a WWI museum. $$

Ngulia Safari Lodge

Wallet-friendly hotel with congenial rooms and a great view of Tsavo West. $$

Taita Rocks

Budget-friendly Tsavo hotel with comfortable amenities, sizeable rooms and stunning views of the savannah. $

Shetani’s Obsidian Lava

THE DEVIL’S VOLCANIC IMPRINT

The Shetani lava flow is an obsidian and obsolete portion of dried molten lava that stretches 50 sq km across the savannah close to Chyulu Hills. Located 4km west from the Chyulu gate in Tsavo East National Park along the Amboseli–Tsavo West road lies a black blanket of the Earth’s surface that oddly resembles remnants of Vesuvius’ violent volcanic era. It is 8km long, 1.6km wide and 5m deep. ‘Shetani’ means devil in Kiswahili. Local folklore tells a tale of this eerie environment forming roughly 500 years ago when the Akamba people are said to have seen fire erupting and flowing on the ground – its last eruption was 200 years ago. They believed that the devil was emerging from the dredges of hell, hence the name, Shetani Lava.

You can disembark from your vehicle to catch a glimpse of this dramatic landscape, but keep an eye out for dangerous predators that lurk around this striking site.

Not far away you will find the Shetani Caves. They are vestiges of volcanic activity, which can be explored – bring along a flashlight and a sense of adventure, but pay attention to the razor-sharp rocks, and flora and fauna. There have been sightings of the hyenas that dwell within these caves.


The Ghost & the Darkness

In 1898, the British colonial government commissioned an ambitious project to build the Kenya–Uganda railway, with Lieutenant-Colonel John Henry Patterson assigned to lead the project.

Two maneless male lions began stalking, hunting and killing workers, so construction stopped for several months. From March to December 1898, approximately 135 people were killed. Eventually Patterson killed the animals, and the railway was completed in February 1899. In 1907 Patterson wrote his semi-autobiography, The Man-Eaters of Tsavo.

After 25 years as Patterson’s trophies, the lions’ skins were sold to the Field Museum of Natural History in 1924 for US$5000. Patterson’s book inspired many films, the most popular being the 1996 Hollywood film, The Ghost and The Darkness.



A Poacher’s Perfect Lookout

SEE TSAVO’S LENGTH AND BREADTH

Positioned perfectly at the peak of a high hill lies the pinnacle of Tsavo West’s panoramic views – Poacher’s Lookout is located 852m above sea level. This vantage point got its name during colonial times when big-wildlife hunters killed wild animals for sport in the national park. Due to excessive poaching and the dwindling number of wildlife species, in 1973 elephant hunting was criminalised and the poaching of all wildlife without a permit was made illegal in Kenya. However, the reminders of this painful practice still echo in the name of this place and through continued illegal poaching activities in the present day.

It’s not all gloom and doom, however, because this location is the best place to observe the semi-arid savannah. It reaches far beyond the national park and envelops the horizon of Amboseli National Park and in a cloudless sky, even the silhouette of Africa’s highest mountain, Mt Kilimanjaro. From high above it’s easy to understand how this site got its name. From here wildlife hunters like Finch Hatton would spot their next kill, perceived to be ‘trophies’ back in the day.

To get the best experience from this location, make sure you bring a camera to take some great shots, and take some binoculars to spot the wild animals below. There’s a small enclosed shelter without any toilets. If you’d like, you can organise breakfast, lunch or dinner at this lookout to savour the moment.

WHERE TO EAT IN TSAVO WEST

Al Fresco

Eat in the wild at Finch Hattons: a bush breakfast in the savannah or an intimate dinner under the stars. $$$

Bush Dining

Candlelit three-course dinner by a campfire; entertainment by Maasai warriors or Akamba dancers. $$

Taita Rocks

Affordably priced dining with à la carte or buffet meals for breakfast, lunch and dinner. $


SERENE WILDLIFE SANCTUARIES

Taita Hills Wildlife Sanctuary

This sanctuary, in the southern part of Tsavo West National Park, is a biodiversity hot spot that spans more than 110 sq km and is inhabited by a wide spectrum of wildlife and bird species.

Lumo Wildlife Sanctuary

Established in 2001 and delineated in 2009 by local tribes with a long history of living alongside wildlife. These communities have contributed 66% of their land towards wildlife protection and conservation in Tsavo West and East National Parks.



Mighty Mzima Springs

FOUR SPRINGS IN ONE

‘Mzima’ means life in Kiswahili. This series of four natural springs in Tsavo West National Park is located 48km from Mtito Andei. The springs originate from Chyulu Hills, which is made up of volcanic lava ash and rock. Rain percolates through the rock, spending an average of 25 years underground before emerging at Mzima Springs, which has the capacity to hold 50 million gallons of crystal-clear water. Natural filtration creates Mzima’s colourless stream, which flows through several pools and rapids. After 2km the spring is blocked by lava flow and disappears underground again. Mzima’s mighty springs supply 20 million litres of water to Voi, Mariakani and the coastal region.

As a visitor, you’ll get a guide and go for a stroll around the spring – you can visit at any time of day. You’ll also taste the purest and clearest water you’ll encounter in southeastern Kenya. Ideally you should avoid visiting very early in the morning or late in the afternoon towards sunset because that’s when wild animals including the Big Five and other animals like cheetahs, wildebeest and zebras are frequently spotted coming to the springs for a drink.

There’s a clear-cut nature trail that spans alongside Mzima Springs. Here you’ll encounter an underwater glass tank where you can get a closer look at marine life. Beware of slithering snakes on the path and keep your eyes peeled for the notorious monkeys that hang around here. The serene springs are surrounded by stunning savannah of raffia palms and acacia trees, inhabited by hippos and Nile crocodiles.

This watering hole was popularised by the 1969 nature documentary Mzima: Portrait of a Spring, which featured the underwater activities of hippos and crocodiles. There was also a 2003 Survival Special episode, Mzima: Haunt of the Riverhorse, which covered hippo infanticide and featured the springs.

WHERE TO EAT IN TAITA HILLS WILDLIFE SANCTUARY

Bura Restaurant

Salt Lick Safari Lodge’s main restaurant, overlooking the watering hole where you can glimpse wildlife. $$$

Chala Restaurant

Taita Hills Resort & Spa’s restaurant, serving diverse cuisines including African, Asian and European. $$

Ngulia Restaurant

Open-air restaurant serving buffet meals while guests enjoy waterfalls brimming with wildlife. $


THE MAJESTIC MAASAI

The Maasai tribe is one of Africa’s most revered tribes, famous for their nomadic culture, traditions, jewellery and warrior prowess. By visiting a Maasai village in Amboseli, you’ll learn about their unique way of life and get to interact with their vibrant community.



A Lion’s Viewpoint

THE PRIDE LANDS OF TSAVO

Lion’s Rock was once known to be the home of a great pride of lions. This gave the ‘king of the jungle’ an incredible vantage point to spot its next meal and was the perfect place for predators to position themselves in the wild. Today, human beings have claimed Lion’s Rock as their own.

You’ll drive on a dusty road and approach the massive rock structure high above the ground. It has a muddy-brown colour, contrasting with the surrounding savannah. Your guide or driver can take your 4WD up the rock but be sure to grab hold of something because it’s a bumpy ride. Once at the top you’ll see one of the most beautiful views in Tsavo West National Park. Make sure you keep your eyes peeled for any wild animals that may appear while you’re here as there have been several sightings of big cats and large mammals.

The best time to go is early in the morning – you can have breakfast and watch the sunrise – or in the late afternoon when the sun is setting over the savannah. You’re standing above a canopy of trees gazing into the wild, with nothing but the clear sky full of orange, pink and yellow hues gleaming on the horizon. If you’d like to make the most out of your time here, go for a sundowner in the evening and soak in the glorious beauty of nature. Pure bliss!

You can organise a guide through a tour company or from your hotel. Be careful when you visit because the wildlife in the area likes to congregate on this rock at any time of day.
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TREKKING THROUGH TSAVO’S SAVANNAH

Roaring Rocks

This is a dangerous and potentially deadly nature trail for the adrenaline junkie. Keep your guard up and climb to the top of these arduous rocks for a chance to set your sights on the Ngulia Rhino Sanctuary.

Mzima Springs

A natural trail encompasses the circumference of Mzima Springs – four volcanic springs in one. You’ll have a chance to taste the purest water of this region and to observe hippos and crocodiles in their natural habitat.



WHERE TO ENJOY A SAFARI PACKAGE

Taita Hills Wildlife Sanctuary

The region’s most exclusive sanctuary. The best place to stay while seeing animals.

Ngulia Rhino Sanctuary

The best chance to see rhinos up close in Tsavo West. Observe wild animals at a watering hole from a shelter.

Lumo Wildlife Conservancy

Diverse wildlife conservancy with an abundance of herbivorous and carnivorous mammals and beautiful birds.


THE DEVIL’S FLOWING FIRE

Shetani Lava is a surreal and spectacular sight of lava-flow remnants from a 500-year-old volcanic explosion. The Akamba tribe believed it was the devil erupting from the Earth with violent fire and flowing lava.




Where Legend Meets Luxury

Denys Finch Hatton was a British aristocratic hunter and pilot. He was the lover of Danish noblewoman Karen Blixen who featured him as a central character in her 1937 autobiographical book, Out of Africa, which became a 1985 Hollywood hit movie.

Hatton lived his life in opulence and enjoyed exploring the Kenyan bush. He met an untimely death in 1931, when his plane crashed and burst into flames at Voi Airport, also killing his servant, Kamau.

Finch Hattons Luxury Tented Camp is a secluded luxurious camp in Tsavo West National Park that’s dedicated to his memory. Opened in 1993, this exclusive hotel is at the crossroad of legend and luxury, and acclaimed as a pioneer of luxury tented camping.



Revered Roaring Rocks

RISKY ROCK CLIMBING

If you’re up for a more physical experience in Tsavo West National Park, make sure you climb the Roaring Rocks. Its name originated from the gusts of wind that whistle up the escarpment and the omnipresent cicadas found in this location, close to Chaimu Crater. Local folklore also tells a tale of the name coming from a lion’s roar, because lions can easily be spotted from here and have been known to roar at this attraction. Tourists often associate this viewpoint with the pivotal point in the film The Lion King, when Mufasa holds up Simba to his kingdom.

The climb can take 15 minutes to one hour depending on your ability. This can be a precarious climb, so watch your step and look out for any uneven rock surfaces. The sight itself offers remarkable views of the terrain of Tsavo West National Park, one that is exclusively reserved for the eagles that fly at high altitude over these cliffs.

You will enjoy scenic views overlooking the Ngulia Rhino Sanctuary, which is a popular observation point for wildlife enthusiasts and conservationists who take a hard stance against poaching. You’ll also be able to see the Shetani lava flow and the lusciously green Chyulu Hills on the horizon.

WHERE TO HAVE A DRINK IN THE BUSH

Finch Hattons Bar

Have a pre-dinner cocktail or a nightcap to bid the day farewell at this high-end bar in the bush.

Kilaguni Serena Bar

Al fresco rock-built bar, overlooking a watering hole where predators and prey congregate.

Leopard View Bar

Enjoy an evening drink at Ngulia Safari Lodge with views of elephants and buffaloes coming for a drink.

Chaimu’s Treacherous Crater

PREDATOR-PREVALENT SLIPPERY SLOPE

‘Chaimu’ means devil in Kikamba, the language spoken by the Akamba, an indigenous tribe that lives in eastern Kenya. Chaimu Crater (‘devil’s crater’) is a black cone-shaped volcanic crater that’s isolated in the abyss of Tsavo West National Park. As you approach you’ll notice the soil on the dirt road changes colour from red to black. This is a hill that stands out because its black rocks and sporadic green shrubs brightly contrast against the savannah. If you choose to climb this hill, a guide is a necessity, not an option.

There’s a path that leads up this striking hill, but be sure to keep your wits about you. This is a dangerous location where big cats and poisonous snakes are spotted regularly according to the KWS guidebook. Tread with extreme caution. Climbing the hill is not an easy task because the rocks are slippery, so make sure you’re wearing appropriate footwear and carrying a hat.

If you’re up for a challenge, climbing Chaimu is an enthralling experience that can take two to four hours. It’s best to visit during morning hours because most predators in the national park are nocturnal and stalk their prey in the nighttime. You can organise a tour from your hotel or if you’ve come with a guide from a tour company you can organise an excursion with them.

There have been numerous cases of tourists coming into close contact with wild animals on this hill, on their own and with guides. If you do choose to visit this site, it’s important to understand the risks that come with it. Your safety isn’t always guaranteed here but it’s still definitely worth the adventure.
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Chaimu Crater, Lava hill | Sebastian Condrea/gettty images ©


ALLURING LAVA LOCATIONS

Shetani Lava Flow

One of the first sights you’ll encounter at Tsavo is the Shetani Lava Flow, which stains the savannah with jet-black volcanic rock. Since its last eruption 200 years ago, there’s been no fertile soil surrounding the volcano.

Chaimu Crater

This is the most scenic volcanic crater in Tsavo East National Park. The earth is filled with black volcanic rock and spotted with green shrubs. It’s dazzling to see but can be deadly – beware of dangerous snakes and wildlife that lurk around.




HOT-AIR BALLOON SAFARI

Amboseli National Park is the premier place to board a hot-air balloon, which will whisk you up above Amboseli’s expansive plains. On this adventure you’ll catch a glimpse of wild animals, local Maasai villages and if you’re lucky, predators killing prey.



WHERE TO HAVE A SUNDOWNER IN THE BUSH

Poacher’s Lookout

Perfectly positioned to overlook the plains. Bring binoculars and enjoy champagne in the bush.

Lion’s Rock

A massive rock structure that overlooks the Tsavo savannah. Watch the sun say goodbye to the canopy of trees.

Salt Lick Safari Lodge

While elevated high above a watering hole you can watch wild animals converge for their last drink of the day.


Crucial Wildlife Conservation 

Tsavo Trust is a nonprofit that plays a crucial role in protecting wildlife and biodiversity in the Tsavo Conservation Area (TCA), alongside the KWS, local communities and individual conservation projects.

The TCA is Kenya’s main wildlife area, covering 42,000 sq km of wilderness, including the Tsavo West, East and Chyulu Hills National Parks, amounting to 49% of Kenya’s national parks.

Unfortunately, high-level risks threaten the wildlife population and Tsavo ecosystem, such as poaching, urbanisation, habitat destruction, human-wildlife conflict and climate change. To address the problems, Tsavo Trust divides its efforts into four programs: community conservancy, wildlife conservation, animal welfare and conservation partnerships.



Replenishing Kenya’s Rhinos

RESTORING BLACK RHINO POPULATIONS

Historically, black rhinos have been sourced in Tsavo in higher densities that anywhere else in the world. In 1940 there were approximately 20,000 black rhinos within the Tsavo Conservation Area (TCA), but due to prevalent poaching, the black rhino population has shrunk to 20 by 1989. In 1986 the Ngulia Rhino Sanctuary was created to form a fenced fortress to allow the repopulation of the black rhino species, beginning with nine rhinos.

Today, there are more than 120 black rhinos, making this one of the most positively impactful conservation efforts in Kenya. This sanctuary was named after the Ngulia indigenous community, a subtribe of the greater Akamba tribe who live in eastern Kenya. Currently, Tsavo West National Park is home to 18% of Kenya’s black rhinos.

This sanctuary has a maximum capacity of six people, and you can stay here for one to two days. There’s a toilet, shower and wash basin but no beds. Rhino observation is the main activity, so carry some binoculars and night-vision goggles. There’s a rhino-viewing platform elevated 10ft off the ground. During both the day and night you can watch a multitude of wildlife congregate around a watering hole, including rhinos, leopards, elephants, wild dogs and bird species.

If you really want to make the most of your safari, it’s recommended to visit rhinos whenever you’re able as they are critically endangered. In 1970 the global rhino population dropped drastically to 70,000 and today only 27,000 are left in the wild. Very few rhinos survive outside of wildlife sanctuaries and national parks due to poaching and increasing habitat loss over the decades. The most critically endangered species of rhinos include black, Javan and Sumatran.
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WHERE TO VISIT A SOPHISTICATED SPA

Afya Bora Spa

‘Afya bora’ means good health in Kiswahili. This spa is found at the Salt Lick Safari Lodge.

Tsavo River Hippo Lodge Spa

This is a midrange spa with a variety of rejuvenating and relaxing spa packages.

Taita Hills Resort & Spa

An exclusive high-end spa located in the resort.


BLOODY BATTLEFIELD EXCURSIONS

Maktau Gate

This is an infamous gate where 20,000 troops, 15,000 porters and over 100,000 horses and mules camped during the Salaita Hill battle in 1915.

Indian Soldiers Cemetery

A cemetery dedicated to the lives of Indian soldiers who bravely fought for Britain’s Kenya colony during WWI.

Salaita Bunker

This bunker was used for shelter by soldiers in WWI.

Crater Fort

Reenact a patrol position at the opening of the crater.



Kenya’s Little-Known WWI Involvement

RECOUNTING THE STORY OF WWI

Did you know that Kenya played a part in WWI? An East African campaign tour in Tsavo West commemorates the fallen soldiers who sacrificed their lives during this war. In a quiet corner of the Sarova Taita Hills Game Lodge within the Taita Hills Wildlife Sanctuary lies the Taita Hills WWI Museum, which pays tribute to the African, Indian and European war efforts. WWI was fought in Kenya from 1914–16, ending with a ceasefire before the war itself ended in 1918.

If you’re in the area, stop by the lodge for a lunch break, and afterwards go for a casual stroll in the hotel lobby where this small exhibit will help you learn about the Kenyan colony’s contribution to the war. The exhibit is free. There are rich artefacts and relics here that are attributed to the findings of James Wilson, a former hotel manager and author. He wrote the book Guerrillas of Tsavo and reconstructed a precise map of the area’s history dating back to 1900.

WWI is a tragic tale for African soldiers, who were slaves to British colonialists. Poorly trained and ill-equipped porters and soldiers, they were expected to provide ground support in a treacherous environment rampant with wildlife, tropical disease, heat, malnutrition and dehydration. After returning from war, the Africans did not receive a hero’s welcome from their communities. This was a catalyst for the formation of Kenya’s nationalist movement, called the Mau Mau, which opposed the British and eventually gained the country’s independence in 1963. You can walk in the footsteps of these mistreated men by undertaking battlefield excursions in the area (these can be arranged from the museum).


Getting Around

To sightsee here, you need a car. You can get a rental car and explore Tsavo West National Park on your own. Pay your hotel for a pick-up and drop-off service – they will collect you from the SGR (standard gauge railway) at Nairobi or Mombasa and you can rent one of their Land Cruisers for your wildlife drive.

Otherwise the most popular option is to organise a regional tour, where you rent out a 4WD with a driver and travel to different locations in southeastern Kenya for longer periods. For such a package, consult a travel agency or hotel to organise your itinerary. You can begin at the Taita Wildlife Conservancy and end at Amboseli, or vice versa. It all depends on where you are – if you’re in Nairobi, travel to Amboseli first. If you’re in Mombasa, begin at the Taita Wildlife Conservancy.






MOMBASA
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Mombasa is Kenya’s second-largest city, and once served as the country’s capital during British occupation. The British moved their capital inwards to Nairobi in 1907 but the relics of their brief administrative tenure remain in Government Square. Portuguese conquistadors who first encountered Mombasa in the 15th century wrote of the opulence of the Arab-Swahili civilisation on the island, describing wealthy traders who wore clothes of golden silk and lived in multistorey seafront houses. A stunning city whose prominence was established as a result of its position as a site of trade, Mombasa has played a central role in both ancient and modern history – perhaps most notably with the 1947 General Workers’ Strike, which sent waves of anti-colonial resistance across the nation. Today, Mombasa is a bustling metropolis where ancient history lives on with a modern flare. From its dazzling beaches to its vibrant clubs, Mombasa is a bouquet of cultural treasures.
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TOP TIP

A lot of people make the mistake of treating Mombasa as little more than a brief 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 it more fully.




BEST SWAHILI EATERIES

Tarboush

A favourite among locals, with the best shwarma in town and huge servings of pilau. $

Forodhani Restaurant

Just a short walking distance from Fort Jesus, Forodhani is a must-visit Mombasa staple that serves Swahili classics. $$

Floating Island Restaurant

You don’t want to miss this restaurant’s chic, giant dhow-shaped table that doubles as a koi pond – its oysters are also immaculate. $$$



Visit the Mombasa Marine National Park

FROM THE CITY TO THE SEA

Though the Old Town is what attracts people to Mombasa, usually before they head further south to indulge in watersports in Diani, Mombasa boasts impressive marine offerings of its own. Mombasa Marine National Park is one of the five protected marine reserves in Kenya, and is the most frequently visited in the country. The most common excursion is a glass-bottom-boat and snorkelling experience in the park. However, it is also possible to arrange other activities such as windsurfing and scuba diving.

If organised independently, trips to the park begin with a stop at the KWS office in Bamburi. From there, the rangers will assist you with transport to the boat departure point near Yul’s restaurant. At low tide, the walk there is around five minutes, but during high tide the boats pick up passengers directly from the beachfront.

The trip from the beachfront departure point to the marine park itself is around 20 minutes. The reef teems with life straight off the shore, and the ride features sightings of various species of coral, starfish, sea urchins and colourful schools of fish. The boats stop at a sandbank to give visitors a chance to snorkel in the warm and relatively shallow waters, followed by a walk to the opposite end of the sandbank where the water breaks and the deep sea begins. The nearby Char-Choma Grill makes for a perfect lunch spot after the half-day excursion to the marine park.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MOMBASA

Tuliahouse Backpackers

A great budget pick with themed rooms and a central pool. $

Reef Hotel

This Swahili-designed hotel has 150 seafront and garden-facing rooms – all with air-con – and an in-house club. $$

Sarova Whitesands

A top-of-the-line resort complete with a five-star restaurant. $$$



OLD TOWN WALKING TOUR
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Mombasa’s Old Town is marked by a variety of architectural styles – Omani doors, Gujarati terraces, Portuguese facades and British ironwork – a collage of the people and powers who have left their fingerprints on this coral island-city. The magnetic nexus of Old Town, 1 Fort 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 2 Arabic Garden, a small terrace overlooking the water. It’s a local sunset favourite among the neighbourhood’s male elders. Just down the street, another building beckons exploration – 3 Africa Hotel. Constructed in 1901, this mustard-yellow landmark on Sir Mbarak Hinawy Rd was the first hotel in Kenya but is now a proto-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 4 Mandhry Mosque. Built in 1570 (and unfortunately 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 5 Yusufi Antiques, an impressively stocked shop that sells everything from vintage postcards to indigenous wooden headrests and traditional copper kohl-holders. Stop for a bite at 6 Forodhani Restaurant across the street before heading onwards to the 7 Old Port and fish market. At 8 Government 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 9 Ndia Kuu St en route to the 10 Mazrui Cemetery back near Fort Jesus, take note of the distinct fusion in each building’s design. Pause for a moment to imagine what it must have been like to take this walk three centuries ago.




MOMBASA’S ART SCENE
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Suhaila Abu, writer and Airbnb host who lives in Mkomani.

Theatre

It is small, but mighty. I will attend any play by the Jukwaa Arts group and the SAFE Pwani group – they are exceptional actors.

Swahili Pot & Cultural Centre

A good spot to go to see educational skits and get to know about community-based youth projects. Sometimes there are art shows at Fort Jesus, Alliance Francaise or the Goethe Institute.

Biashara St

I also love just wandering around Biashara St looking at beautiful kangas (decorative cotton-printed cloth), kikois (traditional woven cloth) and kitenges (wax-printed textiles). They are often works of art in themselves.



Explore Haller Park

DON’T SIT ON THE TORTOISES!

Entering Haller Park, you are welcomed by a sign that reads ‘Do not sit on the tortoises’, which at first seems like a joke until you realise that the giant old tortoises scattered around the park aren’t statues. The gentle yet impressive tortoises that populate this nature hideaway were imported from the Seychelles and are one of the many species that have found refuge at Haller Park over the past 40 years. Beginning in 1954, the area that now forms Haller Park served as a limestone quarry for the Bamburi Portland Cement Company. Over time, the quarry began to severely deplete the ecological landscape, drawing concern from both the company’s management and local community. Haller Park, described as an endeavour towards ‘corporate education’, was established in 1971 as an ecological rehabilitation initiative in an unlikely partnership between the local cement company and a group of conservationists.

Now one of the most lush enclaves in all of Mombasa, Haller Park is home to a range of wildlife including crocodiles, giraffes, antelope, buffaloes and even some hippos. The site features a reptile park, a fish farm, a butterfly pavilion, a botanical garden and a range of forest trails. Monkeys pass nonchalantly through the park office, where an informational documentary about the park plays on a loop as visitors wait for their guided walking tours to begin. These are around 1½ hours long and, depending on the time of day, also feature a stop for the hippo, crocodile and giraffe feedings. A tropical collage of flora and fauna, Haller Park is a prime example of what corporate responsibility towards preservation efforts looks like in action.
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Getting Around

The express SGR train from Nairobi to Mombasa takes around five hours, but it’s both 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 to Mombasa in under an hour. Car-hailing apps are quick and, quite honestly, offensively cheap in Mombasa. Most drivers prefer cash or M-Pesa payments because digital payment methods take significantly longer to reach their accounts, and the majority of the drivers depend on their daily earnings to get by.





TOP SIGHT
Fort Jesus

Ordered to be built in 1593 by the Portuguese using the labour of over 4000 enslaved people, Fort Jesus is the best-preserved monument of Mombasa’s long history of trade and conquest. Between 1593 and 1873 the fort changed hands a whopping nine times – a collage of powers whose cultures have been eternalised in the details of the compound’s relics and artefacts.
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Scan this QR code to find out more about Fort Jesus.
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The Fort’s Layout

Fort Jesus, designed by Italian architect Giovanni Battista Cairati, is said to resemble the body of a human being. It features four wings that surround a main courtyard, with the body’s ‘arms’ and ‘legs’ corresponding to each one of the four bastions: Sao Mateus, Sao Filipe, Sao Alberto and Sao Matias.


DON’T MISS

Fort Jesus Museum

Passage of the Arches

Gun platform

Captain’s House

Omani House

Mazrui Hall

Church

Portuguese wall paintings



Finding a Guide

Fort Jesus is Mombasa’s top tourist attraction, and there is an abundance of ways to experience the site: pre-packaged tours arranged online or through your accommodation, choosing one of the local guides who offer tours near the fort’s entrance, or solo, with the help of a map and a bit of your own research in advance. Finding a guide on arrival seems more intimidating than is the case – most of the tour guides stationed outside the fort are registered with a community cooperative organisation and have more affordable rates than pre-arranged tours.

Fort Jesus Museum

Although not pristinely conserved, the Fort Jesus Museum is a treasure trove of not only Mombasa’s, but the entire Swahili Coast’s ancient history. Highlights include Chinese porcelain dating to the 11th century, 10th-century Persian amulets, and a display case dedicated to the Baluchi – a regiment from Afghanistan who were deployed to Mombasa in the 18th century to help sustain Omani control of the region (giving special attention to this section will help give context to a visit to the nearby Baluchi Mosque). Atop the museum’s exit door is a one-of-a-kind wooden inscription that dates to the 15th century.

Portuguese Wall Paintings

Located between the gun platform and the fort museum is a series of centuries-old Portuguese wall paintings. Near-identical engravings can be found in Portuguese colonial encampments all along the coast, including at Takwa and Gede.


TURKEY’S ROLE IN FORT JESUS’ CONSTRUCTION

In 1585, a Turkish privateer campaigned to establish a Turkish presence on the Swahili Coast and even began construction of a small fort in Mombasa. The battle for the strategic port-city was one of a series of proxy conflicts between the Turkish and the Portuguese. Fort Jesus was erected as a military fort in 1593 by the Portuguese to prevent Turkish forces from capturing Mombasa.



Omani House

In 1699, following a 33-month-long siege, the Portuguese lost control of Fort Jesus when it fell into Omani control. Recently renovated by the Omani Sultanate, the Omani House in the northwest corner of the fort serves as a museum about the Omani kingdom’s multi-century foothold in Mombasa. On display are letters between the Sultan of Oman and the crowns of France and England, discussing governance issues that impacted their contested territories.

Mazrui Hall

Mazrui Hall gets its name from the Mazrui family – Omani-descendent Mombasa elite who ruled the city and its surrounding regions from the 18th to 20th centuries. The hall features a baraza, or sitting area, where Mombasa’s rulers would gather to discuss and resolve the island’s political matters.

Remember to Pay Your Respects

The Passage of the Arches, which served as the main entry and exit point to the sea, was not constructed anew – its archways were chiselled by hand from the site’s preexisting coral structure. Tucked away en route to the sea-facing exit at the end of the passageway are the dark, dingy quarters in which enslaved people were held captive while awaiting shipment to other parts of the coast. In the period where slave trading was illegal, enslaved people were smuggled in and out of the fort via this passage. Later it was used to house prisoners. Tour guides tend to rush through this part of the tour, but it’s worth taking a moment to pay your respects to all of the people who passed through this chilling corridor.


TOP TIPS

• Organised group tours to Fort Jesus will tend to rush through certain parts of the experience. If you are interested in truly understanding the depth and longevity of Mombasa and the South Coast’s history, it is worth dedicating a solo trip to Fort Jesus to spend proper time engaging with the artefacts housed here.

• Look for the local guides who are part of the vetted community organisation. You can ask for Bakari Makame or Bishamba Juma.

• There isn’t much shade in the fort so arrive early to dodge the harsh midday sun.








DIANI
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Originally the ancestral land of the Digo people, the second-largest of the nine sub-tribes of the Mijikenda, Diani is now a mellow-town-turned-major-resort-enclave. With its pristine white-sand beaches and warm crystalline waters, Diani is the South Coast’s top tourist destination. Riding a classic tuk-tuk down the town’s one main road, you’ll whizz past bright-orange Nandi flame trees, local artisans, trendy restaurants and the gates of luxurious hotels. Diani’s atmosphere is defined almost exclusively by its tourism infrastructure. The glamour of its beaches, however, masks a far grittier underbelly plagued by sex tourism and glaring class divisions. An unspoken colour line divides Diani, with locals in positions of servitude and foreigners in positions of ownership. Experiencing Diani in its fullness requires a lens that looks beyond the mirage of paradise and understanding the layered history that sculpts this getaway hub.
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SIGHTS

1Diani Beach

2Kaya Kinondo

3Kongo Mosque

4Robinson Island

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Diani Bikes

6Diani Kite Club

7Diani Marine

8Diving the Crab

9H20 Extreme

10Kite Motion

11Skydive Diani




TOP TIP

There is no car-hailing app in Diani, so finding a reliable tuk-tuk driver is the best way to get around. While most people come to Diani for the beaches, the area is also home to stunning forests and wildlife that are worth exploring while here.
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The Mijikenda People

According to oral history, the Mijikenda people originated from Singwaya, in southern Somalia, and the Congo forest. After getting embroiled in conflict with their Cushite neighbours, the tribe migrated and found this forest area sometime between the 16th and 17th centuries.

Seven of the clans remained in the Northern Coast region, and two remained on the South Coast. The latter tribes are the Digo, who sustain themselves through fishing, and the Duruma, who live further inland and work primarily in farming.
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Spiritual Kaya Kinondo

A SACRED FOREST

For the Digo people who call this land home, the kaya – which translates to ‘homestead’ in the Digo language – is the epicentre of their spiritual life. There are approximately 30 kayas (sacred forests) remaining along the coast, with 10 of them under the joint stewardship of the local community and the National Museums of Kenya as cultural heritage sites.

Kaya Kinondo, the largest kaya in Diani, is not your average forest trail: it is a living shrine governed by a key set of rules that function to preserve the site’s sanctity. Nothing is to be taken from the forest, and nothing foreign is to be left behind. In order to enter the kaya, you must wear modest clothing and a traditional black fabric, called a kaniki, around your waist in order to show respect to the spirits that dwell here. No intimate contact (such as kissing or hugging) is permitted between humans in the forest; however, warm embraces with the century-old trees is encouraged.

The volunteers who give tours in the forest are handpicked by the community elders for their exceptional understanding of the various tree species and their medicinal uses, and tours are easy to arrange in advance through any of the hotels and local agencies, or upon arrival at the forest. The walking tour itself covers only a small portion of the kaya’s 30 hectares, due to large sections of the forest being accessible only to the kaya elders, but the tour is nevertheless a potent introduction to Diani’s spiritual and historical context.
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WHERE TO STAY IN DIANI

Stilts Backpackers

A mix of treehouses and cottages, Stilts features a lively bar and the most welcoming staff in Diani. $

Kaskazi Beach Resort

One of the few Kenyan-owned resorts in Diani, Kaskazi is centrally located and tastefully decorated. $$

Swahili Beach Resort

Also Kenyan-owned, this five-star resort boasts stunning stucco-white traditional Swahili-style rooms. $$$


KAYA KINONDO’S MEDICINAL TREES

Hamza Mwatete, lead guide, as appointed by the elders, at Kaya Kinondo. @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.



Kongo River Ride

AN ANCIENT BEACHFRONT PRAYER SITE

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. It’s situated on Kongo Beach, an estuary where the Indian Ocean meets the Kongo River and flows onwards to the Shimba Hills. A trip here 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 Rd that has yet to be developed into a resort, thanks to its status as a holy site.

As soon as you get to the beach, there will be a number of captains who offer rides on their boats, but an excursion can also be arranged in advance. 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 are allowed to enter. No photos are permitted to be taken of its interior, meaning you’ll have to go and take a peek at it for yourself.
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WHERE TO STAY IN A STANDOUT BOUTIQUE HOTEL IN DIANI

Almanara

An elegant selection of garden villas and a five-room boutique hotel, plus a popular restaurant, Sails. $$$

Elewana AfroChic

Bask in the comfort of one of AfroChic’s 10 uniquely designed rooms. $$

Kenyaways

This boutique kite village is ideal for watersports enthusiasts. $$


Nightlife Highlight

Once the bush babies have scurried back into the forest after their 7pm feeding in the upstairs lobby of the Stilts Backpackers

treehouse, the set-up begins for Thursday night karaoke. From 7pm til midnight the stage comes alive with people singing everything from Shania Twain to Miriam Makeba. The crowd is a balanced mix of Diani locals, Stilts’ guests and visiting tourists from around town. If you’re lucky you’ll catch Greg – also known as Diani’s Shaggy – and his impeccable rendition of ‘It Wasn’t Me’.



Diving, Snorkelling & Sandbanks

EXPLORE DIANI’S VIBRANT MARINE LIFE

Diani Beach, the South Coast’s top attraction, is the pinnacle of a picture-perfect getaway. Often hailed as being among the best beaches on the entire African continent, this stretch of porcelain-white, powder-soft sand has been sculpted over the decades into a holiday-goers playground. Tourist commerce abounds: beach boys canvas the area offering glass-bottom-boat rides and snorkelling trips, Maasai herders walk camels down the beach and women sell vibrant traditional fabrics alongside kitschy souvenirs. While it’s heavily manicured, it’s nearly impossible to evade enchantment at the sheer beauty of Diani Beach and the range of marine immersions that it offers.

The standard glass-bottom-boat excursions make for the most family-friendly marine option, featuring a stop at Robinson Island, a sandbank around 20 minutes away from the shore. Most of the boat captains functionally double as local marine biologists, and as you sail above colourful schools of fish and thick, sculptural coral en route to Robinson Island, they are quick to dive in the water to retrieve everything from starfish to sea spiders for you to hold (don’t worry – they don’t bite!).

The waters surrounding Diani make for pristine diving excursions, and a number of agencies, such as Diving the Crab and Diani Marine, offer trips to dive sites that range between 15 minutes to an hour off the shore. Most of the sites require participants to have diving certification, but the agencies also offer dive courses for people who are seeking to turn Diani’s warm, turquoise waters into their classroom.
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WHERE TO EAT IN DIANI

Swahili Pot

Generous portions of classic Swahili dishes, featuring a lush and private outdoor terrace. $

Pallet Cafe

This social-impact cafe located on Galu Beach empowers the local disabled community through employment. $$

Shashin-ka

Indulge in fresh maki at Diani’s best (and only) sushi restaurant. $$$

Extreme Sporting on the Beach

KITESURFING, SKYDIVING AND WINGFOILING

Diani Beach is just as much a home for thrill-seekers as it is for leisure-lovers. Whereas snorkelling and scuba diving offer a chance to see the beauty of Diani’s marine life up close, skydiving over the beach puts Diani’s mystical landscape on display from a bird’s eye view. From above, the sheer vibrancy of Diani’s water is magnified as emerald-blue melts into cerulean in successive waves that tumble onto the near-blinding white sand. With a tide that remains low for nearly a kilometre out from the shoreline, even the contours of the coral are visible on the descent to the shore.
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In order to skydive solo you have to already be certified, but companies such as Skydive Diani offer classes operating under the United States Parachute Association training system for those who are seeking to learn. Otherwise, tandem jumps are available for people who do not have significant skydiving experience. These tandem jumps, conducted under the skilled guidance of a trained instructor, begin with a scenic 15-minute flight before the adrenaline-filled jump – in other words, the excursion makes for two adventures in one!

Kitesurfing has long been a favourite among sporty visitors to Diani, and from December to March and June to September the beach fills up with kitesurfers from across the world. There is a handful of companies that offer lessons and equipment rentals, such as H20 Extreme and Kite Motion. Recently, wingfoiling (a mixture of kitesurfing, windsurfing and hydrofoiling) has entered the scene as well. Though more strenuous than kitesurfing, it is notably safer and requires less equipment, making it ideal for beginners. Diani Kite Club offers wingfoiling lessons alongside their range of kiting offerings.
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RESTAURANTS WITH CHARACTER

Tribearth

Standout vegan restaurant also serving Ethiopian coffee. It’s catered towards the holistic community, with books about tarot and crystals, with an ambience that’s a welcome break from the manicured resort-vacation vibe of the beachfront restaurants. The cafe also doubles as a jewellery shop, with ethically sourced pieces made on-site. $

Ali Barbour’s Cave Restaurant

One of Diani’s most romantic restaurants, located in 120,000-year-old caves. In the daytime, light pours in via the cave openings above. In the evening, colourful glass lanterns fill the restaurant with warm lighting. $$



WHERE TO HAVE A NIGHT OUT IN DIANI

Manyatta

Dance your heart away to Afrobeat classics at this late-night venture.

Diani Backpackers

Friday nights at Diani Backpackers turn into Saturday mornings at Diani Backpackers.

Full Moon

Enjoy some live music at Full Moon, one of Diani’s newer nightlife venues.


Mangrove Conservation

Mangroves are a semi-aquatic, salt-tolerant species of woody trees that are abundant along the South Coast’s shoreline. With extensive root networks that enable them to sequester large amounts of carbon, provide shelter to marine life and protect coastal communities from storms, mangroves are essential to the coastal ecosystem.

A handful of organisations, such as Mikoko Pamoja, are working to preserve the climate-restorative mangrove forests in the South Coast region. Since its inception in 2014, Mikoko Pamoja – which means ‘mangroves together’ in Kiswahili – has been able to ensure the conservation of hundreds of hectares of mangroves in the Gazi Bay.

Receiving around US$30,000 through the sale of carbon credits each year, Mikoko Pamoja has mobilised its conservation efforts to fund significant community initiatives.



Biking Along Diani Beach

EXERCISE WITH A VIEW

The majority of Diani is hidden behind gates, but tours with Diani Bikes serve to give a sneak peek into what lies behind them. Equipped with a collection of both mountain bikes and e-bikes, Diani Bikes offers a range of cultural excursions that contextualise the resort town. Its main offerings are a beach tour, a mangrove tour and a forest tour. The last of the three is the main cultural offering, and focuses on sharing the history of the local Mijikenda people plus a trip to both Kaya Kinondo forest and a local Digo village.

The owner of Diani Bikes, Masha Kirao, is Mijikenda himself, and established the company as a way of offering tours that highlighted Diani’s beauty while also giving deeper cultural insight into the area from a local perspective. The beach tour, the most popular offering, runs along Diani Beach and ends at Kongo River – Diani’s northernmost coastal border.

Each of the tours are around three hours long, and include a pick-up from your hotel. The tour guides do their best to accommodate riders at different paces and make sure that no one gets left behind, but at around 5km long, their tours do require a bit of endurance. If you prefer to set off on a tour on your own, Diani Bikes also offers rentals for both their e-bikes and mountain bikes for either a full day (six hours) or a half-day (four hours).
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PLANT-BASED TIPS

Embukane Libosso, writer and nomad, has a few tips for his fellow vegans. @thenomadicrasta

Tribearth

It can be a bit tricky maintaining a plant-based diet here, but that’s why I love working at Tribearth (Diani’s only vegan restaurant).

Local Food Stands

My go-to order at local food stands is coconut beans (mbaazi) or coconut lentils with rice. I also love viazi karai (fried spiced potatoes with a side of tamarind chilli).

Coconuts

Luckily it’s easy to find coconuts here – you can buy them right on the beach. I use those to make my own coconut milk.



WHERE TO STAY IN AN INTIMATE VILLA IN DIANI

Alfajiri Villas

An award-winning collection of villas perched on coral cliffs that fuse African and Asian decor. $$$

Nirvana Villa

Ideal for honeymooners, this private villa boasts ultra-chic interior decor and direct beach access. $$$

Villa Kalista

Six luxurious villas tucked between Galu Beach and Kaya Kinondo, offering respite from the bustle of central Diani. $$$


Getting Around

The best and most accessible way to get around Diani is with a tuk-tuk. As soon as you step on the main road, it’s only a minute or two before a tuk-tuk driver honks and asks whether you need a ride. Motorcycles are also readily available, and riding on the back of one provides a great view of the colourful flora that embellishes Diani Beach Rd. Taxis are more expensive, and make less sense considering the relatively short distances around Diani. Car hire is also available for around US$30 a day, not including fuel costs.






Beyond Diani
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Kwale County is sprawling, and the coast only represents a fraction of what this region has to offer – there are elephants here, too!


For many, their curiosity about what’s south of Mombasa ends not far from the crystal coast’s shoreline. But beyond the beaches, the earth rises kilometres into the sky, forming the Shimba Hills. Kwale town is the capital of Kwale County and is home to the county’s administrative buildings, but this area is far more renowned for its landscapes. The vast beauty of Kwale’s terrain commands awe, with its sculptural topography and greens of limitless hues. Whereas standing on a Manhattan rooftop and overlooking New York’s skyline imbues a feeling of miniscule personhood contextualised by humanmade grandeur, gazing upon the horizon from the Shimba Hills evokes existential humility in the face of nature’s immense splendor.
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TOP TIP

Hiking in Shimba Hills means braving some steep inclines. Be mindful of the mud after rain and wear shoes with good grip.



Visit Shimba Hills National Reserve

WINDING RIVERS AND PANORAMIC VIEWS

The local Mijikenda people refer to the area now known as the Shimba Hills as ‘Vilima vya Shambi’, which translates to ‘the hills of the sable (antelope)’ in the Mijikenda language. Gazetted in 1968 by the newly independent government, Shimba Hills National Reserve has long been a site of indigenous reverence, as it is home to the Kaya Kwale, one of the 30 sacred Mijikenda forests that line the South Coast. At around an hour’s drive from Diani, the national park is an ideal day trip.

The park features a collection of hiking trails, a picnic site, scenic panoramic viewpoints such as the top of Pengo Hill, and a nearly 25m-high waterfall. It is fabled that there lives a giant python in the waters below what is known as Sheldrick Falls, the only waterfall in Kwale County. It is said to be the dwelling place of one of the kaya’s many spirits, the lore of which is palpable. The British attempted to build a water system here at the well, but their efforts to do so were routinely intercepted by seemingly inexplicable forces. Eventually these plans were abandoned; however, a skeleton of their attempts remains in the form of a massive cement block that protrudes from the rocks.

Most lodges and hotels in Diani offer guides to the reserve, but it is also possible to acquire a guide from the KWS office at the park’s entrance upon arrival. The hike to the waterfall takes one to 1½ hours, depending on where you begin, and features steep inclines/declines that can get slippery, so appropriate footwear is required.
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A New Road

In 2020 construction began for a new bypass road from Kinango, through to Samburu and ending in Kwale County. The first segment, from Kinango to Samburu, has already been tarmacked and construction is underway to tarmac the remaining 23km stretch from Samburu to Kwale County.

Once the second part of the road is completed, the drive from Diani to Tsavo (a journey that currently takes around five hours) will be significantly shortened, to two hours, and travellers will no longer need to cross on the ferry to reach Diani.

For people hoping to experience a mix of the coast alongside a safari experience, this road will make it much easier to take day trips to Tsavo West.



WHERE TO STAY IN SHIMBA HILLS

Mandhari Lodge

A romantic boutique lodge with a standout sunset deck and the most modern finishings you’ll find in Shimba Hills. $$$

Shimba Lodge

Breathtaking views overlooking the forest, plus an in-house restaurant. $$$

Shimba Green Lodge

Enjoy the dramatic landscapes down below from the terraces at this rustic locale. $$$


Tiwi Ndogo Cup

Run by a German nonprofit organisation that arranges scholarships and builds boreholes around the surrounding area, the Tiwi Ndogo Cup is an annual event that draws in football teams from each of the area’s surrounding villages. Hundreds of locals flock to the football grounds, each team showered by the passionate support of their respective fans. The liveliness that reverberates during the matches is a welcomed juxtaposition to the sanitised and segregated atmosphere prevalent in Diani.

Tiwi Ndogo offers a rare, not-to-be-missed opportunity to interact with the local community outside the beachfront resorts’ service-based hierarchies.



Swimming at Tiwi Beach

A NATURAL AFRICA-SHAPED POOL

Although it directly neighbours Diani Beach, bordering the Kongo River, Tiwi Beach is around 30 minutes’ drive from Diani due to it only having one main road, branching out towards the interior at only one intersection. While Diani is a tourist hub, Tiwi is a far more local area that is still dotted with villages along the riverbank.

Tiwi Beach is punctuated by sizeable caves and cliffs, whose contours have been carved over time by the ocean’s waves. The highlight of this shoreline hideaway is a naturally formed pool in the shape of the African continent. This ‘Africa Pool’ is only visible at low tide, so in order to see it you’ll have to time your visit to coordinate with the water level. The pool is located at the entrance to a small cave and is a short distance from where a car will drop you off, so it’s advisable to wear a pair of beach shoes to keep your feet protected during the 10-minute trek to the ocean-etched map.

If you visit Tiwi Beach after a glass-bottom-boat experience in Diani, you will be able to identify some of the vibrant sea life that inhabits Tiwi’s small pools along the way: starfish, sea cucumbers, sea spiders and sea urchins (whose spikes are poisonous, so watch your step!). After you take a dip in the tide pools, most guides can also offer a boat ride up the river with opportunities for birdwatching.
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Getting Around

You’ll need a car to get to Shimba Hills and Tiwi; the latter can be accessed via tuk-tuk but a car is definitely preferable. To get the most out of your time at the Shimba Hills, a 4WD is ideal.






SHIMONI
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With its time-sculpted caves and golden-white shoreline, Shimoni (a name that translates in Swahili as ‘the place of the hole/cave’) has long been a landmark shrouded in mythology. Local legend has it that the town was founded by three Digo people: a husband, wife and brother-in-law who migrated coastward from their interior kaya primary village in search of clearer water. Archaeological evidence dates early inhabitation of the region to the 15th century, at which time Shimoni served as a high-traffic port town for the Indian Ocean slave trade, its caves functioning as storage for captives who were going to be sent to Zanzibar. Nestled by the piercingly vibrant turquoise waters of Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park, Shimoni is a cove not only of labyrinthine history, but also natural splendor.
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TOP TIP

As there are very few pre-packaged tours in Shimoni besides those to Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park, be prepared to piece together your own tour, with the help of readily available freelance guides.




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 here, evident only to those who are willing to listen to the caves’ whispers.



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 slave trade that used Shimoni as one of its main ports, dating back 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 Kenya, erected by British colonial settlers in the early 1900s.

The Slave Caves are run by a community collective, who facilitate operations and redirect generated funds back into the local community. The caves feature a set of rusty broken shackles still adhered to the 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 now defunct) passageway that connects to the Three Sisters Caves further inland. Now, these bat-inhabited dens have been restored into their pre-slavery functionality as a shrine, and serve as a site of prayer for the local indigenous community.
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WHERE TO STAY NEAR SHIMONI

Wasini View Lodge

A cosy lodge perched on a coral cliff right near the Shimoni jetty. $$

Firefly Eco Retreat

This safari-style camp in Shimoni offers ocean, bush and forest tents. $$

Mwazaro Beach Lodge

A kitesurfing haven with an eclectic history tucked away in a private bay. $$$

Visit Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park

SWIM WITH DOLPHINS

In the 1970s the government of Kenya designated the vibrant waters around the coast of Wasini Island a protected marine reserve. Just 6km away from Shimoni, Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park gets its name from the islands located within its borders that share the same name. According to the KWS, Kisite Mpunguti MP is home to 250 recorded fish species and over 40 species of coral. Dolphins are the park’s standout attraction: most visits to Kisite Mpunguti feature a chance to not only spot dolphins, but also to enter the water and swim alongside them. Nonswimmers, fear not! The dhow captains who lead the snorkelling trips bring along buoys and snorkelling equipment, and accompany each person on short dips with the buoys connected to the boat via a rope.

There are a number of tour agencies that operate trips here, nearly all of whom share the same itinerary for a day trip to the park. There is one local cooperative, Kisite Community Boat Operators, of which all the boat captains are members. If you prefer to save a bit of money by arranging a tour to Kisite without the assistance of an agent, you can book a trip directly through this cooperative. The journey to Kisite departs from the KWS offices in Shimoni, where the boat captains await. The trip to Kisite from Shimoni takes around 1½ hours, and the full excursion from four to six hours. After dolphin-spotting, the boats make a stop on Wasini Island itself for lunch, before returning to the mainland.
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Kisite Mpunguti Logistics

Most tours to Kisite Mpunguti depart from Diani Beach at around 7.30am, and the drive to Shimoni is around 45 minutes. Most agencies market the tour-group sizes as smaller than they end up being, so prepare to share your boat ride with five to 10 more people than listed online.

If you do want a private tour, expect to pay a much higher price. Smaller fast boats are also available, but the stately wooden dhows make for a more charming experience.

The dhows cannot dock right on the water, so upon arriving at Wasini you’ll get on a canoe that takes you to the stairs leading up to the island – something worth noting if accessibility is a concern.



WHERE TO EAT IN SHIMONI

Yusfa Restaurant

This family-run seafront gem offers the freshest seafood dishes, but be sure to order a day in advance. $

Swahili Restaurant

A vibrant orange-and-green-clad restaurant opposite Firefly Eco Retreat. It serves quick local dishes. $

Four Tables Restaurant

The oldest staple restaurant in town, established to cater to the town’s earliest expats. It features rustic decor. $


Wasini Island’s Inhabitants

Ibn Majid, known as the ‘Prince of the Seas’, wrote about Wasini in his 1470 account of his voyage to the East African coast – a testament to the antiquity of civilisation in this region.

There are two main groups on Wasini Island: the Chifundi, who comprise the majority of the population in Mkwiro, and the Vumba, who are descendants of 17th-century migrants from Vumba Kuu.

The Chifundi speak their own dialect of Kiswahili, known as Chichifundi. The Chifundi were among the last of the Shirazi groups to sustain resistance against the Vumba who had migrated to Wasini Island from further south, near Vanga.



Experience Wasini Island

AN ISLAND WITH NO ROADS

Located just 3km off Shimoni’s port, Wasini Island is an ancient coral-rag island steeped in lore. Oral traditions passed down on the island speak of riches acquired as far back as the 16th century, from trade with Chinese merchants who brought porcelain to the island in exchange for local fish and wood harvested from mangroves. As you arrive on the shores of either one of Wasini Island’s two beaches today, the first thing you’ll see are men and women fishing for lobster, crab and octopus in the low tide. Fishing and tourism are the two pillars of the island’s economy, whose population of roughly 3000 is split between two villages: Wasini and Mkwiro.

Wasini Island’s pulse is distinctly tranquil, increasing in the afternoon as the shorefront restaurants welcome the dozens of people who arrive to eat lunch after snorkelling in Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park, and then subsiding back to its local rhythm in the evening once all the tours have left. Homestays provide an opportunity to experience the island’s life in full, and can be arranged via tour operators.

There are no roads and no cars on the island, and it’s about a 45-minute walk from end to end. If you choose to do a day trip or stop in Wasini as part of your excursion to Kisite, don’t miss the Coral Boardwalk on the western part of the island. Like the Mangrove Boardwalk in Gazi village, this boardwalk is part of an ecotourism initiative run by local women whose proceeds go towards supporting the community’s various development projects.
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WHERE TO EAT ON WASINI ISLAND

Charlie’s Claw

Located near the Coral Boardwalk, this restaurant features beautiful wooden decor. $

Coral Wasini Restaurant

If you book a Kisite package trip it will usually include a meal at this main Wasini eatery. $

Kaole Restaurant

Enjoy some classic Swahili cuisine in a vibrant and colourful atmosphere. $

Explore the Three Sisters Caves

A CONSTELLATION OF HIDEAWAYS

A 30-minute motorcycle ride from Shimoni town, tucked away in a sacred kaya in Fikirini village, are the Three Sisters Caves: Mdenyenye, Pangani and Kisimani. Reported to be the second-largest cave system in East Africa, the Three Sisters Caves feature massive stalactites and stalagmites, and hold a place of spiritual and historical significance for the local community. With no official entrance or signage, you’ll need a local guide to make your way here; you can find one by asking the guides at the caves in Shimoni or through your accommodation.

The largest of the three caves, Mdenyenye, is an experience reserved for the most fearless. Accessible only by a thin wooden staircase, Mdenyenye is home to tens of thousands of bats who will not hesitate to fly directly in front of you (and, in some cases, to even land directly on you). Eerie and intense as it may be, it is a place worth mustering the courage to enter. Centuries ago this was the cave that local villagers would seek refuge in while hiding from slave traders who raided the community to find people to ship to markets in Zanzibar.

Similarly, Pangani cave also served as a historical site of refuge. Local guides explain that Pangani bears an impressive, nearly 6km-long direct link to the caves in Shimoni. According to local oral history, people who were held captive in Shimoni would use this passageway to escape and return further inland. The nearby Kisimani cave gets its name from the Swahili word for ‘well’, as it features a freshwater well. All three caves are sites of prayer for people in the local community, the resonance of which is palpable as you navigate their labyrinthine crevices.


WHY I LOVE SHIMONI
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Neema Githere, writer

I majored in African Studies while in college, and in all those years I don’t recall ever learning in detail about the slave trade that took place across the Indian Ocean. Visiting Shimoni was the first time I came face-to-face with this darker underbelly of Kenya’s history. Shimoni is the kind of place where you can be walking down the beach and just happen to stumble upon a 17th-century ruin. It’s a historical trove worth revering as such.




Getting Around

The areas along the coast are walkable. In fact, there are no roads and no cars on Wasini Island at all. The Three Sisters Caves are around 30 minutes’ drive from Shimoni town, but the road in their direction is too narrow for a car in most parts so you’ll need to hop on the back of a motorbike to get to Fikirini village, where they are located.






Beyond Shimoni
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Off the beaten path, the villages surrounding Shimoni are home to some of the South Coast’s most underrated landmarks.


Strung together in ecological kinship via the mangrove forests that line the coast, the villages north of Shimoni (Msambweni, Gazi and Funzi), and Vanga in the south, offer a textured refuge from the more saturated tourist infrastructure elsewhere on the South Coast. A constellation of communities united via their links to the 17th-century Vumba Kuu settlement near the border with Tanzania, these villages are dotted with spellbinding fossils of their colourful pasts. Exploring these parts of the coast, it’s not uncommon to stumble upon unmarked ancient ruins that date back over centuries, with records that live on predominantly through oral histories.
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TOP TIP

It’s worth renting a car or finding a reliable local cab driver to make the most of what the villages around Shimoni have to offer.
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Visit Msambweni

JOIN LOCAL FISHERS AT SUNRISE

Few things compare to a sunrise at Msambweni Cliffs, where birds and fishers mingle at dawn to the tug of the morning’s low tide. The water here is coloured by all that it reflects – pastel skies and paper-grey clouds, the true green of the mangroves dotting the cliffs up above – everything shifting, and right in place. The local fishers depart from the beach at dawn, and if you make it here early enough you can watch them set off to the sea in their small boats to cast their nets. For a greater taste of adventure you can opt to join along for a morning fishing trip – making some enquiries at different lodges in the area should be enough to help get you connected with a trustworthy fisher if you’d rather not risk showing up and not finding a willing guide.

Featuring much smaller boats than are found elsewhere along the South Coast, a fishing trip from Msambweni is more rustic than the trips offered by most tour agencies. If setting out to sea on a handmade fishing boat is not your thing, Msambweni is still a worthwhile place to visit for a picnic or beach day, away from the hustle and bustle of Diani’s beaches. Msambweni has been hit particularly hard by the pandemic, with a number of the part-time residents fleeing their holiday homes to return to Europe, leaving somewhat of a ghost town on the seafront. A walk down the shoreline here, perhaps after lunch at the Sawa Sawa Beach House restaurant O’Peppo, offers a keen glimpse into the glaring differences between the beachfront’s wealth and the surrounding villages.


Respect the Kayas

There are approximately 30 remaining along the coast, with 10 of them under the joint stewardship of the National Museums of Kenya as cultural heritage sites.

These lush, sacred forests where the Mijikenda established fortified villages from around the 1600s onwards are thought to be the dwelling places of the tribe’s ancestors.

In the last century, the Mijikenda have migrated east towards the coast, leaving the forests largely uninhabited. That being said, even the forests that are not officially designated by the National Museums hold spiritual significance – moving around the South Coast with a mindfulness of this will bring the true beauty of this land and its culture to life.




Getting Around

With calmer roads than elsewhere on the South Coast, villages such as Msambweni are great places to hop on the back of a motorcycle – or rent one of your own.






KILIFI
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Fast-growing and now separating from its cheeky old nickname of being ‘God’s Waiting Room’, Kilifi has within a few years firmly taken its place as an ‘if you know, you know’ coastal destination. It was once best known to visitors for the Mnarani Ruins, the remnants of an ancient settlement dating back to the 13th century, and a few pristine sandy beaches, but today what stands out is a contemporary creative energy and community.

With one of the largest universities in the North Coast region, exciting ecological projects and housing-development models, plus a top medical-research centre, Kilifi has the distinct air of an attractive place to vacation, as yet unspoilt by commercial tourism. For now, despite its emerging status and growing popularity due to its beaches and diverse nightlife, Kilifi otherwise remains a bit of a well-kept secret.
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TOP TIP

Try these great off-the-beaten-path beaches: Bofa Beach (via B77) for shelter in rocky coves and fewer people, Red House Beach at the southern mouth of Kilifi Creek for sunset swims, and Mabuhay Beach Club at Mandharini for a little barefoot luxury.
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Go on a Sunset or Moonrise Dhow Sail

TAKE IN THE MAGICAL CREEK

Float away from the jetty, past tiny islands, with the afternoon sun dipping behind distant hills while you swim in the calm waters, stars appearing above. Just another Tuesday in Kilifi Creek. Depending on winds and tides you could even go out to the open ocean along Bofa Beach or south to Takaungu Creek.

Small traditional Swahili dhows sail the waters in every direction on most afternoons and sometimes on request in the evenings on full-moon nights. The beauty of these excursions is that they’re flexible and customisable, depending on your preferences. You can meet them at Old Ferry Rd where they’re usually docked or request a pick-up at your beach of choice. Each boat has its own unique character, with names like Waka Waka and Destiny, its own collection of flags from various countries, and even its own decor, with cushions of kikoi or kishutu inspired by local clothing and fabric.

You can buy your own drinks and snacks at the restaurants at the Old Ferry Rd dock (African Pavilion has drinks, White Star makes great pizza and Nautilus is known for its oysters). Some dhow captains include an optional feast of local snacks in your sail package – enquire while booking. Usually it’s best to reserve the day before your sail, and confirm the number of people in your group as well – most boats can take10 to 15 adults on one dhow, so if it’s a bigger group the captain will need to arrange more boats.

Pro tip: if you’ve not been referred to a boat or captain, you can always spend a few minutes at African Pavilion or at the jetty at Old Ferry Rd to scope out which boat you like the look of – the captains are never far away if you want to book a sail with them.

The Musafir, a 24m traditional dhow permanently docked just off Fumbini Beach at the creek is also available for you to stay aboard overnight on its open-air deck.


Mnazi

Mnazi or palm wine (nazi being the word for coconut in Kiswahili) is an age-old fermented drink enjoyed all over coastal Kenya and Tanzania. Traditionally it’s drunk using a bamboo cutting as a straw and you will still find some places that serve this cloudy, sweet beverage in this traditional way. It’s sold in several dens in more rural settings, with a 4% alcohol content and no preservatives or additives.

The longer it ferments, of course, the stronger it is, so be sure to ask for that morning’s fresh brew if it’s your first time! Note: prepare for a strong, putrid smell too – it’s often best to enjoy the drink outdoors. Having it chilled is best.



WHERE TO STAY IN KILIFI

Arcadia

Stylish eco-camp with both furnished safari tents and bandas featuring communal bathrooms and kitchen. $

Distant Relatives Ecolodge

Pioneering backpackers’ spot near the creek with dorms and private bandas, open-air showers, permaculture garden and swimming pool. $$

Silverpalm Spa & Resort

Luxury beach resort and award-winning spa featuring two restaurants, a bar, elegant rooms and swim-up suites. $$$


WHY I LOVE KILIFI
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Julie Olum, writer

For two years this has been my home, chosen in that spontaneous ‘I came to visit and she adopted me’ type of way only possible in a few special spots around the world. I’ve grown protective of our little town, with some of the best beaches and creeks around, stunning viewpoints and outdoors spots, and affordable, with unmatched party vibes and music, all while still being unspoilt by mass commercial tourism. Paired with this is my admiration for the indigenous Mijikenda people and the commendable way so many have preserved and continue to carry forward their culture through food, music, language and more. I’m here for the long haul.



Step into the Mnarani Ruins

FOREST-ENGULFED COASTAL HISTORY

Nestled between grand ancient trees that have seen it all and above Kilifi Creek to the south sit the Mnarani Ruins – the remains of an important centre of trade, cultural exchange and the historical spread of Islam on the Swahili coast. Mnarani was one of about 200 Swahili settlements on the East African coast where indigenous Mijikenda people lived and traded with Arabs and later Indians and other South Asians. Today proof can be found here of the amalgamation of Mijikenda life and practices, such as a reverence for baobab trees, used as sacred sites as well as for medicine, and the influence of the Arabs, evident in the Arabic inscriptions on the mosque walls and tombs.

From the entrance you’ll go up the 104 steps to an impressively preserved 13th-century city, half consumed by a forest. The 16-acre site of this ancient settlement contains the ruins of two mosques, homes, warehouses, a well and several tombs. The striking white 10m pillar behind the great mosque is believed to mark the grave of an important person in society. This is the very feature that gave the ancient city and the present-day bustling township, Mnarani, its name – it’s from the Kiswahili ‘Mnara’, meaning minaret or pillar.

The site is also home to a snake park that houses various species of cobra, python and grass snakes, both venomous and not, as well as some tortoises and guinea pigs.


Getting Around

The closest airports to Kilifi town are Vipingo and Malindi, a 20- and 40-minute taxi ride, respectively. Private charters can land at Kilifi Airstrip – pre-arrange this via the Kilifi Plantation offices. Major bus companies like Mash Poa and Tahmeed make daily trips on the Malindi–Nairobi route – most have websites to prebook. Popular beaches like Bofa and Red House/Wilson have parking; for smaller beaches such as Fumbini you can park at nearby hotels. There isn’t any public transport in town. Taxis, tuk-tuks and boda-bodas are usually at Naivas supermarket, the central bus stage and at Mnarani Junction near the bridge. Save a driver’s phone number and call them if you need a ride. Ride-hailing app Wasili has Kilifi riders – if they’re not on the app call the Kilifi office to book a ride.






SAMBURU & ISIOLO COUNTIES
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An undeservedly less-visited region by tourists, Samburu and Isiolo Counties have some of the most exotic landscapes and animal experiences you can imagine. The main ethnicity here is, unsurprisingly, the Samburu, who settled in these areas as pastoralists centuries ago with their goats and other livestock. The Samburu are known for their beautiful and colourful attire and body ornaments, which have resulted in them becoming known as ‘the Butterfly People’.

Culture and traditions are very important to the Samburu, and the majority of the people in the region still live a very traditional lifestyle, wearing Samburu outfits and sleeping in traditional semispherical houses in small villages. While Western culture is creeping into daily life, there is still a major emphasis on preserving the Samburu culture through oral storytelling as well as singing and dancing.
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TOP TIP

A local guide can introduce you to Samburu culture and practices without imposing on locals’ daily lives. While English is spoken widely, it will only get you so far. The best place to find a guide is at the larger hotels in Isiolo or at the national reserves.




Return of Rhinos to Samburu

In 2015 the KWS began a project to return black rhinos to Samburu National Park and other northern Kenya reserves. The black rhino population dropped dramatically by 98% between 1960 and 1995 due to poaching, and the 2015 translocations were an attempt to increase the population once again.

As part of these efforts, Saruni Samburu, a luxury lodge just outside Samburu in the private Kalama Conservancy, opened the Saruni Rhino sanctuary in 2017, which allows visitors to track black rhino on foot.

There are more than 20 rhino in the 100-sq-km sanctuary, and it’s part-owned by the local community, which has helped decrease poaching and increased the black rhinos’ chances of thriving in northern Kenya once more.



Visit Northern Kenya’s National Reserves

ALMOST A PRIVATE WILDLIFE PARK EXPERIENCE

Not every national reserve is the same, especially when it comes to this triumvirate of the Samburu, Buffalo Springs and Shaba National Reserves. While you can no longer enter each reserve with one payment, it is worth spending a few days in the area to experience what each has to offer. These northern parks also have several animals that don’t feature in parks down south, such as beautiful Grevy’s zebras, oryxes, Somali ostriches, reticulated giraffes and gerenuks – stretched-out gazelles whose necks almost resemble that of giraffes.

One of the most popular reserves is the Samburu National Reserve, which has the greatest variety of accommodation options. Samburu is also one of the best places in Kenya to see elephants, as well as many other animals. Its dominant feature is the Ewaso Ngiro River, which slices through the park and is the best place to set up camp and watch animals approach to drink in this otherwise bone-dry country.

The Buffalo Springs National Reserve is attached to Samburu, so it has similar wildlife, but there is only one luxury accommodation option on-site. Its attraction is that, even compared to tourist-light Samburu, very few safari-goers make the trek here and you will likely have uninterrupted visits with elephants, giraffes and the occasional lion all to yourself.

The neglected sibling of the three is the Shaba National Reserve, likely due to the relative scarcity of animals here. But it is a great visit after you have had your fill of wildlife and want a secluded drive surrounded by rocky hills, natural springs and palm trees.
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WHERE TO STAY TO EXPERIENCE ELEPHANTS

Elephant Watch Camp

You can watch elephants here, and it’s also the best place to learn more about them. Luxurious riverside tents. $$$

Samburu Simba Lodge

Almost guaranteed elephant sightings at a luxurious Buffalo Springs stay. The restaurant and bar face a water hole. $$$

Elephant Bedrooms

Tented camp in Samburu – watch elephants swimming in the river while you splash around in your private pool! $$$

Hiking Ol Lolokwe

NORTHERN KENYA’S FLAT-TOPPED MOUNTAIN

You’ll see Ol Lolokwe roughly 30km north of Archer’s Post, very shortly after heading north. This table-like mountain stands around 2000m high and is sacred to the people of the area. Locals call it ‘Sabache’, which is the name for the clasp of a Samburu necklace. According to folklore, Ol Lolokwe was once inhabited by the Ngai, the Maasai term for ‘god’. The mountain was the dwelling place of Ngai and thus became a spiritual beacon for the surrounding communities, who would perform sacred rituals and ceremonies on the mountain.

While it is a beautiful and unique mountain to look at, it is also possible to hike to the top of Ol Lolokwe, though this is a challenging trek and is very steep in places. A guide and porters are necessities and it is ideal to have an armed ranger, as there are hyenas and other predators that live on the lower slopes of the mountain. It’s also important to leave early in the morning before the sun becomes too intense, and also because this will give you time to enjoy the views from the top. While it’s not the longest hike, if you start start too late in the afternoon it will be difficult to navigate back down in the dark. The most challenging part of the climb is the initial steep ascent, but once this is completed it becomes an easier hike through forests and grassy plains, eventually leading to Ol Lolokwe’s summit, which offers mesmerising views of the Northern Frontier District.
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Elephants in Ol Lolokwe

Bringing an armed ranger with you while hiking is highly recommended in this region, part of an elephant corridor between Mt Kenya and Marsabit. But you might think this wouldn’t be issue when climbing Ol Lolokwe, which has incredibly steep climbs and is a tough ascent even for very fit mountaineers.

However, in 2020 scientists were tracking an elephant herd led by Naisula, the matriarch, who had a radio collar, and when examining Naisula and the herd movements the scientists found she had spent a month on Ol Lolokwe, even reaching the 2000m peak.

Scientists aren’t sure why the elephants climbed the mountain, but it was likely due to the availability of food or because they were moving away from danger.




Getting Around

The best way to visit this region is with a car – this will allow you to visit all the areas you want to see without much hassle. Most of the areas aren’t difficult to drive to, though if you’re heading inside the parks a high-clearance 4WD is recommended (and for many parks, essential).

Matatus and boda-bodas are also available to take travellers between major towns, and it is possible to book a safari in a large van (either privately or with other paying passengers). This is a great way to get a different experience and meet friendly locals, as long as you have the time and patience.






MARSABIT
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Marsabit is the hinterland separating Ethiopia and the Nilotic people of mid- and southern Kenya, and you can see the differences in the appearance of the people inhabiting this region. Marsabit city sits next to a 6300-sq-km shield volcano, the surface of which is peppered with 180 cinder cones and 22 volcanic craters, many of which contain lakes.

It’s unclear where the name Marsabit originates from, but it is likely related to the Amharic words ‘Marsa Bet’, which means ‘Marsa’s home’. However, many Kenyans prefer the story that Marsabit means ‘place of cold’, named thus due to the thick rainforest in the area.

The town, and area, is also the stepping-off point into Lake Turkana or Ethiopia, and therefore is usually used more as a stopover than a tourist attraction in its own right.
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TOP TIP

Before heading into the Chalbi Desert stock up on water, dried fruit and other long-lasting goods that won’t go off in the hot desert sun. Also bring a mosquito net, and a good sleeping bag for cold nights (most accommodation only provides a rough mattress or cot).



The Hills of Marsabit National Park

FORESTED VALLEYS AND STEEP HILLS

Marsabit National Park is located inside the Marsabit National Reserve and contains a large variety of animals, particularly those well-suited to its thick forests, like antelopes and leopards. There are also elephants and buffaloes, however, and the park is the starting (and end) point of the elephant migration from here down to Mt Kenya.

The park is situated on Mt Marsabit, an extinct volcano rising above the surrounding arid landscape. Mt Marsabit is known as the ‘island in the desert’ due to its unique forested habitat in the midst of a desert-like landscape. The peak on the top of the crater is a great place to see animals, who come to the lake to quench their thirst.

Before you head out for wildlife watching, take a few minutes to wander around the Marsabit Cultural Museum, just outside the park at the gate. It has fascinating pictures and examples of traditional clothes and tools used by the Samburu, Turkana, Borana and Rendille people, who have inhabited the area for centuries and who coexisted with the animals here well before the government declared it a national park in 1973.

There are a few semi-permanent lakes that usually have wildlife; otherwise sightings are difficult due to the thick vegetation. A 4WD vehicle with a high clearance is a must, and it also helps to have some previous 4WD-driving experience – if not, it may be worth hiring a guide from Marsabit town.
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The King of Marsabit

The closest entrance to the national park from Marsabit is Ahmed gate, named after one of Kenya’s most famous pachyderms. Ahmed the elephant was known as the King of Marsabit due to his enormous tusks, which were so large Ahmed was declared a national treasure and, in 1970, President Jomo Kenyatta granted him presidential protection. Bodyguards were assigned to Ahmed, to stay as close to him as possible to prevent him from being poached.

Ahmed featured in documentaries in the early 1970s and his legend grew, especially as he was a loner and quite elusive to spot.

Ahmed died of natural causes in 1974, and his taxidermised body is currently exhibited at the National Museum in Nairobi.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND MARSABIT NATIONAL PARK

Marsabit Bandas

Located roughly 3km from the Ahmed gate, these bandas are the best accommodation you will find in the park. $

Lake Paradise Campsite

The only campsite within the park, and vastly superior to the public campsite located inside the Ahmed gate. $

Marsabit Lodge

Though currently closed for overnight visitors, plans are underway for it to function again as a proper lodge. $$


The End/Beginning of the Road

In early 2021 the Kenyan government announced that it had finalised plans to upgrade and pave the road between Marsabit and North Horr.

These roadworks are expected to take about four years to complete, and at the time of research Chinese builders could already be seen preparing the area for this work.

While the new paved road will undoubtedly help to open up the territory inland towards Lake Turkana, it will also signal the end of another one of Kenya’s great road trips.



Take a Road Trip to Loiyangalani

ADVENTURE DEFINED

Had enough of guided safaris and looking for something more off the beaten track? Then this is the road trip for you. Starting off in Marsabit, take the C82 from the main road. It is signposted but is currently only a dirt track – you won’t see tarmac road for a while. Make sure you have a 4WD vehicle with good clearance.

Your first stop will be Kalacha. There is a fork in the road about 85km from Marsabit – it is quicker to turn left than to continue straight on the C82, though both roads will take you to Kalacha. The ‘road’ in this area is a desert and you may only have tyre tracks from other cars as your guide. Kalacha is the home of the Gabbra people, and while there is not much to do here, it is a fascinating area in the middle of the Chalbi Desert, lined with doum palm trees.

Loiyangalani is about four to five hours’ drive from Kalacha; on the way you’ll pass through the town of North Horr. This is a good place to stop and watch camels and goats being herded to the only water source here, on the edge of town. If you want to take pictures, be sure to ask first and be prepared to pay for the pleasure. Loiyangalani stands in stark contrast to the previous towns on the route. Overlooking Lake Turkana, this bustling place is a melting pot of northern tribes: Turkana, Samburu, Gabbra and El-Molo.
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Getting Around

There are regular buses to Marsabit from Nairobi and boda-bodas can shuttle you around Marsabit and its adjoining towns and villages. However, there are few public transport options when you travel to Lake Turkana and the ones that do exist are not consistent or reliable. It is highly recommended that you have your own high-clearance 4WD rental vehicle.






LAKE TURKANA
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If the trip to the beautiful ‘Sea of Jade’ was easy, it would still be an impressive sight, but there’s something about the several days of hard travel to get here that makes it even more impressive. However, don’t wish away that journey, no matter how tough it might be, or you’ll miss the vibrant tribes, camel caravans and mesmerising volcanic landscapes of this region. The lake was once a mega-river that dried up around 7500 years ago. The fossils left behind make it an important area to learn more about the Earth’s history.

Lake Turkana has a wide variety of flora and fauna and is the world’s largest desert lake. Its three national parks – Sibiloi, South Island and Central Island – are all Unesco World Heritage Sites, though Lake Turkana is also on Unesco’s endangered list due to concerns about water flow after Ethiopia completes construction of its Gibe hydroelectric dams, which will restrict water from the Omo River that replenishes the lake.
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TOP TIP

Lake Turkana is Africa’s fourth-largest lake, however fresh drinking water is scarce, so bring at least 4L per person for each day you’re travelling. There are a few small villages and towns where you may be able to buy bottled water but this should not be relied upon.




The End of Lake Turkana?

A 2016 study found that there were negative consequences on Lake Turkana from Ethiopia’s hydroelectric Gibe III Dam, caused by the effects of the dam on the Omo River, which flows into the lake. These included a reduced shoreline, shrinking fish production and decreased tree coverage.

Much of the attention surrounding the series of Gibe dams has been diminished by Ethiopia’s Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD), which will be Africa’s largest dam, spanning the whole of the Blue Nile. The political controversy from the GERD dam, particularly in Egypt, which relies on the flow of the Nile River, has overshadowed the need to continually research the threat to Lake Turkana, and there are fears that the lake could be split in two if its incoming water is restricted.



Experience Sibiloi National Park’s Remoteness

A WORTHWHILE TREK

Sibiloi National Park is Kenya’s northernmost national park and this is one reason why it’s also one of its least visited. Another is the long distances and rough roads you will need to traverse to get here – but if you do, it will be well worth it. The Kenyan government established the area as a national park in 1973 to protect wildlife as well as several major fossil sites and, as part of the larger Lake Turkana National Parks, it was designated a Unesco World Heritage Site.

You can expect to see a lot of crocodiles and flamingos on the shores of Lake Turkana, but its real attraction is the Koobi Fora Museum, the site where the major palaeontological finds were made. The museum holds the remains of several incredible-looking fossilised animals, in particular elephant fossils that are estimated to be over two million years old. The area’s arid climate and volcanic landscape have helped to preserve these fossils and the region is a treasure trove for professional (and amateur) palaeontologists and researchers.

Sibiloi is also home to the Turkana, Gabbra and Daasanach people. If you have yet to be asked, you will be able to arrange a visit to one of the tribes at Koobi Fora Museum. At times, these types of tours can be seen as voyeuristic and more of a show than an actual depiction of the culture, but in Sibiloi there has been little influence from modern practices and the people you will visit are not actors.
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Getting Around

You’ll need your own 4WD transport or that of a tour-guide company in order to get around the Lake Turkana area safely and (somewhat) comfortably. Boats are also available for hire to visit the two islands on Lake Turkana.
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Arriving


Nairobi’s Jomo Kenyatta International Airport (pictured) will be the primary point of entry for most travellers coming to Kenya, though those on resort packages may fly directly to Mombasa. There are many smaller airports throughout Kenya, mostly for domestic flights, though several do have flights to other countries in the region. There are land borders on all major highways with neighbouring countries.
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Visas

All visitors entering Kenya – be it at an airport, port or land border – must apply for an e-visa prior to arrival. Kenya does not have a visa-on-arrival system and visitors must ensure their visa is approved prior to travel.

SIM Cards

Kenya has excellent mobile coverage and data is very cheap. SIM cards cost around KSh100 and can be purchased from any mobile-phone company. There are several stands outside the airport. You will need your passport in order to register.


Money

Currency: Kenyan shilling (KSh)

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 at the same time. You can either pay via SMS or through the mobile app. You can only top up M-Pesa with cash or a local bank card.

DEBIT & CREDIT CARDS

Visa and Mastercard are accepted at most places in the major cities and their 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.

TAXES & REFUNDS

VAT in Kenya is 16%, but this is always factored into the price of goods so you won’t be charged more than the stated price. In theory, tourists should be able to reclaim the VAT from large purchases within Kenya, but in practice the Kenya Revenue Authority office at the airport is rarely open.






Getting Around


Roads and public transport are improving quickly in Kenya, but the best way to experience the country to the fullest is by renting a car. If travelling on a budget, it is possible to get to most areas by matatu, which is also a great way to meet local Kenyans.
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ROAD CONDITIONS

Kenya’s major highways are improving and you’re likely to end up driving on a road that’s being expanded. Still, expect some major potholes and traffic jams when driving on highways, while some in northwest Kenya still virtually undriveable.

UBIQUITOUS MATATUS

Buses and minivans (matatus; pictured) generally travel most roads in Kenya. They can be crowded and, particularly for matatus, are not driven in the safest manner, but they’re one of the cheapest options and a great way to meet other travellers and welcoming locals.

TRAVELLING BY TRAIN

Train travel is improving greatly, and the new(ish) standard-gauge railway to Mombasa makes a trip here a delight rather than a nightmare it was previously. There’s also a trainline from Nairobi to Nanyuki. Both are a great, affordable way to see the country.

GETTING FROM JULIUS NYERERE AIRPORT TO TOWN

Some parts of Kenya (eg Turkana) are incredibly difficult to visit without flying. Several low-cost airlines have daily flights from Nairobi’s Wilson Airport to destinations around the country and region. Tour operators can book private flights to parks or other parts of Kenya.

HIRING A CAR

All the major car-rental companies operate from Nairobi’s airport as well as smaller local outfits. Daily rates are upwards of US$50 for a sedan and US$150 for a 4WD. Many cars are automatic; request a manual transmission if planning to go off-road.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left side
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Speed limit is 50km/h in cities and 110km/h on motorways

0.08

Blood alcohol limit is 0.08%







UGANDA
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EXPANSIVE AREAS OF BREATHTAKING SCENERY

Beautiful wildlife, mountains and lakes, as well as hip smaller towns; Uganda’s regions offer many activities at a relaxed pace.
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Karibu Uganda – welcome to Uganda – is what you will hear (and feel) on arrival from neighbouring Swahili-speaking Kenya or hopping off the plane in Entebbe, though Ugandans are moving away from Swahili in favour of regional languages or English.

Such cultural and demographic shifts have marked Uganda’s modern history, sometimes in violent ways. Ex-president Idi Amin’s brutal rule under the guise of Africanisation led Uganda to its 1962 independence from British administration. His army executed the richest families of Asian descent, who had arrived as part of a British labour import policy. Approximately 80,000 second generation Ugandans of Asian descent were exiled or fled in the Ugandan-Asian Exodus of 1972.

Yet Uganda’s South Asian heritage is still palpable, not least in popular cuisine. The well-loved chapati (flat bread) and pilau (spiced rice) are widespread. However, most staples are un-spiced and boiled, like the locally grown matoke (steamed/mashed green cooking banana), mandazi (East African donut) and my favourite, ugali (cornmeal bread). Once you arrive, grab a rolex – not a timepiece, but an omelette rolled in chapati served best from the street vendors or available in many cafes.

Speaking of time, you’ll notice an ‘in-the-moment’ character to regional Ugandan 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 soaking in each new day.
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THE MAIN AREAS

KAMPALA

Exciting and charming capital city.

ENTEBBE

Stunning wildlife and beautiful beaches.

JINJA

Cruise along Nalubale, the Nile River.

MBALE

Drink excellent coffee and ascend Mt Elgon.

SOROTI

National parks and waterfalls.

KIDEPO VALLEY

Kidepo Forest and Karimojong Cultural Tours.

GULU

Waterfalls meet arid savanna.

HOIMA

Murchison Falls, rhinos and national parks.

FORT PORTAL

Botanical Gardens, Tooro Kingdom, Crater Lake.

KASESE

Hot springs, national parks, Rwensori Mountains.

KABALE

Bwindi National Park and Lake Bunyonyi.



Find Your Way

There are many ways of travelling around Uganda including car, matatu (minibus), taxi, boda-boda (motorcycle taxi), and speedboat or ferry to get around the islands.
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Plan Your Time

Hakuna matata, as the phrase goes – don’t worry about trying to cram sightseeing in, as you’ll see a lot en route to classic destinations like Murchison Falls, Mt Elgon or the many forest reserves.
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Pressed for Time

• If arriving from Kenya, head to Mbale for a pot of the region’s famous coffee grown in ideal mountain climates, climb Mt Elgon and experience Sipi Falls.

• If you arrive in Entebbe, hit White Sands Beach or Entebbe Botanical Gardens, then Jinja for a boat cruise on the Nile River or thrilling white-water rafting.

• Alternatively, head straight to Kabale and watch the sunset over Lake Bunyonyi, stay a night in a banda on the water’s edge and have an early-morning swim, then head to Murchison Falls for a quick hike up the waterfalls.




A Long Weekend

• Combine any of the previous itineraries and extend over a weekend with a couple of long distance bus journeys either side.

• The Murchison Falls hike can be combined with wildlife viewing, fishing and a boat safari spread over three days instead of one.

• Curate your own three-day safari or gorilla trekking experience with local tour operators of national parks and nature reserves.

• Take a weekend trip to the Ssese Archipelago for sports fishing, swimming and primate viewing.

• If feeling adventurous, combine the above one-day excursions with a luxury hotel stay near Lake Victoria.




More than a Week to Spare

• Check out Roots Retreat for reasonable rates on camping, explore its marshes and jungle-like grounds for nature walks and head into Kampala for clubs, coffee bars, beaches and wildlife sanctuaries.

• Entebbe, Hoima and Fort Portal offer good bases for easy access to many tour operators, group deals and transfers for safaris in the north. From Entebbe, head northwest or southwest by bus or intercity airports to the crater lakes or hot springs.

• After a week on the safari circuit, extend your stay with a trip to Bunyonyi Lake in Kabale or the Queen Elizabeth National Park.



Seasonal Highlights

Uganda is beautiful all year round. Whenever you plan to travel, bring a raincoat for the frequent rainfall and a torch as #ThisIsAfrica and electricity may cut out in high winds.

JANUARY

Perfect climate to get a speedboat to neighbouring islands on the Lake Victoria Peninsula.
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FEBRUARY

Canoe the waterways comprising lily pads and papyrus swamps or climb mountains in the middle of the dry season.
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APRIL

If travelling during the start of the heavier monsoon season, you’ll want to leave plenty of time to get to your destination.
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JULY

Can be rainy, but fewer travellers means gorilla permits are easier to obtain and flight prices drop.
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SEPTEMBER

Head to watery national parks to catch the many animals who come to quench their thirst at the end of the rainy season.
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NOVEMBER

The best bet weather-wise: not too hot and minimal rainfall make for a great time to hit the beach.
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DECEMBER

Moderate weather makes this an ideal time to spot some of the 260 bird species in the region.
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KAMPALA
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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 the city of seven hills, it’s now one of Africa’s fastest-growing cities and takes in 23 of them.

As the heartland of the old Buganda kingdom, Kampala has a rich and colourful history, visible in several fascinating palaces from where the nation was run until the arrival of colonialism. Among the 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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SIGHTS

1Afriart Gallery

2Bulange Royal Building

3Uganda National Mosque

4Kampala Hindu Temple

5Kasubi Tombs

6Mengo Palace

7Namirembe Cathedral

8Parliament House

9Rubaga Cathedral

10Uganda Museum

11Umoja Art Gallery

EATING

122K Restaurant

13Holy Crêpe

14Revive by Ark Organics

15The Rolex Guy

16Ugaroll Chicken Club

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17Coffee Culture

18Wild Coffee Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

see 20Alliance Française Kampala

19Encanto Taco Bar

20Goethe Institut

21Safari Bar

22Uganda National Theatre

SHOPPING

23Banana Boat

24Bold in Africa

see 26 Good Glass

25Kajja Market

26Kampala Fair

27Latitude Craft Chocolate

28Nakasero Market

29Nakawa Market

30Owino Market

31Wandegeya Market




TOP TIP

They may be fast and cut through the traffic, but Kampala’s boda-bodas are also notoriously accident prone. To minimise the risk, download SafeBoda, an app that will call you a boda rider with a fluorescent vest and a spare helmet, or use a rider trusted by your hotel or restaurant. Hailing a helmetless rider on the street isn’t recommended.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY UNDER US$60

Bushpig Backpackers

A solid backpacker favourite with dorms, twin rooms, singles and doubles, in a relaxed Kololo location. $

The Five Horsemen

Comfortable dorm beds, friendly staff, a good vibe and great views from the rooftop bar. $

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 and, yes, a cat. $

Explorers Hub

Simple double rooms in a garden setting, some with air conditioning. There’s a games room, farm shop and a good breakfast buffet. $



Historical Tour of Kampala

STEP BACK IN TIME

Kampala dates back to 1891 when King Mwanga ll of Buganda, the last king of Buganda, had his royal court and capital on Mengo and Rubaga hills. Several of the buildings from that era survive today, and have witnessed British colonial rule and the dictatorship of Idi Amin. The city was granted municipal status in 1950, officially becoming a city just over a decade later. Kampala’s historic sites are spread across its hills, and since it is a difficult city to navigate on foot, it’s wiser to move between them by taxi or boda-boda.

Mengo Palace: Built in 1922, this small palace is the former home of King Mwanga ll, though it has remained empty since 1966 when Prime Minister Milton Obote ordered a dramatic attack to oust Kabaka Mutesa II, then president of Uganda. Led by the forces of Idi Amin, soldiers stormed the palace and, after several days of fighting, Mutesa was forced into exile. The building’s interior cannot be visited, but the palace’s notorious underground prison is open for tours. After the coup against Mutesa II, the palace was converted to army barracks, while an adjacent site became a prison and torture-execution chamber built by Idi Amin in the 1970s. Guides will lead you to this terrifying site, a dark concrete tunnel with numerous damp cells that were separated by an electrified passage of water to prevent escape. You’ll see some original charcoal messages written by former prisoners on the walls; one reads: ‘Obote, you have killed me, but what about my children!’ On the grounds also are the scrap-metal remains of Mutesa’s Rolls-Royce, destroyed by Idi Amin. Mengo Palace is at the end of a ceremonial drive leading from Bulange Royal Building.

Bulange Royal Building: A great place to learn about the history and culture of the Buganda Kingdom. Guided tours take you inside the parliament building, providing interesting stories and details about the 56 different clans. Buganda Parliament is held twice a month on Monday mornings and it is possible to attend, though it’s conducted in Lugandan.
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Kasubi Tombs: The Unesco World Heritage–listed Kasubi Tombs are of great significance to the Buganda kingdom as the burial place of its kings and royal family. The huge thatched-roof building was originally built in 1882 as the palace of Kabaka Mutesa I, before being converted into his tomb following his death two years later.

Uganda Martyrs’ Shrine: This Namugongo shrine, off Jinja Rd, 15km from central Kampala, marks the spot where Kabaka Mwanga II ordered the execution of 14 Catholics who refused to denounce their faith, including church leader Charles Lwanga, who was burnt alive on or around 3 June 1886 – this is now celebrated as Martyrs’ Day. The shrine represents an African hut, but looks more like something built by NASA.

Parliament House: Round out your historical tour with a look at how Uganda operates today. Open to the public, the parliament is an interesting way to spend an hour or two learning about Uganda’s government. You can either tour the building or see the government in action (in English) during sitting weeks. You need to visit the public-relations department (room 114) to arrange a visit and may be asked to make a written request. You’ll need to bring an identification card and be decently dressed. In the main lobby, look for the huge wooden cultural map of Uganda featuring the country’s flora and fauna.
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WHERE TO SLEEP IN STYLE IN KAMPALA

Latitude Zero Degrees

Beautiful rooms and lounges, art exhibits, a spa, and great food and drinks. Non-guests can pay to hang by the pool. $$$

Villa Kololo

Charming rooms in a lush garden setting, arranged around a candlelit Italian restaurant serving excellent food. $$

Kampala Serena Hotel

Elegant rooms and suites, a beautiful pool, first-class dining and a champagne bar. $$$


KAMPALA’S MOST CREATIVE PLACES

Ndere Cultural Centre

Fantastic shows by the talented Ndere Dance Troupe, in an outdoor setting under the stars.

32 Degrees East | Ugandan Arts Trust

Contemporary arts non-profit that hosts KLA Art, a biannual Kampala contemporary art festival.

Uganda National Theatre

Performances by Ugandan theatre, music and dance groups, and international musicians.

Umoja Art Gallery

Inspiring and impressive contemporary gallery, often featuring social-justice-themed exhibitions.

Afriart Gallery

Creative space showcasing powerful and thoughtful Ugandan art, with frequent exhibition openings.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN KAMPALA

Arcadia Suites

Generous rooms and suites with modern decor, air con, soundproofing, friendly staff and a rooftop restaurant with views over Kampala. $$

Onomo Hotel

The Kampala branch of the African business-hotel chain has modern, efficiently designed rooms, a gym, terrace and central location. $$

Yushili Hotel

Nice rooms, an outdoor mini teahouse and a Sunday dim sum buffet. Next door to Bushpig backpackers. $$

A Visit to Kampala’s Markets

UGANDAN KIKOY, VINTAGE CLOTHING AND SPICES

Kampala’s largest open-air market, Owino market sells everything you could possibly want: Ugandan woven kikoi cotton, kitenge, vintage clothing and belts, imitation handbags, fresh fish and spices. The secondhand-clothing trade from the global north to sub-Saharan Africa is controversial and riddled with complexities, and some Ugandans feel it harms the economy and culture and detracts from local cotton production, while others say they enjoy hunting for treasures. Owino is the landing place for many of the imports that arrive in Uganda, and you can get a sense of the magnitude of the trade by walking through the market. That said, there are some great bargains to be had, and in the secondhand-clothing sections there are even informal stylists waiting in the wings to find you the perfect outfit for a date or night out. Weaving through the narrow alleys and bustling spaces is an intense experience, so keep your bag close to your body and, if possible, invite a Ugandan friend along, or go as part of a tour.

Near the old taxi park, Kajja market is a slightly more navigable secondhand clothes market. For fresh produce, spices, fish and poultry, Nakawa market and Nakasero market have wide and interesting selections. Buganda Rd craft market is the biggest craft and souvenir market in Kampala, selling jewellery, kikoi cloth and other textiles, dresses, shoes, paintings and gifts.


BEST PLACES TO SHOP SUSTAINABLY IN KAMPALA

Good Glass

A social enterprise on Bukoto St that salvages old glass and transforms it into stemless wine glasses and candle holders.

Latitude Craft Chocolate

Artisan bean-to-bar sustainably produced chocolate, from 80% cocoa to Bukonzo coffee-infused.

Kampala Fair

A Bukoto St treasure trove of colourful wax-print outfits designed and made by Ugandan textile artists.

Bold in Africa

A stylish store that stocks beautiful textiles, clothing, jewellery, home decor, postcards and organic cosmetics, and provides fellowships to Ugandan female fashion designers.

Banana Boat

A one-stop shop for gorgeous handwoven baskets, jewellery, crafts and gifts, sustainably sourced from all over East Africa.



WHERE TO HAVE COFFEE IN KAMPALA

Coffee Culture

Excellent home-grown, roasted and brewed coffee alongside a wide selection of teas at this Kololo favourite. Don’t miss the breakfast scones.

Cafesserie

This popular Acacia Mall spot has a French patisserie vibe, with decent coffee, tea and hot chocolate. The mousse au chocolat is divine.

Endiro Coffee

Get tree-to-cup Americanos, French press coffee and novelty lattes at this socially conscious small chain.


HEALTHCARE IN KAMPALA

In recent years, Uganda’s under-resourced health system has had to (successfully) contain outbreaks of Ebola disease as well as the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. Kampala is home to some of the best tropical-medicine specialists in the region, and there are some well-stocked pharmacies and opticians, should you need them.

Aga Khan Hospital

Private hospital with branches in Acacia Mall, Metroplex Naalya and Diamond Trust Building.

Mulago Referral Hospital

Uganda’s public referral hospital, with specialist departments.

Goodlife Pharmacy

The Acacia Mall branch of the Kenyan pharmacy chain carries travellers’ diarrhoea medication, malaria prophylaxis and more. The pharmacists provide friendly, helpful advice.

Eye Care Centre

Also in Acacia Mall. Stocks contact lenses (no prescription required) and contact-lens solution.



An Afternoon at the Uganda Museum

EXHIBITIONS, MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS, INDIGENOUS ARCHITECTURE

Set back from the traffic on Kira Rd is the Uganda Museum, where you can while away an afternoon. There are occasional exhibitions here on topics such as the apes of Uganda, often curated in partnership with international institutions. Through a traditional reed door is the museum’s permanent ethnographic collection that includes cultural artefacts telling the story of Uganda’s traditional knowledge systems, traditional ancestral medicine, the history of textiles, agriculture, religion and ceremonial accessories, and other insights into life in Buganda. There are archaeological and natural-history displays, the fossil remains of a Napak rhino (a species that became extinct eight million years ago) and an archive of photographs, newspapers, manuscripts and publications.

Head outside to wander through the living cultural village, displaying the traditional indigenous architecture of the thatched homes constructed using natural and local materials such as wattle, spear grass, reeds, mud, fiber raffia and sisal strings. Inside the huts are various artefacts, such as leather crafts, ceramics, gourd pots, wooden milk jugs and baskets. You can watch a demonstration of the musical instruments in the museum’s collection, and have a go at playing some of them. Don’t miss a look at Idi Amin’s blue Mercedes-Benz before you head out.
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WHERE TO DRINK IN KAMPALA

Otters Bar

Lively garden bar with drinks specials, afro house DJ nights and live music.

Safari Bar

Spirits and cocktail bar with great service and the best local live music in town.

Bubbles O’Leary’s

A good old Irish bar, with everything you’ve come to expect, including tequila shots and salsa dancing.

Urban Adventure Tours of Kampala

STRAP ON A HELMET

If urban adventures are your thing, boda-boda tours through the wild Kampala traffic come close to matching the adrenalin-fuelled activities available in Jinja as the bikes artfully wind their way through the traffic. Walter’s Boda-Boda Tours is the most reputable company. With the legendary Walter at the helm, and a wealth of knowledge and good humour in his hands, the company offers fun city tours on the back of a boda (including helmets and vetted tour guides and drivers). With, as they say, ‘no window frame between you and the world’, its half-day tours are a great way to meet other travellers. Every tour is slightly different but each one takes in the sights, sounds and smells of the city and includes sightseeing stops, a visit to a fish market on the shore of Lake Victoria and, of course, a stop for delicious rolex (Uganda’s most ubiquitous street food). Walter and his crew also offer foodie, photography, shopping and nightlife tours, where upbeat Ugandan guides will take you on a bar crawl that ends on the city’s best dance floors.

If you prefer to move through the city at a more leisurely pace, Kampala Walking Tours provides two-, three- and six-hour tours led by young and enthusiastic guides who will let you in on the city’s secrets. Food Tours and Adventures of Uganda operates a half-day Amazing Race tour that takes in some of the stops shown in the TV show.


THE BEST GARDEN RESTAURANTS IN KAMPALA

Asian Fusion

Chinese and Indian meals in a leafy courtyard setting attached to the Fairway Hotel’s gardens, which you can explore after you eat. $

Miso Garden

Korean-owned barbecue favourite serving dumplings, chicken bulgogi and sushi. The vegetables are homegrown on site. $$

Pardis

Middle Eastern cuisine, including meze, grilled meat and fresh mint tea, in a tranquil garden setting that attracts butterflies. $$

Le Chateau Brasserie Belge

Belgian spot with thatched umbrellas and greenery all around. Best known for escargots, steak frites and bottomless brunches. $$$

The Lawns

Famous for its game meat and stunning garden setting, there’s whole crocodile tail on the menu here. $$$



RESTAURANTS WITH AMBIENCE IN KAMPALA

Cantine Divino

Bistro with fine dining, a good wine list and beautiful furniture. Don’t miss the bottega and the stylish interiors store. $$$

Mediterraneo

Divino’s sister restaurant is a little more relaxed, with excellent pasta and pizza and a great cocktail list. $$$

Khana Khazana

Fine Indian cuisine) in a Swahili-style house with antique Indian furnishings. Lovely for a special occasion. $$$

Visiting Kampala’s Religious Sites

SKYSCRAPER MINARETS AND CATHEDRAL DOMES

Kampala is a city of many faiths. To better understand its religious make-up and traditions, visit the national mosque, Hindu temple and cathedrals.

The Uganda National Mosque sits atop Kampala Hill and has a sky-high minaret and an interesting history. It was begun by Idi Amin in 1972, but only completed in 2007 with a donation from Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi, who financed its construction under his pan-Africanist philosophy. The hour-long tour allows you to scale its soaring minaret (which was designed to rival a skyscraper) for the best views of Kampala and takes you within its gleaming interior, which can fit up to 20,000 worshippers. For entry, dress modestly with clothing that comes down to your ankles (emergency sarongs are available at the entrance, just in case).

The huge, domed Anglican Namirembe Cathedral, finished in 1919, has a distinct Mediterranean feel. In years past, the congregation was called to worship by the beating of enormous drums, which can be seen in a little hut alongside the church.

The twin-towered Roman Catholic Rubaga Cathedral has a memorial to the Uganda Martyrs, with 22 Catholic victims (later declared saints) enshrined in the stained-glass windows. They were among the Ugandan Christians burnt or hacked to death by Kabaka Mwanga II in 1885 and 1886 for refusing to renounce the ‘white man’s religion’.

About 65% of Uganda’s East Asian population is Hindu. In the city centre, the Kampala Hindu Temple has elaborate terraced towers and a hidden dome.
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KAMPALA JAMS

Kampala traffic can be a real headache, so allow extra time, particularly if you need to get somewhere at rush hour (around 7.30am to 9.30am, and 4.30pm to 7.30pm; on Friday it seems to last all day). If you’re travelling outside of rush hour, Uber travel times tend to be fairly accurate, but during busy times, it’s anyone’s guess.

If you’re sensitive to fumes, or want to protect yourself from the effects of all that pollution, bring a mask to wear while on the back of a boda or stuck in a cab with the windows down. The traffic comes to a head in central Kampala, snaring among the chaos of two taxi parks, two bus parks and a bustling market. It’s not uncommon for the last few kilometres of your journey to take a demoralising hour.



MORE PLACES TO EAT IN KAMPALA

Ethiopian Village

Get your tibs and injera fix at this relaxed outdoor eatery serving cold beers in a colourful courtyard setting. $

Tamarai

Pan-Asian food and good vibes in a wood-and-bamboo space. $$

Dancing Cup

Relaxed terrace spot serving juices, coffee, sandwiches and a legendary Mexican bean soup. $$

A Kampala Street-Food Tour

ROLEX, SAMOSAS, MATOOKE, MANDAZI

Rolex, Uganda’s most famous street food, is more affordable than it sounds. A happy marriage between the Indian chapati and the East African breakfast omelette, the name comes from a play on words (roll-eggs) and consists of fried egg or omelette rolled in a chapati with onions, tomato and other vegetables, eaten like a sandwich wrap. It’s traditionally made by men. Every market, busy street and transport hub worth its salt has a few rolex guys, and you’ll also likely find kikomando (chapati and beans), piza (omelette with fried chapati pieces), meat roast, matooke, beef muchomo, mandazi (Ugandan doughnuts) and much more. Foodie lore has it that the first rolex was born at a stand at Wandegeya market, which is also famous for its greasy but delicious fried street chicken, cooked with onions, tomatoes, carrots and French fries. Wandegeya is on the edge of Makerere University’s main campus and is popular with students. The Rolex Guy in Ntinda serves rolex with extra protein and fun flavours, with mushroom-spinach, curry, and BLT-inspired options, while Ugaroll Chicken Club, also in Ntinda, has BBQ chicken rolex. Samosas are available cheaply at most food markets, restaurants and petrol stations, often with a delicious green chilli-coriander chutney. Nakasero market has a great selection of street eats, such as chapatis mazani nsenene (fried grasshoppers, usually only available during the rainy season). While not strictly street food, 2K Restaurant on Hoima Rd is a casual, clean eatery beloved by locals for its buffet lunches and organic menu items such as matooke, grilled goat pilau, groundnut stew and banana-leaf luwombo. Keep an eye out for street-food festivals held around the city on national holidays.

Finding Healthy Food in Kampala

PLANT-BASED DELIGHTS

In this green and fertile land it’s easy to eat well, and Ugandan cuisine tends to be healthier than that of its eastern neighbours. You can buy sweet pineapples and fresh vegetables by the roadside, and most Ugandan restaurants serve matooke and chaloke, both of which are nutritionally rich. The sweetest, nicest fruit and vegetables are generally understood to be found outside of Kampala, but any city roadside market not steeped in pollution will likely still impress. There’s a growing number of plant-based and farm-to-table options.

Find wholesome Ugandan home cooking at local favourite 2K Restaurant, which has a great lunch buffet featuring matooke, goat and chicken steamed in banana-leaf bowls, greens and other healthy delights. Revive by Ark Organics is a relaxed farm-to-table spot with great meze, salads, juices and jackfruit burgers. It’s popular on Taco Tuesday and Thursday quiz nights, and there’s a well-stocked farm shop on the premises that has local honey and herbs. Coffee Culture serves fresh juices (with or without sugar) and a lovely selection of healthy salads such as kale-quinoa and lentil-mushroom.

Find tofu scramble, burrito bowls, zucchini bread and chia pudding at vegan, delivery-only Green Bean Cafe, designed by its health-coach owner. There are also detox juices available. Ijuru Plant Bliss is another delivery-only option, bringing you homemade mulberry-chocolate smoothie bowls, gluten-free muffins, delicious kale curry bowls and stocking a range of healthy toppings such as flax, wild sea moss and quinoa granola.

Worth a mention for its gluten-free crepes is Holy Crepe, which has healthy savoury offerings such as smoked salmon and capers…though if you have a sweet tooth, the Nutella-drenched waffles might undo it all.
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KAMPALA’S BEST BAR FOOD

Que Pasa

A Cuban taco bar with a well-stocked bar serving everything from beer to tequila and Spanish wine, this buzzing expat and artist favourite is great for casual eats and drinks. $

Encanto Tapas Bar

Order gazpacho, patatas bravas, empanadas and mojitos while listening to live music at this laid-back Cuban-Spanish rooftop spot. $$

Yujo

Sushi, sashimi, noodles and saké at this upmarket, bamboo-lined bistro-izakaya in the heart of peaceful Kololo. $$$



WHERE TO HAVE BRUNCH IN KAMPALA

Milk and Maar

There’s avo toast, chicken, waffles and pulled-pork eggs Benedict on the menu at this female-run rooftop cafe. $$

The Zero

The Sunday brunch buffet at this restaurant is so special that it lasts all afternoon. Expect live music while you eat. $$$

The Aleph

Stacked breakfast sandwiches, pancakes dribbled with maple syrup, mochas, lattes and Bloody Marys. $$


BEST PLACES FOR DIGITAL NOMADS

Platia

An abundance of tables and sofas, free Wi-Fi, a great choice of eats, Ugandan coffee, a wine store and plug sockets at KLA’s hippest laptop hangout.

Endiro Coffee

All of Endiro’s branches are charming and serve decent coffee and juices. You can buy (inexpensive) Wi-Fi access codes.

Cafe Javas

Ask for a free Wi-Fi code with your juice, smoothie or lunch bowl at any of the CJ’s branches around the city.



WHERE TO WORK OUT IN KAMPALA

Karuna Yoga Studio

Daily yoga classes in this beautiful Naguru studio, with a shop selling sustainably made mats, yoga gear, incense and healing treasures.

Paradise Fitness City

Everything you’d expect from a well-equipped gym, as well as dance, yoga and spin classes, inside Acacia Mall.

Kabira Country Club

A half-Olympic-sized outdoor pool for public use (for a fee) in a pretty, palm-lined garden, plus squash and badminton courts and a good gym.

Live Music in Kampala

AFROHOUSE, HIP-HOP, JAZZ RUMBA

Kampala has a small but vibrant music scene, but many artists tend towards playing private house concerts or gigs for those in the know, which can make it hard to figure out what’s on when. A couple of times a week, Wild Coffee Bar on 7th St hosts afrobeats musicians, afrohouse DJs, hip-hop, latin tunes and more. There’s usually a cover charge and some great acts pass through, including for Sunday brunch. In Centennial Park, the very cool Safari Bar is worth checking out for Congolese jazz rumba nights, reggae shows and hip-hop acts. KLA Social has occasional gigs, and Sofar Kampala organises secret and last-minute concerts in beautiful or quirky locations around the city. Encanto Taco Bar has regular live music, including jazz and Latin acts. The National Theatre offers jazz and classical concerts, and hosts a weekly film club. The German and French cultural centres, Goethe Institut and Alliance Française Kampala, have regular concerts and DJ nights, and the latter has studio sessions and nights showcasing emerging talent as well as events including theatre, art exhibitions, poetry readings and independent cinema. If gospel is your vibe, churches are the place to go. Four times a year, Blankets and Wine KLA, a spin-off of the popular Nairobi event, brings in top African musicians in outdoor settings under the stars. What’s On KLA, an Instagram account, keeps tabs on it all.
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KAMPALA WITH KIDS

There aren’t a whole lot of kid-friendly activities in Kampala, but the options are growing.

Imagination Station at Platia in Kololo is an excellent indoor play area for children up to age seven, and hosts music and arts activities. The Ice Cream Shop is also conveniently on site (for adults, there’s a wine bar in the same courtyard complex) and there’s also a well-maintained outdoor playground with slides.

Century Cinemax at Acacia Mall regularly shows animated children’s movies.

Aristoc Booklex on the upper floor of Acacia Mall sells children’s books and has a well-stocked Ugandan and East African fiction section.




Getting Around

Boda-bodas (motorbike taxis), taxis and minibuses are the main ways of getting around Kampala. Bodas are the fastest since they can weave in and out of traffic jams, though they come with a horrendous safety record. The spot where city-approved boda-bodas wait around the city is called a boda-boda stage; it is generally wiser to ride with one of these than any random motorbike driver seeking business.

Taxis can be found at major shopping centres and sights. Uber is a great way to get around the city and is safer than taking bodas. Kampala has two main ‘taxi’ parks for minibuses, Old Taxi Park and New Taxi Park, and both serve destinations around the country as well as Kampala.

If you choose to walk in the heat, bring water. If you’re arriving into Entebbe International Airport, official taxis are available 24/7.






ENTEBBE
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Entebbe offers a pleasant and chilled-out welcome to Uganda, and many visitors choose to base themselves here before rushing into the highlights of Kampala or beginning the trek across the many forests, lakes and mountains to the north and west. Set just outside Kampala near the banks of Lake Victoria, this buzzing city is the former capital and has made Hollywood connections through numerous films made about the area; it also enjoys links to NGO donors to the region and wealthy expat communities.

An hour’s drive from Uganda’s glittery capital city Kampala, Entebbe has much to offer in terms of both culture and outdoor activity, with White Sands Beach, Mabamba Swamp and easy access to Uganda Wildlife Education Centre. Entebbe boasts splendid nature reserves along peninsulas to the southeast. The Entebbe Botanical Gardens is a must-see testament to Uganda’s natural beauty and biodiversity.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Uganda Wildlife Conservation Education Centre

SIGHTS

2Aero Beach

3Entebbe Botanical Garden

4White Sands Beach

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

5Amazon Pub Entebbe

6Capital Pub, Entebbe

7Entebbe Sailing Club

8Muti’s Garden Café & Restaurant

9Riders Lounge Entebbe

10Street Club Entebbe

11Tipsy Cow Bar




TOP TIP

To whet your appetite for location-spotting, historical sightseeing or to stock up on movie knowledge to impress cinema buffs, check out the original Tarzan films, Entebbe, Raid on Entebbe, 7 Days in Entebbe and Operation Entebbe, all filmed on location in Entebbe and giving a flavour of its incredible scenery.
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Overnight at UWEC

You can book a night’s stay on the premises of the Uganda Wildlife Education Centre and hear the animals from the nearby enclosures.

The huts are bandas (thatched-roof cottages) with brick architecture that have a wonderful way of insulating in the cooler months and cooling you down on warm nights. The rooms back onto the giraffe enclosure and are a popular option after spending a day behind the scenes with primates and some big cats.

The money from these overnight stays goes towards the upkeep of the centre and its rescue activities.



An Alternative Safari in the City

ENCHANTING ANIMAL-VIEWING EXPERIENCE

Come face to face at the Uganda Wildlife Education Centre with the rare white tiger, giraffes and various snakes and spiders, each in their protected habitats and safely behind a glass screen. 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 and loved by the staff on site. Don’t miss the flamingos or the magnificent crested crane – the bird which appears on the Uganda flag. You’ll be able to catch some fascinating creatures out for their regular feeding schedules. Watch otters swim on one side of the centre while alligators lurk in their own vast enclosures, viewable from a bridge above – be careful not to drop anything in because they move fast! While there are zebras in a fenced area, they also roam quite freely in the park, and though they choose not to come up too close to visitors, they are not startled by visitors’ presence as long as there is a fair distance between you.

There’s a vendor on site selling cold sodas, water and the tastiest ice-cream-sorbet mix – think giant soft-scoop Twister ice lolly in a cone (or cup). Entebbe is a perfect alternative or mini-safari for those who want to see some big cats and gorillas on a budget and without the risk. It’s also a fantastic destination to reach to experience some of Uganda outside of the busting rush of Kampala when pressed for time, or as the ultimate chill spot before moving on to other more demanding climbs, hikes, and mountain sites.
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TOP SPORTS HUBS IN ENTEBBE

TANISIS Sports Centre

A premier sports facility with basketball courts and swimming pools.

Entebbe Golf Club

A picturesque and challenging 18-hole golf course with a restaurant.

Lake Victoria Serena Golf Resort

A luxurious golf resort with a clubhouse, pro shop and golf instruction.

A Night Out in Entebbe

ENTEBBE’S NIGHTLIFE AND LOCAL EVENTS

Entebbe is back on its feet after the COVID-19 pandemic with many bars and clubs open again, though recovery is not going as quickly as the prime stomping grounds in Kampala. Still, face masks and social distancing seem a thing of the far past and the dancefloor is pumping with the sounds of music influences from all over Africa, from Bongo Flava to amapiano, pushing back the 7pm curfew for the boda-boda drivers who are out late picking up club-goers. If you want to have a chilled drink with some grilled meats, head to the Amazon Pub Entebbe, where live bands play Tuesdays and Thursdays; Capital Pub also has a live band on Tuesdays and the Tipsy Cow has more of a party feel with live bands, DJs and a camping-themed bar. A cool hangout that has more od a club feel than live music is the slightly pricier Riders Lounge, which serves chips, pizzas and the like. There’s also Street Club Entebbe with its fully stocked bar, great music and air conditioning for those warmer months. Unless attending a film premiere, gala, dinner party or black tie event, the general dress code is modest, smart and casual, even for religious gatherings. With many parties in Jinja and Kampala being within easy reach, the culture in Entebbe is more oriented towards cafes, bars and the beaches rather than clubs, making it more family friendly and ultimately less polluted.

Soothing Shores of Lake Victoria

DONE WITH THE CITY?

If you need to feel the sun on your skin and the water around your toes, grab your bathing suit (and pack lots of sunscreen) and jump in a taxi to White Sands Beach. Order a SafeBoda or Uber and take in the sights of the lake as you approach. The journey from the mall in Entebbe to the beach should cost you around USh5000. If you’re coming by car, there is a car park both at the mall and at the beach. Try to head early in the morning when it isn’t so busy; by noon there will be plenty of people on the beach, under the shade of palms and mango trees. Sped-up pop also known as ‘TikTok’ music is popular on the beach. If you’re going alone, you may want to bury your valuables the old-school way before going for a dip, or pick up a waterproof phone case. There’s security on the gate of the beach performing searches so you can’t bring in your own food and may have to grab some chipsi na samaki (fried chips and fish) from the beach cafe, or leave your snacks at the gate to collect when you leave.

Just a heads up, if you’re travelling around October–December, take a sweater as you might feel a cool breeze from across the lake. If with friends, you might be approached by a speedboat offering to take you across the lake, but be sure to check the weather, as the water can be quite choppy in high winds.


Dreamy Swamps and Trinkets

This city promises leisurely rest and relaxation with its lush beaches and dreamy swamps and marshland. It’s beautiful in the rainy season and even more stunning in the summer months, when you’ll also encounter rare butterflies and dragonflies over the edge of Lake Victoria and some of the swamps.

Before you head out of town, check out the Kitooro Market for trinkets and tableware, the obligatory beaded bracelet gifts, fresh matoke (mashed and steamed green banana) or if you just fancy a stroll and to meet local residents and business owners near to Entebbe Backpackers Hostel & Campsite. Make sure to take a selection of big and small notes in cash, as not all vendors will have card machines.



WHERE TO STAY IN ENTEBBE

Friends Beach Hotel

Chic stays with white linens, a private beach and bamboo bar; upgrade for lake views. $$$

Papyrus Guesthouse

Charming rustic guesthouse, with a patio outside and beautiful African block print bedcovers inside. $$

Entebbe Backpackers Hostel & Campsite

A vibrant backpackers with with mosquito nets and a guest kitchen – rare in Uganda. $


Ultimate Ugandan Road-Trip Snacks

Before taking a long distance bus journey, load up on some Ugandan snacks such as gonja, (plantain chips) and fene (jackfruit). Groundnuts in their shells are sold in the streets, either salted, boiled or dried, and the earthy peanut taste is deliciously addictive. Other great local snacks are Daddies crackers, tiny little crunchy sweet butter cookies, gatthia aka Bombay mix, and gorillos – fluffy maize chips that are a surefire hit with young kids.

Simsim balls made out of sesame seeds and nuts with caramelised sugar are a tasty plant-based crunchy snack. Other favourites include ginseng stick, which is chewed more than eaten; fried grasshoppers are also worth a try but are not to everyone’s taste!



Lush Rainforest in the City

STROLL THROUGH ENTEBBE’S BOTANICS

Entebbe’s expansive Botanical Gardens were created in 1898 and have areas of dense rainforest backing onto Lake Victoria, perfect for a stroll in the hot weather or for dipping your feet in the water’s edge. This is an excellent spot for birdwatching and a local guide charges USh10,000, pointing out the monkeys, squirrels and the monochrome colobus too. Wear lots of insect repellent as this forest area near a lake is a mosquito’s dream, but don’t let this deter you from the extremely Instagram-able photos you’ll be taking at every step. This is also a botanist’s dream thanks to the array of tropical and medicinal trees and plants, most of which are labelled with their common and scientific names. Agriculture is at the heart of Uganda’s culture and these trees are a part of this in a slightly more manicured setting. Celebrate Uganda’s cultural diversity at the Uganda Cultural Festival, a family-friendly opportunity to connect with people through Uganda’s arts and crafts, music, dance and food; there’s even a local fashion show. The festival used to take place in December but was pushed back to May in 2023, so its worth checking festival at listings the time of your visit. Grab an early-bird ticket for USh10,000 or face the slight hike in price at the gate at the Entebbe Botanical Gardens.

WHERE TO EAT IN ENTEBBE

Tipsy Cow Bar and Grill

Grilled meats and drinks at a party venue with a performance stage. $$$

4 Points

Good service, good food, served on time, with different cuisines. $$$

Anna’s Corner

Smoothies, salads, burgers and a full Ugandan breakfast. $$$

Traverse the Lily-Pad Lagoon

SPOT THE SHOE-BILLED STORK

Mabamba Swamp is the habitat of some of Uganda’s rarer species of birds. Luckily for visitors, it also abounds with knowledgeable local guides on site offering tours that cover all the wildlife in the area, especially the highly sought-after shoebill stork. Grey and docile-looking with a piercing yellow eye, this striking stork steps forward very slowly while its legs appear to be walking backwards. This rather stout bird seems to wear a permanent smile on its large, pointed beak and, emerging from the swamp, its magnificent wingspan will surprise you – it begins to look like another bird entirely. Some find the birds’ appearance grotesque; others find them mysteriously beautiful. If you bow to one, it might bow back, and if you don’t, it may just ignore you.
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A shoebill can grow as tall as an adult human. They can be found via a canoe ride to the swamp, which will take you through a lagoon of lily pads and papyrus and hundreds of species of birds – harriers, blue swallows, herons, kingfisher, egrets and up to nine of the endangered shoebills that have been spotted at the site. Tours leave from 7.30am daily from your hotel or from the agent’s pick-up spot. We’d recommend going in the morning rather than in the mid-afternoon heat and taking in the sites of Entebbe and the airport as you row past. This is a fun day out to enjoy by yourself or with friends, and tipping at the end is always appreciated.
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An Eerie Aeroplane Beach

If you’d like a fascinatingly creepy detour into aviation of the past, check out the Aero Beach. At USh5000, this is ideal if you have a layover and want to kill some time with not many tourists around. This historical site is a graveyard of plane wrecks including fighter jets and a British Airways plane. If you like sculpture, these aircrafts are fascinating objects to spend time circumventing.

You can also see statues of figures with a historical relationship with Uganda, including leaders such as Nelson Mandela, Mahatma Gandhi, Queen Elizabeth II and the Obamas! Think of it as an aircraft memorial sculpture park, on the beach. There’s a cafe and shop that sells swimwear.



WHERE TO STAY IN ENTEBBE

African Roots

A home-like atmosphere offering 10 smart rooms with canopy beds and an on-site restaurant. $$

Via Via Guesthouse

New Belgian-run lodging provides superb value. Attractive rooms featuring plush towels and strong showers. $$$

Gorilla African Guesthouse

Built around a flower-filled courtyard, bright backpacker house clad in tangerine paint with simple rooms. $


A Village of Awesome Reptiles

The Entebbe Reptile Village, just 20 minutes drive from Mbamba Swamp, is an excellent way to cap a day exploring this less-central part of Entebbe. The centre boasts 40 different species of endangered, rescued snakes and giant lizards.

The knowledgeable guides provide an informative tour experience on the habitats and behaviours of these native critters. Don’t miss the exciting opportunity to look out for the Nile monitor lizard, cobras, pythons, chameleons and tortoises housed at the centre with the help of your guide.

Visit the restaurant for lunch or coffee and check out the on-site gift shop for some reptile-themed objects and trinkets as a memento from your trip.



PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN ENTEBBE

Faze 3

A wide selection of dishes at fair prices for the quality. $

Thai Garden

Authentic Thai food in a lush setting on the patio and garden seating. $$

Goretti’s Beachside Pizzeria & Grill

A popular spot serving wood-fired pizza on the shores of Lake Victoria. $$

Spinning Through Entebbe by Bike

FROM BEACH TO BOTANICS

This five-hour cycle tour takes you through some beautiful landscapes and villages on the way to two popular conservation centres, the Botanical Gardens and the Reptile Village. You will encounter Entebbe’s most famous sights and the best hidden spots as you peddle through the city. Start at White Sands Beach, 2km from the Entebbe International Airport, and cycle 600m northeast across Spenah Beach, Sports Beach and Coco Beach Club until you reach Aero Beach Entebbe. Take a dip in the lake here and marvel at the sculptures of many fascinating political and historical figures with diplomatic or historical links to Uganda before cycling 2.5km to the north to stop for coffee at Muti’s on your way to the Kampala Rd. This is a chilled contemporary African dining and drinking spot that serves local produce in a family-friendly environment and is busiest at lunchtime. It’s defnitely worth stopping for refreshments as there’s still plenty to see and do ahead.

After your pit stop at Muti’s, join the Kampala Rd and turn east onto Portal Rd, then right again onto Station Rd on the way to the entrance of the Uganda Wildlife Education Centre. Give yourself an hour to get around all the animals, from flamingos to crocs. Don’t forget to toss some bananas to the rescued primates named Sunny and Sarah, who are adept at using tree branches to retrieve their meal. The behind-the-scenes tour will take an extra hour. Cycle 750m north via Johnston and Berkeley Rd. Once you’re past the Tipsy Cow Bar and Uganda Red Cross, you’ve reached the entrance to the next stop, the Botanical Gardens. Entrance is USh10,000, and you’ll cycle through beautiful surroundings, spotting birds, monkeys and squirrels along the way, as well as medicinal plants and trees at the adjacent Curatic Botanical Gardens.

After exploring the gardens, head north along Berkeley Rd, past the Victoria Mall and via Kintu Rd and Mirza Ln to the Entebbe Sailing Club. The club is frequented by Uganda’s elite as well as a few tourists, boating enthusiasts and the welcoming community of Entebbe’s beautiful foreshore of Lake Victoria. With a rich history dating back to before Uganda’s independence, the club provides boat storage facilities and a variety of boats available for rent, including sailboats, kayaks, and powerboats. Members can participate in group training courses and private lessons to develop their sailing skills. In addition to water sports, ESC offers recreational amenities such as a clubhouse, swimming pool, bar, and social events. This club holds fishing competitions and has two self-catering bandas and space for camping. Non-members must pay for a temporary membership. The venue hosts private functions and runs Sip and Paint classes.

From here, head to either Kitubulu Forest and Beach or straight to the Reptile Village in Bunono, where you will discover around 40 different species of snakes, along with tortoises, lizards and pythons. Look out for the Kasenyi Fishing Site and Katabi Football Ground Club along the route. Through Katabi, cycle northwest to Bunono, take the Greenstars HS Rd north-east towards the Kampala–Entebbe Rd.
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Entebbe Insiders Take the ‘Taxi’

An insider top tip for navigating Uganda in general: when you’re looking for a way to travel short distances, you’ll often be advised to take a ‘taxi’. What is meant by taxi here is not a yellow or black cab, but a white-and-blue minibus.

This tardis-like vehicle may appear to have space for 12 passengers, but the aisle seats fold out to accommodate up to 50. Regardless of this dimensional wizardry, these are the essential mode of transport for locals, with journeys up to 30 minutes costing around USh500, compared to USh8000 on a boda.

If you don’t mind cramped, intimate travel, it’s fast, cheap and convenient, and you’ll make friends quickly and easily on the journey.



WHERE TO STAY IN ENTEBBE

2 Friends Beach Hotel

Upmarket yet down-to-earth hotel on Lake Victoria with its own private beach and bamboo bar. $$$

Lake Victoria Hotel

Huge, business-focussed hotel with massive swimming pool, sun loungers and tortoises in the garden. $$$

Protea Hotel

Entebbe’s best upmarket hotel. Lake Victoria views, all mod-cons, plus pool and private beach. $$$


Marine Taste in Entebbe

The Entebbe Sailing Club (ESC) is a hidden gem in Entebbe as not many locals know of its existence. It’s mostly enjoyed by the upper middle class and a handful of tourists. It’s a welcoming spot for boating enthusiasts situated on the lush riverbanks of the Nile, with a rich history dating back to before Uganda’s independence. The centre offers a range of water sports and activities for members to enjoy.

The club provides boat storage facilities and a variety of boats are available for rent, including sailboats, kayaks, and powerboats. Members can participate in group training courses and private lessons to develop their sailing skills.

If boating isn’t your thing, then take advantage of a day pass to enjoy recreational amenities such as the clubhouse, swimming.pool, bar, and social events.




Getting Around

Walking around Entebbe is very pleasant; you can also easily cycle over the many flat roads. Uber and SafeBoda work here inside the town, or you can flag down one of the many boda-bodas parked on the street. There are many potholes, lumps and bumps in the road that often make taking a scooter the best option. If you do book a private car, do it through your hotel to find excursions around the outskirts of Entebbe. When venturing towards the swamps or down onto the peninsulas, the roads become rockier and the surface would suit either a scooter or land cruiser; regular cars will struggle over the numerous potholes.






Beyond Entebbe
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A traveller’s dream of expansive green spaces, forests, swamps and islands, all a stone’s throw from Entebbe.


Within a 1½-hour drive of Entebbe are some of the most impressive natural features of its abundance of flora and fauna. The town is surrounded by an expanse of tropical rainforests that are home to various species of monkeys, birds and butterflies, and it has excellent connections to nearby islands from its landing site. The people of Entebbe are warm and hospitable and this temperament continues through to neighbouring Masaka and the Ssese Islands, further adding to the appearl of these destinations. The southeastern region around Kampala is particularly proud of its rich local regional history and heritage. You will understand why when you rock up to the many scenic campsites and take nature walks through the jungles, or visit tranquil resorts for some downtime.
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TOP TIP

Get a waterproof phone case with a strap for exploring the lakes and swamps or travelling in the rainy season.




I LIVE HERE: MUST-SEE LOCATIONS NEAR ENTEBBE
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Entebbe local Jerome Omara recommends his favourite spots near the city.

Reptile Village

The park is a captivating and educational experience with a diverse collection of Uganda’s reptiles including endangered snakes and giant lizards.

Freedom City Mall

A vibrant entertainment hub on Entebbe Rd outside Kampala’s central business areas. The mall hosts grand concerts and events, creating an exhilarating experience for visitors, with a range of entertainment and eating.

Nyange Resort

A tranquil haven offering an escape from the city’s hustle and bustle. The resort is located in Kawuku, right by Lake Victoria. Visitors can indulge in luxurious accommodations, surrounded by breathtaking views of the lake.



An Oasis Just Outside Entebbe

HIDDEN RETREAT AND HAVEN

Within an hour’s drive from Entebbe, Roots Retreat is an unforgettable Ugandan experience of chilled nights and great music just outside the city’s bustle. The accommodation offers space to camp, park and ride, or stay on-site in bedrooms with mosquito nets draped around the beds. The bandas are a modernised version of the grass-topped huts typical of this region and provide perfect shelter, insulation and shade. There are also executive tents for a more rustic-feeling stay.

The site boasts high-speed Wi-Fi, a bar with in-house entertainment and a bandstand on the grounds. Other features include Western-style toilets, refrigerators, bathrooms with bathtubs and showers and an on-site restaurant and laundry service. It’s also less than 10 minutes’ drive to the nearest hospital, making it convenient for travellers with health conditions.

The idyllic grounds comprise weaving and winding jungle with a fish pond and swamps attracting insects and rare birds. There’s also a river and a couple of outdoor fire pits that make a beautiful spot for evenings under the stars after some fantastic sunsets. Should you be travelling with your dog, there’s an on-site dog sanctuary and training school that your pet will love.

Local world music group known as the Mzizi Troupe performs at Roots Retreat every weekend, providing entertainment to visitors from all over the world. These include celebrities whose snapshots can be spotted on the Wall of Fame photography exhibition inside the bar, illustrating endorsements from the retreat’s Hollywood connections as well as the numerous non-governmental organisations that promote healthcare and education initiatives in the area.
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WHERE TO STAY IN ENTEBBE

Airport Guesthouse

Great showers, large double beds, verandas and three-course dinners served alfresco. Book ahead. $

Boma

Intimate-feeling solar-heated guesthouse with 1940s decor, swimming pool and landscaped garden. $$

Karibu Guesthouse

Stylish three-star boutique guesthouse with peaceful gardens, a pool and Mediterranean restaurant. $$

Weave Through Paintings & Sculptures

EXQUISITE ART ON THE HILLS

Join a guided tour led by young local artists displaying a catalogue of contemporary and traditional art on display in the Village Art gallery in Masaka town. The town boasts a thriving art scene that is ideal for combining with a walk around the somewhat hilly city. To get there, hop on a boda-boda and ask to be taken to Camp Ndegeya to access the Weaver Bird Sculpture Park. It is possible to meander around independently or to ask one of the welcoming guides on site to accompany your viewing of the works, made from up-cycled or found objects. Use this opportunity to take in the splendid views over the top of the hills of this tranquil and beautiful town.

Masaka was among the cities worst-hit by the AIDS epidemic and as a result, since the 1980s, has a large orphaned child population attracting many NGOs and volunteers. You’ll pass many of the 300 schools in the area along the route. These galleries were set up to support local orphaned children during summer schools where they are taught art and culinary skills. In turn, the galleries sell books and paintings to continue this support.

The town offers many activities such as beach volleyball, football, canoeing, and camping in tents or bandas and cottages by the lake. The town is a short drive to Entebbe, and is easiest to reach by road, taking about an hour. You’ll find many hawkers along the journey selling local produce, and a warm welcome when you arrive.


Trendy Contemporary Art at Amasaka Gallery

Amasaka comes from the Kinyarwanda word meaning sorghum, which is a staple in the area and a great title for a commercial gallery competing in the international art scene.

The gallery was created in 2020 and already boasts an art-fair presence in Milan, Johannesburg, Lagos and Paris. This gallery’s small steady roster of artists, represented at exhibitions and fairs, pushes the boundaries of materials and conceptualism often seen in the more conservative traditional arts and crafts in Uganda.

Visit the website (amasakagallery.com) for up-to-date information on their programme and artists.



WHERE TO STAY ON SSESE ISLANDS

Ngamba Island Tented Camp

Stay on Chimpanzee Island in a two-star hotel with optional tents for outdoor camping. $$$

Walindi Point

Lush resort located on Nsadze Island on the edge of the lake with great sunset views. $$$

Bulago Island Pineapple Bay Resort

A restful breeze underneath palm trees in modern decorated rooms. $$$


The Quick Route to Ssese

Getting here from Masaka Dock is only a 30-minute ferryboat plus either an hour’s drive or a longer trek to the islets. Look out for the MV Pearl and the MV Ssese ferries from the Bukakata landing site in Masaka. These vessels take multiple trips back and forth to the islands, and dock at the Bugoma landing site on Bugala Island.

The ferries carry vehicles and passengers and sometimes you can find a seat, though you may have to perch on the ‘pavement’ of the ferry where the buoyancy aids are stashed. From Bugala Island stay a night or take local boats around the islands booked through your lodging or hotel, which will have links to local boat operators.



Weekend Ssese Archipelago Expedition

VOYAGE IN A DAZZLING ARCHIPELAGO

There’s plenty to do and see on a tour of the Ssese Archipelago, a collection of 84 islands located in the northwestern region of Lake Victoria. Activities include sports fishing, swimming, primate viewing, hiking trails and lots of traditional food. There’s also quad biking, or you can explore caves that contain many ancient traditional African spiritual rituals of healing and a fire that burns throughout the day and night. Three-day travel packages are available for tourists to visit many of the islands in the freshwaters of Lake Victoria. Check out Rainbow Tours, Silverback Tours and Touristlink for reliable tour packages for just under USh1.9 million (around $500).

There are two main routes to the islands, depending on whether you’re travelling here from Masaka or Entebbe. If travelling from Entebbe, the dock is 10 minutes’ drive from Entebbe town. Arrive early at the Nakigwogo landing site on Lake Victoria to pre-book your ticket and allow time to board the ferry for the three-hour journey. The Nakigwogo–Ssese ferry leaves once daily at 2pm; boarding starts at 1pm, and the first stop is at Ssese Islands. Look out for the MV Kalangala or Nyanza Evergreen Waterways Company ferries that head to the islands. Ask the boat operator for timetables for your journey back to Nakigwogo.

To truly delve into the islands, find a guide in advance through Getyourguide.com. You can also ask local hotels and campsites for the best local guides once you arrive.

When you do check into your hotel, lodging or camp in the drier seasons, look for a local campfire to cosy up next to, and try the fish and drinks on offer at local clubs. Their sandy beaches and pristine clean waters are attracting tourists fast. The beauty of the virgin rainforests make it an ideal romantic place for holidays, especially honeymoons or couples getaways. You can partake in nature walks around the islands; bird enthusiasts will love to know that they might be able to see species such as the African grey parrot, Turacos, the African fish eagle.

It is possible to explore Ngamba Islands Chimpanzee Sanctuary in a day. If you’re strapped for cash, time or energy, but would like a peaceful retreat from the bustle and regiment of the cities, take a one-day or half-day chimp safari at the sanctuary to see rescued orphaned chimps from all over Uganda. Take the ferry from the Entebbe Dock; you’ll be dropped back to Entebbe the same day. Organised by many tour providers, we’d recommend asking your hostel or hotel for recommendations to ensure you get the most convenient deal.

Ngamba island is part of the Koome group of islands northeast of Ssese. You can check ngambaisland.org for tours, with private boats leaving twice a day at 9am and 12.45pm. The journey takes 45 minutes, with discounts for larger groups.

Before leaving the islands, have a local breakfast and head to the landing site in Luuku, where you will catch the ferry crossing Lake Victoria to the Bukakata landing site back to Entebbe. The ferry leaves at 8am and takes three hours; have your morning coffee close to this site before re-entering the hustle and bustle of the city.
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WHERE TO STAY ON SSESE ISLANDS

One Minute South

Exquisitely decorated with excellent service located on Bulago island. $$$

Ssese Islands Adventure Resort

Pleasant hotel located on the top peninsula of Bulagala Island. $$$

Victoria Forest Resort

Tranquil hotel with private beach, beautiful for morning walks and lake views on Bulagala Island. $$$


Island Odyssey Must-Knows

The Ssese Islands are about 50km from Entebbe town over choppy waters. Ferry journeys can be uncomfortable during stormy weather, so it’s best to check the local weather in advance of your journey.

Visitors should be fit enough to handle the physical demands needed for canoeing, walking, cycling, beach games, swimming, and biking. The most visited of the Ssese Islands are Bugala, Bubembe, Nsirwe, Funwe, Bugaba and Kitoba.

The Ssese Islands were named after the Tsetse flies, a biting black fly found on some of the islands worth taking precautions against; they cause African Sleeping Sickness. They can be easily deterred with insect repellant.




Getting Around

Masaka and Roots Retreat are easily reached by road. A taxi will get you there more cheaply, but a boda-boda will be more comfortable.

There are plenty of private boat tour guides once you reach the Ssese Islands, but the only way to get there is by ferry from landing sites from Entebbe or Masaka.






JINJA
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When you mention you’re visiting Uganda, locals will doubtless recommend that you make a stop at the adrenaline capital of East Africa, Jinja. This is an incredibly popular destination for travellers because of its music scene, water sports, lush scenery, forests, lakes and food. The nearby rainforest brings a pleasant climate and the city itself is always buzzing with parties, festivals, cultural events and other things to do.

Around 80% of Uganda’s population is under the age of 30, and Jinja benefits from this energetic demographic, with many new businesses, clubs and other ventures opening up. Development is marching on with the funding of dams and bridges bringing much foreign investment. It is not only the landscape that is seeing major developments; the influx of foreign interest is also infusing the culture with diverse global influences that add up to make Jinja a special and enchanting place unlike any other in Uganda.
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TOP TIP

Pack a couple of bathing suits to switch between so you can easily enjoy rafting, canoeing and visiting waterfalls. You’ll also want to bring a flotation device for your sports camera if you plan on joining boat tours or playing in the waterfalls and rapids.
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Source of the Nile by Boat

EXPERIENCE THE BUGANDAN KINGDOM

The beginnings of the Nile, the world’s longest river, remained an enduring enigma for centuries; even Herodotus speculated (wrongly) about where the source was found. In the 19th century, British explorer John Hanning Speke embarked on an epic journey to find the source, laying claim to its discovery in 1858. The spot which Speke pinpointed remains hotly debated to this day and is likely not the real source, but that doesn’t dampen its draw for tourists; it is one of Jinja’s main attractions.

Entrance to the Source of the Nile park is USh30,000 for foreigners (USh300 for Ugandans). Unmissable is having your picture snapped in front of the ‘Source of the Nile’ sign. Another key viewing point accessible by boat or on foot is the Speke monument commemorating the British explorer. Diverse wildlife, boat tours and other activities ensure this park has plenty more to entertain. Inside the jetty next to the signpost, a small gift shop sells take-home gifts including instruments, ornaments and innovative handcrafted keepsakes including Black Lives Matter and Africa-shaped pendants.

Once you have arrived and paid the entry fee, head down the tarmac slope to the water’s edg, where independent freelance boat operators will be waiting to take passengers on cruises across the lake. You can grab a very knowledgeable guide for USh70,000. You’ll pass monitor lizards and many species of birds, and you may also learn some fascinating insights into the medieval history of the Bantu kingdom of Buganda.


Statue of Gandhi

Mahatma Gandhi, one of the most famous global leaders and political activists in history, is known for his work protecting the rights of Indian workers in South Africa, as well as for his leadership in the Indian independence movement. He is also remembered for his role in the global movement of decolonisation and his advocacy for passive, non-violent protest.

After his death in 1948, his ashes were divided and scattered partly in the Ganges and Nile rivers. The bronze statue of Gandhi was commissioned by the Indian government at the request of Uganda’s Indian community, and has become a much-visited landmark since it was unveiled in 1997.



WHERE TO STAY IN JINJA

Home on the Nile Waterfront Cottage

Apartment with beautiful views, south of central Jinja. Breakfast, spacious rooms and a balcony. $$

Al-Nisaa Hotel and Spa

Offers clean and comfortable beds with an outdoor seating area and spa. $$

Afro Smile Guest House

This sustainable guest house offers airport transfers and private bathrooms; some rooms have terraces. $$$


Marvelous Markets in Jinja

Don’t miss a chance to explore Jinja’s Central Market, one of the largest indoor markets in East Africa. With its bold red and yellow decor, it stands out and for good reason. It offers in-store purchases, store pick-up and delivery.

The market is situated on Napier Rd and is a part of the Jinja walking tour along with other locally run markets. Here you will find everything from handy gadgets and electronics to fresh food produce straight from the local farms.

There are also clothing stalls selling second-hand and new garments. The market is open from 7am to 8pm daily except for public holidays such as Easter or Eid.
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Ugandan Relics & Railway History

JINJA’S RAILWAY STORY

The Uganda Railway Museum is based at the country’s oldest remaining former railway station. It was built in 1928, is situated along the Jinja-Iganga Highway, and is the oldest standing historical building in Jinja.

Visiting this museum is like taking a step back in time. The photographs, artefacts, and documents on display range from the lamps used by workers to logbooks showing names and destinations of cargo and some passengers. The displays tell the story of how the cotton trade from Egypt came down into Central Africa and how coffee, tea, chocolate and other products were traded out via Mombassa. There is a restored train coach on the grounds outside and a wide programme of events, including weekly film showings and a crafts space for local artists and designers.

The exhibition covers the lives of the workers on the railways and Uganda’s international relations with the rest of Africa, Asia and Europe. It details those involved in Uganda’s political and economic development, as well as issues such as imported labour, indentured servitude and the impact of colonialism on the region.

The diorama and map of the original train routes offer yet more fascinating details, especially when compared with the map of today’s highways. For around USh5000 for adults and with discounted tickets for children, this is an informative and worthwhile afternoon excursion. Even better, a trip here also gives you a chance to spend time in the luscious green surroundings.

WHERE TO GRAB A DRINK IN JINJA

The Bourbon

This Bridge Rd venue is a cool and cosy spot to grab a beer with your food. $

2Friends Bar

Enjoy the local tilapia or fish fingers amid beautiful scenery at this chilled-out space with lake views. $$

Jinja Sailing Club

This place has the surprising feeling of a seaside resort on the edge of Lake Victoria. $$$


Jinja’s Trading Links to the World

Initially a thriving fishing village, Jinja grew as an economic trading centre, then became industrialised during its time as a British Protectorate, and acted as a significant crossing point for routes all the way to the coast of Kenya.

Jinja’s industry reached its peak in 1972, when Amin expelled Ugandan Asians who had once dominated the area’s economy and industry, depriving the area of the expertise needed for local industries and leading to economic decline until 1979. Despite many Ugandan Asians returning to claim reparations for their seized assets, the city has been overtaken by Kampala as the new industrial hub of Uganda.

Today Jinja has been transformed into a thriving tourism destination.





STROLLING AROUND JINJA TOWN
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Experience Jinja town with a relaxed walk around some of its coolest spots, including markets, local and world food spots, and some great coffee shops. With markets opening at 9am and closing late, you’ll have ample time to browse and sample fresh produce from nearby farms, or take your pick of the fresh fish that comes in daily.

Before you dive in, start at 1 the Deli on Main Street for a delicious smoothie or coffee with your breakfast (or burger if you’re starting late). Once you’re well fuelled with caffeine, head 20m up Main Street to 2 Igar Supermarket, situated between the Bank of Baroda and Pride Microfinance Bank.

A short walk further along Main Street and a right turn on Clive Rd will bring you to the 3 Jinja Central Market, as well as American Supermarket and JALJA Supermarket, all within 2 minutes’ walk of each other and all well priced and well stocked. These are some of the best places in town to pick up some local honey or coffee as a gift, and JALJA is open until 8pm.

Proceed north out of the busy rush of the main market area up Nalufenya Rd to find 4 Madhvani Market on Gokhale Rd and the nearby Jinja Farmers’ Market on Dauncey Rd. For excellent coffee and world cuisine, hit up 5 Java House at the roundabout before taking a quick diversion to pass Amber Court Market, which has a more scenic setting closer to the river.

From here you can get a boda-boda southeast to the 6 Local Fish Market at the bottom of Nyanza Rd before heading back to your apartment.



White-Water Rafting the Nile River

THRILL-SEEKING ON NILE RAPIDS

While the Isimba Dam and Bujagali Dam have submerged the former rapids known as Namizi and Kyabirwa, there are still a few good white-water rafting options available, with local adventure companies simply adjusting their launching points and routes to the wild waters a bit further downstream. Experiencing tubing or white-water rafting is an exhilarating way to familiarise yourself with the Jinja landscape and the many twists and turns, rocks, bumps and rapids of the Nile River.

This activity is for confident and expert swimmers only and medical conditions such as anaemia and hypertension may prohibit visitors from participating. There are stringent health and safety checks and forms for you and your family, but it’s still worth taking out medical travel insurance and checking you are covered for such activities. Ensure the adventure company provides helmets, buoyancy vests and waterproof jackets with fasteners. And above all, respect the river and the rules set by your guides to avoid trouble.

Along the 26km route you’re likely to encounter over 100 species of birds and other wildlife, besides people going about their routine tasks of laundry or fishing. If partaking as a group, you’ll likely either have drinks together back at the launching site or be dropped back to your accommodation. Check with your hotel for the best packages and ask for a certified and highly experienced trained crew to ensure you have the best experience. White-water rafting costs between USh1.1 million per half or full day.
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JINJA’S BEST PARTY SPOTS

Embassy Lounge

A cool club with live music, DJ’s and daily entertainment opposite Trans Africa on Iganga Rd. $$$

D’fantasy Lounge

Exclusive party atmosphere, clean toilets and a busy dancefloor stepping to all genres of music. $$$

The Office

Cosy hangout with a reasonably priced bar that serves food, comfortable seating area and a pool table. $$



CRUISE THE RIVER NILE
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This one-hour boat cruise of the Nile River is the best way to experience the wildlife on a beautifully scenic and peaceful route starting either from the Rippon Falls Market, where you can hire a boat for USh50,000, or at the official site at Nile Fount Excursions on Cliff Rd. Be sure to take cash, as card payments are not accepted.

Start at the 1 Nile Fount Excursions Adventures and pop into the shop at Source of the Nile for memorabilia and trinkets. Make sure to also check out the 2 Mahatma Gandhi monument and take a photo here before getting onto the boat with your guide. As you set off, another notable landmark, the 3 Speke Monument is visible across the river. This marks the spot which British explorer John Hanning Speke supposed was the origin of the Nile, though this is still a subject of hot debate. Next, you’ll pass by the 4 Christ Embassy; as you go, look out for the Jinja Railway Bridge and the Jinja Nile Bridge, as both are popular viewing points for photographers.

On your way to the 5 Owen Falls Dam, which was built over a waterfall, look out for the many species of birds, plants and reptiles that inhabit the lake’s surroundings. This can be a good opportunity for nature shots if you’ve brought your long lens. At your next stop you’ll visit the official signpost of the Source of the Nile to hop off and have your photo taken.

Before heading back to the riverbank pick-up and drop-off point, there’s another area with 6 markets where you can find rare gifts including small instruments, clothes and jewellery to take home.



Upmarket Views from Jinja Sailing Club

THE HIGH LIFE IN JINJA

Jinja Sailing Club has much to offer from its beautiful location on the shores of Lake Victoria as a spot for bonfire nights and for people to gather, tell stories and make music. The club hosts events and private functions too, including parties, weddings, and other festivities in their conference building. This modern, luxurious and upmarket venue also offers sunset boat cruises with snacks and drinks at your request, and early birds can book an increasingly popular morning cruise with breakfast. The Suntracker boat can carry up to 12 passengers, while the Kingfisher boat has space for eight.

The sailing club is suitable for groups, couples, and families to gather and boasts a picturesque setting amid gardens at the source of the Nile. The recently redesigned gardens offer seating areas with expansive views across the river and a quiet retreat from the hustle and bustle of Jinja town. There’s even a play area with a slide, games and a small children’s pool for families with small children. The restaurant serves continental African and Indian dishes, including delicious buffets on Sundays. The bar offers satellite TV beaming in Uganda’s favourite sports, including British football, and there’s also music every evening, making it ideal for a refined evening sampling premium spirits and wines. Try the nyama choma (BBQ goat and other meats) or the wood-fired pizza. A three-course buffet is around USh55,000.


Kyabazinga Busoga Royal Palace

Igenge Palace sits on a hill 10km northeast of Jinja town and is home to the kyazabinga (ruler) of the Busoga Kingdom. Busoga literally means Land of the Soga, a tribe that has preserved traditional customs while also marrying outside their tribe. While called a kingdom, it was in fact originally 11 chiefdoms, with chiefs of the town ruling together. It became a kingdom in 1906 when 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. This is the first kabaka (king) to reside in the USh7 million palace constructed by the Ugandan government. It was renovated over six years, and unoccupied for the duration of that time.



JINJA’S FINEST LUXURY HOTELS

The Mansion Hotel

Decadent furnishings and flooring in recently refurbished lavish rooms in a quiet neighbourhood. $$$

Jinja Nile Resort

A romantic getaway for couples with extra-long beds, bridal suites, a pool, breakfast, and a concierge. $$$

Nile Village Hotel

Exciting resort with a pool, spa facilities and live music in the bar. $$

Music Festivals in Jinja

FESTIVAL-GOERS’ PARADISE

Jinja’s music scene is on the map in East Africa, and the town has been busily staking its claim internationally as a hub for raving and relaxation. A large part of its sterling musical reputation rests on the many festivals that take place here, including the yearly Nyege Nyege. This popular music festival is part of a Kampala-based creative community and arts collective. It runs over four days, usually in September, though this may change. It takes place amid lush forests and tropical vegetation near the Nile river, and is both an exploration in Afrosonics featuring underground artists from the African diaspora and a pinnacle of the global bass music scene. It celebrates Black music in genres including hip hop, jazz, amapiano and kwaito from South Africa, and Angolan kuduro, as well as the much-loved Ugandan dancehall.

Another highlight in Jinja’s festival calendar is Stonefest, which takes place in October and is named after the town (Jinja means stone). It is a music festival that showcases emerging talent from Jinja and the rest of the world, but also promotes art, dance and film, and offers workshops. It also often coincides with the Jinja Colour Run, a 5k charity run or walk that ends with a party of colourful Holi pigment for those crossing the finish line.

The Source of the Nile Cultural Festival in June each year blends art and music to celebrate the Nile River. And, if you’re missing Caribbean sound systems, check out Reggae on the Nile in November to celebrate Reggae music, art and culture with the sounds of afrobashment, afroswing and imported Caribbean dancehall.
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Art & Culture in Jinja

The well-established artists Colin Sekajugo and Acaye Kerunen put Uganda’s contemporary art scene on the international map at the first Uganda Pavilion to be featured in the Biennale de Venezia in 2022. Since then there’s been a spotlight on emerging artists from the country and particularly those from Jinja.

After visiting Gulu in 2022, the Guinness Bright House Prize brought its creative platform to Jinja in May 2023. The prize is part of the Black Shines Brightest Campaign to champion creatives across Jinja’s art, fashion, content creation and football scenes. This is one of many endeavours towards building art audiences in the region and across African arts and culture.




Getting Around

Jinja is small and pleasant enough to walk around. You may want to use an app like Uber or SafeBoda, which can be cheaper than hailing down a boda-boda, but remember that these apps charge a fee, so the driver doesn’t receive the whole fare that you pay. If you have to use the apps, consider tipping the driver 25% of the fare; the total price should be the maximum you should pay for a boda-boda that you flag down. If it’s raining or in rush hour, surge pricing applies and you may want to book a driver for trips out of town or if you have to make it to your next destination. Consider hiring a boat at the sailing club or taking an excursion to the lake.






Beyond Jinja
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Orchards, resorts, forest reserves, bridges, and alternative views of Lake Victoria within an hour’s drive from Jinja town.


Just outside Jinja town is Mabira Central Forest Reserve, home to a stunning section of pine trees, picturesque waterfalls and muddy Lake Victoria beaches and bridges that make for stunning sunset views. It’s no surprise that this is a top destination for so many tourists and travellers who choose to visit a picturesque section of the Nile River, or Nalubale, as it is called in the local Lusoga language. You’ll find many boda-bodas around offering to take you to various destinations and many lodgings, hotels and B&Bs that have connections to local drivers. Don’t miss the incredible Mabira Forest treks and zip lines and the abundant waterfalls and inspiring spots for photography.
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TOP TIP

A trip to Bugembe, the seat of the Busoga Kingdom, should cost USh5000 on a boda-boda or USh15,000 by car. If going by boda cover your eyes and hair to avoid the many flies and bugs that love this area.



Waterfalls of North Jinja

BUSOWOKO, ITANDA AND NYIZE

The Nile rapids in Jinja are some of the most sought after in Africa by adventure seekers, due to their incredible power and water volume. Situated one hour’s drive from Jinja town in Nyize, this is a popular site for white-water rafting and kayaking, but is better suited to strong and confident swimmers who can contend with the power of the rapids if and when they fall in.

Itanda Falls is just north of Nyize and open 6am–6pm each day. It is an alternative to both the well-frequented Murchison Falls and the lower-profile Busowoko Falls. The old Ripon Falls and Bujagali Falls have been swallowed up due to dam construction, but you can still enjoy visiting the few waterfall sites that are not dammed. Check out Busowoko Falls for USh5000 if you want to see waterfalls without the adrenaline rush or if the fear of rafting is just too much. This lush, family-friendly park is great to wander through; walk across rope-and-wood footbridges, over small streams, grassy mounds and trees, and bulder over large rocks before you get to the rushing water. While this isn’t a contender to Murchison Falls, it is a lesser-known location off the beaten track and still offers stunning views. A popular viewing point and photography spot is the boulder which has the Uganda flag painted onto it. You might see the odd tilapia freshly extracted from the river by a fisher and a tuber or two drifting downstream from the neighbouring rapid.
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Coconut Mangrove Paradise in Bavuma

The Bavuma Islands are a collection of 52 islands scattered in the northernmost part of Lake Victoria. The main Bavuma Island can be reached by taking a local vehicle and passenger ferry from Kiyindi.

One of the characteristics of the sparsely populated island is its reliance solely on solar energy to power hospitals, homes and businesses. The local economy, meanwhile, is fuelled mainly by growing coconuts and, with numerous forest reserves and few cars and boda-bodas, it feels like a haven from the traffic of the busy mainland.

Daily boat taxis provide a service from Masese to the Kiyindi landing site in Jinja. Bavuma Island is ideal for boat cruises, stunning wildlife photography and for meeting locals without the need for a guide.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR SEZIBWA FOREST & FALLS

Riverside Woods Sezibwa

Offering spacious cottages and garden-picked foods with good access to the pine-tree forests. $$

Forest Resort Beach Kasenge

Peaceful retreat with relaxing scenery and activities offering both cottage accommodation and camping. $

Afrika Muzuri Hotel

Beautifully furnished rooms in cottages with nets around the beds, a swimming pool, sauna and steam. $$$


The Spiritual Significance of Sezibwa Falls

As the local legend has it, this area’s geography can be traced to a woman named Nakkuungu Tebatuusa who gave birth to two twins in the form of two rivers. The first was Bwanda, which flows to the east, and the second was Sezibwa, which flows to the west.

These lands hold powerful mystical connotations and include areas with shrines for the Bugandan community and for visitors to worship and supplicate their ancestors for the removal of curses, blessings, healing from illnesses, and for success in their family life and harvests.

The river inflows can be sourced from the wetlands of the Nalubale and Kyoga rivers.



Spiritual Rituals & Waterfalls

SERENE FALLS AND STILL WATERS

Situated halfway between Jinja and Kampala and also equidistant between Mabira Forest and Mukono town you will find Sezibwa falls. This is one of the most loved Bugandan Cultural Heritage sites. It stands for ancient African spiritual and traditional rituals and beliefs, and is considered a national treasure. Though hidden along the Jinja–Kampala highway, it is easily accessible. The source of the Sezibwa river is in Buikwe and the beautiful scenery along its 150km length includes the 7m-high Sezibwa waterfall cascading over giant boulders and sharp-edged rocks to collect in a pool approximately 14m deep. Don’t drop your phone!

There are many activities here, including walking tours, canoeing, rock climbing and birdwatching for some of the rarest species around, such as the scarlet chested sunbird, yellow longbill and the great blue turaco. The site is a popular photography spot with picturesque trees, plants and river animals. A wide variety of wildlife has been spotted at the falls, including monitor lizards, velvet monkeys, squirrels and green mambas. Otters, mongooses and wild cats also sometimes make an appearance. One part is owned by the Bugandan Kingdom and the other by the Anglican Church of Uganda. The entry fee is a modest USh10,000, which buys opportunities to take nature walks and village walks in the surrounding forests that are home to bamboo, muvule, mahogany, fig, eucalyptus and ebony trees. While the falls are open all year, the best time to visit is in rainy season when water is plentiful and the full force of the waterfall can be appreciated.
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PLACES TO GET A DRINK IN MUKONO

Casablanca Bar and Restaurant

Cosy and laid back place to grab a nightcap and put the world to rights.

680 Lounge

Dance the night away with beers, spirits and a DJ running the dancefloor.

Fish Pond Lounge

Picturesque outdoor seating and more mature vibe to your drinks and dinner party.

An Enchanting Forest of Surprises

EXPLORE THE LUSH MABIRA FOREST

Mabira Forest is the largest semi-deciduous rainforest in Uganda, situated halfway between Jinja and Lugazi and stretching across 120 sq km. The rainforest is home to 311 tree species, some of which are ancient. Before the 1800s, the forest stretched from Jinja to central Africa, but it is now contained within this area of Buikwe. The forest is a 30-minute drive from Jinja town and can be accessed freely. However, there are local guides that can be booked via the Giffin Falls Camp on the day or in advance of your visit. During your visit through the dense and lush forest, look out for 219 species of butterfly, 316 species of birds and 97 of moths. The rainforest is also home to red-tailed monkeys, bush pigs and baboons, and a rare leopard. Mabira is a great site for nature walks, birding, wildlife viewing and picnics – a paradise for nature lovers and eco-tourists.

The Buganda god of food and rain is believed to reside in Mabira forest, and both a mosque and a church at the edge of the park serve local communities who rely on timber and coal for their survival. The reserve is a water catchment area that serves streams leading to Sezibwa, Kyoga and the Nalubale. Between 1971 and 1979, deforestation caused by tea and sugar plantations led to the clearance of more than 50% of its area. However, you are still able to see the rubber and coffee trees on the plantations in the forest that add to the beauty of the surroundings.


Activities for Adrenaline Junkies

Besides its many mountain biking trails and nature walks, Jinja also offers a range of day-long tour packages including some high-octane options.

Budding archers can enjoy quick-fire, elimination and moving target games at Giffin Falls Camp. Those with a head for heights may enjoy zip lining with Canopy Super Skyway, a surely thrilling way to explore the rainforest. This network of five interconnected zip lines is the first of its kind in Uganda. The climbing and gears system is designed by certified engineers and operated by experienced and knowledgeable staff. Packages range from $50–85 (paid in USD or USh) and are bookable between 8am-1pm and 2pm–6pm. The number of goes depends on the size of the group using the lines that day.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR RAINFOREST & WATERALLS

Mabira Forest Eco-Tourism Center

Affordable stay in private wooden cabins or bandas near the trails. Perfect for forest bathers. $

Rainforest Lodge

Beautifully decked out wooden forest cabins, Wi-Fi, breakfast and swimming pool. $$

Buutu Nest Guesthouse

This B&B offers easy access to the forest, sleek facilities with delicious breakfast. $$


The Distinctive Taste of Mukono

Mukono borders Jinja, Kayunga, Luwero and Kalangala, and the main spoken language in the area is Luganda. The main economy in the area is agriculture owed to the farming and cultivation of food crops such as millet, cassava, sweet potatoes, maize and the Ugandan staple snack, g-nuts.

Cash crops are also farmed in the area: coffee, cotton, sugarcane and tea. As a result, you can find the freshest produce in Mukono, such as pineapples, passion fruit and even vanilla.

The main tourist attraction to the town is the proximity to Mabira forest with its famous walking trails and cycling routes, but the diverse moth and butterfly species and the rare birds such as the purple-throated cuckoo can also be seen in Mukono.



Inspiring Artistry in Mukono

POPPING WITH ART AND MUSIC

Mukono has an emerging contemporary visual arts scene through its notable Tadooba Gallery, exhibiting works by studio practitioners that reflect contemporary concerns in art, design and technology. The gallery can be found on Nangwa-Butwalo Hill just off the Jinja-Kampala highway. Mukono also has a buzzing music scene where you can enjoy the sounds of reggae and dancehall at venues such as Lunkulu Island, a quick boat ride from the shores of Lake Victoria. Drop into Gabz Lounge for parties and festivals of music, art and dance. Colline Hotel is also a highlight for its gigs with Ugandan celebrity line-ups. Eddy Kenzo, Bebe Cool and Jose Chameleone (the second richest Ugandan artist after Bobi Wine) have all graced the hotel’s stage.

In June many small parties and festivals tend to pop up in Mukono. To get a handle on what’s going on this year, it’s worth chatting to locals in Jinja and Entebbe who may be travelling to these. One of the most beloved events, the Bayimba Festival of the Arts, takes place on Lunkulu Island (Buikwe Peninsula) each year with some of the hottest music, dance, theatre acts and visual arts installations. You can find tickets on local vendor websites like Jumia, RG Tickets, Xente and Quicket. A full festival pass on the gate costs a whopping USh95,000; the one-day pass is around USh30,000. You can also rent a tent, mattress and sleeping bag for 2 people for USh180,000.
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Getting Around

A private car is best for travelling between Jinja, Mukono and Kampla, though taxis stop along the roads throughout the day and can often be flagged down. Check out Mash Poa, Simba or Link bus schedules for early morning departures and try to book in advance if travelling long distances to avoid hours waiting in the town. Buses and taxis usually depart once they are full, so there may be some waiting time.






MBALE
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Mbale is the perfect place to reach new heights. You’ll hike up Mt Elgon, which at more than 4km elevation is one of Africa’s highest peaks, but you’ll also experience the delicious and less strenuous high of some of the world’s best coffee. With its distinctive clock-tower,

Mbale itself is a walkable, well-maintained town that occupies an important regional place as a transport hub, but it is also a centre for some exciting and fascinating festivals and cultural events. But venture outside the town for the real fun: hike Sipi Falls trails, view beautiful wildlife and stay in thatched-roof cottages. And don’t leave without paying your respects to the magnificent Mt Elgon, the great peak straddling the border with Kenya. A hike up this gentle giant is worth a trip to Mbale in itself, and the waterfalls, caves and bamboo forests along the way will fill your walk with adventure.
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TOP TIP

If you’re looking for an ideal gift to bring back home, grab some of the local Arabica coffee grown sustainably by local farmers, harvested and packaged in Mbale town. Take the opportunity to taste this locally, as it’s rarely available outside of Uganda.
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Nature Versus Infrastructure

The region’s heavy rainfall is a challenge for Mbale’s infrastructure. Much of the older drainage system and many roads are being dug up and replaced, leaving some side roads yet to be built. It is these rains, and not mountain springs, that feed Mbale’s river, and these waters can be dangerous.

In 2022, flash flooding in Mbale caused landslides, deaths and injuries as cars were submerged and carried off by the river, and heavy rains have caused more casualties since then.

A US NGO had built a suspension bridge over the hazardous crossing, but the bridge collapsed early in 2023, leaving residents cut off from the city’s institutions and amenities.



Out in the Mbale Sunshine

CITY WITH A MOUNTAIN VIEW

Mbale is a young, cool city still figuring itself out creatively after only recently achieving city status in 2020. Nevertheless, while locals here might seem reserved, they certainly know how to party at their many festivals. They will be curious about you, so it is worth visiting all the local shops around the Simba Building and perusing the local boutiques where you’re bound to find an original outfit or fashion accessory from affordable and independent designers.

Start at the clock tower, the symbol for Mbale distinguished by a giant gold coffee bean placed atop it, representing the region’s prominent coffee production. It is an essential focal point for navigating the town and a meeting point for locals.

The quality of life here surpasses many other cities, and you’ll find it pleasant to walk around. As you do, you’ll notice the slower pace and serene vibe. Living costs are more affordable in Mbale, so many of the people you meet are locals of the Bagwire and Basoga tribes, not commuters. With many surrounding farms producing organic foods, you’ll notice the difference in taste as you travel.

The town’s ideal placement between sunny lakes and rainy mountains brings the idyllic climate you’ll feel on your skin when you touch down. Fertile soils make it the ideal place to grow sunflowers for seeds and for oil. Mbale also happens to be the go-to spot to climb the elegant Mt Elgon. You can see the mountain’s ridges and peak spread across half the horizon like a watercolour painting. It’s very real and you can be there in minutes from the town centre.

Party the Elgon Way

A TOWN OF CELEBRATIONS

Mbale has an exciting nightlife and party scene that has recovered strongly from the COVID-19 pandemic to offer visitors a delightful mix of live music, dance, DJ sets and even poetry. All are on offer at clubs such as Club el Tanjia, where entrance to Saturday party nights vary between free entry and USh10,000 tickets with a drink. Elgon Museum hosts alternative events including the Mbale Creative Market, where local entrepreneurs and artists sell art, handicrafts, stylish head wraps and hair accessories, and serve up BBQ and other delicious foods.
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A fascinating way to absorb local music and culture is the Elgon Festival, a three-day event in July celebrating the Elgon people of Uganda and Kenya. The event is USh100,000 for a festival pass with camping or USh20,000 without camping. It hosts a parade and concerts with local artists at the Elgon Museum and SS Grounds, and it goes without saying there will be the best coffee on offer. There is also bullfighting as a main event, and while this Mbale tradition is not as cruel as the tradition in Spain – the bulls are pitted against one another and are not seriously harmed in the fights – it can still be stressful for the animals.

The Shishalo festival, a new festival in association with Elgon Festival and music label Thatch Records, launched in 2022 with a musical lineup of local acts and an immersion into cultural traditions exemplifying village lifestyles and traditional life. Tickets for the September festival are USh10,000 for adults and USh5000 for children and students.
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The Imbalu Male Circumcision Festival

Imbalu is a cultural practice of the Gishu Tribe in Mbale and is specific to this region of Mbale. The culture requires that all young men below the age of 18 years undergo a procedure that is different from the surgical circumcision, in which a traditional doctor performs the cut with a traditional knife and not a surgical blade.

The annual circumcision ceremony takes place on Mutoto grounds in Mbale each August, when over 1100 young men are circumcised per day in a festival attended by many who join in the celebration. The procedure and the festival are sacred rites of passage for men and boys in specifically the Elgon region.



PLACES TO SHOP FOR CLOTHES IN MBALE TOWN

One Week Fashions

Small, well-stocked clothing shop with fashion and accessories for men and women.

Think Twice

A great second-hand thrift store for good quality second-hand clothes.

N&S Fashion

Based on the corner of Kumi Rd and North Rd, with some stylish and new garments.


Ancient Shrines & Cave Pockets

The Nyero rock art sites 1–6 are believed to have been sacred places of the gods and are on the Tentative List of Unesco World Heritage Convention. Nyero 1 is a smaller rock shelter, formed by a low overhanging rock that features six sets of concentric circles in white, with paintings that resemble acacia pods, a plant that is nutritious and medicinal for humans and also provides food for animals such as giraffes.

Acacia gum was used in the preparation of inks, dyes and watercolours and to bind paints in ancient transcriptions.

Nyero 2 is the main shelter, where the narrow opening between two large rocks leads to a pocket or cavity, where its suspected former inhabitants offered gifts to the gods of the area.



BEST SUPERMARKETS IN MBALE TOWN

Bam Shopping Centre

The largest shopping complex, where you will find many household and fashion items on Naboa.

Prosper Shopping Centre

A neatly organized and well-stocked supermarket with food, household and daily essentials on Republic Street.

Abrah Shopping Centre

A well-stocked and newly refurbished shopping centre, where you can find essential products at good prices.

Mysterious Cave Markings

ROCK PAINTINGS FROM THE ANCESTORS

A visit to see the Nyero rock paintings is a real treat for those more introspective and gentle moments of your trip, perfect to slot in between hikes or at the end of a massive hiking experience. These mysterious black and red cave markings inspire artists, historians, geologists and rock lovers alike. The cave paintings are estimated to date back thousands of years and are considered the most important and oldest rock art in Uganda, evidencing intelligent ancient civilizations in Africa and adding proof to legend. Situated in the Kumi district, an hour’s drive from Mbale town, are six rock shelters inscribed with abstract carvings created by ancient Ugandan tribes of the region. Some of these paintings can be found on the 1000-shilling note.

There are six panels of white, red and black concentric geometric designs, whose origins are estimated at between 3000 and 12,000 years old. It is suspected these may have been created by the ancient Karimajong semi-nomadic animal herders native to this region or the Batwa hunter-gatherers who are of Pygmy origin and inhabit Eastern African regions of Rwanda-Uganda bordering Eastern Congo. There are no public tour buses, so unless you are planning to drive, you should book this on one of many homestays, hotels or lodges in any of the prominent cities in Uganda, from Mbale to Hoima. It is a treasured national site of historic mystery and curiosity.

The Nyero Rock paintings were first discovered by geologists in 1914. Individual and clan prayers, sacrifices and rituals took place here until the 1970s when the government banned these practices.

Volcanic Foothills to Collapsed Caldera

FOUR-DAY HIKE BETWEEN TWO COUNTRIES

Straddling the Ugandan–Kenyan border over a surface area of 4000 sq km is Mt Elgon, the oldest volcanic mountain in East Africa with the largest volcanic base of any extinct volcano in the world. The steep cliffs rise 4321m to the mountain’s peak at Wagagai on the Ugandan side. Mt Elgon first erupted 24 million years ago and last erupted 10 million years ago. Today, tropical montane forest meets Afro-Alpine moorland to create stunning unique scenery over the caldera, and a collapsed crater in the middle left by the last eruption covers some 40 sq km.

The experience of climbing Mt Elgon is not so much about reaching the summit as it is about descending from the caldera once you are there. There are fewer visitors here than in the west, but the gradual slopes leading up to the crater rim are a relatively pleasant and easy climb, and don’t require expert climbing skills or equipment. However, it will take several days, requiring overnights on the mountain. Hikers should be reasonably fit and it is advisable to climb with others. Trekkers will enjoy the caves, gorges, volcanic foothills and waterfalls spotted in the panoramic view of the planes below. It’s best to climb in the drier seasons as the rains in April can be treacherous. The entrance can be found by car or bus and you can find guides who can arrange an excursion for you through the Ugandan Wildlife Authority based in Budari. There are three notable trails to ascend the mountain and the Sasa trail is deemed the easiest, quickest and most manageable on the four-day hike.


Nkokonjeru Ridge

Wanale Hill, known locally as Nkokonjeru Ridge, is a 40-minute drive from Mbale town past the Uganda Clays in Kamonkoli on the way to Budaka. What is often mistaken for Mt Elgon on the Mbale horizon is actually the Nkokonjeru Ridge. It stands at 6864m above sea level and has caves, valleys and waterfalls that run down into the valleys and can be spotted from Mbale town.

The water makes a thunderous sound as it crashes on the rocks below and you’re able to see the streams that roll off the rocks to leave a mist around the hill.

Try the local food such as malewa, a Bagisu dish made of smoked fish available at traditional restaurants around the foothills of Mt Elgon.



BEST BUDGET HOTELS IN MBALE TOWN

Moses Campsite

For seasoned travellers. Tents, outdoor showers and sporadic power. No Wi-Fi – but fall asleep facing waterfalls. $

Rafiki Lodge

Modest hotel with garden, terrace and on-site restaurant serving British food. $

Home of Friends

Gorgeously decorated house, grounds and campsite with paid Wi-Fi, restaurant and laundry service. $


Cwmbale Eco Tourist Lodge

The lodge offers accommodation with a bar and restaurant as well as tours around Uganda’s east. There are beautifully furnished bandas with four-poster beds and nets, as well as double and family suites with amenities to suit couples, friends or families.

The lodge also offers a honeymoon package and visitors can attend village parties with local drumming and dance groups in Mbale.

Other activities include a guided tour to Mbale market for local produce, which can be combined with a river walk down a valley not far from Mbale town – an enlightening and highly recommended experience as the guide offers local knowledge on the plants, animals and culture of the region.



Discover Uganda’s Current & Prehistoric Wildlife

EAST UGANDA’S TOP EXCURSIONS

The Wildlife Education Centre at Cwmbale has merged with the nearby Cwmbale Eco Tourist Lodge to offer a welcoming, restful and enlightening stop for visitors. The educational tour is free if you’re staying at the lodge. It’s a popular site for schoolchildren to visit to learn about their local environment, as they are encouraged to know and care for animals such as monkeys, pythons, crocodiles, and the iconic crested crane. You will also come across camels, serval cats and parrots and have the opportunity to experience their on-site safari that has ostriches and an intriguing Ugandan kob, a type of antelope with curved and slicked-back horns that resemble reverse tusks. The centre invites international eco-tourists and researchers to build and share their local expertise and knowledge about the wildlife on the site.

The site also offers a wonderful location for camping. You’ll be close to the welcome shade of the matoke trees around the lodge and may even be present for the unique sights and sounds of the tree being felled as the lush green bananas are harvested. The dinosaur museum features life-size dinosaur replicas towering above, which can be a great spectacle for families with young children. Off-site excursions include a safari to Pian Upe National Park where you can see giraffes, zebras and roan antelopes, and a home-style welcome from the Karamoja community. It is worthwhile taking the river walk tour where you will cross the suspension bridge to a deep pool in a private enclosure. Water-lovers will especially love this clean, bilharzia- and reed-free swimming spot.

[image: jpg]

Ugandan kob | Stefan Rotter/shutterstock ©

PLACES TO STAY NEAR SIPI FALLS

Lacam lodge

Relaxing wooden thatched bandas with private rooms overlooking the waterfalls and mountain. $$

Sipi River

Simple yet sleek facility on farmland near waterfalls with on-site restaurant. $$$

Sipi Coffee Lodge

Quiet and remote cabins with a view, hot water and made-on-request home-cooked meals. $

Hike to Mt Elgon’s Triple Waterfalls

FALLS, BIRDS AND COFFEE

Sipi Falls is a spectacular triplet of waterfalls situated not far from the Sipi Village in the Kapchorwa district at the foothills of Mt Elgon. The trail, which follows the river through pleasant farmland and local villages, takes approximately three hours to hike, though you may wish to extend your time at the waterfall and other picturesque viewing points, especially if you are keen to swim beneath a cascade of crashing water.

The flow of the Sipi falls emanates from the hot springs of the Sipi River, which pour from a clifftop on Nalubale, creating rapids that flow to Lake Kyoga. It is free to visit Sipi Falls, but you will need to factor in the cost of travel and a guide if you want to be accompanied along the route. Visit during the dry seasons of June to September and December through March to avoid the less pleasant, muddy hikes of the rainy season.

The waterfalls have varying altitudes ranging from 65m to 100m, and the plunge pool at the bottom is perfect for swimmers. Other activities around the area include rock climbing and abseiling, and birders will love the 275 species to spot in the area. A guide can help to find the best fishing zones if you’d like to catch some mountain trout to roast for dinner. The Sabiny and Bagishu people of the area can introduce you to their ways of life, dress codes and traditional dances. Coffee famers will be the most knowledgeable about the production of Arabica coffee that has been famed in this area since the late 1990s, thanks to beans growing at altitudes between 1600m and 1900m.
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Temperature & Climate of Mt Elgon

The best time to climb is at the start of the dry season. The skyline has greater visibility and the terrain is more stable, with less chance of landslides. The added bonus is that the caldera pools and falls will still be visible from greater distances, making for some spectacular views.

Elgon is said to be one of the coldest climbs in Africa, so pack accordingly, even during the dry season when the temperature on the ground is warm. This will change as you gain altitude, and with thousands of metres to climb, you can expect it to drop considerably.



GREAT PLACES TO DRINK COFFEE NEAR MT ELGON

Endiro Coffee

Coffee, sandwiches, chips and smoothies; indoor and outdoor seating with a view.

Amonice Coffee Café

Supermarket to buy dark-roasted, single-origin Arabica for home brewing.

SABA coffee

Joyous coffee gatherings in an outdoor locale.


Sisiyi Falls

Situated approximately 40km from Mbale town, these beautiful waterfalls pour down the 100m-high Sisiyi ridge of the crater lake on the highest point of Mt Elgon, emanating a cloud-like splatter as they fall. If you want to avoid the crowds at Murchison and Sipi or even step out of an enlclosed park like Busowoko, Sisiyi is the place to come.

You’ll be able to get closer to it than most waterfalls and run your fingers through the water while surrounded by coffee and banana plantations and tall eucalyptus trees.

There’s only a small entrance fee to see these spectacular falls, which are easy to reach via Bulambuli Rd en-route to Kapchorwa – no hiking necessary! Camping facilities are also available nearby.



PLACES TO STAY NEAR MT ELGON

Mbale Resort Hotel

Five-star luxury with palm-tree-lined pool and twin, double and business suites. $$$

Mount Elgon Hotel & Spa

1950s colonial building in Mbale with Wi-Fi, air conditioning and smoking rooms available. $$

Kayegi Hotel

Free breakfast, Wi-Fi, parking, kids activities, air conditioning and mosquito nets. $$

Hike the Sipi Trail on Mt Elgon

EPIC TRAIL TO HIGHEST SUMMIT

The 56km Sipi Trail is the longest route to the peak of Mt Elgon known as Wagagai, but when you’re surrounded by such magnificence, why take a shortcut? Those who are up for the challenge can manage the return trip in five to nine days, depending on fitness. Although the climb is not treacherous and can be done solo, it’s best to head up with a local guide, as these trained mountaineers are good company and know the best-hidden caves and other spots.

Start at Sipi town’s Forest Exploration Centre, where you will meet your guide, gather equipment and overnight. The next morning’s hike will take you to Tutum camp at 2667m above sea level. Hidden away in a thick canopy of montane and bamboo vegetation, this is a captivating place to spend your first night on the mountain.

Day two features a 17km hike that can be completed in around five hours, taking you through enchanting bamboo forest to the Tutum Caves, which are believed to join Uganda and Kenya. If you’re making the ascent in a quick three days, get a good night’s rest – the longest part of the route is still to come.

The 21km walk on the third day traverses heath and moorlands around the caldera rim at an altitude of 4000m. From here, enjoy views of the Kajeri Valley, Sipi River and Mubiyi Peak before having dinner at the Mude Cave Camp. A further hike takes you to the 4321m Wagagai peak, before you descend past more bamboo and wildflowers to take in the splendour of the Sipi Falls.

Take a (Longish) Shortcut to the Peak

CLIMB THE WALL OF DEATH

The Sasa River trail meanders through the western side of the mountains and is the shortest but steepest trail to the summit of Mt Elgon, but it is still a substantial hike. Starting at Budadiri Centre, where the Uganda Wildlife Authority office is based, you’ll collect your permit to climb and prepare for your four- or five-day hike. A 6km drive takes you to the head of the trail at Bumasola, 1711m above sea level. The trail winds through subsistence farmlands for 3km before sharply ascending to the 300m-high Mudange Cliffs known as the ‘Wall of Death’. Formerly, the cliff face was climbed solely by rope (hence the name), but presently the installation of a metal staircase ensures a safe and sure route to the top past the sheer drop below.

The forest and the tropical canopy of medicinal trees thicken as you make your way along the trail for six more hours to the Sasa River Camp, just short of 3000m above sea level. From Sasa River Camp to Mude Cave Camp is a shorter three-hour hike that can be tackled on the first or second day of your hike. The west side of the mountain towards the top is defined by its African Redwood trees as the bamboo starts to trail away, leaving sparse farmland and wild flowers. The community gardens along the routes grow sweet potatoes, cabbages, passion fruits, and bananas. From the Mude Camp, you’ll pass Jacksons Summit and Jacksons Table, which are both popular viewing points and photography spots.


Caves of Life & Death

Legend has it that animals transit the Tutum cave on Elgon’s Ugandan side to Kitum cave on the Kenyan side. However, it’s not recommended for humans to make this crossing since the Kitum cave site is riddled with the deadly Marburg virus, which causes fevers, extreme headaches, vomiting and even death.

Marburg is the deadly relative of the Ebola virus, and it may not infect the host, but the carrier will infect many others in close contact, giving the Kitum cave the nickname ‘the hell hole’.

Meanwhile, the Tutum cave welcomes visitors from Tutum camp meeting place, offering optional overnight stays, before and after the 11km hike to the caves. You might even encounter elephants feasting on the salty interiors of the cave walls.



REST YOUR HEAD NEAR SIPI FALLS

Casa Sipi Falls

Mountain views, bar, garden and terrace, with continental or vegetarian breakfast and buffet. $$

Lucia Villas Mbale

Standard double rooms with private bathroom and amenities, plus a children’s playground. $

Salem Uganda Guesthouse

Beautiful hotel with solar and generator power, with African and international cuisine. $


Jackson’s Pool

Beyond the forest, grasslands and moor, past a signpost for the hot springs, you will find Jackson’s Pool, a picturesque natural freestanding and shallow reservoir of water in a volcanic plug. It was named after British explorer Frederik Jackson, the first European to climb Mt Elgon in 1989.

Elephants and buffalo migrate to the Ugandan side of Mt Elgon over the Kenyan border and can be easily spotted on the banks of the pool in the drier seasons when they come here looking for water.

Both Jackson’s Pool and Jackson’s peak are iconic viewing points for budding photographers to take panoramic photos or selfies along the grass rim of the pool.



A Leisurely Ascent to Mt Elgon’s Summit

ELGON’S MOST RELAXED TRAIL

The Piswa Trail is the gentlest of the three main hiking routes ascending Mt Elgon, covering less than 50km over a week. It would suit trekkers who are happier with a more measured pace to take in the magnificent scenery and nature. The trek starts from the Kapkwata Gate bordering Kenya and Uganda near Suam. An additional treat is the chance to visit the hot springs.

The caldera pool was formed from the pressure of the formerly active volcano collapsing to drain magma after an eruption, leaving behind one of the largest intact calderas in the world. When it could no longer support the cone shape, it collapsed inwards, leaving a concave cauldron shape. Hot springs are found at the start of the deep Suam Gorge in the north of the mountain, formed by the weight of water in the caldera splitting two stream beds out of the softer walls of volcanic ash.

From the national park, hike to Piswa camp and explore Hunters Cave camp before proceeding toward Wagagai Peak. The whole route is stunning, with photographic opportunities at every step. Tread cautiously around the rim of the caldera as you ascend to the Wagagai summit, stop to take in the mountain range and don’t miss the natural ridge that demarcates the border between the neighbouring countries. As the trail intersects with the Sasa and Sipi routes, you’re welcome to take a different trail back down. However, this trail is the most comfortable, with camping stages, water sources, tents and toilets along the route.

PLACES TO STAY NEAR MT ELGON

Casa Wanale

Balcony river views and rooms with private bathrooms with shower and free toiletries. Halal breakfasts. $$

Marina Terraces

Three-star hotel in Siroko with air conditioning and mountain views. $$

Sipi Valley Resort Hotel

Very close to the falls with double and family rooms, bar and airport shuttle. $$
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Great Rift Valley from Mt Elgon | Eric Nathan/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Hike Mt Elgon Like a Local

BRACING CLIMB AND HOT SPRINGS

By now you may be spoiled for choice by the unique experiences, perspectives and views from Mt Elgon offered by each hike, but there is another more-than-worthy addition to the list. The Suam Trail is the least used by tourists and most used by residents of the Suam village to navigate the terrain and cross the border from Kenya. It is praised for its biodiversity, with bamboo forest, heath and moorland, as well as various species of plants, especially flowers. The terrain is challenging, but the abundant wildlife and unique plants are worth the journey. The trail leads through the gorgeous Suam River in the steep Suam Gorge and along to the hot springs on the eastern part of the Kapkwata trail and caldera. Don’t miss the forest monkeys, antelopes and elephants that also use the trail. There are various trails to choose from that can take a day or over 3 days with camping. The Suam trail takes the best part of a day hiking over lush lobelias and chunks of herbs such as groundsels. The trail is generally uncluttered and manageable in regular trainers or hiking boots. Once you’re done hiking around the largest volcano base in the world, around 80km in diameter, you could still have time for a wildlife viewing the same day, or you may want to stay a while at the top of the climb for some altitudinous relief from the hot plains below; enjoy a much needed rest back at camp after a meandering descent from the top.
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Mountain Names, Founding Fathers & Tribes

The trail is curated with some spectacular and breathtaking views of the plains that reach over the Karamoja territories and far into the north of Uganda, and a surreal and enchanting view into the Kapeguria hills over the border in Kenya. The local guides will explain some of the history and significance of the site, including stories of the founders and local tribes.

The name ‘Elgon’ is derived from the Elgonnyi tribe, who once resided in large caves on the south-facing side of the mountain, but it is known by the Bagisu residents of this region as Masaba, the physical manifestation of their founder, BaMasaba. The Bagisu remain, along with other tribes including the Sapinjek, Sababot and Ogiek tribes, who all inhabit the mountainous areas.



PLACES TO STAY NEAR SIPI FALLS

Sipi Travellers Lodge

Five minutes’ drive from Sipi Falls with shared lounge, private parking, restaurant and bar. $$

Sunrise Homestay Sipi

Family stay with restaurant, balconied double and multiple occupancy rooms, and bike rentals. $

The Pearl Hotel Kumi

Between Soroti and Sipi; large spacious rooms with mosquito nets and full English/Irish breakfasts. $


Getting Around

Mbale is very walkable, with some well maintained tarmac roads; however, some roads with exposed gutters are best explored by boda-bodas. The easiest way to navigate Mbale is from the clock tower via a crossroad leading to several shopping centres, marketplaces, schools and mosques. The taxi park is next to the bus park and has ample parking if you are driving. Take the Mbale–Moroto road to Sisiyi or Sipi Falls. The Mbale–Tororo road leads south to neighbouring town Tororo, or to the border checkpoint at Malaba for very easy matatu connections to eastern Kenya, north Tanzania and the Serengeti.







SOROTI
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Soroti sits in the east of Uganda, a 90-minute drive from Mbale and five hours north of Kampala. It’s one-half of the former Teso district that was split into Soroti and Kumi. For that reason, you’ll hear a blend of local languages, including Ateso, Kumam and Kiswahili.

The district is ideally placed with dry, fertile soils that do well for agriculture, and food crops make a large contribution to the area’s economy. This also makes for some excellent cuisine, and you can enjoy local foods cooked with cabbage, simsim (pasted sesame) and beans.

This is a hardworking region that boasts thriving markets, tanning and scrap-metal industries, the Teju juice brand’s plant and even the Soroti Aviation Academy. But it also draws travellers with some unique sights, such as the famous Soroti Rock, which towers about the town centre to promise spectacular views.
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TOP TIP

Soroti is very hot and dry in the summer months, even in the mornings. Wear cool fabrics and sunscreen, and carry water with you when you head out to grab your daily rolex. Don’t forget to try the oranges – they are the best in Uganda.
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WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN SOROTI

Hyde Park

A top-rate restaurant and bar with delicious local food. Hosts football screenings, wedding receptions and discos. $$

The Stage Lira Highway Bar

A swanky and cool spot to grab a drink with a comfortable seating area and restaurant. The affordable prices are a pleasant surprise. $

Fresh Moments Bar and Night Club

A spacious dance floor, cool lighting, well-stocked spirits, bar and grill make this a top spot to eat, drink and dance. $$



Delve into Soroti’s Cultural Scene

FLASHBACK TO SOROTI’S CULTURAL ANTIQUITY

Soroti has a diverse range of cultural events and attractions that provide a highbrow break from safaris and hiking. These include unique displays of cultural dance, musical festivities and a collection of regional historic artifacts.

Visit Soroti Regional Museum to learn more about the history of the Iteso people, their cultural heritage and way of life through displays of items such as utensils and hunting tools. The museum’s extensive collection marks how economic and environmental shits have impacted the way of life experienced by these people over the years, making it a fascinating glimpse of the making of modern Uganda.

The Akogo festival, which takes place at the museum, showcases Teso cultural songs and dances from the Akogo dance to Etida and Ekebe dances. Dancers are clad in traditional regalia such as horns and goat skins while playing instruments such as the mbira thumb piano, harp, flute and drum. This yearly festival aims to unite the Teso communities across the Soroti and Kumi districts and beyond through dance, music and drama. Soroti City and Arrow Square also host live music and entertainment events. Follow #SorotiCity #AerialSoroti on social media for updates.

Sun City is a hotel and events venue with two pools and event facilities. It holds regular events to mark the major Christian holidays; New Year’s Eve events are another highlight, with resident DJs or live bands on stage, including established and rising global stars like Winnie Nwagi. The venue also makes for a good destination for families, thanks to its amusement park with a merry-go-round and bouncy castle.

PLACES TO STAY NEAR SOROTI

Moses Campsite

For seasoned travellers: tents, outdoor showers, some electricity, no Wi-Fi, but fall asleep facing waterfalls. $

Rafiki Lodge

Modest hotel with garden, terrace and onsite restaurant serving British food. $

Home of Friends Guesthouse

Gorgeously decorated house, grounds and campsite with paid Wi-Fi, restaurant and laundry service. $


Explore Soroti Rock

Soroti Rock

is a prominent granite formation that stands in the centre of Soroti town, with a height of 90m and trees and shrubs growing in the rockery. It resembles the exterior of an enchanted cave, something you might see at Sipi or the highlands of Kidepo, and adds a novel beauty to the area.

Climbing the rock offers aerial and panoramic views of a city where much of the immediate area is flat; remember to bring your camera to capture some unique bird’s-eye shots of the city. There are stone quarries on the rock, and tours of these are available but have a dangerous reputation; a simpler bouldering session to the top of the rock is often safer.



Walk (& Climb) in Soroti

MARKETS AND BOULDERS

A lively stroll around Soroti is a must when you’re in the area, if only to appreciate the famous Soroti Rock from multiple angles. The distinctive, vegetated boulder looms over the town and is a handy way to orient yourself as you explore music venues, cafes and markets around this town. A good starting point is the Hyde Park Bar and Grill, where you can load up on food and coffee before a 15-minute post-breakfast stroll into town. It’s about 1.3km down Paske Smith Rd towards the Central Market. You’ll pass Arrow Square, an up-and-coming music festival venue, on your left. Check Facebook for the latest programme.

Make your way onto Market Ln to enter the newly commissioned bright yellow and purple Soroti Central Market, host to over 2000 traders. This is the place to while away a couple of hours perusing their wares and indulging in some banter with the locals. Once you’ve worked up an appetite, you may wish to stop at Café Tahir or Liberty Bar, which are good spots for afternoon coffee and evening drinks. It’s also worth noting the nearby Centenary Bank and Absa ATM next to a supermarket, as travels in Uganda always require ready cash.

A short distance from the main market, and visible throughout your walk, is the famous Soroti Rock. Also known as Moru Apesur, the climb is not too long and rewards you with panoramic city views. About a kilometre away, you’ll see Sun City Hotel with its amusement park; this is a good destination for a family excursion, with evening entertainment poolside.
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Getting Around

The best way to navigate Soroti is on foot or by boda-boda, with many shops and sites of interest accessible by paved roads and with waterfalls and wildlife a short hop from town. If you prefer to drive, it is best to hire a private local car that is familiar with the parking regulations in the area, as fines can be expensive.






Beyond Soroti
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The areas around Soroti are the setting for some of eastern Uganda’s most beautiful lakes; a great place for watery adventure.


The areas aroud Soroti are endowed with a wealth of natural beauty, thanks to the waters flowing through these lands and the many animal and plant species that are at home here. Just to the west of Soroti is Lake Kojweri, a scenic body of water jutting off the eastern side of the legendary Lake Kyoga. Past the stunning viewing point of the Namasale landing site, Lake Kyoga runs partly in the central region and meets Lake Kwania as the White Nile continues its flow north. To the east of Soroti are the Bokoro Wildlife Reserve and Pian Upe Game Reserve, home to diverse animal species. The Warrior Nomad Trail passing through this region is the setting for once-in-a-lifetime adventures.
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TOP TIP

Stay in Moroto or Soroti and book private hire cars and tours through established wildlife viewing and safari companies.



Wildlife Across Golden Savannah

UGANDA’S EASTERN SAFARI DESTINATION

Pian Upe Wildlife Reserve is Uganda’s second-largest park after Murchison Falls, with stunning views for photographers and nature lovers. The reserve covers 2275 sq km in the semi-arid Karimoja region, north of Mt Elgon and south of Kidepo National Park. Only two hours’ drive from Soroti and three from Mbale, it is protected by the Uganda Wildlife Authority and managed by the Elgon Conservation Department as an important destination for tourists in the eastern part of Uganda.

The reserve caters for many activities, from safaris to birding trails, booked in advance through tour operators such as pianupe.com and kidepovalleynationalpark.com. Enquire about a three- or six-day tour, with the chance to combine with waterfalls in the east. Tours should include either a budget or mid-range accommodation and full/half board.

Typical morning wildlife viewing takes you through golden savannah plains and stretches of diverse woodland after breakfast provided by the tour operator. You’ll navigate past red spike thorns and woolly caper bush from the comfort of the safari vehicle, keeping a look out for rare species of antelope only found in this park. The park is home to impalas, zebras, ostrich and if you opt for an evening drive, with luck you’ll see cheetahs and spotted hyenas.

The reserve itself is experiencing human encroachment from nomadic Pokot pastoralists entering from Kenya, while the Karimojong, a Nilotic ethnic group of agro-pastoral herders, increasingly rely on farming for their livelihoods. The word ‘Pian’ comes from a subgroup of Karimojong and ‘Upe’ refers to Pokot pastoralist groups. Both peoples claim the area, and the national borders delineated under British colonial rule have left a legacy of intertribal conflict.

[image: jpg]

Silverbird, Pian Upe Wildlife Reserve | Chris Dennis Rosenberg/getty images ©


Bokora Wildlife Reserve

Bokora’s game reserve is the second largest in Uganda. Situated just north of Pian Upe, the semi-desert reserve covers just short of 800 sq miles of semi-arid grasslands, shrubs, short trees and bushes, and is the setting for a stretch of the Okere River.

The nearest town is Nadiket and the closest road to access the park is the Pader–Palwo–Moroto road. While bookable year-round, it’s advisable to visit in the dry seasons when there are more tourists, as the rains leave many of the roads impassable.

Activities include birdwatching, wildlife viewings and immersive cultural experiences with the Karimojong people of Karamoja.




Getting Around

Taxis, buses and boda-bodas are plentiful from the towns, but you’ll need to hire a car, private driver or choose a suitable tour package when travelling to remote northern border regions. Many tour operators provide a booking service for chartered flights from destinations within Uganda, and help with hotel transfers.






KIDEPO VALLEY
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Kidepo Valley National Park is situated in the farthest northeastern reach of Uganda, an area known as ‘the empty quarter’, which borders South Sudan and Kenya. The park is an 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 park. It offers 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 isUganda’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 the park.
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TOP TIP

During the rainy months of April to November, it can be more difficult to spot animals as they migrate away from the flooded plains for higher ground. During the dry season of December to March, you can see the animals congregating around watering holes due to the scarcity of water available across the savannah.
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Explore Astounding Wilderness in Uganda’s Savannah

TRAVERSING THE EMPTY QUARTER

Kidepo Valley National Park is the third-largest and most secluded national park in Uganda, located the furthest away from Kampala on the opposite corner to Entebbe. Needless to say, the many animals are a main attraction, followed closely by the expansive scenery. The area is home to more than 70 mammal species and is a prime location for wildlife viewing of lions, leopards, zebras and hyenas. The park is also home to more than 450 bird species, 60 of which have not been found in any other location in East Africa.

Explore the authentic African wildlife experience reminiscent of the kind of safari photos found in travel brochures. Photographers can capture fantastic panoramic shots of low hills and high mountains here, where you will also find the largest herds of buffalo traversing any valley.

With your guide leading the way, step out of the vehicles to walk among the acacia trees and borassus palms. And, of course, where else would you find the succulent sausage tree (Kigelia) with its oblong fruit? These surreally captivating ‘sausages’ hang at heights suitable only for giraffes, but this is no loss as they are very poisonous to humans. They do, though, make for great photos and travel anecdotes.

At the time of writing, local conflict had eased and two lodges and a government rest camp were operating near the entrance to the otherwise isolated area. If the 10-hour drive from Entebbe is not a favoured option, Kidepo is well serviced by the recent addition of the Apoka airstrip. A shorter drive to the lodges and wildlife viewing can be booked through many operators based on your schedule and budget.
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Karimojong & Ik Cultural Immersion

Uganda’s Tourism Board intends to expand tourism beyond the game reserves and into local communities. This includes more village tours and cultural immersions into pastoral life with communities in remote rural areas.

The remote Ik tribe, known as ‘mountain people’, are a unique ethnic group of 10,000 people who rely on subsistence farming. They preserve their traditional ways of life by speaking the Teuso language and only traveling to the lowlands to trade grain.

The Karimajong are a Nilotic tribe who depend on nomadic pastoralism, as cattle and cattle blood is a primary source of food and essential part of their culture. Tours are available to experience jump dancing, hut building and unique dressing of both tribes.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND THE GAME PARKS

Apoka Safari Lodge

Ten spacious bandas provide comfortable accommodation with luxury facilities close to wildlife encounters. $$

Kidepo Savannah Lodge

Bandas that share one ablution block and eight self-contained safari tents leading off from a central dining area and bar. $$

Nga’Moru Wilderness Camp/Buffalo Base

Comfortable, traditionally decorated tents and gorgeous bandas in a remote location. $


Step into the Open Wild Savannah

Leaving your vehicle behind and stepping out on a walking trail creates a heightened and more vivid experience of the game park, so adventurous travellers will do well to take one of the established walking trails designed by your guide.

Most walking trails take three hours to fully wind their way through the Narcus Valley, which has a 5km radius. This gives ample time to spot some of the 70 mammal species and hundreds of birds in this stunning expanse of the valley. There is also a longer 15km trail that follows the ridge line for hikers who are up to the challenge.



Wildlife Spotting in the Narcus Valley

THE ULTIMATE AFRICAN SAFARI

The Apoka Game Drive is the best way to reach the farthest corners of the national park, sure to create unforgettable experiences as you come face-to-face with predators, birds and herd mammals large and small from the safety of your safari vehicle.

Many drives follow a 20km route through the Narcus Valley. Choose an early morning or late afternoon drive to see dramatic changes of sunlight and temperature and the stunning effects on the wildlife active at these times. Dawn and dusk also provide the magic hour of light, setting the scene for picturesque photographs and memorable snaps with minimal effort. A top tip for photographers is to carry a digital back-up camera as well as your film format favourites. If you choose to go in the heat of the midday sun in the drier months, you will surely see herbivores gathering in the wilderness – as well as thirsty carnivorous predators.

The experience is organised at Apoka Safari Lodge in the centre of Kidepo Valley National Park. Its on-site restaurant has breathtaking expansive views of the game park and you’re likely to spot elephants and monkeys from the window. When staying overnight, you’ll experience the nocturnal sounds of lions and warthogs and the knowledgeable driver will tell you tales of animal attacks over the years. Thankfully, the experienced team have a knack for spotting animals and are clued up on all the safari safety measures.

PLACES TO EAT IN MOROTO

Rola Foods

Takeaway and delivery service of tasty local and traditional foods. $

Bamburi

Notes as the best Swahili dishes of the region and affordable prices. $

Joy’s Restaurant

Cosy cafe elegantly decorated, best for a quick lunch when on the move. $

Myriad Experiences at Mt Morungole

WALKING IN MILDER CLIMATES

Those seeking relatively gentle excursions in a mild climate close to sea level need look no further than Kidepo Valley’s Mt Morungole. This 3749m-high mountain can be experienced without the need for technical expertise or equipment, but do be sure to take supplies if you plan to stay overnight.

The climb features cinematic landscapes and boulders that are elegantly balanced, giving the illusion of mid-air suspension. The actual summit is not accessible to visitors as it is of spiritual significance to the Ik tribe who are residents and guardians of the area. A full day’s walk costs USh226,000 per person; half a day is USh132,000 with discounts to be applied for groups of two, three and four, and bookable through highly recommended Kara-Tunga Tours and other local tour agents.

The Timu Escarpment ridge connects visitors with the lush biodiversity of the Kidepo Valley forest’s surroundings. Oral history has it that the Ik community who reside here originally migrated from the Turkana County in Kenya. This is a treat of exploration for walkers who love a trail off the beaten path. The adjacent Timu Forest heartland is surrounded by hills and mountains and was once rich in wildlife; however, these elephants, buffalo and rhino have now been preserved in other parks in Uganda - another reason this area is nicknamed the ‘empty quarter’.

The Ik Tribe and Dodoth Tribe cultural experiences are available as additions to the one- and two-day walks; they come already built into the three-day walk. There are extraordinary sites for rich cultural and natural experiences beyond the regular wildlife viewing and water sports excursions that attract more people to the southeastern and central parts, including the Apoka Wildlife Reserve for walks and the nearby Kanangorok hot springs. Cattle auction markets happen en route to Kidepo in Kaabong on Mondays and on Wednesday, in Kotido, on the way to Moroto.


Hot Springs at Kanangorok

Take a shorter 90-minute drive from Apoka Wildlife reserve to visit the spectacular Kanangorok hot springs near the South Sudan border. The springs burst out of the ground at a balmy 50°C. The name Kanangorok means ‘place of black stone’ in the Karamajong dialect, and the place is believed to contain spiritual and health benefits.

In many African traditions, responsibility for calamities and ailments can be apportioned to the disturbed spirits of ancestors, and these hot springs are a way of carrying out sacrifices and rituals to appease these spirits.

The site is best viewed in the drier season when passing through, savannah and bush land are easier to navigate than in the rains. The springs are open for bathing in, if you can withstand the heat.



PLACES TO STAY IN MOROTO

Kara-Tunga, Karamoja Safari Camp

Lovely three-star hotel with an airport shuttle and great food. $

Kara-Tunga Backpackers

Hostel with sheltered outdoor seating; large tent with views of Mt Moroto. $

Mt. Moroto Hotel

Charming hotel surrounded by stunning scenery in a tranquil part of Moroto. $$


Stay a Night with the Nomad Warriors

During your visits to northeastern Uganda, you are sure to encounter the former Karimojong warrior nomads who are now cattle herders in the Kraal. Spending a night and day in a Karimojong village is an immersive experience that gives an intimate perspective on life here. It involves herding and milking cattle, learning how to identify local foods, and roasting meats.

You should be aware that trips often involve seeing how the Karimojong spear cattle to draw blood to drink. You’ll also be given your own Karimojong name and may experience domestic duties led by women in the village.

The price includes camping gear, dinner and breakfast; transportation can be added to the package for an additional USh90,000 per vehicle.



The Great Northeastern Adventure Section

EXCURSIONS IN KARAMOJALAND

Moroto is nicknamed Uganda’s ‘north-eastern adventure section’ for great reasons. It is packed full of interesting sights and experiences to explore and it’s worth a three-day visit just for the excursions, with stop-over days before and after to relax before travelling over the adjacent borders of Kenya or South Sudan, or heading to the game reserves of eastern Uganda.

Activities in the areas surrounding the savannah plains on the slopes of the massive Mt Moroto include hiking, trekking, cultural immersive experiences in the villages, bicycle tours, bush walks and archaeological tours. The expeditions on offer include breathtaking views and unique campsites, with excellent views of the stars and landscapes and rich connections with Uganda’s highlander communities.

Explore the ancient volcano by hiking and trekking its many mountain peaks, the highest in the region set on the semi-arid planes of the Karamoja. Prices range from USh90,000 for a nature walk to USh1.6 million (around $250) for a three-day camping and trekking experience. Cycling tours, birding and hiking experiences are available and best bookable online in advance; discounts are available for groups.

Other novel experiences unique to this area include immersive experiences with the Karimojong Warrior Nomads. These involve sleeping overnight and waking up to live the day with the Karimojong. These cultural immersion tours range from USh100,000–USh150,000 and can be weaved around daytime tour packages and three-day hiking experiences over a long weekend. Check Kara-Tunga tours for the most reputable and informed local guides of the area.

The Great Warrior Nomad Trail

WALK ALONGSIDE THE KARIMOJONG

The Warrior Nomad Trail is a community tourism initiative created by the social enterprise Kara-Tunga Arts & Tours, who strive to create employment opportunities and peaceful coexistence among neighbouring tribes of Uganda, Kenya, Ethiopia and South Sudan. The enterprise is responsible for training new tour guides and aims to preserve cultural heritage and reduce poverty and the need for migration.

The three-day cross-border walking trail leads relatively active hikers 50km over four countries to witness the dramatic, semi-mountainous and wild landscapes of Karamojaland, 5000m above sea level. The indigenous peoples of this trail share a common ancestry that originated in Ethiopia and migrated to the mountainous farmlands connecting South Sudan, Uganda, and Kenya. A variety of excursions can be booked at kara-tunga.com.

Walk the trail with your guide, starting from Kidepo Valley National Park in Uganda’s Karamojaland, or begin at the ‘cradle of humankind’ archeological site in Northern Kenya. You’ll be guided by nomad warriors through crater islands and past Lake Turkana, also known as the Jade Sea for its colour, meeting around 13 Nilotic tribes on the way to Ethiopia.

If 65,000 steps in 3 days isn’t for you, you might prefer to tackle the longer 47.5km distance by bike. There are options for staying only in Kidepo Valley or in Uganda for a shorter cultural tour and sleeping a night with former Karimojong warrior nomads who are now cattle herders in the Kraal. The immersive experience involves herding and milking cattle, learning how to identify local foods, spearing a cow for blood and roasting meats. Transportation can be added to the package for an additional US$50 per vehicle.
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The Karamoja from Mt Moroto | Michele D’Amico supersky77/getty images ©

PLACES TO STAY IN KARAMOJALAND

Tita Tourist Resort

Three-star hotel with modern style rooms with a desk and TV, Wi-Fi, breakfast and bar. $$

Kara-Tunga Karamoja Safari Camp

Three-star guesthouse with basic rooms, an entire cottage or classic spacious tents. $$

Mt Moroto

Bandas with rooms and suites. Nets on beds, crisp white sheets and decorative ankole-watusi tusk furniture. $$


Cultural & Heritage Tours

Tourism has a positive influence in the Karamoja region, providing a sustainable economy and reducing the dependence on cattle herding. Ultimately, it eases tensions between neighbouring tribes, each of which believes they are sole owners of all the cattle in the area. Encroachment and poaching has led to intertribal conflict exacerbated first by the British East Africa administration of borders, secondly by availability and proliferation of guns during Idi Amin’s reign, and more recently by the 2022 droughts.

The current government has disarmed the people of this area, but small arms are brought over the borders and used for raiding homes and cattle. Keep an eye on your local travel advisory board for the safest times to travel and avoid periods of aggravation near the borders.




Getting Around

From Mbale, Mt Elgon or Kampala take the Mbale–Soroti road or the Mbale–Moroti road, which takes you directly to north Uganda and Kidepo Valley. You can also take a flight from Entebbe to Apoko Airstrip on Tuesdays and Fridays. Minibuses or coaches take around 10 hours by road and cost USh 20,000. It’s possible to fly from Entebbe to Kidepo Valley or from Kampala’s Kajjansi Airfield. You can also book a car from Kampala via Mbale, Soroti, Moroto and onto Kidepo. Check timetables online before you travel.






GULU
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A newly built vibrant hub in northern Uganda. For a small and arid town, Gulu is surprisingly pleasant and has a number of hidden gardens within its bounds. It’s a good stopping place after visiting Ziwa Rhino Sanctuary, or on your way further north. Check out the local food, which is very different in this region – not so much matoke but more millet, cassava, pasted vegetables and meats, as well as local seed and nut butter. There’s an existing and thriving arts and cultural scene with many events, exhibitions, music and other festivals that put Gulu on the map as a must-visit destination in Uganda. It is definitely on the map for the country’s rising art stars.
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TOP TIP

In the past five years, violent crime has significantly reduced and you’d be surprised to learn there have ever been any issues when travelling through Gulu. As with many places, check your country’s advisory boards before travelling, as insurers will often refuse to cover journeys to places flagged as dangerous.
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Gulu Main Market | ZUMA Press, Inc./Alamy Stock Photo ©

A Market that Keeps Giving

SHOES, CLOTHES AND FRESH PRODUCE

The Gulu Main Market interior has the look of an old colonial library, but in fact it was constructed during the first stage of the Market and Agricultural Trade Improvement Project. Having conducted research to find markets were poorly managed, badly maintained and in some cases were being sublet to unregistered traders, MATIP was set up to improve the conditions for workers and for visitors. The Gulu market is an early success story of the project. The excitement, sounds, smells, and sights over three floors can be dizzying, but there is plenty to discover in a whizz around between stalls and customers.

The first floor houses fruit and vegetables from all over Uganda. Delve deeper and you will find fish as well as fresh and dried meat, with butchers selling their cuts and even live chickens for sale.

To reach the second, you can use one of the staircases at the edge of the market or a ramp on the outside of the building. This floor is a treasure trove of dried goods, pastes and butters including odi, Gulu’s locally made peanut butter, and moo yaa (edible shea), among other everyday ingredients. Following the indoor balcony on this floor are the tailors, salons, designers and craftspeople. If getting your hair done, it’s useful to take a photograph of the style with you and describe whether you want extensions, natural hair, sew-ins or braids.

The third floor is the destination for Gulu’s latest trending fashion in clothes and shoes. There is also the Art Factory in the centre of this floor, run by a local artist who also sells his work and offers art classes.


People of the Acholi Tribe

Gulu, Kitgum and Pader are still known locally as Acholiland, for these are the homelands of the Acholi tribe. Historically, the Acholi were heavily recruited as soldiers and police under British rule, with many sent to fight in European wars and not returning. This led to fewer opportunities in the area and caused deprivation, stunting development in comparison to other regions of Uganda.

After former president Idi Amin came to power in a coup in 1971, he targeted Acholiland and perpetrated massacres in the region because of its military and policing links. In the past 20 years it has recovered well under Museveni’s leadership to become a thriving town and main tourist destination.



PLACES TO EAT AND SLEEP IN GULU

Northern Pearl

Basic bungalows, some with AC, in a pretty garden with tree swings and rooftop terrace. $

African Roots Guesthouse

Well presented and welcoming place in lodge-style surrounds. $$

The Lookout Cafe

Juices, pizza, salads and more. Relaxed and stylish spot with a quiet terrace. $$


Art and War

Joseph Kony initially formed the Lord’s Resistance Army in the 1980s to overthrow the government, but today the Ugandan militant and his rebel group are notorious for allegations of human rights violations. The conflicts in the late 1980s and early ‘90s displaced thousands in Gulu and the northern Acholi region, until the government ordered northerners into Internally Displaced People’s camps in 1996. They would remain confined in there for up to 10 years.

Post-conflict Gulu is a calmer, safer area for locals and visitors, with many NGOs and volunteers. There has also been an influx of foreign investment, especially for arts and crafts and women-run businesses. Meanwhile, local artists’ music and dance collaborations are bringing the region beyond its disturbing past and shining a creative spotlight on historic rivalries.



Visit a Nucleus of Creative Enterprise

ART AND FILMMAKING HUB

The TAKS (Through Art Keep Smiling) Community Art Centre was set up in a former British colonial clubhouse in 2005 as a community-run, non-profit safe space for creatives to meet, collaborate and flourish. The centre hosts performances, exhibitions and film screening and was also involved in the third Gulu International Film Festival programme. It’s a welcoming spot for digital nomads who might be working in the cafe using the free Wi-Fi, or for locals to stop by and hang out on the sofas, meet friends for breakfast, or grab a glass or two of wine with your lunch. There are activity rooms, gardens and a gift shop. There are also dance competitions and gigs at this venuw making it a vibrant centre for the creative industries.

This is a cosy and welcoming spot that’s different from any other arts venue or just mainstream cafes and galleries. Entirely run by volunteers, the customer service isn’t overly attentive, which suits the people who spend their days working at the centre. Instead, staff put their efforts into making sure the menu is maintained at a high standard.

TAKS aims to to provide a useable safe art space with locally managed facilities, selling ornate handmade Ugandan arts and crafts, providing a hearty restaurant menu of traditional cooked food, and bandas-style accommodation for around USh50,000. Proceeds go to job training for local youth. It is a way through which cultural exchanges can take place and build international connections with art scenes in Uganda and UK. You can check out the latest programme of events at http://takscentre.blogspot.com.


Getting Around

It is easy to reach Gulu by car, matatu (minibus) or plane. If driving, use the Gulu–Kampala highway, which will take you directly to Kampala city. The five-hour drive is straightforward, but the total journey time will depend on city traffic. There are many coach, matatu and taxi options to and from Gulu; look for companies such as Makome, Friendship and Larem. Enquire locally for bus timetables and note these may vary depending on holidays and seasonal schedules. If possible, travel in the mornings for a shorter journey with less traffic. It is possible to fly from Juba, Kasese, Pakuba, Arua or Entebbe to Gulu in under two hours, but there is no regular flight schedule.






Beyond Gulu
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After the creative hubs and shopping thrills of Gulu, more wild adventures beckon in the mountains and waterfalls beyond.


Waterfalls, mountains, forest reserves and hot springs await you if you venture to the intriguing areas around Gulu. Spend a day at the Aruu Falls, a fascinating site of natural beauty located in Pader, a town close to Gulu in northern Uganda. The Aruu Falls are encompassed by lush forest with huge boulders for climbing hobbyists. Over undulating golden savannah, the route leads to Mt Kei Forest Reserve (the former Rhino Sanctuary) in the furthest stretches of Uganda’s northwest on the Kaya River bordering South Sudan. Gulu is mostly an arid environment; in stark contrast to the wetlands and lakes of the south, you will feel transplanted here and wonder if you’re still in Uganda.
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Women near Gulu | Hector Conesa/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Although crime rates have improved over the years, it’s worth taking special care of your belongings and not flashing anything valuable.




Aruu Falls

Aruu Falls is a spectacular natural wonder near Gulu located in Pader district in northern Uganda. The falls are surrounded by an evergreen forest with large rocks, and it can be great fun bouldering over them to get to the water. It is best to visit in the drier season as the rains can cause the rocks to be slippery. Climb with care! There is a campsite close to the falls, giving you the option to spend the night nearby and catch the majestic falls during the quiet, contemplative hours around sunrise.



Climb the ‘Baby Mountain’

ISOLATED LANDSCAPES AND WILDERNESS

Mt Kei Forest Reserve (formerly Mt Kei Rhino Sanctuary) is located in the utmost northwest of Uganda on the Kaya River bordering South Sudan.

There are two main activities in the area. The first is walking, and you can book a guided tour, though rambling on your own in this region is also safe due to the lack of animals. Rhinos used to be here, but have migrated from their old habitats due to war or been hunted to extinction. Today, the reserve is made up mostly of dry savannah and woodland trees set in a remote region with a sparse population until you reach the southern part of the South Sudan border. The forest reserve serves as a water catchment area; however, it contains no tropical forest, unlike many of the country’s other forest and jungle regions to the point that you’ll wonder if you’re still in Uganda.

The second most prized activity is to climb Mt Kei. The first few kilometres of the hike are relatively easygoing through the foothills, until you reach the beginning of a steep hike. Some people take a boda-boda up this steep ‘baby of mountains’. But fitter travellers who like a moderate challenge will find this a worthwhile climb timed at around eight hours and covering a distance of 15km. The most avid climbers might find this climb underwhelming in comparison to Elgon or Margarita, but while the ascent may be a breeze, coming back down they may need some guidance from those who are familiar with the terrain. Guides and tours can be booked through local company Africa-Wilderness-Safaris.com.


Getting Around

Kei is a short 40-minute drive from nearby Yumbe town past lush evergreen forests, lakes and low mountains on the horizon. To reach Kei, it’s a 90-minute drive from Koboko or just over two hours from Arua. Kei is a less remote destination but still close enough to enter the expansive African savannah.






HOIMA
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Tourism and business ventures bring many young people to Hoima from Kenya and other surrounding areas to join the local Batooro people of this area. You might feel like you’ve stepped into a different country getting off the matatu here in Hoima. As a business town that has come up in Uganda’s oil boom, it is renowned for its manicured roads and buzzing social scene. Oil riches have brought development to the area far beyond what the rest of the country has experienced, and the locals like to enjoy the lifestyle that comes with this wealth.

This 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: you also have the splendour of Murchison Falls just over an hour away from the city. Past rolling arable land, the surrounding areas are magnificent and boast rich archaeological and historic cultural sites.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Murchison Falls National Park

SIGHTS

2Bugungu Wildlife Reserve

3Karuma

4Karuma Falls

SLEEPING

5Hoima Buffalo Hotel and Business Hub

SHOPPING

6Hoima Main Market




TOP TIP

If you’re travelling from Fort Portal or Gulu to Hoima, make sure you get up bright and early to catch a morning coach – otherwise you’ll need to take a minibus, and this will entail multiple stops along the way that could stretch the journey by several hours.
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Ziwa Rhino Sanctuary | Judd Irish Bradley/shutterstock ©


Hoima: the Oil-rich City

Hoima is renowned for its manicured roads and a buzzing social scene as a business town that has come up in the oil boom. Follow the glowing red road demarcations to your night out or hotel; there are many places to stay in the centre of town you may be able to walk to. Otherwise, take a boda-boda to the nearest street food joint and stock up on BBQ chicken, Irish potato chips, chapati, mohogo and matoke.

If you’re passing through en route to your next destination, you can ask any hotel for a day pass to use the pool and gym facilities as a treat before heading into the highlands for trekking and camping.



Living Lavish in Hoima City

THE HOTEL OF HOTELS

A short walk from the Hoima Main Market is the Hoima Buffalo Hotel, a central resort to complement the company’s other, more rural one. This hotel has lavish double rooms with balconies, ceiling fans and executive style desks and wardrobes. You’ll also have the luxury of beautifully tiled bathrooms. But if price is a major factor, you can get a much cheaper deal by checking into one of the hotel’s south block rooms with a single bed, by the road on the ground floor. It may not offer the same luxurious experience, but you can still take advantage of the excellent facilities on site.

These include a sauna, gym, health suite, 20m adult swimming pool and children’s pool with adjacent outdoor seating, two bars and poolside service. A live band plays every Sunday evening, with popular afrobeat jams and lively world music setting the vibes for a party you won’t want to end. With these entertainment options on your doorstep, you may never feel the need to venture out of this hotel. Moreover, the resort attracts a very diverse range of travellers, from backpackers to celebrities to local business people who use the sauna and gym facilities on site. This can make for some fun socialising opportunities.

The pristine rooftop garden adorned with exotic plants, tables and chairs is a calmer spot where you can rest your feet after the five-floor climb and marvel at the rolling landscape visible for miles across the skyline. Breakfast is a choice of continental or traditional Ugandan matoke (green banana) stew, greens or omelette, and comes included in the price.

Experience a Savannah Safari

WILDLIFE VIEWING AND CHIMPANZEES

Bugungu Wildlife Reserve was originally established as a controlled hunting area in 1963 before later being named as a protected wildlife area. Situated two hours’ drive from either Bulisa or Masindi, this is one of the best places to go for wildlife drives, where you can discover reedbucks, leopards, buffaloes, hippopotamuses, warthogs, bush bucks and water bucks. The park is mostly dry thicket with some open savannah woodland situated between Murchison Falls National Park and the north shore of Lake Mobutu Sese Seko (otherwise known as Lake Albert).Bugungu is one of the relatively smaller wildlife reserves covering an area of 52,000 hectares.

Bugungu Wildlife Reserve and the adjacent Karuma Wildlife Reserve constitute a buffer zone for the southern section of Murchison Falls National Park. Among the other animals known to reside in the park are chimpanzees, though the exact number is unknown. The park is rich in wildlife and has around 200 bird species, so remember your hiking gear, cameras and binoculars before settling down in a spot where your guide advises you’re likely to spot some of these rare wild birds, such as the saddlebill stork. The best way to experience the reserve is through nature walks and community walks where guides from the local community will also be able to share elements of the local Ugandan culture significant to this areal. The mammals in the park include the lion, African elephant and buffalo. To get here from Murchison Falls, drive through Bulisa and take the Bulisa–Hoima Road.

Wildlife & Hiking in the Shadow of Murchison Falls

A SHRINKING GAME RESERVE

Standing over 900m above sea level, Karuma Wildlife Reserve spans 820 sq km in Kiryandongo district. The reserve was set up in the 1960s as a buffer between Murchison Falls National Park and the villages in the unconserved areas in an effort to reduce conflict and poaching here. Visitors can partake in a host of activities including nature walks, birding and wildlife drives. If you are visiting Murchison Falls, it is well worth the detour, and you don’t need to travel far to take in some exceptional sights. The famous Karuma Falls are situated in the eastern part of the Murchison Falls National Park, so part of this reserve is considered part of the Murchison Falls site.

The one-time buffer area demarcated in Karuma has seen high numbers of settlers moving in due to the Kiryandongo refugee camp settlement being established in the area, and community tours of the camp are available. This settlement was originally set up by the British administration in the 1950s to take in refugees from Kenya; since then it has taken in migrants fleeing conflicts in Rwanda, Burundi, the DRC and South Sudan. Numbers grew, particularly during the 1990s, when the Ugandan government opened up new swathes to re-home displaced people.

Prior to this, you could see numerous animals such as elephants and leopards, but they have now migrated further into Murchison Falls National Park. Nevertheless, there are still many animals that call the park home, including zebras, Ugandan kobs, giraffes, buffaloes and a variety of small monkeys.
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Karuma Falls | Eric Nathan/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Ziwa Rhino Sanctuary

Ziwa Rhino and Wildlife Ranch is home of the only white rhinos in Uganda, making a visit here a truly unique experience. Located in Nakasongola district, you will find not only these endangered rhinos, but also a wide variety of bird species and other wildlife.

The ranch has become a popular destination for tourists looking for adventure, offering rhino treks, birding tours, nature hikes, night-time nature walks and a shoebill trek and canoe ride. The on-site ranch offers a bar and restaurant serving cold drinks and delicious home cooked meals, and you can overnight in either the campsite or one of the guesthouses.



WHERE TO EAT IN HOIMA

Karibuni Restaurant

For authentic home-cooked East African–style meals. $

Jacaranda Coffee and Fine Dining

Trendy international cuisine suits all tastes. $$

Feelings Bakery Café and Restaurant

Wholesome and lovely in every way; baked treats, burgers and smoothies. $$


Karuma Falls

It’s worth the USh20,000 entry fee just to see these magnificent waterfalls, and the chance to spot wildlife is an added bonus. The water cascading from different heights at differing velocities creates a dazzling visual and aural experience that is unmissable when traveling through this region; the viewpoint also guarantees stunning photography. You may wish to purchase a guide, who will be able to give you in-depth information about the site and its changing nature, including an ongoing project to construct the country’s largest hydropower plant here.



WHERE TO STAY IN HOIMA

Golden Castle Hotel

Four-star hotel with great deals, elegant deluxe rooms, an excellent restaurant and garden terrace. $$$

Trisek Hotel

Clean, modern and chic rooms with amazing ambience. Free Wi-Fi, lounge bar and hot tub. $$

Hoima Buffalo Hotel

Three-star pristine hotel with a pool-side bar and live entertainment. $



TOP SIGHT
Murchison Falls

Murchison is the most famous waterfall in Uganda and the most powerful in the world. A visit to this destination at the northwestern end of Lake Albert will bring you to an unforgettable vision of the Nile’s strength as it pushes through a gap in the rocks to send 300 cubic metres of water per second crashing over falls and gorges.
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Scan the QR code to book a local guide.
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Murchison Falls Activities

Murchison falls can be climbed in just under an hour. Ascend the hills and pass the thunderous crashing sound of the falls before reaching the gorgeous panorama at the peak that makes it all worth it. The sounds and scent of the waterfalls will be startlingly refreshing and you’ll understand why it’s known as the most powerful waterfall in the world.

If this hasn’t quenched your quest for adventure, there are many activities to take part in at the national park, including wildlife viewing, hiking to the top of the falls, fishing, and boat safaris than can last three full days.


DON’T MISS

Nile Viewpoints

Uhuru Falls

Wildlife Viewing

Birdwatching

Hiking the Falls

Kichumbanyobo Gate

Boat Safari



Animals at Murchison Falls

The big five animals to spot at Murchison Falls National Park are the lion, leopard, buffalo, elephant and rhino. You can book your wildlife drive at the park, however, many people prefer to book in advance and get the best deals for groups. There are also 1250 rare majestic and graceful Rothschild’s giraffes, not found anywhere else in the world besides Murchison Falls park itself and some remote parts of Kenya. The same goes for the highly distinctive hartebeest. This rare antelope species is known for its long snout and curved horns.

Climbing Murchison Falls involves a 45-minute guided hike, which requires visitors to be physically fit. During the hike, take in the beautiful surroundings with rolling hills and interesting varieties of vegetation. You are also likely to catch some beautiful varieties of bird species. Murchison happens to be the prime viewing spot for birders to catch a glimpse of the rare shoebilled stork, so have your cameras poised and ready.

Uhuru Falls

Uhuru means freedom in Kiswahili and it’s a lesser – but still spectacularly elegant – waterfall set within the Murchison Falls locale. It’s a very picturesque place and arguably the most Instagrammable in the park. You can (carefully) climb the falls and also swim here if you want to cool off after a day of hiking.


Did you know?

American novelist Ernest Hemingway and his wife Mary’s chartered plane famously crashed at Murchison Falls in 1954. The plane clipped a telegraph pole before plummeting into Nile waters to be surrounded no doubt by hungry monitor lizards. News of the couple’s death circulated but was greatly exaggerated. Nevertheless, Hemingway vowed never to return to Uganda.



Entrances and Viewpoints

There are seven gate entrances to Murchison Falls and you’ll find several spectacular viewpoints along the way regardless of how you enter. However, the best way in is through the main entrance on the southern part of the park; it’s also called the Kichumbanyobo gate. This is accessed via the Kaniyo Pabidi Forest from Masindi town.

Nile River and Lake Albert

Enjoy a stroll along the banks of where the Nile River meets Lake Albert. The Victoria Nile bisects through the national park, establishing north and south sections. The northern part is known for its grasslands, with striking borassus palm and picturesque acacia trees, while the south of the park is lined with dense tropical forest and savannah. To the west of the park is an extensive swamp where the water from the Nile empties into Lake Albert. Many tour companies offer a river cruise as part of the hiking trail. You can book a cruise on arrival, or if you’ve planned in advance it will likely be included in your tour. The duration will be up to an hour, and you’ll be dropped back to the same spot to continue your hike.


TOP TIPS

• The best time to see the magnificent grey crowned crane is from November to April, and birdwatching is generally best experienced from January through April.

• Book morning or evening wildlife viewing in the dry season to increase the chances of seeing tree-climbing lions.

• The falls can be experienced in a day, but allow three days to enjoy and explore the National Park at Murchison and for wildlife viewing at a leisurely pace.

• The most accessible option for wheelchair users is during a wildlife drive as there are no chair lifts at the site.






Getting Around

There are many fantastic places to stay or enjoy within walking distance of Hoima’s city centre, and handy glowing red road markings on some pristine and newly tarmac-lined roads pave the way on foot to many central sites. The rapid development in Hoima has its downsides, as the ceaseless construction of new roads can make it difficult to find your way in the city and often leaves Google Maps obsolete. Ask a boda-boda driver if you find yourself lost.






FORT PORTAL
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Fort Portal is renowned as the ultimate tourist hub where rich ancient traditions and flashy modern trends are intertwined and celebrated with equal value. The city’s allure as a destination encapsulates everything you could want in a place, with cool bars, exuberant nightlife and engaging trips to surrounding areas of natural beauty situated at the foothills of the Rwensori Mountains.

The city is particularly proud of its luxuriant centrepieces, the golf course and Botanical Gardens, and it is a mainstay for the many trekking sites, national parks and waterfalls just one hour’s drive from the centre. This is a welcoming town and the locals are hospitable and deeply patriotic. It is usual to greet people you pass on the street, even if you don’t know them, and a simple hello will open doors for you to new excursions and local innovative businesses that pop up frequently.
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SIGHTS

1Artwooki Gallery

2Jabulani Arts Gallery & Cultural Hub

3Mountains of the Moon Hotel

4Tooro Botanical Gardens

EATING

5Pavilion Bar & Grill

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6African Village Bar & Restaurant

7Afrikana Sports Bar

8Club Africana

9Forest Bar




TOP TIP

When you step off the bus in Fort Portal, you’ll notice the climate is much cooler in the north, especially in rainy season (April-May), so pack appropriately for the weather and any hiking you may be doing. Visit June–September when the weather is more pleasant; it may rain but the rain dries quickly.
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One of Four Former Kingdoms

Fort Portal is part of the Bantu kingdom known as Tooro and home of ruling King Omukama Oyo Nyimba Rukidi IV. It 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. The New Tooro Kingdom Palace is a celebrated focal point of the city, offeriing 360-degree views from the heights of the Rwensori hills.

It can be visited at any time of the day or evening free of charge except a USh10,000 charge for parking on the premises. You will learn about the founding of the Tooro Kingdom, and helpful guides will divulge cultural and traditional practices of the Batooro people.



Check out Fort Portal’s Biodiverse Paradise

THRIVING FOREST GARDEN

Set in the inner city of Fort Portal over 40 hectares, the Tooro Botanical Gardens is a truly unique experience and birdwatching is a particular highlight. The site has been an indigenous non-profit making organisation since 2021, and is a hub for sustainable biodiversity, conserving living plants from the Albertine regions for scientific research, horticultural and tourism purposes.

The gardens are used both as an area to conserve and restore plant and animal species and as a training centre for practical demonstrations. The gardens conserve the highest number of tree species outside of the national parks. Since 2004 it has been restoring and conserving numerous ecosystems including former grazing land which has been transformed into a primary forest with growing over 208 tree species up from 12 and 175 bird species up from 23. The centre is also home to nonwoody plants, reptiles, insects and a few wild animals each playing their role in the functions of the ecosystem. Its off-site work extends outside of Fort Portal to restore degraded forest reserves such as Kagombe in Kigadi, Namatale in Mbale, Nyakinoni in Bunyangabu and Kirimirire in Ibanda.

It promotes sustainable development through nature-based solutions that eco-tourists will love. They focus on climate-smart jobs such as agro tourism, ecotourism, landscaping, agriculture and horticulture. Eco-restoration and urban forestry as well as tree planting are also prime focal points of the centre and its gardens. The centre is open from 9am to 5pm daily and entry costs USh3000 or USh10,000. This includes an hour’s walking tour through endlessly fascinating natural surroundings.

PLACES TO EAT AND DRINK IN FORT PORTAL

Gardens Restaurant Café and Art Gallery

Famous lunch buffet, excellent coffee in an open and central location. $$

Kanu nakali

Delicious and authentic menu in a small and discreet cafe with paved courtyard seating. $

Night Rose

Serene gardens, rooms with balconies, conferencing facilities and spa. $

Fort Portal Artistic Highlights

PORTAL TO CULTURE

Fort Portal is a great place to find some of the best handmade arts and crafts around Uganda while exploring the city on foot. The terrain is mostly flat, so is ideal for cycling or taking a stroll between creative spaces and arty spots, stopping to pick up some hand-crafted items and limited-edition art pieces. You can flag down a boda-boda from just about anywhere to avoid any muddy side roads and open gutters, whizzing past the clothes and food markets and traffic on the busy roads heading into the centre of town.

Head to Roots Arts and Culture Space, a gallery with a mission to empower young underprivileged people in the area by empowering them to produce art to sell. Artwooki Gallery is the place to check out exciting up-and-coming local painters in the contemporary art scene. It is situated in the north of the city centre and is open 9am-9pm daily. You might come away with a few masterpieces.

Along the Toro Road, to the east of the city centre, you’ll find the Mountains of the Moon Hotel and Craft Shop. The shop sells handmade bespoke crafts and works by local artists at affordable prices. These include block-printed fabric bags and accessories that make some of the best gifts and collectables in the city, and the shop is well worth a visit.

Jabulani Arts Gallery & Cultural Hub is the region’s finest art space and children’s education initiative, exhibiting figurative paintings of daily life along with some more surreal and abstract art displays. The open courtyard is a popular gathering space and indoors sometimes hosts local music and dance performances.


WHY I LOVE FORT PORTAL
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Alia Pathan, Writer

I loved my visit to Fort Portal. It’s a place that continually unfolds with the unexpected. The inner city has this distinctive warm and sweet smell of homemade food from the side streets near the taxi park, then as you pass the lush jungle flora of the golf course, the scent of the banana trees and borassus palms continues into the villages just 10 minutes from town.

You could be partying at a nightclub, then the next day, be at Murchison Falls, asleep in a village, or even back in Kampala. The city has this well-deserved reputation of being a gateway to the whole of Uganda. You can’t help but feel both safe and free here.



PLACES TO STAY IN FORT PORTAL

Kayla Courts Hotel

Peaceful setting for quiet working white bedding and a desk, some rooms have fans or air-conditioning. $$$

Nyaika Hotel

Stylishly decorated rooms and suites, vegetarian options, swimming pool and a health resort. $$

Green Village Apartments

Serene, self-contained accommodation in village location. $


Salon Experience

Fancy a trim, fade or braids? There are many salons to be found in Fort Portal. For hair on the straight side, you can visit any barber shop with scissors. For travellers with coily and curly hair textures, head to the side streets between the taxi park and the market where a row of independent salons specialise in afro hair styles such as cornrows, springs, braids and extensions.

Most salons stock black, brown and red hair but other colours, textures and lengths can be found at the nearby Mpanga Market. Whether its blow dry or braids, take a photo with you as some methods of overlocking hair vary across Africa and the rest of the world.



Partying in the Tooro Kingdom

NIGHTS TO REMEMBER

Travellers come to Fort Portal due to its location, thriving travel agency sector and convenient links to many of the country’s must-see sights. Many of them stay for the nightlife: this town’s social scene is bouncing, with everything on offer from markets that double as chill local hangouts to lively sports bars to eardrum-pounding venues for live music and dance. With a healthy art scene and some good places to eat or grab a coffee, there’s something for everyone here, drinkers and non-drinkers alike.

Markets are not just a place to grab your shopping in Fort Portal – take a leisurely stroll through one and you’re just as likely to pick up some new friends or run into old ones. Mugusu Market along the Fort Portal–Mpondwe Hwy is touted as the best and largest market in the Karabole district, and offers all kinds of goodies from food and sweets to livestock, clothes and furniture. For a more centrally located alternative, Mpanga Market has a good range of local produce as well as clothes, jewellery and shoes.

Once they’ve met their shopping needs, drinkers and football fans will want to drop by the African Sports Bar, a lively and popular watering hole in the centre of town. This drinking spot has it all: a well-stocked selection of drinks at the bar, resident DJs and a busy fast food restaurant providing BBQ and grilled meats. During the football season, you can also watch English Premier League matches before the crowd gets busier around midnight.

For those who prefer a venue with dancing, the nearby Club Africana on Kahinju Rd stays open until 4am playing lively popular music as well as classic reggae oldies. You can either enjoy a cold drink at a table while you listen to live local bands, or get on the dancefloor if the spirit takes you.

Just a few minutes’ walk away from the Club Africana, you will find the more laid-back Forest Bar an Grill. This is a cosy place with good music and an excellent selection of drinks in a relaxed ambience for chatting or dancing, to music in the local Rutooro language and current chart hits from Harmonize and Burna Boy. Drinks are priced around USh5000, and food is served from a grill. There are also a couple of pool tables and football matches shown in season.

The nearby Kenneth Inn is a clean and well-presented establishment in a hotel bar that would suit a more mature crowd. Another well-placed option in the vicinity, the African Village Bar & Restaurant, is a popular hangout for friends and couples, with huge portions of local cuisine and excellent customer service.

A little further away from the other venues is the Pavilion Bar and Grill. You might wish to grab a boda-boda to avoid a relatively lengthy walk, especially if you’ve already had a few drinks elsewhere. This bar always promises a great night with its warm atmosphere, excellent music and good house wine options. The food is on the pricier side, but this reflects its quality – the dishes here are beautifully prepared and served. The Pavilion is open 24 hours, making it a popular spot for the most dedicated partygoers to end an all-nighter.
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PLACES TO STAY IN FORT PORTAL

Green Home Cottages

Ambient, beautifully decorated cottages off the beaten track. $$

Fort Heights Homestay

Clean, comfortable stay for all the family with on-site restaurant. $$

Rwengoma Hotel and Apartments

Great value for money and close to centre of town and attractions. $

Explore the Mysterious Amabeere Caves

SUBTERRANEAN LEGENDS COME ALIVE

A quick 20-minute drive away from Fort Portal lie the Amabeere Caves. The caves are believed to have a special relevance to the ancient Bachwezi Empire, also called Banyoro-Kitara, which once spanned massive regions of what are now Uganda, Tanzania, Kenya, and the DRC.

Based on local folklore, the caves were named Amabeere after the daughter of King Bakuku, who once ruled over the Banyoro-Kitara dynasty. As the brutal tale tells, the king’s daughter refused to marry the man she had been betrothed to, and instead bore a child (presumably out of wedlock) named Ndhura. His punishment for her disobedience was a forced mastectomy, leaving her child unable to feed. It is believed to this day that her breast milk falls to Ndhura as the droplets appear milky white when they splatter on the rocks below. As these are the only caves in Uganda with an incredible array of stalactites and stalagmites, Amabeere is well worth a visit.

Access the caves from the Fort Portal–Lamia Hwy, heading north along the tarmac road winding around rolling farmland until you reach the sign posts and a footbridge in a forest clearing. The on-site guide, bookable at the entrance of the caves, will usher you through some bamboo forest and tread through swamp-like areas. Wear wellies to navigate this bit! The guide will divulge much of the rich history preserved by the Batooro and Banyoro people of this region. It costs USh8000 to visit the caves and adjacent Nyakasura waterfalls; it’s USh15,000 to visit the waterfalls, crater lakes and other satellite sites.
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Marketplace Socialising

Uganda’s large markets serve as convenient central meeting places for friends as well as offering much better deals than supermarkets. You’re likely to end up in conversations with others frequenting the market as you shop, as it is common throughout Uganda to smile at strangers and be generous with your time when interacting with people.

Don’t be surprised if your five-minute shopping trip becomes a lengthy detour to a new friend’s house, dinner party or pamper session at one of the many salons. It’s worth being open to these interactions, as most of the people you meet will be genuinely interested in meeting travellers from foreign lands they are likely to never visit.



PLACES TO STAY IN FORT PORTAL

Mountains of the Moon Hotel

Three-star hotel with manicured garden and swimming pool. $$$

Nijara Suites

Double and family rooms available, peaceful location outside the city with a garden. $$

Maasai Villa Backpackers

Budget backpackers’ haven; pristine with good meals. $$


Dreamy Views from Kyeganywa Hill

This hill not far from Fort Portal offers stunning views and photographic opportunities. Ascend via the undulating foothills at the roadside. Blissful views await you from the summit, where many capture breathtaking 360-degree photography over three crater lakes glistening below – Lake Saaka, Lake Kyegere and Lake Nyabikora.

The climb is free and short but steep, and doesn’t require any special guide or equipment. You may want to take a stick and shoes with good grip as you clamber the grassy terrain over scented wildflowers. The climb takes around an hour up the hill, and it’s well worth staying for sunset and descending before night falls.



WHERE TO STAY IN SEMULIKI NATIONAL PARK

Semuliki Safari Lodge

Luxury African thatched cottages and campsite set in the Semuliki Wildlife Reserve. $$$

Muramia Motel

Low-budget, simple lodgings with air conditioning and wi-fi. $

Aramaga Rift Valley Lodge

Luxury, lavishly decorated wooden cabin pods with on-site restaurant and beautiful scenery. $$$

Visit Uganda’s Top Site for Birding

WILDLIFE WATCHING HOT SPOT

Semuliki National Park, situated west of the Ituri Forest and intersecting with Semuliki Valley, is part of the vast forest that stretches all the way across the DRC and into Uganda. An unusual and rich combination of savannah grassland, tropical forest canopies of the ancient and bio-diverse kind, rivers and bubbling hot springs sets Semuliki apart from other parks. And, with an incredible array of wildlife that includes a great many protected species, Semuliki will be the trip of a lifetime for eco-tourists, wildlife watchers and photographers alike. Safaris from three to five days are available; contact info@insidesemulikinationalpark.com for prices and bookings.

The park contains 30 species of butterflies, 46 species of forest swallowtails and at least 230 species of moths that are now classified as protected. Birders will love the 440 species of bird, including the rare shoebill storks, which have been sighted and recorded in the area. The variety that are spotted here are so diverse that they make up some 66% of the forest birds found in Uganda. This is what makes Semuliki unique and a paradise for nature lovers and bird enthusiasts. Besides this most wonderful and abundant population of birds, the park is also famous for sightings of other wildlife including antelopes, buffaloes, lions and forest elephants. The colobus monkey, baboons and red-tailed monkey can also be spotted here. With such diverse areas of flora and fauna, Semuliki possesses ideal opportunities for photography – make sure you bring a long lens and tripod for the best shots.
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Cultural Village Tours

Cultural Tours are available at Semuliki National Park, offering visitors the chance to immerse themselves in the local Batwa community. This hunter-gatherer community traditionally relies on Semuliki reserve for food, tools, medicine and shelter. Much of their culture can be experienced through drama and dance performances that reflect the days in the not-so-distant past when they were more dependent on forest living.

This is a unique insight into a way of life that was once widespread and is sadly dwindling today. Tours are arranged in the Boma Cultural Village and bookable on-site at Semuliki National Park or in advance with a tour agency.




Getting Around

Fort Portal is a joy to walk around since many shops, bars, markets and points of interest are located centrally and within walkable distance from each other. The streets are mostly flat, with tarmac-lined roads that are a cyclist’s dream, but do watch out for the busy roads at night heading out of town – they are not well lit and are hazardous for bikes and cars.

The best way to scoot around Fort Portal town is with a boda-boda. It is worth taking down a local driver’s number on the first ride you take in town. All boda drivers are freelance, apart from the ones specifically registered to an app company, and many are available on the streets waiting for the next passenger to carry.






KASESE
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Kasese is one of the fastest growing towns in Uganda and a prime destination for tourists who flock west to explore the area’s many attractions: the Queen Elizabeth National Park, hot springs, the Kazinga Channel, Kibale National Park and access to the foothills of Mt Rwenzori, dubbed Mt Stanley after the British explorer. With its elegant glaciers on Margarita Peak, the steep climb attracts significantly fewer experienced climbers, making it a rare feat to scale the top.

This is a multi-ethnic region, though the main ethnic groups are the Rutooro-speaking Batooro people and the Bakonjo-speaking Rukonjo, so there won’t be much Swahili in this region, but English is widely spoken and locals will try their best to understand you. As you approach the city centre from the surrounding areas, look out for signposts to the ancient caves, waterfalls, national parks and much more that’s worth exploring on foot, including some stunning crater lakes.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Queen Elizabeth National Park

SIGHTS

2Great Lakes Peace Centre

3Kibale Forest National Park

4Lake Nkuruba

5Lake Nyinambuga

6Mt Stanley

7Semuliki National Park

ACTIVITIES

8KIWA Hot Springs

9Kyiriba Kyathumba




TOP TIP

Take some bank notes from the ATM at Stanbic or Centenary banks, open until 5pm weekdays, as not all places accept cards. You can also load money onto your MTN line that you can register at any MTN phone shop, and follow the instructions to add money to your device.



Dip into Healing Hot Springs

CHILLED PARTY VIBES

There are two beautiful hot springs in Kasese situated side by side, a mere 10 minutes by boda-boda west of the town along the Kasese road.

The KIWA Hot Springs has one large pool with water that has a bath-like temperature of around 37°C. The surroundings are beautifully laid out with smaller bamboo huts where you can purchase local waragi (alcohol made from bananas) and some items of swimwear if you’ve forgotten to bring yours. The spring is accessible by foot only from the tarmac road down a stone-laid slope through some jungle. There are small bridges over cleared wetlands and larger rocks that pave the way down to the entrance.

During festival seasons such as Eid, Easter and Christmas, local musicians perform at the clearing attached to the KIWA Hot Springs site. You’ll see posters around the site telling you who is playing. This contributes to Kasese’s unexpectedly happening vibe, with the chilled party buzz in the watery comfort of the hot springs, meaning you don’t even need to hit the town. Next door is the Ribona guesthouse, the closest guesthouse for visitors wanting to access either of the hot springs.

Entry here is more than USh3000 for Ugandans and USh10,000 for foreigners. It is open until 10pm and there’s a sound system that can be heard from the road playing mostly local afro-beats music. For an upbeat experience, the best time to visit is during the weekends when the extra visitors bring a party vibe with music in the local language of Rutooro.
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…And Even Hotter Springs

The Kyiriba Kyathumba

hot spring was the first site to be established and open to visitors and is valued by the Bakonzo ethnic group as a healing centre. The site is open to residents of the area and visitors who respect its sacred provision of treatments for bone and skin ailments and other illnesses.

The springs, which are fairly hot at around 45°C, are open to Ugandan nationals at a price of USh1000 and to foreigners for USh5000. There are two pools that differ in heat intensity and a bamboo shack selling fresh local fruits and sodas. The regulars know where to find the best salt scrub and will offer a massage for a soda or negotiable fee if you’re willing.



WHERE TO PARTY IN KASESE

Skyz Lounge

Well-designed, trendy club that plays a diverse selection of music.

Silver Springs Bar

This bar and guesthouse boasts one of the best restaurants in Kasese with excellent service.

Kamwe Kamwe

Hotel and spa which in the evening turns into a bar and club with DJ’s.


Off-Menu Culture in Kasese

There’s a lot of culture and arts in Kasese that are not officially listed on any map, searchable on Google or even located at any permanent address, as organisations shift with both the land and government policies. Nonetheless, you can find cool things to do including comedy shows, music events and even writing or calligraphy workshops in the area.

The local radio station, Guide Radio, is a good place to start a cultural search. It showcases international musicians during holiday seasons only – usually Easter, Eid and Christmas. Otherwise, you’ll hear a good array of local talent. The best way to learn about even more is just to listen to music playing around town and talk to locals!



Enjoy the Highest Mountains & the Purest Water

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 Rwensori mountain range, which includes 10 of Uganda’s highest peaks located on the border of DRC.

These not-so-gentle giants pose grave challenges, and only 1000 people climb the Rwensori Mountains each year, with the site’s steep incline, hazardous route up and unpredictable weather striking fear into many visitors. The already dry and challenging terrain provides further difficulties in the eventuality of rainfall or snow. Despite these difficulties, the famous Beryl Park at the age of 78 conquered Stanley, the highest peak (also known as Margherita Peak), climbing over 10 days with plenty of rests. She set a world record and is hailed as a local hero in the area of Kilmbe in the Kasese District.

The mountain’s peaks are just about visible through the mist from the low-lying villages and hot springs of Kasese down below. To make this challenging climb, book a trek with a certified and experienced mountaineering guide who knows the terrain and weather conditions. There are camps along the hiking route, and it is recommended to spend between three and five days on the climb with a rest day either side. You should pack essentials only – you’ll need to carry your pack up a steep incline and at altitude.

Hikes are best booked at least months in advance with local tour companies who will prepare you for your trek. Book at https://www.rwenzoriexpeditions.com.

Uganda’s Best Chimpanzee Treks

MEET OUR CLOSEST COUSINS

Kibale forest is the scene for a trek that offers some of the best views of fascinating primates you are ever likely to encounter. This forest is home to a large contingent of chimpanzees – the second-most-loved primates after the mountain gorillas of Bwindi Forest National Park.

The trek involves walking through the tropical jungle, accompanied by an experienced guide who daily habituates the chimps to ensure they are familiar with and accustomed to human visitors. The search for the chimps can take anything from one to five hours, depending on the starting location and distance you need to hike, but visitors are limited to only 1 hour in the presence of these endangered primates.

The park covers an area of approximately 800 sq km and stands 1500m above sea level, with the foothills situated on the Albertine Rift Valley at the lowest point of 1100m to the south. The varied altitude of the park makes for a diverse habitat of animals and wildlife across both woodland and savannah. Kibale Forest also connects to Queen Elizabeth National Park to the south, creating a 180km-long corridor between the remote Ishasha sector in the south to the Sebitoli in the north of Kibale Forest.

Bookings can be made via the ugandawildlife.org website. Guided walks are booked between 8am and 2pm and should take around three hours. There are up to 13 species in the park, more than there have been recorded in any other park in Uganda, making this a truly unique site, with abundant birds and butterflies as a bonus.
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PLACES TO EAT IN KASESE

Café Olimaco

Delicious tilapia, steamed rice, avocado salad; local and international dishes. $

New Mariana Bar

Meats, fish and steamed matoke; cocktails and nightclub in the evening. $

Samirayyi Comedy Club

Great spot to have dinner or lunch; open 24/7. $


Bigodi Wetland Sanctuary

A 15-minute drive away from the north of Kibale Forest Park, you will find the beautiful and tranquil Bigodi swamps, where a gentle two-hour stroll reveals medicinal plants, birds, monkeys and more. A guide can impart many interesting facts on local conservation and its impact on communities and habitats. You should bring waterproof trousers and footwear to trudge through the shallow pools of water, but Wellington boots can be provided if you don’t bring your own. There are some gift stalls selling trinkets, so cash would come in handy; credit cards and Apple Pay haven’t quite reached the wetlands, and Wi-Fi signals are limited. Check out the bigodicommunitytours.com for bookings.



PLACES TO STAY IN KISORO

Golden Monkey Guest House

Centrally based, cosy rooms decorated with murals and a front patio area; includes breakfast. $

Motel Santaviva

Four star hotel with concierge service, shared lounge; English, vegetarian and halal restaurant options. $$

Kwizera Herbert

Three-star gorilla resprt camp site with hostel and bandas; has la carte menu. $


Lake Nyinambuga

Lake Nyinambuga stands apart from the country’s other lakes for two reasons: it is the iconic lake featured on the Ugandan USh20 bank note, and it has the cleanest water of any crater lake.

Cycling around the lake is a particularly breathtaking experience, as the abundance of craters up ahead becomes clear. The scenic view is particularly mesmerising and reminiscent of the formation of the craters at the top of the mountains.

These craters 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 have since collected rainwater. Other popular lakes include the Katwe Salt Lake featured on the USh20,000 note.





ROAD TRIP
Road Tripping in Western Uganda

This driving tour brings together some of Uganda’s most incredible natural wonders into a single trip passing crater lakes, iconic nature reserves and national parks. It is possible to drive the tour in five hours, but it’s better split over a long weekend to take in the sights; it’s even better stretched to a week’s journey, using local taxis between stops and giving travellers a rest in overnight travel lodges along the route.
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1 Semuliki Wildlife Reserve

Semuliki is one of the western region’s oldest reserves, stretching from the road to Bundibugyo to the banks of Lake Albert in Ntoroko. With numerous butterflies and bird species it really is a nature-lovers’ paradise, and an ideal starting point for your tour.

The Drive: Relax on this quick drive from Semuliki Wildlife Reserve south to Fort Portal via the Bundibugyo road. It should only take 10 minutes.
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2 Fort Portal

This city is ideal for its coffee, markets, vibrant music scene and art galleries. For natural excursions, the splendid Tooro Botanical Gardens and Amabeere Caves are to the left as you enter Fort Portal from the north.

The Drive: The 80-minute drive south should easily take you onto the Fort Portal–Mbarara and Toro roads and the stunning vistas beyond.

3 Top of the World Viewing Point

Your next stop features stunning views of crystal-clear lakes, alpine and borassus palm forests and craters on the horizon, as you continue to the elevated viewing point overlooking the Crater Lakes.

The Drive: Double back to the junction at Lake Nkuruba and continue south for 15 minutes. As you pass Rwaihamaba Church and Hotel Rwaihamba on the left, continue straight to reach the next viewing points.

4 Uganda Crater Lakes Viewing Points

Free to access and visible from the road, you won’t want to miss the Nyinambuga Kanyerire viewpoint, from which you can see (and photograph) Lake Nyabikere. The next stops take you to wildlife-rich national parks, so keep eyes peeled to spot all kinds of animals as you go, including the majestically tusked ankole cattle native to the area.

The Drive: It’s about a 15-minute drive to get back to the junction before Rwaihamba church, then head east until you hit Kibale.

5 Kibale National Park

Marvel at the stunning views of Mt Rwensori on your right and the Kibale Forest Corridor on your left. Stop at this park for chimpanzee trekking and look out for elephants and other wildlife along the route as you approach the rich habitats of the Queen Elizabeth National Park.

The Drive: Head south along the A109, turn left at Ronnie’s Video and Music Shop, and be careful of any animals crossing the roads at the QENP.

6 KIWA Heritage

Arrive at the KIWA Heritage hot springs for a dip in the bath-like pools. For a lively welcome to the south, chill to local tunes from a resident DJ at the on-site bars.



Crater Lake Viewing Points

TOP OF THE WORLD LAKE

Just 25km south of Fort Portal is Nkururba Lake, a crater lake surrounded by lush, dense tropical forest inhabited by colobus monkeys. The crater lake’s viewing point boasts expansive views all the way to the peaks of Rwenzori Mountains, as well as the expanse of Kibale Forest and all the way to the horizon.

You can go on foot to see the banded mongooses and squirrels who frequent the crater lake, but it is recommended to explore the area by boda-boda or bicycle (if you have the stamina) as this way you can cover the main route in an afternoon. You can also choose the three-hour Top of the World Crater Lake tour, which will guide you through the forest of the entire crater. This is a great place to get your camera out for those ultimate FOMO shots from the Top of the World View Point. Tours are bookable through insidekibaleforestnationalpark.com.

For longer stays, there is a community campsite that hosts accommodation facilities by the water, with camping as well as thatched-roof bandas and cottages. You can also arrange a stay with a local family for a deeper insight into Ugandan culture. There’s much more to explore in this increasingly popular area, with events including cultural dance performances from the Nkuruba Development Dance Group, who perform on the grounds on Saturdays and Sundays.

The local Rwaihamba market is a worthwhile stop 20 minutes drive from the lake 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.
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PLACES TO STAY IN KIBALE

Kibale Forest Camp

Warmly furnished tents with decks in a casual forest lodge offering an open-air restaurant/bar. $$

Jungle Lodge

Quiet camp site that emulates living in a jungle. $

Chimpundu Lodge

Luxury highend resort in the heart of the jungle, for business or a romantic retreat. $$$

Walk among Salt Craters

SODIUM SOJOURNS AND PINK SKY-MIRRORS

Lake Katwe differs from other lakes due to its large, cauldron-like hollow that several streams lead into, but which has no outlet. The depression keeps a consistent, shallow level of water until the hollow fills out in the rainy season; in the dry season, the process reverses with the high level of evaporation. While only one of the tributary streams is saline, this is enough to make the lake very salty. The crater is a key source of sodium chloride, carbonate and sodium sulphate. These valuable minerals are of economic importance to the area – so too are the tourists who come here to observe the incredible natural process. Guided tours are available to take in the lake’s interesting and picturesque natural phenomenon and to gain an insight into how locals mine salt here.

The climate around the lake is hot and dry, and since the soil on the semi-arid site is not suitable for agriculture, salt mining is the main economic activity here. The area is shielded by many mosquitos and surrounded by the beautifully flowering cactus-like Euphorbia trees that emit a milky sap (which can be quite irritating, so don’t touch it!). When the water has evaporated, the markings resemble something like a drained lake or riverbed. It is then much easier to view and mine the salt. The salt crater lake is not habitable to wildlife due to its high salinity; however, it is an economic asset to Uganda, where edible salt, as well as crude salt and unwashed salt, is exported. In the rainy season, the plots of the lake created by salt extraction cause a marvel of ‘sky-mirrors’ with a pinkish tint on the dense salty pools, creating rare photographic interactions on the Ugandan landscape.


Salt Mining in Uganda

Lake Katwe is renowned for its salt production, which takes place through a very systematic process of extraction and is regulated and licensed to ensure sustainability. Women at the site crumb the base of the salt garden 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 use ambutch trees to float on during the rainy seasons to transport the harvested salt for sale at the nearby landing site. Records show that this process of mining can be traced back to the 16th century, and has existed ever since.



PLACES TO STAY NEAR LAKE NKRURUBA

Lake Nkruruba Nature Reserve & Campsite

Peaceful resort with rooms or camping; clean and affordable spot near the scenic lake. $

Glamping Site

Tranquil place to relax with a swimming pool, restaurant serving local or international cuisines. $$

Rweteera Safari Lodge & Yoga Retreat

Cabins in forest grounds by a lake with onsite yoga instructors and vegan restaurant options. $$$


Mountain Gorillas & 61 Peaks

This unique Kisoro district is situated in the extreme southwestern region of Uganda bordering Rwanda and the DRC and is home to four main ethnic groups; the Bafumbira, Bakiga, Banyarwanda and Batwa.

Just a two-hour drive west of Kabale, Kisoro airstrip serves daily flights to Entebbe. The Kisoro Mountains, a 40-minute drive north of the city, are famed for their 61 named peaks, including the prominent Mt Muhabura and Virunga Mountain, which is distinguished for its rare peak-dwelling gorillas that can be spotted where the mountains meet Lake Mutanda. This mountainous region surrounded by dense tropical vegetation has a climate blessed with plenty of rainfall, ample sun and colder spells at night.





TOP SIGHT
Queen Elizabeth National Park

Queen Elizabeth National Park is often ranked highly alongside gorilla trekking in Bwindi or the Murchison Falls National Park as one of the most loved must-see spots in Uganda. This stunning landscape is replete with wildlife; you’ll spot deer, elephants and – if you’re lucky – maybe even a tree-climbing lion. You’ll also pass crater lakes, spectacular gorges and vibrant tropical forests.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan the QR code for more information

[image: jpg]



Inside QENP

Queen Elizabeth National Park was founded in 1952 as Kazinga National Park and renamed in 1954 to commemorate a visit by Queen Elizabeth II of England. It spans the districts of Kasese, Kamwenge, Rubirizi, and Rukungiri over an impressive 1978 sq km. The park is an eight-hour drive from Kampala but only a short and scenic 20 minutes from the centre of Kasese.

Exploring the Queen Elizabeth National Park

The park is a one-stop-shop for tourists who want to experience the wonders of Uganda’s natural lanscapes: grassy plains, tropicals forests, volcanic lake craters, rivers, wetlands and savannah rolled into one memorable experience. Many visitors opt for two or more safaris in a package, combining a visit to QENP with a tour of the Murchison Falls or gorilla trekking in Bwindi. But if you have to pick only one for breathtaking scenery and photography opportunities, this is the park to pick.

The QENP is also the place to encounter some of Uganda’s beloved wildlife, from elephants, buffalo, and hippos to the Nile crocodile, leopards, chimpanzees and lions. There are also more than 500 bird species to keep the birders happy.


DON’T MISS

Birdwatching

Wildlife Watching

Crater Lakes

Wetlands and Swamps

Tropical Forests

Kazinga Channel

Hiking

Nature Walks



Maramagambo Forest

A nature walk in the Maramagambo Forest takes between two and six hours, depending on your pace. The guided walk leads through the southern part of QENP, which is laden with red tailed monkeys, blue monkeys and black and white colobus monkeys. You’ll also come across crater lakes and a variety of tree species.

Kazinga Channel

This wide, 32km-long channel links the freshwaters of Lake George and Lake Edward. It makes for one of the park’s most compelling attractions, teeming with birds and other wildlife who come to quench their thirst from the banks or plunge right in for a bath.

A boat tour is a highly recommended way to take in the channel in its full splendour; the boat departs at 9am or 2pm and you can choose between voyages ranging from two to five hours in duration. With all the wildlife roaming along the shores, you’ll feel like you’re on your very own boat safari.


Quick Tour

If exploring the north, you’ll want to stay for two or three nights, but to cover enough of the park, spend one or two days in the south. Tours last up to four hours and are bookable inside of the park. Otherwise opt for a road trip that passes the park and you can peek in across the various plains, canopies and jungle, spotting animals from the roadside.



Lake Katwe

This most incredible salt lake on the northern bank of Lake Edward, among the candelabra and thorny bushes, Mweya Peninsula is eerily free from wildlife because of its high salt content. This is good news for humans – the lake is Uganda’s primary source of salt. The area around the lake makes for beautiful trekking, and it’s well worth the hike through the local area known for the ‘Top of the World’ viewpoint.

Nature Walks

As well as being a gateway to Lake Katwe, the northeastern part of the park is also ideal for spotting elephants, waterhogs, and buffaloes on self-guided nature walks. The trail will also bring you to some ideal viewing points for the Rwensori Mountains, so you will certainly want to bring your camera along.

Wildlife Viewing

If walking, cycling and boating are not your style, then a wildlife drive is the ideal way to explore the park’s forest, grassland and savannah in the comfort and shelter of a vehicle. With a professional guide experienced in spotting animals along the way, you have a good chance of taking in some of the park’s best sights, including the chance to see tree-climbing lions if you head to the Kasenyi Plains or the Ishasha section.


TOP TIPS

• The park is open from 7am to 7pm Tuesday to Sunday and 7am to 1pm on Mondays.

• Entry costs $40 for non-Ugandans and USh20,000 for citizens of the East African Community. It is valid for 24 hours.

• It is worth spending two or three hours visiting the plaza and garden,s as well as hiking or driving through the grounds.

• Visit at either dawn or dusk for the best photographs.

• Wildlife viewing is more predictable in the middle of the dry season.

• During rainy season, the rain is usually heavier in the mornings.

• Take binoculars and/or a long camera lens.





Discover the Origins of Your Morning Cup

UNFORGETTABLE COFFEE

One of the most enjoyable experiences in this region is a trip to the local coffee farm, where visitors have the opportunity to learn about how this heavenly bean is cultivated in the gorilla highlands. In addition to trekking and visiting the lakes and mountains of the area, coffee-making tours are a popular way to visit small-scale farmers and learn where your cup of morning joe starts its life. Tours start at around USh187,000 with a company called Bamboo Ecotour. The coffee farm is five minutes’ drive from Kisoro’s centre along Bunagana Road.

Visitors learn how to dig, weed and harvest organic coffee on a local farm with knowledgeable guides who explain the process of growing coffee at specific altitudes and climates. You can get involved in picking, pounding, roasting, grinding – and best of all, the luxury of drinking the delicious coffee made on the very same grounds. It tastes different once it has been compressed and packaged for export, and while it retains its quality for a long time, there’s no experience quite like the taste of drinking the real deal in the place it has grown.

Kisoro Central Market is another must-see destination where you can pick up essentials while also taking in the vibrant colours and watching local trading practices. The market days are usually Mondays and Thursday. You will see mainly local women selling everything from fresh fruits to fine fabrics.
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PLACES TO SLEEP IN KASESE

Ribona Guest House

Simple hostel setting with outdoor courtyard seating area near hot springs. $

Villa Margherita

Quiet clean rooms with delicious tropical fruit breakfast. $$

Rwensori The Gardens Hotel

Three-star hotel for quiet sleeps tucked away on the outskirts of Kasese. $$

Explore Deserted Islands & Swimming Spots

DON’T MIND THE PHOTOBOMBING PYTHONS

The magnificent Lake Mutanda sits opposite three Virunga mountains – Mt Muhabura, Mt Mgahinga and Mt Sabinyo – offering breathtaking views of volcanoes, lakes and small islands. Later, as the water continues its course toward Lake Rutshuru and then onward to Lake Edward, it passes through lush landscapes of rolling hills and trees, shrubs and terrace crops. The rivers include some safe, parasite-free spots for freshwater dips, canoeing and boating. Local guides on the bank of the lake can help you find the best spots and ensure you are swimming safely and many local boda-bodas are on hand to drive down to the lake.

There are also 15 islands on Lake Mutanda, all of which are covered with tropical and jungle vegetation, and only one of which is inhabited by locals who use it to grow crops such as sugar cane, bananas and peas. Today, the others are only inhabited by animals – though rumour has it that this wasn’t always the case.

You can hear the tales about these mysterious islands by booking a boating tour from the operators perched in their canoes on the edge of the lake, during which your guide will divulge the local lore. Some were once used for penal purposes to confine the misfits and rebels of their eras; there are caves that are said to still hold the skeletal remains of the criminals marooned here. One of the islands must have been a particularly nasty place to end up – nicknamed ‘Python Island’, it is said to be riddled with snakes. This is a great spot for a stroll and for idyllic holiday snaps for the brave.


Cultural Experiences with the Batwa People

Visitors to Kasese can partake in an immersive Batwa cultural experience that will take them on walks through the picturesque forests and mountain foothills of Kisoro to explore the historic lives of the ancient hunter-gatherer Batwa Pygmies.

The Batwa people were forcefully exiled from their homes in the forest and have migrated and relocated to live in the neighbouring Buniga forest and Batwa forest in Mgahinga National Park. During your visit enjoy their cultural dances and songs, meet the elders and become familiar with local hunting strategies.

There’s also the opportunity to see their building style using local materials, which has survived despite generations of upheaval.




Getting Around

Kasese, Kisoro and Lake Mutanda are best reached by car; a taxi will get you there more cheaply, however, and many longdistance buses stop at Queen Elizabeth National Park and Kisoro.

There are plenty of private tour guides along the foothills of the Rwensori Mountains but the best way to reach is either in a 4WD or a boda boda.






KABALE & BEYOND
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Kabale is a small town situated between the Mbarara and Kisoro, and the national parks and wildlife reserves of the southwest, including Bwindi. From this vantage point, you can reach some of Uganda’s most outstanding experiences. You can meet gorillas in Bwindi Impenetrable Forest or explore Mgahinga National Park; let the days unfold taking in the majesty of Lake Bunyonyi; enjoy a safari in the breathtaking Lake Mburo National Park. When you’re ready to kick back and relax between the adventures, just ask a local for the way to a good lakeside beach.

As for Kabale itself, this lively market and university town isn’t really a party town, but the atmosphere is welcoming and the vibrant influx of students brings diverse and fresh experiences. Street food has a different flavour here – try a filling Kabale-town rolex stuffed with tasty organic tomato and cabbage to get the full complement of Ugandan street-food flavours.
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TOP TIP

When travelling to the lakes, take a boda-boda or a 4WD to navigate the steep snaking cliffs, and ensure the driver knows the safest routes on this sometimes-treacherous drive. Nevertheless, you will enjoy the view over the many terraces growing matoke and cassava.



The Gateway to Paradise

PICTURESQUE TOWN THAT FEELS LIKE HOME

Kabale may be small, but it is buzzing with many thriving shops, squares and precincts. Most see this as a stopover town on the way to Kisoro or the Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, but there’s more than enough character to make it worth a closer look. This isn’t so much about must-see spots as it is about experiencing local life, meeting people and creating connections.

Check out the Edirisa Cultural Museum for insights of how the Bakiga people lived over a century ago. The museum’s displays include a replica traditional homestead built with bamboo and papyrus, as well as tools and utensils used for cooking, building and agriculture. You will also learn about some of the region’s ancient spiritual beliefs and practices. For a look at how the area has retained its cultural practices to this day, you can book a tour to see the vividly costumed, choreographed Chiga dance performed by dancers of the Bakiga tribe.

To check out the local nightlife, head to 656 Monalisa Lounge opposite the CFCU bank on the Kibale–Kisoro Hwy. This venue boasts lavish interiors, bespoke furnishings and a light-box style island bar complete with USh4000 lagers, a dancefloor and resident DJ’s.

The star attraction of the region, Lake Bunyonyi, contributes a significant amount to the economy through tourism. Book a tour to learn more about the eery and sometimes gruesome historic details of Punishment Island and Leprosy island that lurk beneath the cold but otherwise stunning clean crystal waters of this lava-formed lake with magnificent scenery.
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I LIVE HERE: LORE OF LAKE BUNYONYI

[image: jpg]

Local boatman and tour operator Davis gives the lowdown on the famous lake.

Welcome to Lake Bunyonyi – this name comes from Bachiga language, and means ‘a place of many little birds’; some 200 species of birds have been recorded on the shores of the lake. It was once a river, but after a volcanic eruption 10,000 years ago, the water bounced back to form a lake and many small islands.

The 29 islands include Punishment Island, where local legend sasy women who became pregnant before marriage were confined for punishment. There are also islands with a secondary school, a church and a hospital, and an island that is home to zebras, monkeys and other wildlife such, as impalas.



LAKE MBURO’S FINEST LODGES

Mburo Safari Lodge

Luxury eco-friendly cottage with hot showers and balconied rooms. $$$

Rwakobo Rock Lodge

Spacious thatched bandas with a view over the savannah. $$$

Mpogo Safari Lodge

Beautifully furnished variety of room with on site restaurant. $$$


The Bwindi Massacre

You may be surprised at the ID checks and conspicuous presence of armed guards throughout the park and its peripheries. They are here to protect visitors and to guard againt a repeat the dreadful Bwindi Massacre which took place in 1999. That year, around 100–150 Rwandan Hutu rebels murdered eight tourists and four tour guides in the park. The attack came in retaliation to British and American support for the Tutsis, whom the Hutus has targetted for genocide during the 1994 Rwandan civil war. Thankfully, the conflicts in this region have calmed and the well-guarded park is now one of the safest places to visit.



Meet Bwindi’s Silverback Gorillas

ULTIMATE GORILLA TREKKING

The Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage Forest on the edges of the Albertine rift eco-region, is one of the world’s most impressive natural locations, not least for the very special inhabitants who make it their home. Among the huge bamboo and hardwood forests that lend the park its ‘impenetrable’ name live more than half of the world’s remaining endangered mountain gorillas. This is the most sought-after place for gorilla trekking in the world.

The park covers 32,000 hectares and boasts exemplary biodiversity, with over 160 species of trees, more than 100 species of ferns and 400 endangered mountain gorillas. It is also a birders’ paradise, home to over 340 species of birds, some of which are endemic to the site. Some of the birds found here include the African green broadbill, the red-faced woodland warbler, the chestnut-throated apalis, white-tailed crested flycatcher and Shelley’s crimsonwing.

Despite the government hiking up the prices because of the sheer volume of tourists, Bwindi is still the cheapest place in the world for gorilla trekking – you may be able to see them just for the price of entry to the park, starting at Ush1.6 million. The trek will take you through a large part of the park, and there are 12 habituated gorilla families you might see along the way. Bring a mac or something rainproof, as the weather can be wet.

The gorillas are the main attraction here, but the park is teeming with mammal life, including 11 species of primates. You may be able to see some chimpanzees (the park contains a population in the hundreds), but you should not count on it. The chimps are not habituated to humans and the very dense foliage that gives the park its name can make it difficult to catch more than a glimpse of the 120 mammal species that wander the forest.

As an alternative activity that many prefer to trekking, you can also join researchers in the process of habituating gorillas to get them accustomed to the presence of humans. Groups are limited to small numbers, who will get to spend four hours with the primates, compared with trekking groups of eight people, who will only get an hour to spend with them.

The best time to see active gorillas is early in the morning or late in the afternoon. This will allow you to catch them as they wake up, just after sunrise, to search for food and eat for several hours. At midday, adult gorillas often nap in a day nest, though you might spot the children playing games and wrestling.

There are extra costs for aircraft and parking, though you can book minibuses or taxis to take you to the site. The US$40 entry fee does not specify a time limit, so you can stay for as long or as short a trip as you like. Make sure you bring ID, as you will likely need it to enter.

For more information, check bwindinationalparkuganda.com.
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PLACES TO STAY IN MBARARA

Kosiya Hotel

A beautiful oasis hotel and self-contained accommodation with spa, Wi-Fi, swimming pool and luggage hold. $$$

Embassy Hotel

Upmarket hotel with a range of rooms and elegantly prepared meals. $$$

Agip Motel

Excellent motel located in a bamboo forest with in-house entertainment. Incredible value for money. $


Gorilla Trekking Must-Knows

The best time to visit Bwindi Impenetrable National Park is during the drier months of June–August or December–February when there is better visibility to view wildlife. Gorilla treks start at USh1.6 million and they last three days, with habituation, also known as ‘tracking’, an additional USh500,000.

Day one involves transfer to the park and accommodation, with tracking on the second day; day three is for transfer out of the park. The habituation tour adds an extra hour to this schedule on the day of tracking and is worth the experience to learn more about the gorillas’ sleeping and eating schedules. You’ll have more time to spend with them than on a regular trek.

Tracking is typically booked 6–12 months ahead and is in high demand.



PLACES TO STAY NEAR LAKE KATWE

Mweya Safari Lodge

A refined retreat in a national park, with an outdoor infinity pool, a restaurant & safaris. $

Lake Munyanyange Caves Lodge

Women-owned; clean, comfortable beds. There is an onsite restaurant. $$

Njovo Park Lodge

Simple affordable and clean accommodation with cool rooms and breeze from Lake Edward. $


Sing & Dance with Batwa People

Glimpse into the lives of the indigenous Batwa people, who were relocated from the national park to clear space for gorilla conservation in Mgahinga Gorilla National Park.

The Batwa Trail Experience is an experience unlike other cultural heritage tours. It is priced at a reasonable Ush46,000. This makes for a more cost-effective option for those who wish to acquaint themselves with the daily lives and history of the people of this area; the funds go towards rebuilding a displaced community.

The trail includes a gentle hike through a gorgeous jungle, building a fire together and visiting a local cave. The community generously share their music and dancing, originally reserved for those closely knit with the tribe.





TOP SIGHT
Lake Bunyonyi

Lake Bunyonyi archipelago of 29 islands is the incredible national treasure of Uganda. Only a handful of the islands are inhabited mainly by the Bachiga people; others are reserved solely for agriculture. There’s also a school and a hospital on another island but many remain uninhabited, instead adding a great mystery and allure to the already seductive area. Fishing and tourism, including boat transportation, are the main economies on the island.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan the QR code for more information
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Island Tours & Boating

A boating tour of the islands costs around USh80,000, and for this price you also get a very knowledgeable guide who will recount lore about each of the 29 islands in the lake. The most notorious among these is Punishment Island at the deepest point on the lake. This is where women who became pregnant before marriage were marooned and imprisoned, as was the culture in antiquity. Today the cultural norms in Uganda have thankfully shifted, and couples wed either before or after having a child together. Even though the merciless practice that gave Punishment Island its name has died out, it is still steeped in urban legends as deep as its surrounding waters.

Alternatively, you can take a boat trip across the lake for around USh20,000 by private canoe. There are many canoes and small boats on the lake transporting people and goods, including the iconic dugout boat, a traditional vessel crafted from tropical trees which are scooped out to make canoes.


DON’T MISS

Swimming

Boating

Canoeing

Hiking

Lakeside Relaxation

Birdwatching

Island-Spotting



Swimming

Bathwater temperature, crystal clear waters free of reeds and the odd small fish to keep you company – swimming in Lake Bunyoni is a joy. But be sure you’re comfortable treading water to keep yourself afloat, as this lake can reach a depth of nearly 1km! With a depth ranging from 45m to 900m, Bunyoni is the second deepest lake in Africa.

Wildlife

This is the most tranquil freshwater formation in Uganda, and because of this you will have a good chance of seeing a grey crown crane – the national bird of Uganda. However, there are no large mammals, since the lake is deep and they need to drink from shallow water. There are some fish in the lake, and you will be able to spot them as you swim.


QUICK TOUR

It’s possible to reach Lake Bunyonyi from Kabale within two hours, take a one-hour boat tour, get a bit of swimming in and leave on the same day. However, you will want to spend at least a night in any of the accommodations if you want private access to the lake. It takes eight hours to travel by public taxi from Kampala or five hours in a private car.



Lakeside Relaxation

Lake Bunyonyi is surrounded by lush tropical vegetation and this remote, quiet spot makes a perfect getaway. Its gorgeous scenic views include crop terraces growing cassava and sweet potato, and hilly islands around the bends of the lakes. This is one of Uganda’s least-visited spots, but it is also one of its sweetest – ideal for when you need a break to unwind from life in Kampala or other busy cities.

Photography

The lake is known as a romantic getaway and honeymoon destination for couples. Everything from the first boat ride across the lake to the last swim is a picturesque scene and photo moment waiting to happen.

Some of the best moments for photographers come as the sun rises over the lake each morning; the early-morning swim when the lake is cool is just as worth getting up for. The sunsets are also spectacular, and once the sun sets, the night sky is often clear enough to see many stars and constellations.

Lava Dam Lake

Lake Bunyonyi is also remarkable for the dramatic geological processes that led to its formation. It was originally swampland with a river that flowed from Rwanda through the swamp. Then, during the last great volcanic eruption, lava covered the entire stretch, pushing up a 7km wide natural dam formation and filling the area behind with freshwater to form the lake.


TOP TIPS

• Take a boda-boda or 4WD down and back up the rocky mountainous cliff face on the way to the lake. A regular two-door will struggle and the cliff edges are steep.

• Stay at a hotel or hostel for the best views and private jetty access to swim in the lake.

• A waterproof camera and floating camera housing will make documenting your swim safe and is more fun than worrying about getting it wet or dropping it down 80m to the bottom.

• While the water is clear, pristine and warm, goggles and swimsuits are recommended for a more pleasant swim. Make sure you respect the modest dress code in the Ugandan countryside.





Walk the Mountain Gorillas’ Domain

PRIMATES AMID EXTINCT VOLCANOES

Visit the Mgahinga National Park, spread across three extinct volcanoes, for the chance to encounter its population of mountain gorillas, a mere ½ hour’s drive from Kisoro Town. Though it is a lesser-known gorilla hot spot, Mgahinga is a popular alternative to the impenetrable Bwindi National Forest due to its accessible and intuitive routes around the forest. It is a good idea to do this site with a knowledgeable guide, and you can grab a package that includes all fees including gorilla permits before entering. Golden Monkey Trekking and Batwa Cultural Tours are good options for these packages. Hiking packages start at around USh46,000 with Gorilla Trekking from USh680,000; cultural tours can be negotiated at an additional charge.

Your tour will start at one of several entrance gates depending on where the gorillas are on the day of your visit. Often, this will be the Ntebeko gate of the Uganda Wildlife Authority, from which a short hike southwest takes you to the Mt Muhavura Volcano viewing point, right on the Rwandan border. You’ll spot mountains in the distance, but stay alert to movements in closer proximity and you might catch gorillas or endangered golden monkeys. There’s a rest hut where you can cool your heels before continuing.

Mt Sabinyo, bordering the DRC and Rwanda, is another excellent place to catch sight of a local gorilla family. You’re more likely to catch them in the morning; if you do, you will spend about an hour with the gorillas, taking photos and observing their movements.

Northeast from Mt Sabinyo is the Garama Pygmy Cave, once the home of Batwa pygmies but now only inhabited by bats. In the same vicinity is the Mt Gahinga Volcano viewing point, where you’ll catch incredible panoramas of the park and surrounding volcanoes.
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PLACES TO STAY IN KABALE

Silverback Homestay and Guest House

Run by the lovely Seith, this comfortable furnished room includes a generous breakfast. $

Om Eco Resort

Stunning eco-friendly hostel with thatched-roof bandas on jetties next to the lake. $

Bird Nest Boutique

Four-star hotel with an outdoor pool and a family-friendly environment perfect for relaxing. $$$

Mutanda Lake Resort

Simple clean cabins with moquito nets, home cooked local food an jetty for private lake swimming access. $$

Gahiza Island Retreat

A secluded paradise with tranquil lake view in the middle of the lake, with delicious meals. $$

Chameleon Hill Forest Lodge Bwindi

Large modern beautiful lodge with restaurant, on the top of the lake. $

Small Park with Big Presence

A ROCKIN’ SAFARI EXPERIENCE

Lake Mburo National Park is smaller than the other national parks and reserves and the closest to Kampala and Entebbe. Here, visitors can enjoy birding safaris, wildlife viewing and tour packages across the landscape, which interestingly is set over Precambrian metamorphic rock from the earliest eons of Earth’s history. The rocks are sometimes visible jutting through hillsides, though much of the park comprises relatively flat grassland or rolling hills. Enjoy the views near the lake as you walk over fossilised sediments of plant and animal remains and remarkable mineral deposits such as nickel, copper and iron. Getting to Mburo from Kampala takes a five-hour drive via the Mbarara–Masaka Road and only a two-hour drive from Mbarara town near Kabale. Along the route you’ll find many safari lodges, bandas and welcoming places to stay for easy access to the lakes and wildlife reserves. The lake and park make ideal viewing for landscape photography lovers and geology hobbyists alike.

Guided tours cover the origins and legends associated with the park, as well as its historical transition from a cattle grazing area of the Banyankole pastoralists to the formation of a wildlife reserve under the administration of former president Milton Obote. The knowledgeable guides will take groups around the park rocks, ridges and gorges that are home to a vast ecosystem with 68 mammal species, as well as rare birds, or an early morning giraffe walk. There are no lions in this park, which makes roaming around a more free and less guarded experience. Sometimes they run offers such as a three-day safari for as little as USh2 million; it’s worth negotiating for group bookings.
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Lake Mburo Wildlife

Numerous animals live just on the edges of the Lake Mburo National Park, including the zebra, hippopotamus, impala, warthog, common eland, African buffalo and over 300 bird species. These have been joined since 2015 by a population of Rothschild giraffes estimated to number 22.

Predators near the lake may include lions, leopards, hyenas, jackals and serval cats, which you are more likely to spot in the drier seasons as they search for water around the lakes. In the rainy season they tend to hide but can be spotted on an evening drive around sunset when the rain eases off.

The lake is part of a wider number of 13 smaller lakes in the areas linked by swamps. Five of them can be found inside the national park.



Visit a Monument to a Legend

ART, FUN AND FIZZ IN MBARARA

You will be spoilt for choice of things to do as you enter the vibrant and cosmopolitan city of Mbarara. You are sure to be struck by the buzz of the place as buses with loudspeaker tannoys drive by blasting political news and advertisements alike at passersby. Mbarara is home to the famous Nile brewery producing both Coca-Cola and Nile Special. They don’t do tours but it is a novel destination for many who enjoy the two drinks. If you’re passing through, hop off the transport, whether it’s a bus or car, and chat to the locals, who might be some of the students studying at nearby university. Families can head to the Big Fun Family Entertainment Centre for a swim in their adult pool while the kids enjoy the rides and bouncy castle. Ask locals for directions to lesser-known spots for wild swimming or the healing hot springs at Kitagata or Mulago.

Head to the Igongo Cultural Centre and Country Museum and trek up to the top of the hill directly opposite the hotel to see the Eclipse Monument. This impressive three-legged structure commemorates the 1520 AD Bihawe eclipse, and a duel between three kings of the area. The monument, unveiled in 2014, was the work of artist and lecturer Joseph Ssematimba, who designed three pillars to look like reeds after the tall grass that lends Mbarara its name. The cultural centre features a museum illustrating the inflation of the Ugandan Shilling, as well as other traditional and contemporary cultural displays. The cultural experience tour includes local brewing, pottery and Ankole cattle milking experiences.
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The Three Kings in Mbarara

As legend has it, the king of Bunyoro, Omukama Rwitamahanga Olimi I, fought both the king of Buganda, Ssekabaka Nakibinge and Nkore’s Nyabugaro Ntaro I in the the battle of Biharwe Hill. Olimi I was victorious and proceeded to raid the cattle of the two neighbouring kingdoms. When his army returned to Biharwe Hill they witnessed a solar eclipse.

The famous story goes on to tell how the descent of darkness caused by the eclipse led King Olimi I to believe the ghosts of the slain had returned to haunt them. He then abandoned the cattle and arms on the hill and his crew fled for their lives, leaving their war spoils – ‘Enduga Mwiguru’ which translates as cows from heaven – on the hill.




Getting Around

Kabale town is pleasant to walk around at short distances past its central reservation and sculpted roundabouts, but venturing outside of town into the villages, you’ll need a boda-boda or a 4WD. Luckily, there are so many boards available in the centre of town and many home-stays and hotels will have access to 4WDs or private hire cars. You’ll want to book a vehicle to head to nearby national parks and out-of-town excursions.






Arriving


The best way to enter Uganda is through Entebbe International Airport, which is the country’s prime gateway. There are also regional airports, but these only offer domestic flight to local airstrips. Another popular route into Uganda is via Malaba or Busia if coming by bus from Kenya, or via the crossing at Gatuna if travelling from Rwanda.
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Boda-Boda

The top method of transport in and around Uganda is the boda-boda scooter 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 with insurance.

Taxi

There are minibuses, also called matatus, and locally known as taxis, that 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.


Money

Currency: Ugandan shillings (USh)

MOBILE MONEY

Get a SIM card from local SIM card provider MTN so you can send and receive mobile money. This allows you to pre-load cash to your mobile line and conveniently make payments. Uganda doesn’t yet have PayPal, but MTN is highly efficient and reliable.

COME PREPARED

Before you leave, make sure you let your bank know you are travelling to avoid having transactions blocked or your bank card swallowed by an ATM. Carry back-up credit cards or traveller’s cheques. It’s not fun to be out of funds in Africa and you’re not likely to get financial help or sympathy as a foreign traveller – the fact you can afford to travel marks you out as being wealthy compared to many locals.

CASH

Cash is more readily accepted than card. Since most vendors do not carry change for big notes, you should keep some lower 100s and 1000s. Keep tabs on the currency exchange rate so that you become accustomed to the zeros – 1000.00 and 100,000.00 can start to blur when you’re having fun.






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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TRANSPORT APPS

Uber is hated 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 national travel advisory boards warn against boda-bodas; the SafeBoda app is the most reliable bet.

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.

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).

AIRPORT TRANSFERS

Tourists pay between USh150,000 and USh200,000 to get from Entebbe to northeastern 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.

TAXI

In Uganda, a ‘taxi’ is a paid minibus. If you don’t mind a cramped, bumpy ride with no air conditioning, these are the most cost-effective method. They travel at a leisurely pace, setting off once full and picking up passengers along the route.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right side.
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Have your papers and ID card for police security checks on the route.
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Satnav can be useful but the signal is choppy and it often doesn’t keep up with the pace at which new roads are built. Map your routes beforehand.







DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO
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VOLCANOES, GORILLAS, FASHION AND RUMBA

Take a walk on the wild side through the national parks, mountainscapes and volcanic ash streets of eastern Congo.
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Nyiragongo Volcano | guenterguni/getty images ©

Is there anywhere on earth as wildly beautiful as eastern Congo? Lush green peaks inhabited by the planet’s last mountain gorillas rise above prehistoric lakes and bamboo cathedrals in Virunga National Park. Hot lava swirls in the belly of Mt Nyiragongo, an active volcano with a recent history of eruptions. Sapeurs stroll the black ash streets of pretty Goma, decked out in their finery as bougainvillea falls at their feet. Having a beer seated on the edge of Lac Goma, you’d be forgiven for mistaking its waters as calm and peaceful – until you remember the dangerous methane gas bubbling below. This is a place of superlatives, home to the world’s largest lava lake (Nyiragongo), Africa’s oldest national park (Virunga) and the world’s last surviving mountain gorilla families.

Sadly, the superlatives extend to the country’s history and politics, too. Despite its reassuring name, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has suffered the worst of human nature. It’s been through brutal periods of colonial exploitation, authoritarian excesses and nearly three decades of rebel conflicts and sexual violence. The hangover of colonial rule continues to cast a shadow, and violence rooted in a legacy of inequity, natural resource exploitation and ethnic tension continues to flare. Most Global North governments currently advise against travel to eastern DRC. If and when that changes, the small but passionate adventure-travel community there will surely re-emerge, and you’ll be welcomed by the sincere smiles, warmth and resilient humour of the Congolais.
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THE MAIN AREAS

GOMA

Streets of bougainvillea, black lava and UN tyre tracks.

VIRUNGA NATIONAL PARK

Mountain gorillas in Africa’s oldest national park.



Find Your Way

Fly into Goma airport or hop across the border from Rwanda via Gisenyi on a scenic three-hour car journey from Kigali that takes in winding hilltop roads, valleys and stunning views of the Rwandan countryside.
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GOMA
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Goma has truly been through the wars: rebel activity, volcanic eruptions, methane bubbling through its lake, numerous plane crashes and streets strewn with bougainvillea and ash. This little town by the Rwandan border has had more than its fair share of near misses, but it is resilient and charming. Because it has long maintained an NGO and UN presence (due to the area’s long-running bursts of conflict, humanitarian development programs and Ebola outbreaks), the town has a multicultural vibe.

Although Goma itself has no major attractions apart from the lake, it’s a good spot to hang before or after gorilla tracking in Virunga National Park, with some fine sleeping and eating options. When the security situation allows, it’s a walkable town. Goma’s residents are a stylish crew who maintain a high level of fashion, music and food.
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SLEEPING

1Goma Serena Hotel

2Ihuisi Hotel

3VIP Palace 1 & 2

EATING

see 10Il Rasentino

4La Calebasse

5Le Volcan

6Mediterraneo

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7Nyumbani Lounge

ENTERTAINMENT

8Bar-b-cue

9Foyer Culturel de Goma

10Institut Français de Goma

11Pili Pili




TOP TIP

Unless you’re heading to Goma for work, it’s advisable to wait for the security situation to ease before visiting. Mass demonstrations, sudden curfews and bursts of rebel activity happen frequently, and as pretty as the town is, it’s just not worth the risk of getting stuck here.




BEST PLACES TO EAT IN GOMA

Le Chalet

A longtime NGO favourite, with a great atmosphere, high ceilings and pretty lake views. $$

Le Petit Chalet

Adjacent to Le Chalet, with some of the best coffee, juices and healthy lunches in town. $$

Mediterraneo

Atmospheric Italian restaurant with a wood-fired pizza oven and lush surroundings. $$

Il Rasentino

Wonderful Italian home cooking in a cosy, stylish bistro with a bar and deli. $$

La Calebasse

Atmospheric restaurant with Congolese and French food and nice decor. $$



Understand Eastern Congo

BEAUTIFUL COUNTRY, TROUBLED PAST

There’s no other way to put it: DRC is massive. When Belgian colonisers staked their claim to the country in 1885, they shaped its borders to make it almost as big as the entirety of Western Europe. The most populous Francophone nation in the world, it now has a population of around 70 million people, the majority of whom are young. A country this size is not easy to govern, especially when you throw in a poorly developed road network, an inheritance of colonial inequity and corruption, more than 250 different ethnicities and the fact that the capital, Kinshasa, is firmly planted in central Africa, which is a different region of the continent altogether.

The history of violence in DRC dates back to the injustices and abuses of the colonial era, which have been perpetuated and even aggravated since, with human rights abuses, natural resource mismanagement, political grievances and lack of economic opportunity for DRC’s largely young population. The aftermath of the Rwandan genocide has also played out on eastern Congolese soil, with its dense forest, chaotic politics and abundance of hiding places. DRC has never had a peaceful transfer of power, and there are massive problems across all levels of society – from the justice and prison system to sexual violence, malnutrition, housing insecurity and economic scarcity – despite its landscape being home to some of the world’s most valuable minerals.

The dictatorship of Mobutu Sese Seko began in 1965. He ruled for 30 years and was notoriously corupt and extravagant. His shopping trips to Paris aboard Concord jets and his trademark leopard-skin hats went down in history alongside his penchant for embezzlement and an appalling human-rights record (he hosted public executions where his political enemies were hanged in front of thousands of people). The Mobutu era came to an end following the Rwandan genocide, when many Hutus fled to eastern Congo; in 1996 the Tutsi government retaliated, sparking an invasion that led to the First Congo War and the overthrow of Mobutu.

After a new government was installed under President Laurent Kabila, hopes ran high for change. However, the Second Congo War of 1998 would become the deadliest conflict since WWII. According to the International Rescue Committee, some 5.4 million people died, and two million were displaced. Kabila was assassinated in 2001, and his son, Joseph Kabila, assumed office 10 days later. There was a 2003 peace deal that calmed western DRC, but the east remained volatile due to the co-existence of pro-Rwanda rebels with Tutsi loyalties and members of the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR), a militia founded by Hutu extremists engaged in the 1994 Rwandan genocide. Other militia groups with complicated allegiances and shifting politics such as the Ugandan Allied Democratic Forces (ADF), Mai Mai and M23 rebels have been involved in clashes throughout the last 30 years. President Felix Tshisekedi has ruled the country since 2019, amid surges in rebel conflict, massive refugee displacement and pervasive insecurity. The 2018–20 Ebola outbreak in North Kivu province, and a shorter outbreak in South Kivu, was exacerbated by these tensions, which posed a barrier to access to healthcare.

Almost everywhere in DRC, except the enclaves and the halls of power, the landscape is richer than the streets. Encompassing 18 different eco-regions and blanketing the greater part of the Congo River basin, DRC is Africa’s most biologically rich country. Savanna covers much of the south and there’s 37km of Atlantic coastline, but tropical rainforests – home to all manner of creatures found nowhere else in the world, including bonobo and okapi – dominate the ecological scene. The eastern border runs through a cornucopia of geological wonders, including Lake Tanganyika (the second-deepest lake in the world) and several other Great Rift Valley waters, the Rwenzori Mountains, which exceed 5000m, and several active volcanoes.
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WHERE TO STAY IN GOMA

Goma Serena Hotel

Everything you’d expect from this hotel chain, including business-style rooms, a pool, lake views and a gym. $$$

Ihusi Hotel

Lovely rooms set in peaceful gardens on the tranquil shore of Lake Goma. Look out for the stunning birdlife. $$$

VIP Palace 1 and 2

Decent rooms and urban views. $$


BEST BOOKS, MEDIA & FILMS ABOUT EASTERN DRC

Virunga

Investigative reporting meets nature documentary in Orlando von Einseidel’s Oscar-winning portrait of conflict, poaching and environmental protection in Virunga National Park.

The War that Doesn’t Say its Name

Jason Stearns is one of the most renowned sources on the country’s complexities. His most recent title explores the roots of the unending conflict.

Heart of Darkness

Conrad’s often-misunderstood classic condemns the horrors of imperialism.

Tram 83

Congolese writer Fiston Mwanza Mujila’s depiction of Congo’s history through a story populated with hustlers, tourists, businessmen and sex workers.

The Poisonwood Bible

Radical novel by Barbara Kingsolver that unpacks colonialism, religious missionary work and political upheaval.

Radio Okapi

Founded by the UN mission to Congo and a Swiss NGO, Radio Okapi is a reliable source of DRC news (in French).



TOURS AROUND GOMA

Ubuntu Voyages

Offers gorilla tracking and volcano hiking adventures.

Okapi Tours and Travel

Contact via email (okapitoursandtravelcompany@gmail.com) for trips to Virunga National Park and Nyiragongo.

Green Hills Eco-Tours

Based in Rwanda, can organise most excursions.


BEST PLACES TO SEE LIVE MUSIC IN GOMA

Pili Pili

Live jazz, Congolese rumba, house and dance tunes at this bar-club that’s also an Indian restaurant.

Foyer Culturel de Goma

Has a rich live-music and arts agenda, including dance troupes.

Institut Français de Goma

The French cultural centre hosts hip-hop artists, rumba artists and poets.

Le Chalet

The popular restaurant has a smaller casual lakeside bar that features musicians and DJs on party nights.

Bar-b-cue

Casual restaurant/bar that often has live music on a stage in a large garden.



Goma Street Style

GET YOUR SAPE ON

You’ve likely seen them in coffee-table books, on Instagram, or in the fashion shoots they’ve inspired in the pages of Vogue – les sapeurs are the Congolese subculture of elegant dressers whose graceful dandy style epitomises one of the most powerful fashion movements on the planet. A play on the French word sape (a slang term meaning ‘to dress with class’), combined with the acronym of Société des Ambianceurs et des Personnes Élégantes, the movement is about much more than just looking good. It dates back to the early colonial period, when Belgian colonisers imported secondhand clothing from Europe, with the hope of ‘civilising’ the Congolese. They got back way more than they bargained for.

La Sape is an elegant retort, a metaphor and an emdodiment of personal and collective power. It’s a way of up-levelling what was brought in by the colonisers and wearing it with more grace, style, flamboyance and character than the colonisers ever could. Sapeurs have their own code of conduct; they abide by the principles of non-violence, courtesy and the idea of serving as positive, ethical role models. Most sapeurs are ordinary men and women who are not endowed with wealth, but they know how to find and transform the vintage clothing available in markets such as Goma’s Marché Central de Virunga. They can be spotted in their vintage sunglasses, bowler hats and spectacular heeled boots, weaving their way through markets, dancing the night away in rumba clubs, or dressed in resplendent blue silk suits with pocket squares and suspenders as they walk their children to school along Goma’s gorgeous volcanic streets.
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WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN GOMA

Nyumbani Lounge

Find highly rated cocktails, delicious mains and pretty desserts at this stylish poolside spot. $$

Resto Bar Le Petit Bruxelles

Wood-fired pizza, beers and occasional live music at this relaxed but charming bistro popular with the international-development crowd. $$

Le Volcan

Part resto, part bar, part nightclub, Le Volcan evenings begin with dinner and usually end on the dance floor. $


BEST PLACES TO SHOP IN GOMA

Le Petit Chalet

Find Congolese coffee and chocolate, and small gifts to take home, on the shelves of this coffee shop. There are often artisans selling art and craftwork in the car park.

Il Rasentino

This hip and homey Italian bistro has a small area on the lower floor selling local art and textiles, and a little deli counter that has freshly made bread, cheese and a selection of wine.

Market stalls

Find market stalls at Marché de Virunga (for colourful textiles, crafts and volcanic pumice stones) and along the main road to the Rwandan border post (for Congolese goat skin rugs, art and crafts).




Getting Around

Goma is a small and walkable town during daylight hours, but even when the sun is up it’s safer to walk due to the security section and the ongoing risk of something happening without warning. Minibuses and motorbike taxis are common. Due to the security situation, the town is best navigated using a trusted driver or, if you’re in town for work, a UN or NGO vehicle.






VIRUNGA NATIONAL PARK
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Founded in 1925, Africa’s oldest national park is breathtaking. Its 7800 sq km take in almost every landscape imaginable: steep hills carpeted with moss, bamboo and lush flora, open river valleys, lakeshore plains and the Rwenzori Mountains, aka ‘the mountains of the moon’. The park has an abundance of biodiversity – perhaps more than any other protected area in the world – but is under threat from poaching, natural-resource exploitation, disease and conflict. A World Heritage Site, it’s famously home to some of the world’s last mountain gorillas, a population of about 350 individuals, and manned by almost 700 park rangers, many of whom have risked their lives in order to safeguard Virunga’s mountain gorillas, eastern lowland gorillas, chimpanzees, forest and savannah elephants, lions and hippos. Virunga is home to more than 200 species of mammals, a similar number of reptile species and spectacular birdwatching.
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TOP TIP

At the time of research, the park was closed due to the ongoing security situation; it’s advisable to check with park staff through the contacts on the park website or via social media (Twitter or Instagram) before planning a visit. At the time of research, there was no reopening date planned.



Gorilla Tracking in Virunga National Park

MEET YOUR RELATIVES

There are few experiences in the world more memorable than coming face to face with a mountain gorilla, and this is one of the best places to do it. There are fewer than 900 mountain gorillas left on earth and more than 300 of them live here. There are 10 families in Virunga, of which eight are habituated; all of them go through periods of intra- and inter-family conflict, with shifting loyalties and emigrations. Once the park’s largest family, the Kabiziri troop has been split by a tumultuous history of clashes with lone silverbacks and a long-running feud. At the time of research it counted 25 members, including six silverbacks. The Bageni clan was founded in 2013 when the son of the Kabirizi leader broke away to form his own family and took 20 members of his father’s crew with him. It has since become the park’s largest mountain gorilla troop, with 48 members including three silverbacks. Other habituated families include the Humba, Munyaga, Lulengo and Mapuwa troops.

The Trek

An entourage of two to four armed rangers accompanies each group of four to six visitors. The trackers leave at daybreak, locating the gorillas and radioing in their position so you won’t have to climb every volcano in the Virunga massif in search of them. The machine-gun-toting rangers are there for your protection and are standard practice in the park. Treks leave from one of three patrol posts – the most popular, and the only one with accommodation, is Bukima, the closest to Goma. If you arrive from the Ugandan border, you will most likely trek from either Jomba or Bikenge. Treks can range from a 30-minute, sunny stroll to a six-hour ordeal scrambling up steep hills covered in dense forest in fierce rain. You should be prepared for both, and should bring enough cereal bars and water to keep you going on the trek.

The Encounter

Once the park reopens to visits, a number of rules will likely be imposed, including COVID-19 tests and a strictly enforced ban on visiting while sick, in order to minimise the chance of a disease jumping the species barrier and infecting the apes. No matter which family you’re assigned, you can expect a magical encounter, though it will differ from day to day, group to group and depending on the mood of the silverback. The ideal time to meet a gorilla family is from 10am to 11am when they will have finished foraging and are settling for a mid-morning rest or enjoying the last part of a picnic. Youngsters are typically lively at this time, climbing trees, doing roly-polys down hills and generally annoying their parents as they relax. Older gorillas can often be seen grooming one another, sucking ants off twigs and climbing trees. The silverback will be doing whatever he damn well pleases.

Visits are restricted to one hour and flash photography is banned. Your guide will tell you how to act while around the gorillas. Do exactly what you’re told, including the part about squatting low, eyes downcast in the face of a charge. Once you see the size of an adult silverback, you’ll realise how difficult this will be.
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Virunga gorillas: practicalities

At the time of research, Virunga National Park was closed due to ongoing security issues, with no reopening date planned. Keep an eye on the park’s social media accounts (Instagram: @virunganationalpark; Twitter: @gorillacd) for updates about reopening.

Costs The permit costs US$400 per person.

Logistics You can arrange gorilla tracking with a tour agency, or book directly with the park (visit.virunga.org).

Health You cannot visit the park if you’re sick with any kind of infectious disease, such as a cold, influenza or COVID-19. Having been the subject of the Oscar-nominated documentary Virunga in 2014, the park grew fast in popularity before the emergence of more conflict, the recent Ebola outbreak, and the COVID-19 pandemic. The great apes are as susceptible as we are to infectious diseases, and an outbreak would be devastating.

Most tours begin and end in Goma.



WHERE TO STAY IN VIRUNGA NATIONAL PARK

Tchegera Island

Beautiful island retreat with views of Mount Nyiragongo. $$

Kibumba tented camp

Good food and comfortable beds in glamping-style tents. $$

Mikeno Lodge

Stunning safari lodge with luxurious elements. Has a gorilla orphanage within its grounds. $$$


Bukavu & Kahuzi-Biéga National Park

Bukavu is nestled along the gorgeously contorted shoreline at the southern tip of Lake Kivu, and is a pleasant and relaxed town that boasts some of DRC’s most attractive architecture. Ferries will take you across Lake Kivu from Goma (three hours, US$50 – payable in US dollars or Congolese francs).

Bukavu is also the gateway for visits to Kahuzi-Biéga National Park, Virunga’s spectacular but little-known neighbour, where you can track habituated eastern lowland gorillas (Grauer’s gorillas). A Unesco World Heritage Site, Kahuzi-Biéga has been hit by violence and conflict in recent years, and travel there hinges upon the guidance of tour agencies. Gorilla tracking permits cost US$400 and can be arranged through a travel agency in Goma, or with the park itself. The park is 30km from Bukavu and has no accommodation, so it’s best to sleep in town. Options include welcoming Coco Lodge Charming, which can arrange gorilla tracking trips; lakeside Orchids, with its stunning gardens; and Hotel Eilila, with decent rooms and a popular pool.



Mt Nyiragongo

FIRE AND SKY

With its summit 3470m above sea level, active volcano Mt Nyirangongo contains the world’s largest lava lake, encased in the belly of its crater. Famously fiery, it is prone to eruptions, last exploding in 2021, when it killed 32 people and destroyed more than 1000 homes in and around Goma. Before that, a 2002 eruption sent a river of hot lava into the town, partially coating the airport runway and leaving powdery black ash all over the streets. In theory, there’s an eruption watch system, but in reality the timing has proved difficult to monitor.

Climbs on the mountain begin at the Kibati ranger post (altitude 1870m) and involve a challenging 6.5km hike that takes four to six hours, taking in wildlife, volcanic fissures and, of course, a spectacular view of both fire and sky from the top. Expect your hike to be divided into five different sections, with a small break between each one. You’ll begin by crossing a section of lush forest, and then you’ll begin an ascent that yields lovely views of the valleys below. The third section comprises volcanic fissures and the remains of historic lava flows, while the fourth takes in high montane forest. Lastly, to complete the hike, you’ll ascend 300m of steep mountain to the spectacular summit, rewarded by an incredible view of the clouds, the landscape of eastern Congo and down into the deep red pit below.

Access to the volcano is through travel agencies in Goma and through Virunga National Park.
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Getting Around

There’s no public transport to Virunga National Park. You’ll need to rent a 4WD and driver through a tour agency or through the park itself.







RWANDA
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LAND OF A THOUSAND HILLS

A remarkable journey through jungle-clad volcanoes and endless emerald vistas in between unforgettable wildlife encounters and fascinating traditional culture.
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For one of the smallest countries in mainland Africa, Rwanda sure manages to pack a lot in. Stunning wildlife-filled national parks, impossibly green landscapes, volcano peaks, African Great Lakes, unique 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 neat package for those seeking an African adventure minus the long drives.

But, of course, there’s one thing everyone’s here for – mountain gorillas. There are only some 1000 or so remaining in the wild, and Rwanda is one of the best places in the world to spot them. Add to that the Big Five (lion, elephant, leopard, rhino, buffalo) along with wild chimpanzees, and Rwanda makes a compelling case as one of Africa’s premier wildlife destinations.

Rwanda emerged from the horrors of the 1994 genocide to become a global leader in resilience and reconciliation. And though the current government faces scrutiny for its increasingly authoritarian approach, no one can dispute its sustained efforts in economic growth, improved healthcare and progressive social policies, particularly towards gender equality. Furthermore, the country has implemented sustainable eco practices, such as banning plastic bags, car-free days, and monthly clean-up programs, all of which contribute to Rwanda being one of the cleanest and most ecofriendly countries in the world.
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THE MAIN AREAS

KIGALI

Vibrant yet relaxed and scenic capital.

VOLCANOES NATIONAL PARK

Mountain gorillas, jungle treks, verdant volcanoes.

LAKE KIVU

Beautiful lakeside beaches, island-hopping, cycling trails.

NYUNGWE FOREST NATIONAL PARK

Chimpanzees, primates, Africa’s oldest montane forest.

HUYE

Rwanda’s cultural and intellectual hub.

NYANZA

Rwanda’s former royal capital.

AKAGERA NATIONAL PARK

Home to the Big Five.



Find Your Way

Relative to most African nations, Rwanda is a tiny country with an excellent road network, which makes this very much a self-contained destination where all highlights are within a half day’s reach.
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Plan Your Time

The luxury of shortish distances means you can tick off a lot of Rwanda’s highlights without wasting long days spent travelling on the road.
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Short on Time

• Start off in Kigali to soak up its relaxed vibe and art galleries. Then hightail it to the Volcanoes National Park for that once-in-a-lifetime experience of meeting mountain gorillas, or alternatively trek up to Mt Bisoke to view its crater lake, all while finding time to see the Dian Fossey Foundation museum and cultural activities at Nkotsi Village.




Best of Rwanda in One Week

• Experience the highs of gorilla trekking and the lows of Kigali’s Genocide Memorial (an important stop), then head to Akagera National Park for the Big Five on safari. Take in cultural highlights of Nyanza’s royal dynasty and Huye’s Ethnographic Museum before seeing wild chimpanzees in Nyungwe Forest National Park. Take the scenic route back to Kigali via Lake Kivu.



Seasonal Highlights

JANUARY TO MARCH

A great time for gorilla tracking: fewer crowds, which means more permits are available, and the chimpanzees are easier to locate as rainy season approaches.

APRIL TO JUNE

Rainy season kicks in, bringing Rwanda’s lush green landscapes. Fewer tourists mean more gorilla permits. April is a reflective time, with its genocide memorial events.

JULY TO SEPTEMBER

Peak tourist season and optimal weather conditions. Umuganura is a big August cultural event, while September has Kwita Izina ceremony when baby gorillas are named.

OCTOBER TO DECEMBER

Rwanda’s second rainy season is not as heavy, but again brings verdant landscapes and fewer tourists, ensuring a more relaxed visit.
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KIGALI
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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 its 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 too, from enjoying a cold pint at a ‘milk bar’, flying through town on the back of a moto-taxi (motorcycle taxi), visiting a Twa community, or hanging out in cool, happening 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

1Kigali Genocide Memorial

SIGHTS

2Choose Kigali

3Inema Arts Centre

4Islamic Cultural Centre

5Ivuka Arts

6Kandt House Museum

7Kigali Center for Photography

8Kigali Convention Center

9Niyo Arts Center

10Talking Through Art

TOURS

11Nyamirambo Women’s Centre Tours

EATING

12Afrika Bite

13Biryogo Car Free Food Street

14Brachetto

15Green Corner

16Heaven Restaurant

17Meza Malonga

18New Cactus
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TOP TIP

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.



[image: jpg]

Kigali | Jennifer Sophie/shutterstock ©

Uncovering Kigali’s Tragic Past

LET HISTORY NEVER REPEAT ITSELF

Alongside Auschwitz and Cambodia’s Tuol Sleng, the Kigali Genocide Memorial (kgm.rw) marks the site of one of the world’s worst atrocities to take place in the 20th century. Built in 2004 to commemorate the 10-year anniversary of the horrific events in 1994, here lie the remains of some 250,000 Rwandans who were slaughtered systemically by the extremist Interahamwe militia carrying out orders by 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 further back, exploring the background of tensions between Hutu and Tutsi people and the role of European colonisers in creating ethnic divisions. 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 this killing spree of Tutsi people – particularly the room with intimate details of children – it’s important to realise this makes up a part of Rwanda’s efforts in addressing the past, not only to overcome the pain and trauma, but also to galvanise strength to propel this nation forward.

Entry is by donation, with proceeds going to ongoing financial support and counselling for survivors and those affected, including orphans and widows. 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 SITES

Hotel des Mille Collines

Subject of the critically acclaimed film Hotel Rwanda, this luxury hotel sheltered 2000 people who were saved by manager Paul Rusesabagina.

Camp Kigali Memorial

Bullet-strewn building in Kigali’s centre, untouched from when 10 Belgian commandos were gunned down after taking refuge here.

Nyanza Genocide Memorial

Guided tours of this former school where 4000 Tutsi were murdered by Hutu militants. Location of mass graves of 10,000 victims from around the city.

Campaign Against Genocide Museum

A deep dive into the events of 1994, this museum is within Rwanda’s parliamentary building and where you’ll see remnants from shelling in its facade.




OTHER GENOCIDE MEMORIAL SITES

No town in Rwanda was spared the mass killings in 1994, and you’ll find moving memorial sites across the country, including Murambi and Karongi in Lake Kivu.



BUDGET STAYS

Yambi Guesthouse

More boutique guesthouse than hostel. Great mix of private rooms and dorms in garden setting. $

Fika

Classy, good-value guesthouse with smart, comfortable rooms attached to a tasteful cafe and safari company. $

Mamba

The rooms aren’t flash but, for budget-minded partygoers, this hostel with 24-hour bar is it. $


LOCAL DINING FAVOURITES
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Yves Mugisha, tour guide with Jollof’Appétit and CEO of Soft Landing Rwanda (softlanding.rw) shares his favourite drinking and dining spots.

What is your favourite restaurant in Kigali for traditional cuisine?

City Valley because they still have real Rwandan food and healthier options with less oil.

Your favourite bar?

I love +250 because it’s the best spot for live music.

The best coffee?

I like Magnifcant Coffe located in Kimironko near the market; they use really nice roasted beans.



Admiring Kigali’s Modern Art

ART COLLECTIVES AND GALLERIES

Kigali has a vibrant art scene to rival most African capitals, and here you’ll find a mix of galleries exhibiting both traditional and contemporary works.

There are two reasons to visit the Rwanda Art Museum. First, obviously, for the artworks themselves. Rwanda’s finest collection of modern art comprises alternating exhibitions of paintings, sculpture and installations. Second, for the building itself: the former Presidential Palace where president Juvénal Habyarimana’s plane – also carrying the former Burundi president, among other dignitaries – was shot down by a missile en route to the airport. It was the single incident that triggered the genocide, and the remains of wreckage can still be seen here.

Run by a collective of local artists in residence, Inema Arts Centre has works blending traditional and contemporary styles. Try to time your visit for 5pm on a Monday, Wednesday or Saturday to catch a dance performance as part of the gallery’s initiative to support underprivileged children. There are also yoga and dance classes, and an on-site cafe for snacks, coffee and beers – aim for Thursday night’s happy hour (6pm to midnight). One of the co-owners also runs Choose Kigali, where he displays his personal collection.

Niyo Arts Center is another cool gallery set inside a mural-decorated house, with galleries showcasing Rwandan and African artists. Its cafe is worth a visit alone, with its industrial-chic interior design and local coffee, cocktails and pizzas, and even an urban ‘beach’ in the backyard too!

Other spaces to check out include the quality Kigali Center for Photography in the well-heeled suburb of Kimihurrui, Ivuka Arts showcasing local artists and dance performances, and Talking Through Art, an art collective set up to support disabled local women artists.

MIDRANGE HOTELS

Heaven Villa

An affordable component of this luxury escape offers turndown service, buffet breakfast and free massage. $$

Hotel Chez Lando

One of Kigali’s original hotels: a very African-feeling option offering a relaxed stay, bar, restaurant. $$

Kim Hotel

Perfectly positioned for Kimihurura’s dining and nightlife scene. Well-priced rooms and an enticing pool. $$

Museums, Markets & Milk Bars

KIGALI’S VARIED SIGHTS

The Kandt House Museum is Kigali’s premier cultural museum and is located within the colonial 1907 residence of German explorer Richard Kandt, who arrived in 1898 to find the source of the Nile before establishing Kigali as a city. Guided tours run you through a breadth of subject matter on anything from bark cloth and amasunzu hairdos to Gusimbuka (high-jumpers) who could clear 2m. There’s also a section focussing on Rwanda’s colonial period under German and Belgian rule and post-independence in 1962.

Kimironko Market delivers in colour, energy and atmosphere. As well as bountiful produce, here you’ll find clothing and a good choice of local handicrafts.

While East Africa isn’t necessarily known for its contemporary cutting-edge design, Kigali’s Convention Centre is an exception. Built in 2016, this is one of Africa’s most expensive buildings and features a distinctive landmark beehive dome inspired by the King’s Palace in Nyanza. It’s an impressive sight, especially at night when it’s illuminated in the colours of the Rwandan flag.

If you’re seeking a more unique cultural offering, then you’ll love Kigali’s ‘milk bars’. It’s here where Rwandans come to unwind with friends over a refreshing glass of milk (cold, hot, fresh, with cocoa, honey or unfermented, if that’s your thing). You’ll find them across the city, with Iyange Zone the most well known.

Visiting the Twa villages around Kigali offers another interesting insight to traditional Rwandan culture. Pygmy Survival Alliance (pygmysurvival.org) can help facilitate anything, from dance and singing performances to pottery, basket weaving and forest visits with this highly marginalised indigenous group.


The Twa

One interesting aspect to Rwanda’s post-genocide reconciliation process is the removal of ethnic labels. Legally, one can no longer refer to people as Tutsi or Hutu, but rather as Rwandans. This extends to the original inhabitants of Rwanda, the Twa people (aka Batwa or Pygmy people; the latter is considered derogatory) the indigenous hunter-gatherer group who until recently have lived in the forests for millennia.

The Twa encounter a lot of stigma, discrimination and impoverished living standards, yet they are unable to legally identify as ‘Twa’, which means they’re largely silenced in any rights to land they were evicted from. However, efforts are being made to empower these communities through education, employment and cultural initiatives.



A Night out in Nyamirambo

KIGALI’S PULSATING MULTICULTURAL DISTRICT

The colourful, pulsating neighbourhood of Nyamirambo is where it’s at. Street art, bars and clubs, lively restaurants and a tight-knit community of artists, musicians and foodies all congregate here for fun nights out. This is Kigali’s Muslim quarter, so as well as being home to the city’s mosques, including the handsome Islamic Cultural Centre built by Gaddafi, it’s the capital’s most multicultural area.

Depending on what time you visit, Nyamirambo takes on two different personalities. By day, it’s a relaxed spot to stroll and observe local life along these character-filled streets. And there’s no better way to explore it than on a walking tour with Nyamirambo Women’s Center (nwc-umutima.org). Set up to represent disadvantaged women, the tours take in their workshop where you can see their artisans at work, before exploring local street art and milk bars among other stops and finishing with a Rwandan feast for lunch.

But it’s at night when Nyamirambo really comes to life. It’s especially buzzing on weekends, and at Biryogo Car Free Food Street you’ll find it jam-packed with diners here to enjoy its open-air restaurants. Being a Muslim area, there’s no alcohol or it’s off-menu (be discreet), but the energy of the pedestrianised strip alone should carry you through. The best way to eat your way around the area is on the Jollof’Appétit’s Food Walking Tour (jollofappetit.com). A must for foodies, these tours take in five stops over three hours to sample authentic and delicious local dishes. Along the way you’ll pass some good bars and clubs, including Bauhaus, which has live music most nights. If there’s a football match at nearby Amahoro Stadium, the atmosphere is particularly electric.
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UPMARKET HOTELS

Heaven

Kigali’s most sumptuous choice offers its tasteful brand of luxury and class across the board. $$$

Four Points by Sheraton

Open since mid 2022, the newest addition to Kigali’s international 5-star hotels lining this strip. $$$

Hotel des Mille Collines

Famous for its role in the film Hotel Rwanda, one of Kigali’s first luxury hotels. $$$


Kigali Green City

As well as banning single-use plastics, on the first and third Sunday of each month car-free days are held in designated parts of Kigali to promote healthy living, as joggers and walkers take to the street. Furthermore, the community binds together for one big cleanup, a country-wide initiative known as Umuganda, which is held the last Saturday of each month and compulsory for those aged 18 to 65. Adding to Kigali’s green credentials is the Nyandungu Urban Wetland Eco-tourism Park, a revitalised wetland that opened in 2022 and fosters ecosystem rehabilitation, along with walking and bike paths. The proposed Green City Kigali (greencitykigali.org), offering affordable, sustainable housing, is another ecofriendly policy to look out for.



Tasty Local Cuisine

TRADITIONAL RWANDAN FOOD

With its diverse, cosmopolitan and multicultural restaurant scene, Kigali will undoubtedly be a highlight for many food lovers. But for the most memorable experience, our advice is to eat local.

Afrika Bite is a good choice for Rwandan dishes, with its inexpensive buffets allowing you to sample an array of vegetables, matoke (cooked plantains) and stews heaped on the one plate. Brochettes (skewers of charcoal-cooked meat) are a huge local hit and a staple along with cold local beer at Kigali’s resto-pubs like Sundowner or Repub Lounge. Note the wait time can be notoriously slow, so factor that in if you’re in a rush.

Just up the road is Now Now Rolex a popular open-air restaurant doing gourmet takes on classic street food and an interesting menu of Rwandan-themed cocktails. Also don’t miss Nyamirambo’s car-free restaurant zone, which is famous for its pilau among other traditional cuisine, or Green Corner for the ‘big fish’ of crispy-skin tilapia.

Meza Malonga, meanwhile, has lifted the bar with its creative high-end gastronomic fare. Showcasing Afro-fusion cuisine, it offers a nine-course degustation menu by the owner-chef who has worked in Michelin-star restaurants across Europe. Heaven Restaurant, with its balmy tropical deck, is one of the hottest seats in town, serving a mix of local dishes, such as Lake Kivu Sambaza (local sardines), banana flower salad, African stews and its ‘Rwandan cheeseburger’ with a local twist.

BEST FOR A LATE AFTERNOON TIPPLE

Mamba

Attracting a lively, mixed crowd for well-priced drinks, swimming pool, beach volleyball and ten-pin bowling.

Sundowner

Set in a sprawling beer garden and offering an enticing menu of food and drink.

Repub Lounge

Favoured by locals and tourists alike; pub-style hangout with great local cuisine and cheap drinks.

Eating Around the World

BAGELS TO BURGERS

Food options span the globe in Kigali, with anything from Israeli and Indonesian to Ethiopian and Nigerian on offer. Given Rwanda’s link to Belgium, both Poivre Noir and New Cactus are good choices for Belgian-French classics and wonderful views. For authentic trattoria-style Italian, classy Brachetto is the place for homemade pastas, while Sole Luna has an exhaustive menu of Mediterranean classics, including 100 types of pizza.


BEST PLACES FOR SHOPPING

Abraham Konga

Stylish jewellery made using recycled materials, as well as traditional Rwandan crafts, Imigongo and basketry.

Ikirezi Bookstore

Local books on Rwanda and Africa (fiction and nonfiction), as well as guidebooks and wildlife books.

Azizi Life Studio

Classy store representing rural artisans. Also offers pottery/painting workshops. Enquire about visiting their village.

Irebe Baskets

Decorative handmade baskets and weavings by rural artisans.

Caplaki

Sprawling top-floor crafts village to the east of town.



Coffee, Craft Beer & Cocktails

WORLD-CLASS COFFEE, ARTISANAL DRINKS

Rwanda offers some of the world’s best coffee beans. Though there’s more of a tea-drinking culture here, in recent years expert roasters have set up shop. Question Coffee is a standout choice, a women’s cooperative that sources its beans from across Rwanda to prepare expertly made V60 filters, AeroPress, Chemex or espresso. It also offers farm visits and masterclass cupping sessions. Other favourite spots in Kigali include Rubia Coffee Roasters, Fika and Café Camellia, all producing top-notch single-origin coffees to accompany excellent cafe menus.

Traditionally in Rwanda it’s a woman’s job to make beer, and Kweza Craft Brewery continues this trend with its all-woman-owned and -brewed craft ales. Pouring beers from within the Four Points by Sheraton hotel bar, they do a tasty pale ale, IPA, amber ale and oatmeal stout using 85% locally sourced ingredients. Keep an eye out for both their new taphouse and local-style beers brewed using sorghum.

For more locally produced drinks, Rwanda Bean @1000hills Distillery makes small-batch whisky, vodka and gin that it mixes into its inventive cocktail list.


Getting Around

Instead of Uber, Yego is the local app used in Kigali for booking taxis and moto-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. Otherwise, a recommendation from your hotel is a good idea. Though the taxis have meters, most trips are negotiated beforehand, with short trips costing RFr500 to RFr1500 and around RFr2500 for trips taking 30 minutes. A taxi for a similar distance will cost about RFr 20,000, but if you’re in a group this is often a more economical choice.

Minibuses are another inexpensive option, and they cruise the streets looking for passengers. All advertise their destination in the front window and run to districts throughout the city. They charge between RFr200 and RFr500.

Guraride (guraride.com) is Kigali’s bike-share scheme and is more appropriate for short jaunts rather than a day’s sightseeing.






VOLCANOES NATIONAL PARK


[image: jpg]

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. Sharing a border with Uganda and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), this dense tract of primordial jungle is fronted by fertile countryside and charming mud-brick villages; a truly magical scene when bathed in the early morning light.

Though gorillas are the undisputed megastars of the park, in reality they make up just part of Volcanoes’ 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 – without whom there may not be any gorillas still here to see. There’s also the opportunity to track the rare golden monkey. And if you can stretch your budget for a night in one of Virunga’s safari lodges, it’s well worth it.
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TOP TIP

The weather can be unpredictable here, so it’s best to bring layers of clothing and rain gear to be prepared for any sudden changes in weather conditions. If visiting in peak season (July to August), book well ahead for gorilla permits, particularly for groups of more than two people.
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Trekking Prices

Current rates for permits are found at visitrwandabookings.rdb.rw, and discounts apply for both Rwandan citizens and permanent residents.

• Mt Karisimbi $US400 one person, $US300 more than one

• Golden Monkeys $US100

• Mt Muhabura $US100

• Mt Bisoke $US75

• Dian Fossey’s Grave $US75

• Mt Gahinga $US75

• Nature Walk $US55

• Buhanga Eco Park $US40



Virunga Volcano Treks

PEAK BAGGING IN THE VIRUNGAS

Forming a stunning backdrop to the Virunga Massif, Rwanda’s spectacular chain of five volcanoes loom majestically over the park’s lush, fertile landscapes. While undoubtedly you’ve been mesmerised from afar, getting up close offers a very different perspective and there’s no better way to experience the park’s biodiversity than by tackling one of its volcano trails.

Hikes last anywhere from half-day climbs to two-night expeditions, and with high-altitudes at play they can be demanding; a good fitness base is required.

Though two of the volcanoes on the DRC side are active, in Rwanda all remain dormant or extinct, so there’s no immediate danger of any sudden eruption. Weather can change quickly, which it often does in the afternoon, so come prepared for all-weather conditions.

By far the most popular is Mt Bisoke (3711m), a tough but scenic climb that rewards with all-encompassing vistas. Though it’s no longer active, Bisoke erupted as recently as 1957, blowing its top to form its crater that’s permanently filled with water. While most trekkers complete the climb without issue, be aware that due to the high altitude it’s a fairly gruelling six-to-eight-hour (return) slog, particularly in the rainy season when the steep trail turns to quagmire. Adding to the trek’s appeal is the very slight chance of encountering mountain gorillas and golden monkeys en route. However, with that said, you’d need to be extremely lucky, so come along with zero expectations and you won’t be disappointed. Note that even if you do see the gorillas, guides will discourage photography or getting too close, due to the requirement of needing a PCR test.

On the border with the DRC, Mt Karisimbi (4507m) is the tallest of Virunga’s volcanoes and the sixth-highest mountain in Africa. It’s also the only place in Rwanda you’ll find snow. It’s the most demanding of the climbs and suited more for serious trekkers. To complete this two-day overnight trek you’ll need to be fully self-sufficient with camping equipment, food and supplies. You can rent tents for $20 but you’ll need to bring your own bedding. This is also gorilla country, so you may also be fortunate to cross paths with them. It features varied vegetation zones from bamboo, giant senecio and lobelia as you pass through eerie subalpine and Afro-Alpine scenery.

Along the Ugandan border are Mt Gahinga (3474m) and Mt Muhabura (4127m), two volcanoes that can be climbed individually or together. Gahinga’s summit takes about four hours (one-way) through bamboo forest along the muddy trail between the two volcanoes. The climb up Muhabura (four hours one-way) is more challenging and requires a greater fitness level, with its altitude gain of more than 2000m.

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.

A less taxing trek is the three-hour (return) walk to Ngezi to visit the scenic crater lake at the foot of Mt Bisoke. It will give you a good taste of the park’s biodiversity and, if you’re lucky, you could spot any number of the wildlife.

BEST LUXURY LODGES

Bisate Lodge

Rwanda’s most unique and atmospheric lodge, with its primitive-like thatched pods offering stunning volcano views. $$$

Sabyinyo Silverback Lodge

Phenomenal 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 eco lodge, with luxurious suites featuring heated plunge pools. $$$


Kwita Izina: Gorilla Naming 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 (visitrwanda.com/kwita-izina). 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 King Charles and 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.





TOP SIGHT
Majestic Mountain Gorillas

Unquestionably one of the most thrilling wildlife encounters on the planet is the opportunity to track mountain gorillas in their natural habitat. There’s nothing more humbling, powerful and exhilarating than standing mere metres from a family of 20-plus of these gentle giants, who go about their business seemingly unfazed by your presence.


[image: jpg]

Mary Ann McDonald/shutterstock ©


PRACTICALITIES

Travellers can secure permits online through the RDB website.
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Visiting Volcanoes National Park

There’s no surer way to get the heart pumping than having a 200kg silverback casually brush past you in the wilds of Africa. Likewise, nothing’s surer to melt your heart than a young baby gorilla being cradled by its mother, or a couple of fuzzy troublemakers tumbling around before you. Even though you only get to spend one hour with these magnificent creatures, it’s enough of a glimpse to see how Dian Fossey fell in love and dedicated her life to studying Virunga’s mountain gorillas. Gorillas share 98% of our DNA, so it’s a fascinating experience to watch their human-like interactions, each with their own idiosyncratic behaviours and personalities, as they eat, rest and play as a family.


Gorilla Groups

There are 12 habituated families in Volcanoes National Park, and no matter which group you end up tracking, you’re certain to have a memorable experience. Families include Susa, Igisha, Karisimbi, Sabyinyo, Amahoro, Agashya, Kwitonda, Umubano, Hirwa, Bwenge, Ugyenda and Muhoza. Though many visitors hope to track the Susa group (the family originally studied by Dian Fossey), bear in mind this is the hardest to reach.



The Cost

Yes, the price of US$1500 is steep (to say the least!), but in terms of promoting responsible and sustainable tourism, and doing your bit for wildlife conservation, this is a chance to put your money where your mouth is. Yes it’s a big outlay, and yes it’s cheaper across the border in Uganda, but in Rwanda you’re 100% guaranteed to spot gorillas, and here they are much easier to reach – so, in theory, this means you can save on transport and accommodation by doing a shorter trip. Furthermore, 10% of the revenue from the permits goes towards local communities to improve schools, healthcare and local infrastructure. Trekking fees also contribute to providing local employment to the guides, armed rangers, trackers and porters, many of whom were former poachers and now employed to protect.

Permits

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. Secure permits online or, if you’re here low-season, from booking offices in Kigali and Musenze. Otherwise, if you book through a tour company it will arrange everything for you for a fee. A minimum age of 15 is required to see the gorillas.


Did you know?

Gorillas spend 60% of their waking hours foraging and eating food

Chest beats can be heard 1km away

From the age of four, each gorilla builds a new nest nightly to sleep in

Gorilla groups can range from around 10 to 50

Gorilla group sizes can change according to members leaving, joining others, or being ousted

Gorillas have unique nose prints that can be used for identification

The average lifespan is around 40 years

Males are considered silverbacks at age 12; females first give birth around age 10

Their food has high water content, so gorillas very rarely drink



The Trek

How long and how difficult is the trek? This is the question everyone wants to know. As these are wild animals roaming within a vast area, it’s highly variable and never easy to predict, but someone of good fitness who does a reasonable amount of walking is unlikely to find the walk all that tough. It also depends largely on which group of gorillas you go and see. The Sabyinyo group, for instance, is generally the least strenuous – and often reachable within 30 minutes, while the Susa group is often the most challenging to reach and involves trekking anywhere from three to five hours up the slopes of Karisimbi at an altitude of more than 3000m. Visitors gather at the Volcanoes National Park headquarters in Kinigi at 7am, and are allocated a family group on the day according to fitness levels (and also whether they have a 4WD or not), but more than likely you can expect to spend several hours trekking through dense vegetation up steep, muddy hillsides. And when people say it gets muddy, they mean it can get really muddy.


TOP TIPS

• All visitors need a PCR test, which is valid for 72 hours, so avoid leaving this to the last minute.

• Hiking shoes with good traction are essential. Long pants tucked into your socks protect the legs.

• Take a raincoat/jacket/poncho.

• A walking pole is provided, so no need to pack one.

• Hats, bandanas, sunglasses and sunscreen are a good idea, as are plenty of cold water and hydrating fluids.

• Visitors are requested to remain more than 5m from the gorillas at all times.

• The guides, guards, drivers and any porters will expect a tip – the amount is up to you.





Pilgrimage to Dian Fossey’s Grave

HONOURING A LEGEND

There’s no more famous name around this neck of the woods than pioneer scientist and eco-warrior Dian Fossey (1932–85). Without her tireless and fearless conservation efforts, the gorillas here in Rwanda may no longer be around. Hence, there’s no better way of paying your respects than by trekking out to her final resting place on the densely forested slopes of Mt Karisimbi.

Passing through the saddle area between Mt Bisoke and Mt Karisimbi, it’s a steep, sweaty climb (two to three hours one-way) along a muddy trail that takes you through a range of vegetation zones as it ascends 3000m in altitude. Though it’s no stroll in the park, it should be manageable for most reasonably fit people.

It leads to the ruins of the Karisoke Research Center, where Fossey lived for 18 years and conducted much of her work that’s documented in the movie Gorillas in the Mist, which was filmed here and based on her autobiography. It was here where she was tragically murdered in 1985 and is where you’ll find her gravestone. She’s buried alongside many of the primate subjects she adored – most famously the silverback Digit, her favourite gorilla, who was killed by poachers in 1977. Though Fossey’s murder remains a mystery to this day, it’s widely believed poachers were accountable.

Fortunately, her efforts have not gone without waste and her legacy burns bright through the ongoing work of the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund International (gorillafund.org) in Musanze.
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BEST LUXURY LODGES

Five Volcanoes Boutique Hotel

A short drive from the park headquarters; tasteful rooms, enticing pool and a contemporary restaurant. $$$

Mountain Gorilla View Lodge

Another stunner offering understated rustic luxury among lush surrounds. $$$

Amakoro Songa Kinigi Lodge

Close to the park headquarters, this elegant ecolodge blends in to tranquil surrounds. $$$


DIAN FOSSEY’S CABIN

Apart from a few stumps, there’s very little that remains of the Karisoke Research Center, but you can find a replica of Dian Fossey’s cabin on display at the museum at Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund campus in Musanze. Fittingly donated by Sigourney Weaver (who of course played Fossey in Gorillas in the Mist), it’s furnished how it appeared, including the desk and typewriter where Fossey would type up her notes from each day’s observation.

In Musanze (then called Ruhengeri) Fossey would stay at Hotel Muhabura to recuperate, and her room 12 has been left untouched and is available for guests to stay in.



BEST GUESTHOUSES

Kinigi Guesthouse

Part of a women’s co-op, this budget option is just across from the park headquarters. $

Gorilla Guardians Village

Stay in unique grass-thatched mud houses based on ancient royal houses. $$

La Paillotte Gorilla Place

Budget guesthouse in Kinigi village or thatched huts in another location fronting the volcanoes. $$


Other Activities

Buhango Eco Park

A sacred forest spanning 31 hectares that served as a ritual site for the initiation and enthronement of Rwandan kings. Today, this eco park is all about nature walks, birdwatching and forest bathing among ancient ficus trees and butterflies.

Gorilla Guardians Village

Just outside the national park, this nonprofit cultural centre was set up by former poachers turned guardians. It’s worth dropping by for Intore dance performances and insights into traditional Rwanda village life.



In Search of Rare Golden Monkeys

UNIQUE AND ENTERTAINING WILDLIFE ENCOUNTER

While most monkey business here surrounds the gorillas, the opportunity to see rare golden monkeys is very much a reason to hang around another day. This endangered species can only be found in the Virungas, and with their abundance of personality and playful energy, this habituated troop of shaggy golden-and-black fleeced monkeys are an absolute delight to watch. They put on a memorable show as they leap and swing among the bamboo thickets in a frenzied flurry of activity.

Given they reside in the lower levels of the jungles, it means hikes to visit them are fairly flat and easy to reach. Furthermore, permits to track the golden monkeys are easy to get hold of on the day and, unlike with the gorillas, children under 15 are allowed to partake. At the time of research you also needed to get a PCR test, but check the latest upon arrival.
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Getting Around

The Volcanoes National Park headquarters is located 12km north of Musanze (Ruhengeri), the main town access point.

Though you can take a moto-taxi (RFr2000) or taxi (RFr10,000) here from Musanze, 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 headquarters.






Beyond Volcanoes National Park
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From vibrant towns to serene lake getaways, there’s plenty in the area to warrant spending a few more days here.


While the national park brings people to the area, you’ll soon discover there’s a lot more going on here than gorillas and muddy trails.

The lively town of Musanze is the region’s commercial hub and where many tourists base themselves for trips into the park. Even if you’re not staying here, it’s worth dropping by to visit its art galleries and cultural attractions. Nearby is the impressive display centre at the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund that opened in 2022, a must-visit for anyone interested in conservation and wildlife.

If you’re looking for relaxation, the beautiful twin lakes of Burera and Ruhondo are within easy reach and offer a serene place to unwind from the adventure-filled days in the national park.
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TOP TIP

For visiting primates, the Musanze hospital can usually turn PCR results around within a few hours; but confirm this first beforehand.




BEST PLACES TO SLEEP & EAT MUSANZE

Virunga Lodge

Overlooking Lake Burera, this spectacular luxury lodge with country-style villas overlooks the lake volcanoes. $$$

La Laconda

Italian-owned boutique guesthouse with a lovely garden, tasteful rooms and sauna. Rates include three-course dinner. $$

Red Rocks

Rwanda’s best backpacker accom: vibrant dorms, safari tents, traditional mud-brick huts, a bar and restaurant. $

La Paillotte

This city diner is a Musanze institution, offering delicious Rwandan dishes and authentic homemade Italian pasta. $



Musanze: Where Nature Meets Culture

ART, CULTURE AND FOOD

Relaxed Musanze (population 135,000, aka Ruhengeri) is the gateway town for Volcanoes National Park (11km, 20-minute drive) and a popular base for those here to explore the region. Sitting at the foot of the Virungas, its magnificent volcano backdrop entices the adventurous. As well as being a transport hub for those arriving from Kigali or heading to Lake Kivu, there’s some lovely boutique guesthouses, quality restaurants and bars to ensure a comfortable stay.

Musanze’s art scene is a highlight and you’ll find an assortment of galleries and traditional performance spaces. Inshuti Arts & Cultural Centre is a must for its open-air sculpture, artworks and traditional dance performances at 2pm weekends or 5.30pm weekdays. There’s a cool little cafe and bar set inside both a converted bus and boat. Efforts here go to supporting local kids in community, as it does up the road in the similarly vibrant MASHA (Musanze Arts Studio Hub Adventure), with more wonderful sculpture and art to peruse or purchase. It also offers workshops for both ceramics and painting. Two Fires Gallery is a must for those into photography, and features sociopolitical-themed shows pertaining to Rwandan culture and community exploratory issues. For cultural activities don’t miss Red Rocks too.

For a more sobering experience, the Musanze Genocide Memorial is located at the former Ruhengeri Court of Appeal, where more than 800 people were killed after being lured inside with the promise of being protected. It was officially opened in 2022, at which time an official burial was given to those who have been interred in mass graves here since 1994. Guided tours take place Monday to Friday.
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BEST BUDGET ACCOMMODATION

Red Rocks

Backpacker accommosation with tents, mud-brick huts, and a bar and restuarant $

Volcano View Bed & Breakfast

Friendly and homely guesthouse in a relaxed residential street; a good spot to book tours. $

Centre Pastoral Notre Dame de Fatima

Like most Catholic-affiliated spots, this is a reliable, well-priced option with clean rooms, restaurant, bar. $


What’s in a Name?

In an effort to instil national pride while moving on from ethnic divisions, in 2006 the Rwandan government implemented a shift to revert town names from colonial-era to their original names. While most have caught on, many locals stick to the old names, so be aware the following are often used interchangeably.

Musanze – Ruhegeri

Rubavu – Gisenyi

Karong – Kibuye

Rusizi – Cyangugu

Huye – Butare

Nyanza – Nyabisindu



The Legacy of a Legend

WILDLIFE CONSERVATION MUSEUM

Open since early 2022, this slick museum and visitor centre showcases the life and work of Dian Fossey. Located 4km west of the Volcanoes National Park Headquarters (a 10-minute drive), it’s part of the new campus of Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund named after US TV star Ellen DeGeneres, who received the ‘most expensive birthday present ever’ of a donation to teh centre from her actress wife, Portia de Rossi, to help fund the centre dedicated to gorilla conservation. It comprises a 12-acre complex of three architecturally designed buildings, including the research centre. It’s best to come here before you head out into the jungle to get a better understanding of both gorillas and the biodiversity of their habitat.

In the first section you’ll learn all about Dian Fossey’s pioneering work in research and conservation to protect mountain gorillas. It includes fascinating details of her breakthrough fieldwork in managing to connect with the gorillas, and delves into her tireless efforts in battling poachers.

From here the museum is all about the gorillas, with informative exhibits covering all aspects of their lives, from social dynamics and behaviours, diet, family structure and a Hall of Fame featuring the likes of Digit and Titus, who featured in the Gorilla King documentary.

There’s some interesting information on the varied ecology system of the Volcanoes National Park, as well as nifty AR features and a network of interpretative trails. Its cinema screening documentaries is another reason to visit, as is its stylish cafe with a menu of contemporary fare and Rwandan coffee.

BEST MIDRANGE LODGING

La Laconda

Boutique guesthouse with three-course meal included in price. $$

Mountain Gorilla View Lodge

Established in the 1950s, this was Dian Fossey’s choice of digs back in the day. $$

Home Inn

Dependable tourist hotel in a quiet location but not far from all the action. $$$

Exploring Musanze Caves

RWANDA’S BAT CAVE

Only opening to tourists in 2013, this ancient cave system formed some 65 million years ago from interconnecting lava flows merging from Mt Bisoke and Mt Sabyinyo volcanoes. Though the US$50 entrance fee is steep, it’s an interesting three-hour tour and takes you through a succession of four caves spanning 2km deep, with stairs and walkways leading into its cathedral-size chambers. Apart from its rock formations, it’s also famous for its colonies of several species of bats. Also, it was here where Kinyarwanda tribes would inaugurate new kings and, more recently, the caves were made famous as a shelter for thousands of refugees during the 1994 genocide. It’s located 2km outside Musanze on the road heading to Rubavu, about a 20-minute drive from the park headquarters.

Red Rocks at Nkotsi Village

TRADITIONAL RWANDAN CULTURE AND HERITAGE

Listed by the United Nation’s World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) as one of the ‘Best Tourism Villages’ in 2021, this cultural village offers a range of traditional Rwandan activities. Located 8km south from Musanze (and 20km from the park headquarters, a 30-minute drive), it’s a social enterprise that was set up to empower the local members of community skilled in a range of traditional crafts to teach visitors anything from making banana beer (a fascinating way to spend an hour or two, which includes sampling the goods) to workshops on African drumming, basket weaving and pottery. Also popular are its ‘storytelling’ meals that bring together inquisitive tourists and community members to exchange ideas and questions.

As well as being one of Rwanda’s best backpacker hangouts and tour operator, it also hosts the Red Rocks Cultural Festival around late August.


Gacaca Courts

The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda was established to trial those involved in the 1994 genocide, but in more recent years a more effective approach has been the use of traditional village councils known as gacaca.

Held in the open beneath trees in the villages, victims and perpetrators are guided by village elders to resolve painful issues involving truths and justice, as well as provide closure for the families of their victims. The nonprofit Rwanda Resilience and Grounding Organisation (RRGO) has done great work in this area and set up reconciliation villages where survivors and perpetrators live among each other.



Twin Lakes of Burera & Ruhondo

BUCOLIC LAKESIDE ESCAPE

Just when you thought it was impossible for the scenery to get more stunning, you stumble upon the ‘twin’ crater lakes of Burera and Ruhondo. Sitting in the shadows of the Virunga volcanoes (31km east from the park headquarters, around a one-hour drive) with their calm waters dotted with islands, these lakes are right up there as one of Rwanda’s most photogenic destinations.

And though not entirely geared towards tourism, both offer the perfect base to relax among spectacular scenery, all while being within easy reach of the national park. It’s also one of the best places to experience traditional Rwandan life as you hike or cycle through the friendly local villages; Lava Bike Tours runs popular day trips here.

Formed as a result of a volcanic eruption that impeded the path of the Nyabarongo river, Lake Burera is the largest and most scenic of the two lakes. Reminiscent of Uganda’s Lake Bunyonyi, it’s enclosed by steep terraced hills, with the added drama of volcanoes looming in the background. Even if you’re not staying here, aim to drop by Virunga Lodge for lunch or a drink to enjoy its phenomenal vistas. Otherwise, the more affordable lakeside La Paillotte on Cyuza Island (which used to have a village that was relocated to the mainland) offers a more basic affair with tented camping and cottages.

Feeding into Burera is south-lying Lake Ruhondo, an equally beautiful spot but with a less touristy vibe and more appropriate for those seeking a more intrepid path. Here you’ll find guides to ferry you to the islands. Jutting out on the edge of its peninsula are My Hill Eco Lodge and Ruhondo Beach Resort, both great options for those looking for a base.
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BEST EATING

Volcana Lounge

Upstairs bistro/downstairs bar; whatever you choose, it’s an atmospheric spot for beer and brochettes. $

Migano Cafe

Contemporary Western-style cafe with appetising menu of burgers, pizzas etc, but no alcohol. $

Hotel Muhabura

Old-school safari lodge restaurant with indoor and outdoor patio seating. $$


Cycling the Virungas

Exploring Rwanda’s beautiful countryside on two wheels is an increasingly popular way of getting around, and the following Musanze-based operators offer a range of ‘bike-packing’ trips, both locally and further afield.

African Rising Cycling Center

Specialises in mountain-bike and road-bike tours around the Virunga area. From championship MTB trails to ‘God view’ backcountry routes and more family-friendly routes, ARCC is a professionally run company that offers something for all levels.

Lava Bike Tours

Popular for its cycling tours around Twin Lakes that will have you pedalling among extraordinary landscapes as you stop by to visit the villages along the way.




Getting Around

For those without their own transport, there is a mix of moto-taxi, minibuses and taxis for trips both around Musanze and surrounding areas. A typical fare from the town centre to the Hotel Muhabura is around RFr400 on a moto-taxi and about RFr4000 to the Twin Lakes.






LAKE KIVU
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Beaches, palm trees, islands and sunset cocktails may not sound like an inland destination that’s situated deep in the heart of 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. This is 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 Great African Lakes.

Stats aside, this is Rwanda’s premier tropical getaway. Its main 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. Despite the many issues in the DRC, this side of the border remains a safe, stable area.
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SIGHTS

1Gisenyi Beach

2Gisenyi Genocide Memorial Site

3Gishwati-Mukura National Park

4Museum of Environment

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Napoleon Island

6Peace Island

EATING

7Emeraude Kivu Resort

8Home St Jean

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9Hotel du Lac

10Ku Bagore Bar

11Lake Kivu Serena Hotel

12New Tam-Tam Beach

13Wazi Wine Garage




TOP TIP

Though swimming is considered safe and bilharzia-free, to be sure it’s best to wear insect repellent, stick to designated swimming areas and avoid putting your head under the water. Otherwise, swimming in deeper water off a boat is your best bet, with plenty of vessels awaiting at Gisyeni Beach.
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Rubona Peninsula

A further 6km from Rubavu, idyllic Rubona Peninsula, with its laidback lakeside resorts and natural hot springs, is a popular place to stay or visit as a day trip. Palm Beach Classic has character-filled rooms set among beautiful flower gardens and manicured lawns to enjoy Lake Kivu, while peaceful Paradise Malahide has tasty local food, access to a beach and a private island getaway.

Nearby Nyamyumba Hot Springs (entry RFr2000) is a great way to while away an hour or two chilling out in natural hot springs with a mud scrub, massage and a beer in a very appealing set-up.



Relaxing in Rubavu (Gisenyi)

RWANDA’S PREMIER BEACHSIDE GETAWAY

Rwanda may be a landlocked country, but that doesn’t stop folk here from enjoying a day at the beach. Kivu’s gently lapping waters and soft sands do the trick – throw in a few beach bars and palm trees to add that tropical feel. Weekends are especially popular, with locals and expats arriving from Kigali.

Rubavu (which most locals still call Gisenyi) is a sprawling town that stretches from the border with Goma in the DRC down to the Rubona Peninsula, 6km south. Despite being a stone’s throw from Goma, it’s a world away from the ongoing unrest in the DRC.

Gisenyi Beach is the city’s main beach for swimming and where you’ll find awaiting boats offering sightseeing tours (from RFr15,000 to RFr30,000) to get a closer look at Goma or a trip to other beaches and hot springs. This is also the official start of the Congo-Nile Trail and where you’ll find a number of ecotour operators who can arrange community-based tours, ranging from visiting Twa people to tea and coffee plantations. Gisenyi also has a memorial site for where the 1994 Rwandan genocide infamously first started and where some 12,000 people are buried today.

For a sunset beer and dinner, take your pick from a string of beach bars, including lively New Tam Tam Beach, with tables overlooking its private beach to enjoy fresh fish and brochettes. Serena Hotel is another with a private beach where you can hire a sunlounger. Wazi Wine Garage offers a relaxed garden setting for its menu of local tilapia, pizzas and bottles of wine.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY: GISENYI & AROUND

Beach Garden B&B

Opposite Gisenyi’s beach bars, this laid-back garden guesthouse offers an on-site bar and restaurant. $

Palm Garden Lodge

Boutique guesthouse with classy rooms, lake views, a private beach, garden setting and backpacker dorms. $$

Serena Hotel

Lakeside five-star hotel with pool, private beach and bar. $$$

Kick back in Karongi (Kibuye)

LAID-BACK LAKESIDE ESCAPE

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 pint-sized French emperor’s trademark chapeau, which is home to a staggering 50,000 fruit bats. Migrating here from the DRC from around June to September during fruit season, they are quite the sight. Here you’ll scramble ashore for a closer look and to scale its peak for elevated lake views. Peace Island is another popular stop and a good place to pack a picnic and enjoy a swim. At Monkey Island you’ll encounter a small troop of vervet monkeys who live out here 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. Here each evening you’ll see them belting out local sea shanties while rowing out, as their ancestors have done for generations.

As for the exploding lakes, well you can read all about this at the Museum of the Environment, a polished affair offering comprehensive coverage of Rwanda’s natural history and environment.

For food, Eden Golf Beach is a good spot for lunch and a beer on its small patch of sand, while Home St Jean’s restaurant is a contender for Kivu’s best lake views.


SSESE ISLANDS

Albeit a more far-flung and exotic version, Uganda’s Ssese Islands in the middle of Lake Victoria offer a similar vibe to Kivu.




KARONGI GENOCIDE SITES

In stark contrast to the town’s languid feel today, sadly Karongi experienced some of the nation’s worst atrocities during the 1994 genocide.

Église St Pierre

Church where 11,000 local Tutsis were murdered. Its entrance is emblazoned with the words NEVER AGAIN, with victims’ skulls displayed above.

Gatwaro Genocide Memorial

Built alongside the former football stadium where 14,000 were killed in a staggering six hours after being lured here; most victims are buried here.

Bisesero Genocide Memorial

This site 30km southeast from 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 but one with a tragic outcome.



BEST PLACES TO STAY: KARONGI

Home St Jean

Former nunnery with a hillside location, featuring extraordinary views; eclectic choice of rooms, including dorms. $

Cormoran Lodge

Right among it all sits this luxurious lakeside hilltop lodge. $$$

Rwiza Village

Memorable A-frame thatched chalets offering blissful lakeside views. $$$


Community Tourism

In addition to tracking chimpanzees, Gishwati-Mukura offers hiking trails and community-based tourism. Forest of Hope has founded several projects to ensure local people close to the park benefit from its existence through local cooperatives. Activities on offer include anything from cattle rearing and farmstays to learning the art of local beekeeping. There are also tours to tea plantations and to learn traditional herbal medicines, as well as guided hikes along the 6km Waterfall Trail or the 3km Matyazo Hill Trail for wonderful forest views.



Exploring Gishwati-Mukura National Park

AFRICA’S NEWEST NATIONAL PARK

Opening to the public in 2020, Gishwati-Mukura National Park is Rwanda’s newest and fourth national park. Conveniently located a 40-minute drive from Rubavu – yet still off the tourist radar – this Unesco Biosphere Reserve is home to chimpanzee and golden monkey, among other primates, and an abundance of birdlife.

Gishwati-Mukura is an ecotourism success story and, thanks to the hard, ongoing work by local conservation groups (including Forest of Hope), it has been saved from the brink of destruction. This was once Rwanda’s second-largest tract of indigenous forest (extending over 1000 sq km), but after being decimated by deforestation and overrun by settlement and farming it was reduced to a mere 2% of its original size. Today this 35 sq km area comprises two separate pockets of rainforest – Gishwati and Mukura – and is protected by a 50km buffer zone.

At this stage, only Gishwati forest is open to the public and is home to a population of 30-plus eastern chimpanzee. They’re still in the process of being habituated, so they’re harder to find here than Nyungwe, and nor will you get as close, but for many this adds to the appeal in experiencing a truly wild encounter. The golden monkeys are likewise unhabituated, but you have more of a chance of spotting these. There’s also 232 birds to tick off, including regal sunbird, handsome francolin, Rwenzori turaco and grey crowned cranes.

The park entry is US$50 but it isn’t open to day visitors, so you’ll need to stay at Forest of Hope Guest House (fharwanda.org), which offers both rooms and camping. Visitors are required to get a PCR test, too.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY: CYANGUGU

Centre d’Accueil St Francois d’Assise

Clean, functional and quiet budget room across from Hotel du Lac’s bar. $

Hotel du Lac

Great spot for those wanting a social stay; has riverside bar-bistro attracting a fun-loving crowd. $

Emeraude Kivu Resort

Offering amazing lake views, professional service and great food, this is a class act. $$



HIKING 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 or cycling in five days.

Starting in 1 Rubavu, Stage 1 (18km) takes you via the scenic 2 Rubona Peninsula before stopping for a crop-to-cup coffee tour with 3 Cooprocaki Coffee Cooperative and reaching 4 Cyimbiri Base Camp to spend your first night by the beach. Stage 2 (14km) winds you through to the second base camp at 5 Kinunu to enjoy its beachside guesthouse.

Stage 3 is a long 27km lakeside jaunt taking you over a river crossing to reach 6 Bumba Base Camp with astonishing views. Day 4 (17km) involves some boat travel to reach 7 Karongi, where it’s worth factoring in an added day for exploring this idyllic lakeside town. Stage 5 (21km) takes you up over Mt Kabuye along this alternative route to reach picturesque 8 Gisovu Tea Estate on the edge of 9 Nyungwe National Park. Leading through the forest, day 6 (16km) is a scenic leg to 10 Karengera for a night spent in the boardinghouse.

Stage 7 (14km) takes you to the spectacular 10-hectare 11 Kumbya Peninsula (yes, pronounced like the song) to stay at this Protestant lakeside retreat (Kumbya Kivu Life Ecolodge) and enjoy a well-earned beer and feed. Stage 8 (14km) takes you to 12 Ishara Beach Hotel, which lives up to its name, with lakeside accommodation on its private beach. Then it’s on to 13 Shangi, a 25km leg (Stage 9) to visit the derelict former home of German explorer Richard Kandt. The final stage is an 18.3km leg to 14 Rusizi, a lovely spot to finish at.




Killer Lake Kivu

As one of only three ‘exploding lakes’ in the world, Lake Kivu takes things to a new level of scary, with its high-level trapped biogas (methane, and dissolved carbon dioxide) that has some scientists fearful it’s a ticking time bomb ready to explode.

But first the good news…Scientific consensus is that a limnic eruption is not possible for at least a century. And even then it’s unlikely, or at least so long as the water levels remain high. Furthermore, the fact that they’re now harvesting the lake’s methane (in what’s a multibillion dollar industry that converts electricity) the process of ‘degassing’ the lake is theorised to further lower any risks.



Get away from it all in Rusizi (Cyangugu)

SOUTH KIVU’S TROPICAL LAKESIDE TOWN

There’s something alluring about this tropical frontier lakeside town that’s within a stone’s throw of the DRC. It’s the last stop along the Congo–Nile Trail so most folk will welcome the news it’s a destination that’s all about chilling out. As the town furthest away from Kigali, it’s probably the least visited of Kivu’s resort towns, but its proximity to Nyungwe Forest National Park makes it within reach for those visiting the chimps.

Grab a seat at the open-air restaurant of hilltop Emeraude Kivu Resort to gaze out to stupendous lake views while enjoying local tilapia fish and chips. Nearby Ku Bagore Bar is another scenic lakeside option sitting just across from the DRC, and where you’re likely to meet Congolese folk for a chat over a drink. The riverfront terrace bar at the lively Hotel du Lac is a popular hangout and where it’s not possible to get any closer to the Congo without a visa. It sits opposite Bukavu across the border from where the Ruzizi River forms the natural border – the very point where it starts its 117km journey from here to Lake Tanganyika, which shares a border with Burundi, DRC, Tanzania and Zambia.

If you’re keen to get out on to the lake itself, get in touch with IVOMO (ivomo.rw), a social enterprise that can arrange boat rides out to Gihaya and Nkombo islands, city tours, fishing trips, tours to tea and coffee plantations, and nearby hot springs, among other community-based tourism activities.


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. While many explore the area along the Congo-Nile Trail, if you’re travelling by car, the roads here are immaculate. For something more unique, there’s a twice-weekly passenger ferry service between Rubavu (Gisenyi), Karongi (Kibuye) and Rusizi (Cyangugu). If you’re after a tour operator for the Congo–Nile Trail, get in touch with Rwandan Adventures or Green Hills Ecotours (who also run trips to Burundi and the DRC), while Kingfisher Journeys take kayak, canoe and paddleboard tours on Lake Kivu.






NYUNGWE FOREST NATIONAL PARK
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Covering 1019 sq km of dense, ancient forest, Nyungwe 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, Nyungwe Forest National Park features some of the nation’s most stunning biodiversity, including 13 primate species, among some 1000-plus species of plant, 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 the unforgettable canopy walk leading high above the rainforest, encountering the largest troop of Angolan colobus in Africa, 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.
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TOP TIP

If you have limited time, it’s feasible to squeeze in chimpanzee trekking, the canopy walk and the colobus monkeys all in the one adventure-packed day. However, if you have time on your side, this is a park that rewards with its many trails that offer some of the best treks in the country.
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African Parks Conservation

Nyungwe is an area that has suffered greatly from deforestation, poaching and human encroachment. But, thanks to efforts from conservation groups such as African Parks – who signed a 20-year lease in 2020 to co-manage the park with the Rwandan government – Nyungwe is now on track to becoming one of East Africa’s leading ecotourism destinations.

As well as working to restore and protect wildlife, African Parks actively engages with the local communities to ensure everyone benefits from protecting this beautiful wilderness area. And with talks in place to reintroduce forest elephants, buffaloes, African grey parrots, giant forest hogs, and Western lowland gorillas, Nyungwe’s biodiversity is about to reach a whole new level of wow.



Tracking Chimpanzees in the Wild

HUMBLING AND EXHILARATING WILDLIFE ENCOUNTER

While there’s nothing quite as awe-inspiring as the mountain gorillas, a close encounter with wild chimpanzees is often an equally raw and enthralling experience. Not to mention infinitely more affordable! Sharing 99% of our DNA, these are the closest relative to humans, and the opportunity to observe them at close range – feeding among the fig trees – is an extraordinary experience. As is hearing the rising crescendo of screaming chimpanzees reverberating through the jungle.

While there are some 500 chimpanzees throughout Nyungwe, there are only two habituated groups to visit. Since they cover a greater daily distance than the relatively docile gorilla, chimpanzee tracking (US$150 per person) is a much more uncertain enterprise. The family of 37 or so found at Cyamudongo Forest is within a smaller area, meaning they’re generally easier to find and hence require less trekking. The other family of 65-plus lives in the centre of the park, so this can sometimes involve a more taxing hike. With that said, the time for either group can vary anywhere from 30 minutes to six-plus hours, depending on how deep they’ve moved into the forest.

Though the chimpanzees can be visited year-round, the best time is generally during the wet season when they’re easier to find. Although you will almost certainly encounter them, the distance at which you’ll see them can range from mere metres to being high up in the canopies – so bring along binoculars and a camera with a good zoom.

Trips leave around 5.30am, and you’ll need to factor in a one-hour-plus drive to the trailhead. As well as proof of a positive PCR test, you’ll need to bring a facemask too.

BEST BUDGET ACCOMMODATION

Gisakura Family Hostel

Friendly and relaxed spot, with basic but comfortable rooms. $

Keza Lodge

Sprawling lodge in Gisakura, with labyrinthine-like layout, offering a wide array of well-priced rooms. $

Campsites & Lodge

Uwinka and Gisakura visitor centres offer atmospheric pod campsites and clean ablution blocks with hot water. $

Walking on Air over Nyungwe

WALKING ON THE WILD SIDE

A contender for Africa’s most thrilling nature experience, this 160m-long canopy walk (US$40) will have you 70m high above the jungle. It’s a walk that comprises three separate suspension walk bridges and, while enclosed with netting, you’ll feel very much out in the open with unencumbered views that offer a fully immersive perspective. While it may test the nerves of some (acrophobes may want to skip this one), you can rest assured 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.


Source of the Nile Trail

Speke, Baker, Burton, Stanley, Kandt and Livingstone: all the big names vying for the ultimate prize to discover the source of the Nile. Who would’ve thought they’d be upstaged by McGrigor, McLeay and Macintyre – a Brit and a couple of Kiwis – who, in 2006, laid claim to finding the most remote source here in Nyungwe.

This trek used to take three days, but since the trailhead shifted to Gisovu, it takes just 45 minutes. But if you’ve come expecting a marvel worthy of one of the world’s most famous rivers, you’ll be disappointed. It’s no more than a trickle from a spring, which, in some ways, makes this infinitely more memorable.



Be enchanted by the Angolan Colobus

EXOTIC PRIMATE ENCOUNTER

While the chimps are the undisputed stars of the show in Nyungwe, the highly social Angolan colobus come a close second. A subspecies of the widespread black-and-white colobus, this exquisite and rather wise-looking primate has a black coat of fur, a silky mantle of white locks covering its shoulders and a dexterous tail that can reach lengths of 75cm. Here you’ll find the only habituated group of Angolan colobus in existence, and the largest arboreal primate troop in Africa, with a staggering 700 members! There is also a smaller, and usually more accessible, family of around 50 individuals near the Gisakura Tea Plantation, so be sure to ask which troop you’ll be tracking when you make your reservation.


OTHER PLACES TO SEE CHIMPS

For other chimpanzee encounters, Gishwati-Mukura National Park offers a more grassroots experience, while Uganda’s Kibale National Park also yields good sightings, as do Mahale Mountains National Park and Gombe Stream National Park in Tanzania.



Nature Trails

IMMERSION IN NYUNGWE’S INCREDIBLE BIODIVERSITY

In addition to being a great spot for wildlife encounters, Nyungwe’s 17 nature trails also make this one of Rwanda’s best destinations for hiking. Leading through varied habitat, guides accompany you on all hikes, so it’s a wonderful opportunity to learn about Nyungwe’s diverse ecosystem as you traverse through rainforest, bamboo thicket, swamps and wetlands while hopefully encountering any of its 13 primates or 350 species of birdlife, including 27 endemic to the Albertine Rift Valley. Guided night treks are another memorable way to experience the park while on the lookout for genets and bush babies, among its other creatures of the night.

Hikes range from easier options, such as the 1.2km-long Buhoro Trail (1½ hours) to the more challenging 9.3km Imbaraga Trail, which winds steeply up forested slopes and requires about six hours. Some of the most popular trails include the Igishigishigi Trail (2.1km, about 1½ hours), which has spectacular tree ferns and great views; the Umuyove Trail (5.5km, 3½ hours), known for its plentiful birdlife, colourful flowers, a waterfall and large mahogany trees; and the Irebero Trail (3.6km, three hours) for its stunning viewpoints.

The Kamiranzovu Waterfall Trail is another stunning hike that starts from Gisakura and takes about four hours to complete, depending on your fitness level. The trail winds through damp primeval rainforest, with steep hillsides and vine-covered trees. The highlight is a remote waterfall where you can take a refreshing dip after the hot and humid hike.

If you have your own wheels, you can also explore further afield, including the Kamiranzovu Trail, which runs for about 4km to Kamiranzovu Swamp, while looking out for rare species of orchids and birds, including the greater swamp warbler.

BEST LUXURY LODGES

Munazi Forest Lodge

Opening in 2023, this luxury ecolodge is the only accommodation within the park, deep in forest. $$$

One&Only Nyungwe House

Exclusive luxury lodge immersed within a tea plantation on the edge of the jungle. $$$

Nyungwe Top View Hill Hotel

Aptly named lodge looking out to panoramic mountain vistas, and atmospheric cottages with fireplaces. $$$


NYUNGWE HIGHLIGHTS
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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 and never-too-hot; instead, it’s often dry conditions.

Do yo have a favourite animal?

I love the Angolan colobus. Not just for their beautiful black and white colour, but also for the fact 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!




JINJA, UGANDA

Where the source of the Nile actually lies is a hotly contested debate and, in reality, there are a few different spots, most famously Jinga in Uganda.




Getting Around

Nyungwe Forest National Park is cut in half by the Huye–Cyangugu road. Visitors can access the park through either the Uwinka Booking Office in the middle of the park, or the Gisakura Booking Office at the western end of the park. Both offices lie along this road.

While minibuses pass through the park, your ability to move around will be greatly restricted without access to a private vehicle. This is especially true if you want to see the chimps, but otherwise you can try and grab a lift with a group of fellow tourists. Given most activities begin at the Uwinka Reception Centre in the middle of the park, if you’re sticking to the nature walks and don’t have your own transport, consider camping there.

You’ll notice the many soldiers patrolling the main road here, due to the park’s proximity to Burundi, which extends across the border to Parc National de la Kibira.

This is one destination where flying is possible, with RwandAir offering flights to Rusizi, from where it’s a 45-minute drive to the park. Otherwise, Akagera Aviation offers charter helicopter flights direct to Nyungwe itself.






HUYE (BUTARE)
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Rwanda’s ‘second city’, Huye is a relaxed and sprawling town (population 381,900) that was the nation’s former capital before it was shifted to Kigali in 1962 following independence. Butare, as it was known (and Astrida before that, in tribute to 29-year-old Swedish wife of Belgium’s King Leopold III, who was killed in a car accident) was established under Belgian rule and still exudes an understated air of refinement through its reputation as the country’s intellectual and cultural capital.

Huye is home to Rwanda’s best history museum, and as a university town (the country’s first), it is infused with youthful energy from students hailing from all over Africa. While many visitors only stop for its Ethnographic Museum en route to Nyungwe Forest National Park, or as a day trip from Kigali, it’s worth spending a night here to take in its appealing vibe and cool cafes, bars and restaurants.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ethnographic Museum

SIGHTS

2Arboretum de Ruhande

3National University of Rwanda

4Our Lady of Wisdom Cathedral

SLEEPING

5Emmaus Hostel

6Hotel Barthos

EATING

7Fresh Rolex

8Hotel Ibis

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9Café Connexion CxC

10Upendi Pub




TOP TIP

If you’ve yet to enjoy a traditional Intore dancer troupe, then Huye’s Ethnographic Museum is one of the best spots to do so. Performances involve elaborate costumes and superb drumming routines. As these aren’t scheduled performances, you’ll need to book in advance; the cost is RFr50,000.




Murambi Genocide Memorial Centre

In Nyamagabe, 30km west of Huye on the road to Nyungwe Forest National Park, is where you’ll find one of the country’s most moving genocide memorials. It was here on Murambi Hill that some 50,000 Tutsi were lured in to the Murumbi Technical College school, where only 34 managed to survive the massacre by Hutu militia. The sprawling museum takes in the grisly events among its heart-wrenching displays of skeletons and some 848 mummified bodies on tables in the 24 classrooms, preserved in powdered lime cast or within glass tubes on full display. It’s all very graphic and difficult viewing but it’s a powerful site (on the tentative list for Unesco’s World Heritage Sites).
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Huye in a Day

RWANDA’S INTELLECTUAL AND CULTURAL HUB

Huye’s Ethnographic Museum is a grand affair within a palatial-like space that was given to the city as a gift from Belgium in 1989 to commemorate 25 years of independence. Guided tours take you through its seven galleries that delve into Rwanda’s fascinating culture and history, where you’ll get the lowdown on anything from banana beer and impuzu (bark cloth) to rainmakers and gusimbuka urukiramende (traditional Rwandan high jumping).

Founded just after independence, the National University of Rwanda is where a number of former African presidents have studied, and though it’s not open to the public, you can stroll through its grounds to visit the Arboretum de Ruhande, which was established by the Belgians in 1934. It suffered enormously during the 1994 genocide, with many students and teachers murdered and the facilities ransacked.

Also in town is Rwanda’s largest cathedral, Our Lady of Wisdom Cathedral, which was built in the 1930s by the Belgians and is a good spot to see gospel choirs in full voice.

Coffee aficionados should visit Café Connexion CxC, a micro-roaster doing excellent Rwandan coffee. A few doors along is the Upendi Pub, a lively student hangout that’s a good spot for food and a drink enjoyed on its outdoor patio. Fresh Rolex is another good budget choice for its menu of gourmet rolex (rolled chapati with omelette and tomato), while Hotel Ibis is renowned for its French-inspired cuisine.

Accommodation-wise, Hotel Barthos has an Afro-inspired art-deco facade designed by owner and well-known Rwandan sculptor master Jean-Baptiste Sebukangaga. Emmaus Hostel is a good budget choice run by the church, on the road to Kigali.


Getting Around

Most places of interest in Huye are located within the same vicinity, meaning this is a town you can easily cover on foot or by short jaunts on moto-taxi between sights.

The bus station is about 1km north of the town centre, near the Ethnographic Museum. From here there are regular services between Huye and Kigali (three hours), Nyamagabe (Gikongoro; RFr510, 50 minutes), Nyanza (45 minutes) and Cyangugu (Rusizi; four hours).






NYANZA
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Located 92km southwest of Kigali, Nyanza is the former royal capital and home to Kings Palace compound, making it one of the nation’s premier cultural destinations.

Prior to colonial rule, the monarchy was scattered across 50 or so residences in Rwanda; it was only in 1899 that they set up camp permanently in Nyanza. It was here where the Tutsi kings remained until they were ousted during the Rwanda Revolution in 1959, when the newly elected pro-Belgian, Hutu-led government voted to end the kingdom in 1961, Rwanda’s last king, Kigeli V Ndahindurwa, was sent to exile, along with 330,000 Tutsis, in what was a precursor to the events that unfolded in 1994.

While the monarchy is officially no more, in 2017, King Yuhi VI, Emmanuel Bushayija (1960–) nephew of Ndahindurwa and a naturalised British citizen who lives in a council flat in Manchester, was proclaimed the ceremonial successor to the royal title.
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TOP TIP

Though Nyanza can easily be visited as a day trip from Kigali, If you’re looking to stay, Dayenu Hotel is a good pick with a swimming pool; Boomerang Hotel is one for the budget conscious; while Kindi’s Coffee Shop is Nyanza’s best cafe for coffee, mains and BBQ, and beers.
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Royal Cows

Well worth the extra RFr2000 is the opportunity to get up close and personal with the magnificent inyambo (royal cows). Located at the back of the royal compound, these extraordinary creatures have gigantic horns that grow to almost 2m in length. A cattle rearer will serenade you with traditional ballads.



Tour the Royal Compound

ROYAL PALACE, MUSEUM & TOMBS

Sitting atop Nyanza Hill, the Kings Palace Museum mixes the ingenuity of traditional African design with all the expected regal pomp and ceremony. Its centrepiece is the striking beehive thatched hut palace, meticulously reconstructed and moved here three from its original site. It sits alongside the royal beer brewer’s hut and milk-making hut – which ties in nicely to see the inyambo (royal cows). The third part of the royal compound is the ‘new’ Western-style palace (1931) and the former residence of King Mutara III Rudahigwa. Though most of the furniture and gifts from visiting dignitaries were stolen during the genocide, it is furnished in period style to accompany what’s essentially a museum showcasing Rwanda’s royal dynasty. With prior notice, you can also arrange Intore dance performances, costing RFr50,000 for up to five people.

The ‘other palace’, 3km away atop nearby Rwesero Hill, was built in 1958. King Mutara III Rudahigwa died here in mysterious circumstances before he could move in. Today it’s the Rwesero Kwigira Museum, which offers insights into modern-day traditional Rwandan culture, including anything from Umuganda to the government Girinka program that aims to give every poor family one cow.

Completing the ‘Royal Trail’ is Mwima Mausoleum – the final resting place for Kigeli V Ndahindurwa (1936–2016), King Mutara III Rudahigwa (1911–59) and his wife Queen Rosalie Gicanda (1928–1994), murdered during the genocide.


Getting Around

Any of the minibuses or buses that ply the main road between Kigali and Huye (Butare) can drop you at the turnoff for Nyanza. From here you can catch a moto-taxi to town (5km, RFr600). Better still, catch a Volcano Express or Horizon bus directly to Nyanza from either Kigali (1¾ hours) or Huye (45 minutes).

The King’s Palace Museum, the Rwesero Kwigira Museum and royal tombs are part of the 10km ‘Royal Trail’ trek.






AKAGERA NATIONAL PARK


[image: jpg]

Situated along the border with Tanzania in the country’s northeast, Akagera is one of East Africa’s most scenic parks and features a stunning diversity of landscapes, ranging from open savannah and forested woodlands to a vast network of lakes and wetlands. Not to mention Rwanda’s other magnificent wildlife, including lion, leopard, elephant, rhino, giraffe, hippo. And less than 100km from Kigali, it’s extremely accessible.

Founded in 1934, Akagera is one of Africa’s oldest national parks. And though hard hit by poaching in the 1980s, civil war and genocide in 1990s, this once-flourishing national park has made nothing short of a miraculous comeback. Lauded as one of great conservation success stories of the 21st century, thanks to the efforts by not-for-profit charity conservation group African Parks – who took over management of the park in 2010 – lion, eastern black rhino and southern white rhino have all recently been introduced.
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TOP TIP

With its network of well-maintained game tracks, Akagera is one park where self-drive is very feasible. That said, it’s still worth hiring a guide to assist in not only spotting animals and advising on routes, but also dealing with elephants blocking your path.




NATIONAL PARK LODGES

Ruzizi Tented Lodge

In the park’s south, an atmospheric lodge with en-suite tents built directly overlooking Lake Ihema. $$$

Karenge Bush Camp

Luxury tented bush camp set deep in the wilderness, overlooking expansive savannah views. $$$

Magashi Camp

Overlooking beautiful Lake Rwanyakazinga, this luxury tented suite is in the park’s northeast. $$$

Akagera Game Lodge

Conveniently located near the visitor centre, resort-style hotel with comfortable rooms and amazing views. $$



Wildlife Drives

THE BIG FIVE, BABY

There’s no more quintessential wildlife experience than setting out early morning or late evening on a wildlife drive through the wilds of Africa. And though wildlife viewing may not always yield the same results in Akagera as the big safari parks of Kenya and Tanzania, it makes animal sightings here all the more rewarding, and all without the traffic jam of camera-toting tourists competing for the best shot.

Though you can book wildlife drives in the park, the vast majority of visitors arrive in their own 4WD vehicles and hire a guide from the visitor centre. The south of the park skirts Akagera’s extensive network of lakes and swamps fringed by woodland habitat, and is a good spot for hippo, elephant, baboon, and often leopard and lion, too. The north is more your classic safari scenery, with its dramatic wide open savannah teeming with wildlife, such as giraffe, zebra, buffalo and rhino, along with big cats, hyena, and numerous species of antelope (impala, roan, waterbuck, eland and topi). Savannah birds to watch out for include crowned crane, and raptors such as vulture and eagle. Take note that it’s a long drive to reach the northern sector from the headquarters (around six hours when allowing stops for wildlife watching), so factor this in, especially because you need to arrive at your destination by 6pm. Tsetse flies can be an issue, so it’s best to avoid wearing dark clothing, and bring along insect repellent.

Though the park closes for self-drive at 6pm, you can sign up for a night safari tour (5.30-8.30pm; adult/child US$40/25). If you’re lucky, you’ll spot lion, leopard and hyenas, among other nocturnal creatures.
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BEST CAMPING

Mihindi

Fenced campground with a cafe in the northern part of the park, overlooking Lake Mihindi. $

Shakani

Unfenced bush camp in park’s south. Fire pit, ablution block with flushing toilets, solar hot water. $

Mutumba

Akagera’s most spectacular campsite, perched on the Mutumba Hills; protected by an electric fence. $


WHY I LOVE AKAGERA NATIONAL PARK
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Trent Holden, writer

I’ve been very fortunate in my time to have experienced some amazing lion encounters across Africa, but perhaps none have been more memorable than the pride of lions we came across here in Akagera. They say you never know what lies around the next corner, and never has this been truer as we chanced upon some 15 lions sitting directly in a line, as if posing for a family photo. The fact it was just us and no one else to experience this made it all the more special, offering a level of intimacy not found in the big-name national parks.



Boat Safaris on Lake Ihema

HOME TO HIPPOS AND CROCS

You’re in central Africa’s largest protected wetlands, so there’s no better way to get a grasp of Akagera’s vast lake system than getting out on the water. Boat safaris (from $US35 per person) head out to Lake Ihema (Rwanda’s second-largest lake behind Kivu), where you’ll be treated to up-close encounters with hippo and Nile crocs, and sometimes elephants drinking along the banks. Birdwatching is also a highlight, and you’ll likely see African fish eagles, goliath heron, kingfisher, egrets, crakes, rails, cormorants, darts and pelicans. If you’re lucky, you’ll see the papyrus gonolek and the much sought-after shoebill stork too, which both lurk in the park’s swamps.

Take a Look Behind the Scenes

UNIQUE LOCAL INSIGHTS

In between safaris, Akagera offers a number of activities to keep visitors engaged with on-the-ground affairs. The Behind the Scenes Tour is like a reality TV show that offers some fascinating insights into the everyday running of the park as you tour its headquarters, meeting anyone from the rangers to its anti-poaching dogs. The Walk the Line Tour is another unique activity where you’ll join a team of fence attendants to help conduct their daily patrol along the 120km-long fenced boundary, meeting cattle herders and farmers while learning about the relationship between the community and the park.

Local employment is one of the major direct benefits gained from the national park, so there are a number of cultural experiences you can sign up for in surrounding communities, including farm visits and blacksmith workshops.


Getting Around

You may be able to get close to the park from Kigali via a string of buses or moto-taxis, but once you’ve reached the entrance you’ll need your own transport. Hence, this is essentially somewhere you’ll either need your own wheels or to book a safari. A 4WD with high clearance is essential.

Another unique way to experience the park is via a hot-air balloon ride with Royal Balloon (royalballoonrw.com), which will float you 1000ft above the park before landing to enjoy a Champagne breakfast.

Otherwise, if you’re really pressed for time, you can hop in a helicopter and be here from Kigali within 30 minutes.






Arriving


At Kigali International Airport (pictured), taxi drivers will happily use the meter. If arriving by bus, the usual big-city precautions apply in terms of avoiding pickpockets, but petty theft remains rare. A 30-day visa on arrival is available for all nationalities at both airport and land borders; it is free of charge for travellers from the Commonwealth, African Union and La Francophonie nations.
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By Air

Kigali International Airport is located 10km east of the city, and offers direct flights across Africa, Doha, Brussels, Paris and Amsterdam.

Taxis to the centre of the city cost from US$15 to US$20.

By Bus

Rwanda shares land borders with Burundi, the DRC, Tanzania and Uganda, and most international buses arrive at Kigali’s Nyabugogo bus terminal, 2km north of the city centre. Buses from Uganda also arrive at Musanze’s bus station.


Money

Currency: Rwandan Franc (RFr)

CASH

ATMs are common across Rwanda, hence cash is still the best approach in managing your day-to-day affairs, though note national parks such as Agakera and Ngungwe are cashless. US dollars are also widely accepted, usually at a rate of $1 to 1000RFr.

CREDIT CARD

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.

TIPPING

Though not mandatory, a small tip goes a long way for those who’ve provided good service in both the hospitality and tourism industry, and even more so by moto drivers who get for on very low incomes. For guides and drivers, around US$10 a day is about right.






Getting Around


Rwanda’s main selling points are both its compact size and its immaculate tarmac roads, meaning it’s rare you’ll be travelling more than two to three hours between places.
    Travelling within the towns itself is also a breeze, thanks to an ever-ready fleet of taxis, motos and minibuses to zip you around.
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BUS & MINIBUS

Long-distance buses provide an inexpensive and reliable means of travel in between major towns. Minibus shared taxis are another option and, due to the prevalence of speed cameras, drivers here aren’t as fast and reckless as in other parts of Africa.

CAR HIRE

For some destinations, a 4WD is entirely necessary – particularly for the national parks.

Jean-Paul Birasa (0788517440; birasajeanpaul@yahoo.fr) Reliable source for organising no-frills car and RAV4 etc, with or without a driver.

Beyond Transport Can arrange a range of 4WD hire. Prices negotiable.

BICYCLE

The Nile–Congo Trail is the main dedicated overland bike path, but Kigali has Guraride (guraride.com), a bike-share app for e-bikes, scooters and bicycles.

For road-bike and mountain-bike travel, get in touch with Africa Rising Cycling Centre (arcc.rw).

MOTO-TAXIS

More suited to short trips within towns, these motorbike taxis will zip you around for as little RFr500, or can be rented for the day for about RFr10,000. Helmets provided, but for added safety, tell them to take it slow.

BOAT

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.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right side
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Speed cameras are frequent; stick to the 80km/h speed limit on the highways
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Roads are in excellent condition







BURUNDI
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SMALL BUT SPECTACULAR MOUNTAINS AND LAKES

Tiny, beautiful Burundi is a miniature mix of soaring mountains, gentle valleys and laid-back lakeshore communities.
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Burundi’s contrasts are not only evident in its landscape. Despite a complex past challenged by conflict, ongoing political instability, and ranking as one of the poorest countries in the world according to GDP per capita, the national spirit is warm and relaxed. Through it all, Burundians have managed to maintain a mellow, genuine vibe, offering easy smiles, softly spoken Kirundi and French, and delicious grilled makeke fish from freshwater Lake Tanganyika – the second-deepest lake in the world.

Taking up a mere 27,830 sq km, most of the country is made up of mountains that vanish into the horizon. Like its neighbour Rwanda, Burundi is a very densely populated country, with rolling hills and farmland. There are three national parks with relatively stable animal populations, but these have been threatened by poaching in recent years, and are likely to continue to be, as long as high unemployment rates and bouts of instability continue.

When civil war broke out in 1993, the economy was destroyed and the tourist industry succumbed to a quick death. When the war finally ended in 2005, a trickle of travellers returned to rediscover the steamy economic capital, Bujumbura, with its lovely Lake Tanganyika setting and some of the finest inland beaches on the continent. However, the new peace came to a shattering end in 2015 when President Nkurunziza decided to run for what many Burundians believed to be a constitution-breaking third term in office. The months and years that followed have been marked by violence, the mass exodus of hundreds of thousands of people, reports of torture, restrictions of freedom of expression, and investigations into human rights abuses. Nkurunziza died of cardiac arrest in 2020, shortly after President Évariste Ndayishimiye was elected. At the time of writing, most Western governments advised against all but essential travel to Burundi.
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Tiny Country, Complex History

Burundi, like Rwanda, was colonised first by Germany and then later by Belgium, and like with its northern neighbour, the Europeans played on ethnic differences to divide and conquer the population. Power was traditionally concentrated in the hands of the minority Tutsi, though Hutus began to challenge the concentration of power following independence in 1962. In the 1964 elections, Tutsi leader Mwami Mwambutsa refused to appoint a Hutu prime minister, even though Hutu candidates attracted the majority of votes. Hutu frustration soon boiled over, and Hutu military officers and political figures staged an attempted coup. Although it failed, Mwambutsa was exiled to Switzerland, and replaced by a Tutsi military junta.

The Rwandan Genocide

A wholesale purge of Hutu from the army and bureaucracy followed, and in 1972 another large-scale Hutu revolt resulted in more than 1000 Tutsi being killed. The Tutsi military junta responded with the selective genocide of elite Hutu; after just three months, an estimated 200,000 Hutu had been killed and another 100,000 had fled into neighbouring countries. In 1976 Jean-Baptiste Bagaza came to power in a bloodless coup, and three years later he formed the Union pour le Progrès National (UPRONA). His so-called democratisation program was largely considered to be a failure, and in 1987 his cousin Major Pierre Buyoya toppled him in another coup.

The new regime attempted to address the causes of intertribal tensions by gradually bringing Hutu representatives back into positions of power. However, there was a renewed outbreak of intertribal violence in northern Burundi during the summer of 1988; thousands were massacred and many more fled into neighbouring Rwanda. Buyoya finally bowed to international pressure, and multiparty elections were held in June 1993. These brought a Hutu-dominated government to power, led by Melchior Ndadaye, himself a Hutu. However, Ndadaye’s rule was to be short-lived, as by October of that year he had been assassinated by unknown military assailants in an attempted coup (a 1996 UN investigation accused the army command of being responsible for Ndadaye’s death, but the report did not name names). The coup eventually failed, though thousands were massacred in intertribal fighting, and almost half a million refugees fled across the border into Rwanda.

In April 1994 Cyprien Ntaryamira, the new Hutu president, was killed in the same plane crash that killed Rwanda’s President Juvénal Habyarimana – an event that ignited the subsequent genocide in Rwanda. In Burundi, Sylvestre Ntibantunganya was immediately appointed interim president, though both Hutu militias and the Tutsi-dominated army went on the offensive. No war was actually declared, but at least 100,000 people were killed in clashes between mid-1994 and mid-1996. In July 1996 former president Major Pierre Buyoya again carried out a successful coup, and took over as the country’s president with the support of the army. However, intertribal fighting continued between Hutu rebels and the Tutsi-dominated government and Tutsi militia. Hundreds of thousands of political opponents, mostly Hutus, were herded into ‘regroupment camps’, and bombings, murders and other horrific activities continued throughout the country.


Highlights

Bujumbura

The sultry economic capital, affectionately dubbed Buja, has great nightlife, delicious food and gorgeous visuals of Lake Tanganyika.

Saga Beach

Soft white sands, warm waters and a stash of cool beach bars make this one of the most enticing inland beaches in Africa.

Chutes de la Karera

Four different waterfalls make up this gorgeous cascade.

Source du Nil

Burundi’s very own pyramid, a memorial marking a small stream in Kasumo, at the southernmost source of the Nile.



A Shaky Peace Deal

At the end of 2002, the Forces for the Defence of Democracy (FDD), the largest rebel group, signed a peace deal. In April 2003, prominent Hutu Domitien Ndayizeye succeeded Buyoya as president, and a road map to elections was hammered out. In 2004, the UN began operations in Burundi, sending more than 5000 troops to enforce the peace. Parliamentary elections were successfully held in 2005, and the former rebels, the FDD, emerged victorious. Pierre Nkurunziza, leader of the FDD, was sworn in as president in August. The 2010 elections were marred by violence and allegations of fraud and corruption. Despite international observers recognising the local elections as mainly free and fair, a growing mistrust of the incumbent’s commitments to democracy saw all opposition withdraw their candidacy, and Nkurunziza was re-elected unopposed.

Between 2010 and early 2015, the peace largely held and Burundi continued on its (very shaky) road to recovery: foreign investment started to arrive; the infrastructure of the country started to be overhauled; the economy climbed slowly upward, with tourism increasing; and for a few short years things looked more positive than they had in many a year. But then in April 2015 Nkurunziza announced that he intended to run for a third term as president, claiming that his first term didn’t count, as he was appointed by parliament and not voted for by the people. Opposition parties said that this would be against the constitution, which limits a president to two terms, and by the end of April angry protests had broken out on the streets of Bujumbura. On 26 April six demonstrators were killed in clashes with police during a protest. This led to more protests, much more violence, a government shutdown of independent radio stations and media outlets, an attempted coup, and tens of thousands of people fleeing the worsening situation for Rwanda and Tanzania. Despite the rapid breakdown in law and order, elections were held in late July 2015. These were boycotted by the opposition and Nkurunziza was duly re-elected.

The violence escalated and reports of widespread human rights abuses and torture emerged, prompting hundreds of thousands of people to flee the country in fear. In September 2016 the United Nations Humans Rights Council established a commission to investigate rights violations since 2015, and documented arbitrary arrests, extrajudicial executions, disappearances, and sexual violence. Although a May 2018 constitutional reform ushered in an amendment that would have allowed Nkurunziza to remain in power until 2034, he announced that he would not serve another term, and President Évariste Ndayishimiye was elected in May 2020. Shortly after, in June of that year, Nkurunziza died of a cardiac arrest.


A New Capital

In 2018, the Nkurunziza government voted to move Burundi’s capital from Bujumbura, at the northeastern end of Lake Tanganyika, to the hilly town of Gitega in the central highlands. The expensive move was criticised by some, given the context of economic and political crisis, and the lack of political infrastructure in Gitega – however, it reinstated the political capital to the seat of the Burundian monarchy in precolonial times. Bujumbura remains the economic capital, though, and the centre of arts and entertainment. Although there isn’t anywhere near as much to see or do in Gitega, it is home to an informative national museum.



Burundi Today

In 2020, hopes were raised that Ndayishimiye’s term would usher in a new era of peace. However, arbitrary arrests and extrajudicial abuses and killings of opposition figures have continued, while media organisations do their best to function, despite a climate of fear. According to Human Rights Watch, some journalists and human rights defenders have been jailed. Restrictions on freedom of expression even extend to Afrobeats musicians; in April 2023 the National Communication Council of Burundi announced the banning of dozens of songs, including those by Rwandan artists, that apparently undermine Burundian culture, values and norms.

The political situation in Burundi is unstable, with frequent acts of violence throughout the country. This instability and lack of income from tourism is felt by people experiencing high rates of unemployment. According to the World Bank, 72% of Burundians considered themselves poor in 2017, with 22% considering themselves very poor. Although Burundi’s largest industry is agriculture (employing around 85% of the workforce), the sheer number of people living in such a small country means that not enough food is produced to keep everyone fed. According to the Global Hunger Index, almost half of all households are food insecure.

However, despite inflation and the knock-on effects of COVID-19 and the Russia-Ukraine conflict, economic growth isn’t looking quite so grim. US and EU sanctions imposed after the 2015 crisis have been lifted and, according to the IMF, economic growth strengthened by 3% in 2022. Burundi’s current population comprises 84% Hutu, 15% Tutsi and 1% Twa. Like many countries in sub-Saharan Africa, Burundi’s densely packed population (1200 people per square mile) is also youthful, with a median age of 17 years, which offers hope for the future.
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TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in East Africa. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate East Africa and get the most out of your trip.
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Accommodation

Under Canvas

Most national parks feature rudimentary but scenic campsites, while Kenyan and Tanzanian parks have basic public sites plus more expensive special sites, with slightly better facilities and wild locations. In some villages you’ll find a locally run campground. Wild campers should ask permission from the village head. Along the coast, thatched huts known as bandas are an attractive alternative to a night under canvas.

Hostelling

Youth-orientated backpacker hostels can be hard to find – they are more common in southern Africa – but there are some. Religious hostels designed for missionaries and charity staff are sprinkled across the area, and can accommodate travellers if there is space. They tend to be spartan, friendly and clean, as well as very affordable.

East African Hotels

Midrange hotels in larger towns and cities across East Africa tend to offer plain but decent rooms – mostly with a fan and a private bathroom – and can be good value. Tourist-friendly areas feature a great range of pricey but fabulous hotel accommodation, where you can expect a pool, air-conditioning and good dining options; expect to pay around US$200 per night.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN…

a budget guesthouse
US$15–25

a midrange hotel
US$60

a safari camp
US$200



[image: jpg]

Lipowski Milan/Shutterstock ©


Safari Style

Whether walled or tented, safari camps are often extremely comfortable and luxurious, but mostly with a minimal aesthetic that makes the most of the surrounding wilderness. Many are centred around waterholes, where you can look on in comfort as masses of wild animals gather. They are almost always all-inclusive. Fly camps are temporary set ups, used for walking safaris or to provide a bush experience close to a lodge or permanent camp.



Guesthouse Welcomes

If you’re on a budget, go for guesthouse accommodation, which can be very pared down, possibly with a shared bathroom. Guesthouses without bars tend to be safer and quieter. Some places, though, offer comfort and personal touches – including possibly a great homemade breakfast – as well as a chance to meet fellow travellers.
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Village Stays

For an unforgettable experience of rural life in East Africa, opt for a village stay. You need to do your research through an organisation like Responsible Travel to a find a project where your tourist dollar truly benefits the local community. The best options are locally run and offer a rare insight into village life and practices. If staying in a Maasai village, for example, you can avoid sky-high national park and safari lodge fees, and have a more grounded, adventurous and people-focused stay.






Family Travel

The people, landscapes and wildlife of East Africa make the region a wonderful playground for children. Be selective about your destination, try to minimise very long travels and take health precautions, and you’re set for a family holiday to remember. Safari trips can mean long hours in the car, so are probably best for older kids who can use binoculars and get engaged with nature.


Staying Healthy

Well in advance of your trip you need to check which vaccinations are required, and research antimalarial medicine, which should be started before you leave. Take a mosquito net for kids to sleep under, as not all lodgings provide them. Be careful about food hygiene on the road, and research hazardous bugs so you know what to look out for..

On the Road

Public transport offers great opportunities to meet local people, including fellow children for your kids to interact with, but vehicles can be crowded and unsafe – seatbelts are not a given. Rental vehicles and those used in safari camps are generally child-friendly, but you may want to bring a child seat from home to be sure of road safety.


Where to Stay

Some safari lodges exclude kids, while others welcome them, featuring playgrounds and swimming pools. Adventurous kids will love camping in the national parks. Children aged 12 and under are usually charged at half of the adult rate in hotels. Many have family rooms, which are good if you’re on a budget.




Time Your Trip

It’s best to avoid travelling with kids during the rainy season (March to May), when downpours can wash out your day, render wildlife-spotting tricky, and make the roads difficult and sometimes impassable.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya

Charismatic animals roam the Maasai Mara, and the wildebeest migration is a wildlife spectacle like no other.

Zanzibar, Tanzania

Sail the trade winds on a traditional dhow.

Jinja, Uganda

Teens can whitewater raft on the rapids at Jinja.

Serengeti National Park, Tanzania

Few kids can resist the sight of big cats strolling the Serengeti plains.

Kisite Marine National Park, Kenya

Snorkel over bright corals, watch dolphins jump and wave at whales.
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Warrior for a Week

For family travel with a difference, join one of the Warrior for a Week projects run by the region’s high-end lodges. Maasai or Samburu warriors will teach you and your kids bushcraft, tracking and ranger skills. You can also learn about local songs and dances, and do some traditional beading, retiring to the comfort of a luxury tent each night. Local village stays offer a more affordable, but no less fun, version of this experience. Or consider another family experience: a boat trip with fishers, a dance class or a volunteer session at an eco project.






Health & Safe Travel

HEALTH CARE

In the main cities of the region, health care services can be good, with private clinics generally offering a better standard of care than state hospitals. Going private is likely to be expensive though, so get travel insurance before you go. Most doctors will expect to be paid in cash.

Road Safety

The region’s roads range from excellent to chronic, but speeding everywhere is commonplace. Full-size buses are a smoother and less dangerously crowded alternative to matatus, which are often packed to the gills. Night travel is particularly perilous and is not recommended; you’re likely to be driving down unlit roads with people and animals walking on the verges.

Altitude Sickness

When hiking at heights of over 2500m, beware of altitude sickness. The symptoms include lethargy, dizziness and appetite loss, leading to more severe reactions such as confusion, vomiting and drowsiness. To mitigate the risk, ascend slowly, drink plenty of fluids, eat high-carb foods for energy and sleep at a lower elevation than the one reached earlier in the day.
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TAP WATER

Make sure that tap water has been boiled, filtered or treated with iodine tablets before you drink it..



Vaccinations

Visit your doctor well in advance of your trip to determine which vaccinations you’ll need to visit East Africa: the recommended jabs are for hepatitis A, hepatitis B, meningococcal meningitis, rabies and typhoid, with boosters for tetanus, diphtheria, polio and measles. A yellow-fever vaccination (with a certificate) is required for travel to and between some countries in the region.

Banditry

Overall, the security situation in East Africa is stable. Occasional localised issues do arise; check your embassy’s international travel advisory before setting out. If planning travel to northeastern Uganda, northeastern Kenya and rural Burundi, also enquire locally. Speak to trusted locals, such as tour guides, as well as to the expat community.

ETIQUETTE

Adhering to local societal rules will ensure smoother and safer travels. Avoid open criticism of the host government, and also avoid open physical displays of affection and wearing revealing clothes (especially in the Muslim coastal areas). If you’re in a difficult situation, remain calm and good-humoured, and express deference towards officialdom if needs be.






LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Sadly, anti-gay rhetoric is commonplace throughout the region, and homosexuality is illegal in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. Uganda’s legislation is notoriously harsh and punitive. Throughout the region, displays of affection between couples, whether gay or straight, break cultural norms. There are very few prosecutions of foreigners, but discretion is particularly advised for same-sex couples.


In Rwanda

Since 2008, Rwanda has been one of the 21 African countries where homosexuality is legal: the age of consent is 18, regardless of gender and orientation. That said, attitudes are not radically different to those in other African countries. Same-sex marriages are illegal, and LGBTIQ+ Rwandans report being targeted and harassed by police under public order acts.


MEET UPS

Throughout the region, it is a good idea to be discreet and careful when planning a date with someone from the LGBTIQ+ community. Meet in a public place and be sure to tell a friend where you are going and who you are meeting. There’s a line in blackmail where foreigners are picked up by people who then threaten to expose them to the police.
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GAY WOMEN

Female homosexuality occupies a grey area of legislation throughout East Africa, and attracts less intense public outrage than male homosexuality. But repression of and aggression towards gay women in East Africa is still very real, as is social stigma and pressure to comply to cultural norms.



The Role of Religion

Nearly all churches and mosques in the region are emphatically antigay, a prejudice that is reinforced by homophobic evangelical US churches, which have been involved in campaigning against the country’s attempts to establish rights for LGBTIQ+ people. This has had the sinister effect of hardening antigay legislation.


God Loves Uganda

The 2013 documentary God Loves Uganda explores the disturbing connections between US evangelism and the rise of violent anti-gay sentiment in Uganda. Both the hateful policies, and the funding that fuels them, has deep roots in extremist missionary movements.



David Tours (davidtravel.com): LGBTIQ-focussed travel company, arranging everything from balloon safaris to swish coastal hideaways.

Let’s Walk Uganda (LWU; lwuganda.org): Charity aiming to protect and empower its community, pushing for policy change in a country that has practised extreme repression of homosexuality.

LGBT Voice Tanzania (lgbtvoicetz.org): National group seeking to ensure the safety of the LGBTIQ+ population through education and international political pressure.

Gay & Lesbian Coalition of Kenya (galck+; galck.org): Nairobi advocacy group bravely seeks to ensure safety and freedom of marginalised Kenyans, and uphold their constitutional rights.






Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Most people eat their main meal at midday, with breakfast comprising white bread and tea or instant coffee. For lunch head to a bargain hoteli or restaurant for a sit-down meal. Away from the cities, many restaurants close in the evening, so you will need to grab some street food from the local night market.
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Where to Eat

Hotelis Budget local dining options, their menus chalked up on a board, are known in Swahili as hotelis.

Night markets At atmospheric night markets, nyama choma sizzles by the roadside, alongside other street food options.

Restaurants Towns and cities will have a selection of Western restaurants and a Chinese option. Along the coast, in Uganda and around Lake Victoria you’ll find Indian restaurants.

Self-catering You can buy imported tinned food, meat and cheese from supermarkets, while local markets display an abundance of fresh fruit and veg.


MENU DECODER

Bia Beer

Chai Tea

Chai ya asubuhi Breakfast

Chakula cha jioni Dinner

Chakula cha mchana Lunch

Chakula kutoka bahari Seafood

Chenye viungo Spicy

Jusi Juice

Kahawa Coffee

Kumbwe Snack

Maji Water

Maji ya machungwa Orange juice

Maji ya madini Mineral water

Masala chai Tea with cardamom and cinnamon

Mboga Vegetable

Mgahawa Restaurant

Mtindi Cultured milk, usually sold in small bags and delicious on a hot day

Nyama choma Seasoned barbecued meat

Pilau Rice dish, often served with chicken, meat or seafood, sometimes cooked in broth (a coastal speciality)

Pilipili Pepper

Posho Ugandan version of ugali

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
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HOW MUCH FOR…

a coffee
US$1.50

a fresh juice
US$2

a masala chai
US$1.50

a beer
US$2.50

Nyama Choma from a night market
US$2.50

a hotel lunch
US$3

a two-course restaurant meal
US$10–15



How to… Eat, East-African Style

If you’re invited for a meal in someone’s house in East Africa, it’s good to acquaint yourself with the basic etiquette. First, your host will bring a bowl and a water jug – put your hands over the bowl, and they will pour water to rinse your hands. There may also be soap and a towel. Another round of handwashing comes at the end of the meal.

The focus of the meal will be ugali, or another sticky staple. Never eat with your left hand (which is used for bottom wiping!), but instead use your right to roll the ugali into a little ball – make an indentation with your thumb, then dip it swiftly into the sauce. Keep your hand lower than your elbow during this process, so the sauce doesn’t drip down your arm. Avoid being the last person to finish the meal, or your hosts will worry that they haven’t provided enough.

Communality and fellow feeling are the key elements of such shared meals though, so you don’t need to get too hung up on the specifics of etiquette. If you are asked around for food and aren’t hungry, it’s okay to explain this, but then have a mouthful or two to keep company with your hosts and so that you can express appreciation for the cooking. The meal may end with fruit, but very rarely with a dessert.
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Fast Fact

Some of the foods that are now staples of the East African diet date back to the colonial period: Portuguese colonisers introduced cassava, potatoes, maize and chillies to the region.




Where & What to Drink

From beach bars to sophisticated city-centre cocktail bars to nightclubs and earthy live music venues, you’re likely to have some memorable nights out in East Africa.

When it comes to your choice of tipple, beer is a popular choice, including locally brewed Tusker, Primus and Kilimanjaro, and South Africa’s Castle Lager. A local quirk is that warm beer is preferred, so finding a chill sundowner lager may be a challenge. Craft brewing is booming in Nairobi, while home brews – fermented mixes made with bananas, millet or sugar – are available across the region. Beware, though, of locally made distilled drinks, which are both illegal and dangerous.

If wine is your preference, you’ll find good South African vintages in the towns and cities. Fizzy sodas are ubiquitous, while freshly squeezed sugar cane, pineapple and orange juices can be deliciously refreshing – just check that they haven’t been adulterated with tap water. Equally thirst-quenching, and safe, is juice from a freshly opened dafu (green) coconut.

In a region that exports some of the finest teas and coffees in the world, it can be surprisingly hard to find a cup of loose-leaf tea or a well-brewed fresh coffee; instant coffee and tea-bag tea are generally served, with copious amounts of sugar. The situation is changing though, in tourist centres and the big cities. On the coast, the clack of metal cups heralds the arrival of the chai masala vendor, selling smooth spiced tea with the pot in one hand and cups and spoons in the other.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites off er travellers the option of off setting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to off set the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Stay Local

The best way of supporting local communities is to stay in a locally run guesthouse, village stay or community project where you’ll find a more authentic and grounded experience; plenty are listed throughout this guide.

Dolphin & Whale Wonder

Lonely Planet does not recommend swimming with dolphins in Zanzibar or any other locations, but rather looking at beautiful creatures (as well as whales) from more of a distance, on trips run by responsible operators.
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Take Only Photos, Leave Only Footprints

Hikers should bring a refuse bag for any plastic waste, sanitary towels, tampons, condoms and toilet paper, which will otherwise litter and pollute wild places if thoughtlessly left behind.
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Kilimanjaro Climbs

The mighty Mt Kilimanjaro can only be climbed with a licensed guide. Pay a little more for an eco trek, and one that ensures fair pay and conditions for your guide.


If you’re cooking in the great outdoors, use a lightweight stove – one that doesn’t need a disposable gas canister. Don’t cook on an open wood fire, as this contributes to deforestation.




Observing gorillas in the wild is one of the greatest wildlife adventures. Research the habituation of these creatures before you book a trip; some people think that changing the animals’ behaviour patterns is unethical.



Volunteer opportunities and cultural exchange programmes abound, run by operators such as Kahembe Cultural Safaris (kahembeculturalsafaris.com) in Tanzania or Mgahinga Community Development Organization in Uganda (MDCO; mcdou.org).

Marvel at the Mara

Naboisho Conservancy is one of the area’s newest (founded in 2010) and most responsible, providing a gorgeous setting for wildlife adventures. At smaller local projects, such as Semadep (semadepngo.com), you can stay just outside the park for a fraction of the price.

Coral Care

Divers should avoid touching or standing on coral reefs. And if someone tries to sell you coral or shells on a beach, say no. Some sunscreen contains reef-bleaching chemicals: invest in coral-friendly sunscreen before you go.
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Dig Deep

If you’re trekking in the wilds, bury your poo in a 15cm-deep hole, making sure it’s 100m from a watercourse. Avoid using toothpaste or detergents in rivers; wash with biodegradable soap well away from any watercourse, using a container.

Instead of drinking bottled water in containers that can’t recycled, bring a water filter or purification tablets.


Shops and stalls throughout the region offer locally made goods with fair prices for craftspeople.




Animal lovers can help at projects such as Uganda Wildlife Education Centre (uwec.ug).




The northern white rhino is functionally extinct: the last male died in 2018, and there are just two females left. The BioRescue project, which includes the Kenya Wildlife Service, is seeking to revive the species through in vitro fertilisation.




RESOURCES

responsibletravel.com Source the most ethical travel experiences across the region.
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goodearthtours.com Long-established East African ethical tour specialists.
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vanessanakate.com Follow respected Ugandan climate activist Vanessa Nakate.
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Accessible Travel

You may not find many specific accessibility facilities, but there is a general willingness to offer assistance. Northern Tanzania and Kenya are best geared up to provide accessible safaris.


No Guide Dogs

Guide dogs are not permitted in national parks because of the potential for disease to be spread between species. Ask a safari operator or the parks service for assistance planning your trip.


Airport

Airports in the region vary in their accessibility facilities. In Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda you should be able to book a larger, wide-door vehicle to pick you up from the airport.




Accommodation

Most safari lodges and campsites are on level ground, but the terrain may be rough. Few hotels feature lifts or bathrooms with rails. Contact your accommodation in advance to ask about accessibility..



SOLO & WOMEN TRAVELLERS

Solo and women travellers are not likely to encounter more difficulties than in any other region. Modest dressing is the best way of ensuring a hassle-free trip. Arrange tours with a reputable company, rather than with street guides.

Bathing

Being bathed in bed or with a bucket is likely to be the only option in many places, so travelling with a companion may be a requirement.

Medication

If you have medication that you need to take regularly it’s a good idea to pack it in your carry-on luggage, in the event that your hold bag is lost.

Seniors

While senior travellers may experience some access issues in East Africa, in other ways they are likely to have a richly rewarding trip through a region where age is venerated.


RESOURCES

Accessible Journeys (eastafricashuttles.com) provides a wheelchair-accessible wildlife safari in Kenya.

2by2 Holidays (2by2holidays.co.uk) has packages in Tanzania and Kenya for people with a range of accessibility requirements: they have accessible vehicles with ramps for power chairs. Your needs will be assessed before travel.

Society for Accessible Travel & Hospitality (sath.org) lists advice on travelling with a wheelchair, kidney disease, visual impairment or deafness. A long-established US-based organisation.




NEEMA CRAFTS

This arts centre in Iringa in Tanzania aims to change perceptions of those with accessibility issues, employing deaf and disabled people to produce a wonderful array of covetable crafts, from clothing to elephant dung paper. You can stay here, eat in its great cafe and visit the weaving workshop.








Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Banks 9am–3pm Monday to Friday, 9am–11am Saturday

Post offices 8.30am–5pm Monday to Friday, 9am–noon Saturday

Restaurants 11am–2pm and 5pm–9pm

Shops 8.30am or 9am–3pm or 5pm Monday to Friday, 9am–11am Saturday

Supermarkets 8.30am–8.30pm Monday to Saturday, 10am–8pm Sunday

Swahili Time

The Swahili time system starts six hours later than the international one – it begins at sunrise (about 6am year-round). This can lead to confusion with bus timetables and so on, so double-check which system is being used.


Beware of Scams

Offered marijuana? It may be a scam, involving payment of a police bribe to avoid arrest.

Smoking

Across East Africa, smoking is banned in enclosed public areas.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania GMT/UTC +3; Rwanda and Burundi GMT/UTC +2

Country Code
Burundi 257; DRC 243; Kenya 254; Rwanda 250; Tanzania 255; Uganda 256

Emergency number
Burundi 117; DRC 112 (police), 118 (fire); Kenya 999; Rwanda 113; Tanzania n/a; Uganda 999 (landline), 112 (mobile)

Population
Burundi 12,879,500; DRC 89,561,400; Kenya 53,771,300; Rwanda 13,846,500; Tanzania 59,734,300; Uganda 45,741,007



Electricity

Type G: 230-240V/50Hz

Type C: 220-240V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Each country celebrates its own independence/heroes’ day. In Tanzania, parts of Kenya and Uganda, major Islamic holidays are also celebrated as public holidays; dates depend on the moon. Ramadan is not a public holiday, but restaurants may be closed.

New Year’s Day
1 January

Good Friday and Easter Monday
March/April

Easter
(Good Friday and Easter Monday) March/April

Eid al-Fitr

Eid al-Kebir
(Eid al-Hajj)

Eid al-Moulid (Mawlid)

Ramadan

Christmas Day
25 December

Boxing Day
26 December






Language

In urban areas and tourist centres, you’ll be able to get by fine with English. In rural areas, knowledge of basic Swahili phrases will make your travels easier and more fun.


Swahili Basics

Jambo is a pidgin Swahili word, used to greet tourists who are presumed not to understand the language. If people assume you can speak a little Swahili, they might use the following greetings:

Hello. (general) Habari? ha·ba·ree

Hello. (respectful) Shikamoo.

shee·ka·moh

Goodbye. Tutaonana.

too·ta·oh·na·na

Please. Tafadhali. ta·fa·dha·lee

Thank you. Asante (sana). a·san·tay

Excuse me. Samahani.

sa·ma·ha·nee

Sorry. Pole. poh·lay

Do you speak (English)? Unasema

Kiingereza)? oo·naa·sey·maa

(kee·een·gey·rey·zaa)

I don’t understand. Sielewi.

see·ey·ley·wee

French Basics

Hello. Bonjour. bon·rzhoor

Goodbye. Au revoir. o·rer·vwa

Please. S’il vous plaît.

seel·voo·play

Thank you. Merci. mair·see

Excuse me. Excusez moi.

ek·skew·zay·mwa

Sorry. Pardon. par·don

Yes. Oui. wee

No. Non. non

My name is … Je m’appelle …

zher·ma·pel…

What’s your name?

Comment vous appelez-vous?

ko·mon·voo·za·play·voo

Do you speak English?

Parlez-vous anglais?

par·lay·voo·ong·glay

I don’t understand.

Je ne comprends pas.

zher·ner·kom·pron·pa


FRENCH

French is is is the official language in Burundi (along with Kirundi) and Rwanda (along with the English and the national language, Kinyarwanda).




It’s hardly surprising that in an area as vast as East Africa many different dialects of Swahili can be found, but you’ll be understood if you stick to the standard coastal form used here.
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Swahili belongs to the Bantu group of languages from the Niger-Congo family and can be traced back to the first millenium AD. It’s hardly surprising that in an area as vast as East Africa many different dialects of Swahili can be found, but you’ll be understood if you stick to the standard coastal form, as used in this book



How to… Explore the Arts

From literature to architecture to music and cinema, the art scenes across the region are vibrant and irresistible. Catching an East African movie at the Zanzibar International Film Festival, listening to a live band in a city-centre club, and making sure your beach read is by one of the region’s authors – such as recent Nobel-Prize winner Abdulrazak Gurnah – will make your travel experience incomparably deeper and richer. Distinctive Swahili traditions are evident throughout East Africa, from the elegant and atmospheric fusion architecture of Zanzibar, Lamu and Mombasa to the prose style of the area’s writers.
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Tune in

Historically, the biggest effect on the music of East Africa came from another area of the continent: the Congo. Congolese bands such as Orchestre Super Matimila played in Dar es Salaam and Nairobi in the 1960s and brought rumba and soukous to East Africa. Kenya’s benga guitar sounds originated in the motifs of Luo music. The region’s modern urban music is derived from rap and hip-hop, but with an African flavour: Afrobeat-infused bongo flava and reggae-influenced genge are some of its spinoffs.

East Africa on Screen

The Zanzibar International Film Festival is a major cultural event in the region, boosting homegrown directors such as Tanzanian Martin M’hando, Kenya’s Bob Nyanja and Rwandan Eric Kabera. Lupita Nyong’o became the first East African to win an Oscar in 2013, awarded Best Supporting Actress for her role in 12 Years a Slave.

Writers & Poets

The first-known literature from the region is an Arabic epic poem written in 1728, but it wasn’t till the early 20th century that Swahili prose developed as a movement, which Tanzanian poet and writer Shaaban Robert helped develop. Kenya’s greatest writer is Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, who writes now primarily in Gikuyu rather English: his Petals of Blood is a brilliant testament to the Mau Mau uprising. Other significant East African writers include Muthoni Garland, Binyavanga Wainaina, Margaret Atieno Ogola and Grace Ogot from Kenya; Kakwenza Rukirabashaija, Okot p’Bitek and Moses Isegawa from Uganga; and Nobel-prize winner Abdulrazak Gurnah from Zanzibar, Tanzania.


SWAHILI ARCHITECTURE

Indian, Arabic, African and European traditions fuse in harmony in the old towns of Zanzibar and Lamu (both Unesco World Heritage Sites) and on the streets of Mombasa. While traditional Swahili homes consist of unadorned mud-and-thatch rectangles connected by sand paths, grander stone houses include coral and wood adornments, mighty carved entrance doors and light-flooded courtyards.

Swahili mosques don’t have minarets; the muezzin gives the call to prayer from inside the mosque. The Kenyan coast is dotted with the remains of Swahili medieval towns, with the ruins at Gede being the most evocative.








Wildlife

Despite the dangers of poaching and the increasing threat of climate change, the region’s wildlife parks are host to a paradisal abundance of animals, from slinky big cats to comically trotting warthogs. Forget the obsession with spotting the Big Five – elephant, buffalo, leopard, lion and rhino – and you’ll discover that seeing a rich variety of creatures, great and small, as they slowly gather at dawn at a watering hole is an unforgettable, harmonious experience.


Big Cats

The three big cats of East Africa – the lion, the leopard and the cheetah – are apex predators, whose presence sends prey skittering across the plains. Lions have the strength to kill huge bull giraffes, with the females doing most of the hunting. Despite the kingly reputation of the maned male lion, adult groups, or prides, are led by females. Cheetah are the champion runners of the plains, reaching speeds of 112km/h: they run in short and intense spurts and then need to stop to cool down and recover. With their long athletic bodies and small faces, eyes dashed with a tear-like black streak, these spotted beauties are elegantly beautiful. Leopard use their fabled camouflage – tan spots enclosed by dark rosettes – to approach their prey. Unlike their relatives the lions, they are solitary and mainly nocturnal, only crossing territories to mate. These agile climbers rest in tree branches by day, leaping down to feast on antelope, monkeys and rodents.

Small Cats

While camera lenses are focussed on the charismatic big cats, keep your eyes peeled for the region’s smaller felines, as they leap after birds and chase rodents. Caracal have extraordinary pointed and tufted ears, and their long muscular legs allow them to jump high in the air to claim flying prey. Spotted serval also have long legs; they are solitary predators that feed on birds, frogs and insects. Tabby-like wildcats are very identifiably the ancestors of house cats, though they are fairly elusive and difficult to spot. The gait of these long-legged moggies resembles that of the cheetah.
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AMID THE CARNIVORES

East Africa’s biological richness supports a host of predators. The most recognisable is the hyena, with its sloping shoulders and fiercely strong jaws; again, females rule, and they even grow sexual organs resembling penises. Smaller jackals see off hyenas and vultures as they devour their prey. Highly endangered hunting dogs, also known as wild dogs, run in large packs, while banded mongoose snack on slugs, snails and beetles and sleep in underground dens. Despite its appealing name, the honey badger (named because it follows the honeyguide bird to beehives) is a strong and ferocious weasel-like creature that has been known to take on lions and buffaloes.
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Ground Primates

With their dextrous hands and feet and wonderfully relatable behaviour, primates are a joy to watch, from audacious vervet monkeys that run in female-led troops to deeply intelligent and social chimpanzees to olive baboons and their long fangs with which they can kill leopard. The region is home to over 30 species of monkeys and apes, as well as prosimians, which are the ancestors of modern primates (this group includes galagos, known as bushbabies). Mighty mountain gorillas, including imposing silverback males, live in two separate groups: in the Virunga Mountains, a chain of extinct volcanoes in Rwanda; and in the Bwindi Impenetrable National Park in Uganda. Living at high elevations, they are kept warm by thick hair. Mountain gorillas live in highly social groups, dominated by a silverback, and are very vocal.

Cud-Chewing Mammals

The archetypal animal in this category is the wildebeest; these gather in epic herds to roam the plains, and make tasty prey for predators during their epic annual migration. The migrations are dictated by ‘swarm intelligence,’ with the creatures encountering and tackling obstacles – such as rivers – as one. African buffalo are similarly large, with bulky curved horns, while Thomson’s gazelles are tiny long-legged creatures that are built for speed. Another gazelle is the unfeasibly long-necked gerenuk, which stands on its hind legs to feed from high branches, while male Uganda kobs have elegantly curled horns.

Arboreal Primates

Agile and long-limbed, tree-dwelling arboreal primates mostly stay in the canopy, feeding on leaves and tree fruits. The abundantly hairy black-and-white colobus has hooked hands with which it swings through the trees. Little changed in 60 million years, bushbabies get their name from their cry; spotting them is a challenge, as they are nocturnal, communicating through sound and smell. Versatile and highly social blue monkeys hang out in the forests of Tanzania, living their whole lives in the trees.
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Hoofed Mammals

East Africa’s hoofed mammals have made their home in the region for millions of years. Elephants, whose herds are led along ancient migration routes by elder females, are among the most movingly impressive animals on earth. Huge hippos abound, spending nearly all their time in or near water; despite their comical appearance and vegetarian diet of aquatic plants, hippos can be extremely aggressive, especially when they have young, or if you get between them and water. Tragically, slow moving black rhino have been hunted to near extinction, because of their horn. Giraffe and zebra are perhaps the most eccentrically beautiful animals of the plains: the former use their long necks to reach for high leaves, while the latter graze the plains, and are preyed upon by big cats. Warthog run for cover to their burrows, often with their young trotting behind them, and rock hyraxes – which look like exceptionally cute tailless squirrels – are an unlikely distant relative of the elephant.








THE EAST AFRICA

STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of East African life




A History of East Africa In 15 places

Through music, art and cooking, East Africans are retelling their stories of origin.

Wildlife of Tanzania

Tanzania’s wildlife ranges from big cats to some of the last great mammal herds and major populations of primates.

Anthony Ham

Memory, Myth & Prophecy

To understand Kenya’s layered histories, it’s important to be transported by mythical winds.

Neema Githere

A Journey through East African Literature

Emerging East African writers are reclaiming colonial-era stories and crafting new narratives.

Kate Thomas

Communicating in East Africa

From polite prose to radical rudeness, the history, context and know-how of communicating in the region.

Kate Thomas

An East Africa Playlist

From taarab and rumba to Afrobeats and classical piano, these are the sounds of East Africa.

Kate Thomas

A Snapshot of Modern Uganda

Uganda offers so much as a destination that it can be easy to overlook what it lacks as a permanent residence.

Alia Pathan
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A HISTORY OF EAST AFRICA IN
15 PLACES

Throughout East Africa, history merges with the present. It’s in the sweeping prehistoric plains of the Masai Mara, the ancient forests home to mountain gorillas, the libraries full of story and testimony, the historic rock art, the museums and the ruins. And through music, art and cooking, East Africans are retelling their stories of origin.


EAST AFRICA HAS borne witness to the entire narrative of human evolution. From the cradle of humankind in Kenya – a story told through the extensive fossil collection of the National Museums of Kenya—to the secrets of the savannah, mountains and coast; and from the seminary works of literature and music produced by East African artists to the remains of Swahili trading posts that have shaped the economy and political geography of the world, the region is home to rich archeological sites that date back to the Stone and Iron ages. Evidence suggests that humans were present here some 78,000 years ago, and the sacred forests and nomadic lands they inhabited are still accessible today.

The beauty of East Africa, though, is that even if you don’t set out to time travel through the region, you’ll soon learn about its history anyway – whether through stories about Maasai herding culture while on safari, or by dancing the night away to 1960s Congolese rumba in a club in Kinshasa. If there’s anywhere on earth that will make you feel connected to our collective past, it’s here.

1. Kondoa Rock-Art Sites, Kenya

ROCK OF AGES

The Kondoa Rock-Art Sites are rock paintings that decorate the eastern slopes of the Masai Mara escarpment bordering the Great Rift Valley, and have been used as tools for creative expression, communication, spiritual worship and tradition for at least two millennia. They tell the story of the changing socio-economic base of the area from hunter-gatherer to agro-pastoralist, and the beliefs and ideas associated with the different societies. Some of the shelters are still considered to have ritual associations with the people who live nearby, reflecting their beliefs, rituals and cosmological traditions.

2. Mt Kilimanjaro, Tanzania

THE PEAK OF HUMAN CIVILISATION

The world’s largest free-standing mountain has been used as a navigational device, a political pawn, and a symbol of postcolonial independence. It is also a spectacular mountain to climb. Two of Mt Kilimanjaro’s three volcanic peaks are now extinct, and scientists estimate that the third, Kibo, has not erupted for some 360,000 years. Kili’s first recorded climbers were in 1889, but it is believed to have been inhabited by humans since at least 1000 BCE, based on archaeological discoveries of ancient stone bowls. Some of the trees are ancient too, with some specimens stretching more than 100m above the rocky earth.

3. Kilwa Kisiwani, Tanzania

THE SEAT OF SULTANS

The crumbling ruins of this once-glorious Swahili trading centre are a Unesco World Heritage Site. They bear witness to the extent of Indian Ocean merchantry in gold, silver, perfumes, porcelain, earthenware and pearls from China, India, Persia, and the Arab world. Cut from coral and lime, Kilwa Kisiwani’s buildings housed transactions carried out in its own unique currency. It reached the peak of prosperity in the 13th and 14th centuries and was the envy of Portuguese colonialists in the 16th century, whose arrival triggered its downfall.
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4. Gede Ruins, Kenya

BETWEEN FOREST AND SEA

Nestled within sacred Gede indigenous forest, the coral skeleton of this ancient coastal Swahili town has been standing since the 12th century. The site is relatively small and thus a great place to linger while contemplating the memories that must have been made within the walls, and the effect of this site on global development. The arrival of vermicelli makers from Asia (that would become pasta moulds in the Mediterranean), Arab coffee pots, Indian lamps, Persian sabres, Egyptian or Syrian cobalt glass and Ming porcelain have been discovered here.

5. Kigali Genocide Memorial & Museum, Rwanda

HONOURING LOST LIVES

This memorial honours the estimated 250,000 people buried in mass graves, and has a powerful exhibition that tries to explain how an estimated one million Tutsis and moderate Hutus were systemically killed by the Interahamwe army during the 1994 genocide. The memorial and museum also speak to a global issue that has not gone away: how did – and does – the world look on as heartbreaking abuses of justice and crimes against humanity unfold? The museum is important to visit if you feel able to, as a way of understanding the inherited memories and collective traumas that this land has experienced.

6. Stone Town, Tanzania

THROUGH THE DOORS OF HISTORY

Rich in architecture, labyrinthine Stone Town is perhaps most famous for its intricately carved wooden doors, the majority of which are over a century old. These beautiful Gujarati, Swahili, and Arabic doors tell stories about the people who once lived behind them and what they valued, through the use of symbols such as lotus and fish (fertility), palm tree (abundance), and frankincense (wealth). There are no wild elephants in Stone Town, but the brass knobs that can be seen on some of the doors were inspired by Indian designs to deter war elephants from destroying buildings; here they are purely decorative.

7. Kaya Kinondo, Kenya

FOREST MEDICINE

Kenya’s kaya (sacred forests) invite a cultural and historical journey through ancestral practices, ecological worship and traditional medicine. Kaya Kinondo is probably the most accessible; as you make your way across tangled roots and chunks of ancient coral, the guide will point out various plants used in traditional medicine and explain the significance of some of the 187 plant species inside. They include the ‘pimple tree’, a known cure for acne, and the rather self-explanatory ‘Viagra tree’. Many of the trees here, hugged by lianas, have lived through seven or eight human lifespans.

8. Masai Mara, Kenya

ANCIENT LANDS

The Mara was only established as a sanctuary for wildlife – including the Big Five – in 1961, following British colonisation, but for the Masai people its deeply historical importance dates back much further. The pastoralist Masai community has long relied on these ancient lands to feed and sustain their cattle, in accordance with their belief that a higher power entrusted them with all the cattle of the world for safekeeping. It is here they perfected the art of sustainable bloodletting (retrieving cattle blood for dietary purposes without slaughter) and many other lessons about environmental preservation that could teach the modern world a thing or two.

9. Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, Uganda

LOCK EYES WITH EVOLUTION

One of sub-Saharan Africa’s most ancient habitats, Bwindi Impenetrable National Park (a Unesco World Heritage Site) was cut from the upwarping of the Earth’s crust through the Rift Valley a very long time ago. Its wild, rugged valleys and steep hilly peaks survived the last ice age, while most of the continent’s other forests disappeared. And, of course, it’s home to troops of mountain gorillas that share a common ancestor with humans, due to an evolutionary split that happened at least eight million years ago. Making eye contact with them here is an experience like nothing else on Earth.
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10. Lamu Donkey Sanctuary, Kenya

CARRYING THE PAST

The history of the Lamu archipelago would be incomplete without the donkey, and this seafront sanctuary – the largest nonprofit organisation on the island – showers them with love. On Lamu, cars are banned for the general public and donkeys are the main form of transport. The 6000 long-eared equines are a part of the local history and, as you can imagine, given that they are the backbone of the economy, they often carry a heavy load. A visit to the sanctuary is not only a joy but also a way to honour the past and future of these island inhabitants.

11. McMillan Memorial Library, Nairobi

BY THE BOOK

Nairobi is a literary city, and McMillan Memorial Library, established in 1931, is the capital’s oldest library – and Kenya’s second oldest, after the Seif bin Salim Library in Mombasa. Once you enter through the neoclassical columned facade, between the stone lions guarding literary history, you can trace East Africa’s past back about 125 years through the 400,000-strong collection of books, periodicals and newspapers. The library is now home to a profoundly Africanist movement to restore Nairobi’s literary history to its Afro roots, and hosts a glam ‘night at the library’ fundraiser every December.

12. Rwenzori Mountains, Uganda

LUNAR LORE

Known poetically as the Mountains of the Moon, the Rwenzoris (a Unesco World Heritage Site) formed about 3 billion years ago and are the world’s highest non-volcanic, non-orogenic mountain range. Carved from quartzite and granite, they include Mt Stanley, the third-highest mountain in Africa (after Mt Kilimanjaro and Mt Kenya), and they still retain a powerful sense of being a world apart. Birdlife, plants and animals are not the only occupants to have sought sanctuary here; the mountains have also been inhabited by various rebel groups during periods of war, including during the Ugandan Bush War and Congolese civil conflicts.

13. Hotel des Mille Collines, Rwanda

A PLACE OF SHELTER

The story behind the most famous hotel in Rwanda, the Hotel des Mille Collines, may be familiar to those who have seen the film Hotel Rwanda and the story of its manager at that time, Paul Rusesabagina (although the real hotel does not feature in the movie, which was filmed in South Africa). It opened its doors during the 1994 Rwandan genocide, providing shelter and sanctuary to about 2000 Tutsi people who would likely otherwise have been slaughtered. These days it’s a lovely upmarket hotel with a nice pool and pretty views, but its lifesaving history lingers.

14. Uganda National Mosque, Kampala

EAST AFRICA’S SKYSCRAPER MOSQUE

The story of East Africa’s largest mosque, which can hold almost 20,000 worshippers, is also the story of the often-overlooked importance of Islam in the region. About 21% of East Africans and 15% of Ugandans are Muslim, which is quite a share of the population, as visitors who climb Kampala Hill to the mosque during Eid al-Fitr will note. The mosque also offers insight into the relationship with countries north of the Sahel. It was commissioned by Libya’s Colonel Gaddafi in 2006, as part of his Pan-Africanist grand plan, which also saw him fantasising about a United States of Africa with a single currency, passport, and army.
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15. The Madaraka Express, Kenya

A RAILWAY SAFARI THROUGH TIME

The Madaraka Express, a standard gauge railway that runs from Nairobi to Mombasa, was once known as the ‘lunatic line’. As the story goes, a wise prophetess had a premonitory dream foretelling the arrival of ‘an iron snake’ that would slither from coast to capital. As construction began in 1896, the dream became a nightmare for Indian workers, who were attacked by everything from mosquitoes to Tsavo’s lions; a colossal 2500 lives were lost in its construction. Remember the incredible engineering feat that has made today’s train journey possible as it rolls through Kenya.





WILDLIFE
OF TANZANIA

The wildlife most visitors come to see in Tanzania ranges from big cats and the ‘Big Five’ (lion, buffalo, elephant, leopard and rhino, as coined by white hunters for the five species deemed most dangerous to hunt) to some of the world’s last great mammal herds, plus major populations of primates. They’re all essential elements of a beautifully complex natural web where each species has its niche. It’s impossible to cover everything here: these are our highlights. By Kate Thomas


Predators

If the eternal dance between predator and prey – the life-and-death struggle between hunter and hunted – is what gives you frisson, then it’s the predators you’ll most want to see.

There’s no sight more thrilling than a cheetah (the world’s fastest land animal) streaming across the grasslands at more than 100km/h in pursuit of a Thomson’s gazelle. Or a pride of lions coordinating their strategy to bring down a buffalo. Or the ultimate stealth predator, the leopard, ghosting through the bushes on the trail of an unsuspecting impala.

There’s always a poignancy to such moments. On a recent visit to the Serengeti, we came across a lone baby wildebeest that had become separated from the herd: it probably didn’t survive the night. Elsewhere, on the same day, a pack of hyenas surrounded a mother buffalo as she gave birth and then wheeled around to keep them at bay from her calf. Scenes such as these can be confronting, even distressing. But they’re never dull.

Big Cats

Lions are the second-largest cat on earth (after tigers), and they’re Africa’s most feared predators. They can bring down a giraffe, a buffalo (which can weigh a tonne) or even a young elephant. Lions live in prides, which are based on a core of adult females. A male or group of males will protect the pride and their territory for as long as they can; when a new male or males move in, they kill any cubs and then mate with the females in a bid to sire offspring and leave their own genetic legacy. Best seen: Serengeti, Nyerere and Ruaha national parks, and Ngorongoro Crater.

The most widespread of all African cats, leopards are also the hardest to see. They are stealth predators and solitary (except for mothers with cubs). Although you’ll often see them up in trees, leopards spend 70% of their lives on the ground. Best seen: Serengeti National Park.

The cheetah is a world-class sprinter. Although it reaches speeds of 112km/h, it runs out of steam after 300m and must cool down before hunting again. Cheetahs are largely solitary, though related males often live and hunt together. Cheetahs are no match for other predators and will often lose their kill to hyenas, lions or leopards. Best seen: Serengeti National Park.
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Other Predators

The Lion King did hyenas a disservice. Spotted hyenas are charismatic creatures and a haunting presence on the savanna. They live in large, matriachial, strictly hierarchical clans, using bone-crushing jaws to disembowel terrified prey on the run. Not as fast as the cats, they have incredible stamina and can run for hours. Although known as scavengers, they’re also skilled hunters. Best seen: Ngorongoro Crater.

The most successful of all African predators, African wild dogs live in frightening yet playful family groups and are a joy to watch – if you see a pack of wild dogs coursing across the savanna in pursuit of prey, you’ll never forget the experience. Best seen: Nyerere and Ruaha national parks.

Prey

Predators might get all the attention, but the variety of prey mammals – from grazers to browsers, and cud-chewing mammals to hoofed mammals – is simply extraordinary.

Large Prey

No one, not even a human or lion, stands around to argue when a towering bull elephant rumbles out of the brush. They are the great shaper of ecosystems: were it not for elephants, much of the Serengeti would be woodlands. Best seen: Tarangire, Ruaha, Nyerere and Serengeti national parks.

Pity the black rhinoceros for having a horn worth more than gold. Once widespread and abundant south of the Sahara, the rhino has been poached to the brink of extinction. Black rhinos are browsers and prefer dense vegetation, making them difficult to see. They’re not actually black: the name comes from efforts to distinguish them from ‘white’ (actually ‘weit’ or ‘wide-lipped’) rhinos. Best seen: Ngorongoro Crater, Mkomazi and Serengeti national parks.

The stripes of a zebra, each as distinct as a human fingerprint, exist to confuse predators by making it difficult to distinguish the outline of individual zebras in a herd. Stripes also help combat disease-carrying horseflies. You’ll often see a pair of zebras standing head-to-tail, facing in opposite directions: it’s a shared defence against predators (four eyes are better than two). Their tails are also keeping flies from each other’s faces. Best seen: everywhere.

The 5m-tall giraffe lives in family herds of between two and 50 animals. They sleep for no more than 45 minutes a day, have huge hearts (weighing 11kg) and their necks have special valves that can regulate the blood flow and prevent problems when they lower their heads to drink. Giraffes can reach speeds of 60km/h when fleeing. Best seen: everywhere.

The hippopotamus is one strange creature. Designed like a floating beanbag with tiny legs, the 3000kg hippo spends daytime in the water (to protect its delicate skin from sunburn) and roams to feed on nearby grasslands by night. By some estimates, hippos are responsible for more human deaths in Africa than any other animal. Best seen: Everywhere.

The bearded wildebeest looks like it was put together using the parts left over after all the other antelope species were created. Every year, hundreds of thousands of wildebeest give birth in the southern Serengeti in January and February, and more than a million then move through the park to Kenya’s Masai Mara on their annual migration. Best seen: Serengeti National Park and Ngorongoro Crater.

Imagine an overweight cow with curling horns and a grumpy demeanour and you have the African buffalo (Cape Buffalo). Although much maligned, it’s usually only the lone males you need to fear. Best seen: everywhere.

Smaller Prey

From the smallest antelope species (the monogamous dik dik – when a dik dik is killed, its mate often dies soon after from a broken heart) to the largest (the eland, a strange agile, and cow-like creature with a swinging dewlap), Tanzania has some wonderful antelope species.

Thomson’s gazelle, Grant’s gazelle and impala are commonly seen. The gerenuk has a long neck completely out of proportion to its size, and the klipspringer clings to rocky outcrops, while the common waterbuck has the good fortune to taste bad; this compensates somewhat for the fact that it has a target on its rump.

Of all antelope species, the greater kudu has the most extravagant horns, while bushbuck and Bohor’s reedbuck are prized sightings as they’re shyer than most other species. Really hard to see are sable antelope and roan antelope, unless you’re in Ruaha National Park.

They may be small, but warthogs can be a real challenge to hunt. To protect themselves when attacked, warthogs run for burrows and reverse in while slashing wildly with their tusks.
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WHEN A DIK DIK IS KILLED, ITS MATE OFTEN DIES SOON AFTER FROM A BROKEN HEART

Primates

Tanzania is one of the best places in East Africa to see primates. Udzungwa Mountains National Park alone has 10 different species; look here and in Kitulo National Park for the kipunji monkey, which was only described by international scientists in 2003.

Like humans, chimpanzees live in highly social groups built around complex hierarchies with mutually understood rules. It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to perceive the deep intelligence and emotion lurking behind such eerily familiar deep-set eyes. Best seen: Gombe and Mahale Mountains national parks.

Although the olive baboon has 5cm-long fangs and can kill a leopard, its best defence consists of running up trees and showering intruders with liquid excrement. Intelligent and opportunistic, troops of these greenish baboons are abundant across northern Tanzania. The much paler yellow baboon ranges over the rest of the country.

Each vervet monkey troop is composed of females that defend a home range passed down from generation to generation, while males fight for bragging rights and access to females. If you think their appearance drab, check out the extraordinary blue and scarlet colours of their sexual organs when aroused.

Marine Mammals

Tanzania has an impressive array of marine mammals. Many of these migrate up and down the Indian Ocean coast, moving between cooler Antarctic waters and warmer tropical seas. As a general rule, whale sharks are present from November through to February, while humpback whales move along the coast between June and November. Check out the following locations:

Mafia Archipelago Swim with whale sharks and take part in their conservation.

Saadani National Park Watch whales and green sea turtles.

Chumbe Island See green turtles and humpback whales off Zanzibar.

Pemba Channel Dive with reef sharks, bottlenose or humpback dolphins, and whale sharks.

Mnemba Atoll Dive amid bottlenose and humpback dolphins and whale sharks in the Zanzibar Archipelago.

Maziwe Island Marine Park Dive or snorkel with green sea turtles and dolphins.
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Birds

Tanzania is one of Africa’s best birding destinations with, at last count, 1075 recorded species. More than 800 of these are residents, meaning the birding is excellent year-round. Migrants arrive in Tanzania from Europe and North Africa around November, and they usually stay until March or April; December to February are excellent months to turbocharge your personal bird count.

Commonly sighted birds include kingfishers, hornbills (around Amani in the eastern Usambaras), bee-eaters (along the Rufiji and Wami rivers), fish eagles (Lake Victoria) and ostriches (Serengeti). The grey-crowned crane is one of the loveliest birds in Africa and is found across northern Tanzania. Tanzania is a fine place to see flamingos, especially in Big Momella Lake (Arusha National Park), Lake Ndutu and Lake Natron. There are also many birds unique to Tanzania: the Udzungwa forest partridge, Pemba green pigeon, Usambara weaver and Usambara eagle owl are among Tanzania’s 20-plus endemics.

Tanzania has nearly 100 species of hawks, eagles, vultures and owls. More than 40 have been seen at Lake Manyara National Park alone. Highlights include the bateleur, African fish eagle, Augur buzzard, white-back vulture and the rather ungainly secretary bird.

Reptiles

Tanzania is home to 359 different reptiles, which puts it 18th in the world, and fourth in Africa, for number of reptile species. You’re most likely to see skinks and geckos. There are also chameleons and 47 snake species. If you’re lucky (depending on your idea of luck), you might see a rock python, puff adder, boomslang, black mamba, Gaboon viper and various species of cobra. Even as you admire their beauty, keep your distance.

Tanzania’s most notable reptile is the Nile crocodile. Once abundant in lakes and rivers across the region, its numbers have been greatly reduced by hunting and habitat destruction. A Nile crocodile can reach 5.5m in length, weigh up to 1000kg, has 66 teeth and can live up to 100 years! Female crocs lay up to 80 eggs at a time, depositing them in sandy areas above the high-water line. After three months’ incubation in the hot sand, the young emerge. Catfish make up nearly 80% of a crocodile’s diet, but they’re opportunists and will happily swallow an impala, wildebeest or even zebra if one strays too close to the water’s edge.

Field Guides

Field guides, apart from being damned interesting to read, can be invaluable tools for identifying animals while on safari. Our favourites:

• A Field Guide to the Carnivores of the World (Luke Hunter, 2nd ed; 2018)

• The Kingdon Field Guide to African Mammals (Jonathan Kingdon; 2nd ed, 2015) There’s also the travel-friendly Kingdon Pocket Guide to African Mammals (2016).

• The Behavior Guide to African Mammals (Richard Despard Estes; 1991) Estes’ follow-up The Safari Companion: A Guide to Watching African Mammals (1993) is slightly more accessible.

• Birds of Kenya and Northern Tanzania (Dale A Zimmerman, David J Pearson and Donald A Turner; 2005)

• Jonathan & Angela Scott’s Safari Guide to East African Animals and Jonathan & Angela Scott’s Safari Guide to East African Birds (1998) Have been updated since.

• Field Guide to East African Reptiles (Steve Spawls et al; 2018) The definitive guide to the region’s chameleons, snakes and more.





MEMORY
MYTH & PROPHECY

By Kate Thomas


MEMORY BREATHES LIFE into culture, and in order to fully understand Kenya’s diverse contexts and layered histories, it’s important to allow yourself to be transported – if only briefly – by the winds of fantasy invited by ‘myth’. In many indigenous contexts, myth is where memory lives on.
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Take, for example, the origin myths held by some of the subgroups of the Swahili people who live on the Kenyan coast. Many theorists have speculated on the cultural origins of this ethnically mixed group, formed as a product of nearly a millennium of maritime exchange with South Asia and the Arabian Gulf. Among some of the Swahili, legend has it that the coast of Kenya was settled over 1000 years ago by seven brothers from the south of Iran. Embroiled in a patrilineal inheritance dispute in their Gulf homeland, the brothers opted to return to the land on which they claimed matrilineal ties – Africa’s east coast. It’s proclaimed that the seven brothers settled in seven separate cities along the coast, from Somalia to Mozambique, and established what has flourished into Swahili civilisation. While Western historians cast doubt upon this tale in their studies of the Swahili people, the myth persists in the vehement proclamations of elders along the coast, who themselves inherited it from elders before them.

Indigenous culture is handed down through oral history – it’s the sum of grandmothers and grandfathers who sat by the fire, on the shoreline, or below the mugumo (sacred fig) tree and dutifully handed down stories of their lineage to the children of their children, who would grow old and carry on this storytelling tradition. In this chain of transmission, certain cultural figures of note established themselves in the collective memory as something akin to celebrities. These figures range from chiefs and warriors to prophets and medicine men and women – characters so exuberant, powerful and impactful that stories of their deeds have withstood even the most persistent campaigns against their authenticity. One such prophet is Mekatilili Wa Menza, a Giriama freedom fighter whose courage and indefatigable spirit lives on as the pride of her people.

Believed to have been born around 1840 in what is now known as Kilifi County, Mekatilili grew up hearing about the prophecies shared by Mepoho, a medicine man from around the 13th century who predicted that foreigners with ‘hair like sisal’ would emerge from the waters and the skies to invade their land and attempt to eradicate Giriama ways of life. When the British began their conquest of Kenya – green-lit by the 1885 Berlin Conference – and embarked on building the railway that cut through Giriama coastal territories, the Giriama understood it as proof of Mepoho’s prophecy coming to life. To fund their colonial operations, the British imposed a hut tax, demanding that the Giriama pay an exorbitant portion of their harvests to their British overseers. It was at this time that Mekatilili emerged as a radicalising force, enacting the potent and rarely invoked Giriama oaths to organise a mass movement among her people to not pay the tax. Word began to spread about Mekatilili’s threat to the colonial rule in her land, and her passionate resistance made her a verifiable enemy to the British.

When British administrators began a campaign to enlist Giriama youth into their army at the onset of WWI, Mekatilili challenged a local administrator. She entered his office with a hen and its chicks in her hand and dared the administrator to snatch one of the chicks, proclaiming that the outcome of her challenge reflected what would happen were he to continue sending Giriama youth away. The administrator failed her challenge, with the hen biting his hand, and he reactively shot the animal dead in response, a move that pushed Mekatilili to slap him in the face. Mekatilii’s bold defiance led to her being arrested, and she was sent to prison 700km away in Kisii. Mekatilili’s celebrity was eternalised when, in 1914, well into her sixties, she managed to not only escape from prison, but also to walk all the way back to her homeland and return to her anti-colonial organising efforts.

By coincidence, or by fate, there was another prominent figure whose prescience was taking hold in the very land where Mekatilili was imprisoned: the Kisii prophet Sakawa. Also born around the year 1840, Sakawa was revered for the perceived accuracy of his prophecy that people with different-coloured skin would descend upon the Abagusii, attack their warriors and plantmadengere (giant white mushrooms) across Kisii land. He identified specific locations where these madengere would sprout. When the first police station and hospital were established near these locations, his power as a foreteller was entrenched among his people.

Sakawa and Mekatilili were not alone. In Embuland, prophetess Ireri wa Irugi foretold the development of an ‘iron snake’ that would extend inland from the sea – a symbol understood to have materialised when the railway was built. Kamba medicine woman Syokimau (from whom the town of Syokimau derives its name) spoke to her people of an eerily similar vision, warning them of a long snake that would spit fire from its mouth, built by people who carried fire in their pockets. These legends, which emerged independent of one another across the country, have persisted for over a century and speak towards a way of knowing and relating to the world that defies Western understanding.

Outside of the ‘proof’ that backs modern histories – many of which have worked to discredit indigenous memory-keeping traditions through the project of colonialism – mythology invites world-building and provides meaningful clues as to how a people come to make sense of their past.





A JOURNEY THROUGH
EAST AFRICAN LITERATURE

Against the backdrop of East Africa’s rich literary history, emerging writers are reclaiming colonial-era stories and crafting new narratives. By Kate Thomas


EAST AFRICA HAS long had a rich literary landscape, from oral storytelling and kiSwahili poetry to stories of resistance against colonialism. Yet for too long, much of the literature that came out of the region was published by foreign writers and settlers, as East African writers were undervalued by publishing houses. Thankfully, that’s changing, and more and more works are coming to the fore as literary festivals and journals in East and Southern Africa draw big names, nurture new talent and hold space for their own stories.

Kenya

If Kenya is the region’s literary powerhouse, then Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o must be its king. One of the most renowned and decorated East African writers, Ngũgĩ has been publishing novels, short fiction and autobiographical works for 50 years, since African literature rose up through decolonisation. His best-known work is probably the historical novel A Grain of Wheat, set on the cusp of Kenyan independence and in the aftermath of the Mau Mau rebellion; it’s part of a trio of books that also comprises Weep Not, Child and Wizard of the Crow. Decolonising the Mind is his collection of essays about language and linguistic decolonisation, and explores why the author reverted to writing in Gikuyu and kiSwahili, abandoning the English language. Famously outspoken, Ngũgĩ was jailed by authorities in the 1970s for his role in writing and directing the play Ngaahika Ndeenda (I Will Marry When I Want). During his time in jail he became an Amnesty International Prisoner of Conscience and wrote a novel on toilet paper as an act of resistance. Continualy tipped to win the Nobel Prize for Literature, he hasn’t yet scooped the award.

Grace Ogot is probably Kenya’s most famous female writer. Her collection of short stories, Land Without Thunder, is a classic text that offers insights into Luo culture, while Meja Mwanga writes compellingly about social issues and urban dislocation. Peter Kimani’s Dance of the Jacaranda is a beautiful novel set during the construction of the ‘iron snake’ railway through Kenya. Another name to have on your radar is Binyavanga Wainaina, a writer and gay rights activist who sadly died young in 2019. His memoir, One Day I Will Write About This Place, followed hot on the heels of his article, How to Write About Africa, which went viral after being published in the Kenyan literary journal Kwani?. It opens with the satirical line, ‘Always use the word “Africa” or “Darkness” or “Safari” in your title’. Other authors and titles to look for include Khadija Abdalla Bajaber’s magical novel House of Rust, Owiri Oduor’s Things They Lost and anything by Caine Prize winner Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor.

Kenya’s literary landmarks include the McMillan Memorial Library in Nairobi, Macondo Literary Festival and Book Bunk, a non-profit that offers tours of some of the Nairobi libraries it is working to restore.
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Uganda

Uganda has birthed some of the world’s most beautiful writers, and counts a number of stars among its contemporary authors. Kintu by Jennifer Nansubuga Makumbi is an epic tale of ancestral ties and troubled bloodlines that takes you through multiple generations of the Kintu clan, from the royal court of 1750 all the way to the streets of downtown Kampala today. Her subsequent collection of short stories, Manchester Happened, explores the constellation of issues experienced by Ugandan immigrants to the United Kingdom. Doreen Baingana’s work, including the coming-of-age Tropical Fish: Tales from Entebbe, has been widely celebrated. Emerging Ugandan-Asian writers include Janika Oza, whose novel A History of Burning is set in India, Uganda, England and Canada, and Neema Shah, whose Kololo Hill is a page-turner that depicts the forced exodus of East African Asians from Kampala – and the impact on generations to come – with grace and power. To understand how Ugandans (and other East Africans) are exploring sexuality and queerness in the midst of an increasingly tough government stance, the compendiums Queer Africa: Selected Stories and African Sexualities are good reads, as is Nana Darkoa Sekyiamah’s oral history The Sex Lives of African Women.

Going further back, there’s ‘Song of Lawino,’ a highly regarded 1989 poem (originally written in Acholi) by Okot p’Bitek about the colonial-era erosion of Ugandan traditional culture. Waiting (2007), the fourth novel by Goretti Kyomuhendo, one of Uganda’s pioneering female writers, looks in on a rural family’s life as they await the expected arrival of marauding soldiers during the fall of Idi Amin. Moses Isewaga’s Abyssinian Chronicles is a classic, set in the aftermath of the Amin regime.

In Kampala, Aristoc Booklex, on the top floor of Acacia Mall, has a well-stocked contemporary-fiction section, including titles from rising Ugandan literary stars.

Tanzania

Tanzanian literature rose to prominence on foreign shores when the writer Abdulrazak Gurnah won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2021 – only the fourth black writer to be awarded the prize. The Zanzibar-born author, who has since settled in England, evocatively explores sense of place and belonging during and after colonialism, identity and memory, racism, and the stories of refugees and migrants caught in spaces between lands.

‘My concern is to ask several questions,’ Gurnah told PBS NewsHour in an interview.’ “How it is that people cope in these situations, how it is that people are caught in these conflicts that are nothing to do with them, how they hang onto something, how they retrieve something perhaps from the traumatic events that they are part of…and the callousness and the disregard of those others who are fighting their own wars and then go home.’ His 2020 novel Afterlives paints a historical picture of lives stolen and reclaimed, while By the Sea (2001) tells the story of a Zanzibaran furniture merchant who arrives in London with little besides a box of incense that smells of home.

To dive into the kiSwahili literary canon, Shaaban bin Robert is Tanzania’s foremost kiSwahili writer and a conservationist of traditional Tanzanian poetry. Some of his works have been translated into English, including Maisha Yangu Na Baada Ya Miaka Hamsini, which is considered a classic kiSwahili text. His 1950s novel Kusadikika is a little more accessible and tells the story of an imaginary authoritarian country, named after the kiSwahili verb kusadiki (meaning ‘to believe’). Other Tanzanian authors to keep an eye out for include Mohamed Said Abdalla, Anna Manyanza, Ahmed Rajab and spy-fiction afficionado Elvis Musiba.

To feel a rush of ocean and story in Tanzania, there’s no better place than Zanzibar for literary inspiration.

Rwanda & Burundi

Although Rwandan and Burundian titles have primarily been published in French, more and more translations are becoming available. Scholastique Mukasonga is a Franco-Rwandese author who sought exile in France during the genocide and won the Seligman Prize against racism and intolerance for Our Lady of the Nile, a novel set in a school in the Rwandan mountains as the forces of genocide approach. Caroline Numohiro’s Between Wild and Free is a fictional story about dating culture in contemporary Rwanda.

Roland Rugero’s second novel, Baho! was the first Burundian novel to ever be translated into English. Michel Kayoya is a Burundian memoirist, and the poet Abdoul Mtoka has had work translated into English. Petit Pays (Small Country), by the Franco-Rwandese writer and hip-hop artist Gaël Faye, was published in 2015, won France’s prestigious Prix Goncourt and has been widely translated. Set in the streets of Bujumbura and on the shores of Lake Tanganikya, it describes the genocide through the eyes of 10-year-old Gabriel, who is of mixed Franco-Rwandese heritage and lives in an expatriate community in the city. It was adapted by Éric Barbier into a film, Small Country: An African Childhood, in 2020.

As you travel through the land of 1000 hills and its neighbour to the south, you’ll hear stories everywhere: in minibuses, restaurants and by the ancient waters of Lake Tanganyika.
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MORE AND MORE WORKS ARE COMING TO THE FOREFRONT AS LITERARY FESTIVALS AND JOURNALS IN EAST AND SOUTHERN AFRICA DRAW BIG NAMES, NURTURE NEW TALENT AND HOLD SPACE FOR THEIR OWN STORIES

Democratic Republic of the Congo

Among Anglophone readers, Congo-Brazzaville is probably better known than DRC for its literature, boasting prolific novelists such as Alain Mabanckou. However, Congo-Kinshasa (as the DRC is alternatively known) counts a few writers who have been translated into English. White Eldorado, Black Fever by Rais Neza Boneza explores boyhood and the politics and rights issues surrounding the exploitation of Coltan, the natural resource that powers mobile phones and gaming devices. In non-fiction, there’s Sandra Uwiringyimana’s memoir (with Abigail Pesta), How Dare the Sun Rise: Memoirs of a War Child. But Fiston Mwanza Mujila is probably DRC’s most acclaimed contemporary writer. Tram 83 is his stunning, raw, muscular novel that delves into the lives of bar-goers in a Congolese mining town (including a mix of mothers, professors, and Cuban musicians) and sums up the beauty, romance and chaos of life in DRC.

To bring fiction to life, you probably won’t have to look hard to find bars like that one all over DRC.





COMMUNICATING
IN EAST AFRICA

From polite prose to radical rudeness; the history, context and know-how of communicating in the region. By Kate Thomas


EAST AFRICA’S LARGELY indirect communication style can take a little getting used to, especially if you’re coming from cultures that favour a more direct approach, such as much of the USA, continental Europe, and West Africa. Here, communication has more in common with East Asian approaches than the rest of the African continent. Politeness is highly valued, and many people are accustomed to speaking softly and gently. Be prepared for the fact that you may not always receive a straight answer to your questions – especially if the answer is no.

In Swahili culture, it is considered impolite to shout. While nobody would raise an eyebrow at hearing raised voices on the other side of the continent – for example in West African cities like Lagos or Monrovia – you can expect people to notice in Mombasa, Nairobi or Kampala. This is rooted in the societal belief that politeness represents good character and a good upbringing, and you’ll find that there’s generally an expectation to maintain a pleasant harmony in social interactions, rather than experience confrontation or conflict. This can make things tricky when you want to understand how someone truly feels about something. People tend to consider their words before they speak, and criticism is best delivered quietly, thoughtfully and sensitively. In this region, losing your temper in public is pretty much a fast way to lose respect.

While travelling through East Africa, you might experience deference to perceived hierarchy, especially by those younger than you. And though this isn’t the norm everywhere, it’s not uncommon for children in Kenya and Uganda to kneel when greeting an elder, for example. Timekeeping values differ throughout the region, with Ugandan culture perhaps most aligned with the notion of being on time.

Humour is always appreciated and is often delivered unexpectedly, sometimes in formal settings. In 2020, during the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic, Millie Grace Akoth Odhiambo Mabona, a Kenyan member of parliament, delivered a quip that went viral and perhaps reflected some other underlying societal concerns. ‘One of the guidelines [for preventing COVID-19 transmission] someone has sent on my Facebook page…is good to avoid MEN, which is coded for mouth, eyes and nose,’ she said, adding that Kenyans should ‘avoid overcrowded places like your boyfriend’s heart.’
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Within East Africa, communication styles of course vary and, like anywhere else in the world, everyone has their own way of doing things. But many Ugandans like to say they find Kenyans rude, while Kenyans tease Tanzanians for being too polite. An article in East African newspaper reports how, in a widely circulating story, a Tanzanian government minister travelled to Nairobi and used the Swahili word ‘naomba’, which is widely used to mean ‘please’ in Tanzanian Swahili, such as when ordering food in an upmarket restaurant. However, the word translates as ‘I beg you’, and carries that literal meaning in Kenya. As the story goes, the waiter of the restaurant had seen the Tanzanian cabinet minister on TV and recognised him. Taken aback, the waiter went to his manager and asked why a government minister would be begging for food. The manager purportedly took pity on him and thought he must have been mugged or become the victim of a crime, and gave him his meal on the house. ‘But where is my bill?’ the government minister supposedly asked, whereupon the waiter said, ‘Sir, you have no bill. When you begged me for food I reported your request to the manager, and he ordered me to serve you for free.’

While politeness is valued by so many in East Africa, it’s worth considering the history of this value, which may not be quite as sweet and wholesome as it sounds. It’s likely a hangover from British colonial subservience, imbued at 1930s tea parties and integrated into the regional psyche from colonial rule in Kenya and Uganda, and simultaneously imported into the region via East African Indians, whose parents and grandparents were raised with similar expectations.

Some people are pushing back. Ugandan activists first coined the term ‘radical rudeness’ in the 1940s during the anticolonial resistance movement. The approach employed naked protests and blunt words to disrupt and attack the polite conventions of the halls of power. Activists wrote letters to government ministers that were dripping in playful puns, rhyming slang, light expletives and chiding wordsmithery. Some were punished for these verbal attacks, but the movement continued, fuelled by anger about the inequality gap between the powerful and the poor. As one famous Ugandan activist, Semakula Mulumba, wrote, ‘the dung in which you wallow is our wealth which you stole’.
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UGANDAN ETIQUETTE IS GENERALLY GENTLE, HARMONIOUS AND GENEROUS, AND THE UNSPOKEN EXPECTATION OF VISITORS IS GENERALLY THE SAME

More recently, the Ugandan poet, medical anthropologist and LGBTIQ+ activist Stella Nyanzi was jailed by Uganda’s conservative government for picking up the mantle. In 2016 she carried out a naked protest and then in 2018 published a poem on social media (unprintable here) chastising the Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni, for which she received an 18-month jail term. While in prison in Kampala she wrote an explicit poetry collection, No Roses from My Mouth: Poems from Prison. A portion of the original poems were discovered and confiscated by prison guards, but Nyanzi was ultimately able to publish the collection, which in 2020 won the Oxfam Novib/PEN International Award.

Although steeped in harsh language, the work of the radical rudeness activists is somehow still playful. In an interview with the Guardian newspaper in 2020, Nyanzi said she admired the Ugandan president’s clever use of ‘metaphors and proverbs and riddles’, and even joked about inviting him to a live poetry standoff. While that’s not likely to happen anytime soon, the radical rudeness movement is still one to watch.





AN EAST AFRICA
PLAYLIST

From taarab and rumba to Afrobeats and classical piano, these are the sounds of East Africa. By Kate Thomas
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Zanzibar Taarab Ensemble – Various Recordings

Taarab-style music was played in Zanzibar as early as the 1820s at the sultan’s palace, where it had been introduced from Arabia. However, it wasn’t until the 1900s, when Sultan Sayyid Hamoud bin Muhammed encouraged formation of the first taarab clubs, that it became more formalised. The archipelago’s most famous musical export, a traditional taarab orchestra consists of several dozen musicians using both Western and traditional instruments, including the violin, the kanun (similar to a zither), the accordion, the nay (an Arabic flute) and drums and a vocalist. Zanzibar Taarab Ensemble is one of the groups spearheading the current taarab revival.

Le Grand Kallé – Indépendance Cha Cha

After Cuban son music flooded the airwaves of Congolese radio stations in the 1940s, Congolese musicians – many of whom felt an affinity with the woozy guitar-percussion-and-horn combination from the Caribbean – created Congolese rumba, and it emerged to great acclaim during the independence era. Le Grand Kallé’s ‘Indépendence Cha Cha’ was released in 1960 as the country broke free from Belgium, and became the anthem of a new era and one of the most famous sub-Saharan African classics.

Simba Wanyika – Mwenda Pole

Tanzanian brothers Wilson and George Kinyonga formed Simba Wanyika in the early 1970s and gained fame in the nightclubs of Nairobi, helping to birth a distinct East African style of rumba. ‘Mwenda Pole’ (‘Go Slowly’) isn’t actually that slow a song at all, but as anyone who spends time in Swahili-speaking countries soon discovers, ‘slow’ is not just a speed but a life philosophy.

Orchestra Super Mazembe – Shauri Yako

This Kenya-based soukous super-band formed in the late 1960s in then-Zaire and took the Nairobi music scene by storm in the mid-1970s. ‘Shauri Yako’, a cover of an original recorded by Ngaushi N’timbo and Festival du Zaire, tells the story of a doomed love affair. It is probably the band’s most famous hit.

Shirati Jazz – Benga Beat

In the 1970s Kenyan benga music also rose to prominence on the regional music scene. It originated among Luo musicians in western Kenya and is characterised by its clear electric guitar licks and pounding bass rhythms. However, its ethnic roots were maintained with the guitar taking the place of the traditional nyatiti (folk lyre), and the bass guitar replacing the drum, which originally was played by the nyatiti player with a toe ring. One of the best-known proponents of benga has been DO Misiani, whose group Shirati Jazz has been popular since the 1960s.
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Remmy Ongala & Orchestre Super Matimila – I Want To Go Home

We definitely won’t want to go home, listening to this gorgeous classic by Remmy Ongala, the renowned Congolese musician who propelled East African rumba and soukous to higher heights in the 1980s. Many of Ongala’s songs (most are in Swahili) are within the realm of ‘ubungo music’ – a Swahili term meaning ‘brain music’ – reflecting his all-encompassing commentaries on social justice and intellectual thought, set against the warm sounds of the woozy guitar.

Papa Wemba – Yolele

No East Africa playlist is complete without a track by the great and legendary Papa Wemba, the king of Congolese rumba and the unofficial leader of the ‘Sapeurs’. ‘Yolele’ is an upbeat song that opens his 1995 album Emotion, marking his relocation from Kinshasa to Paris. Papa Wemba died in 2016 after performing at a concert in Abidjan.

Jose Chameleone – Forever

Ugandan artist Jose Chameleone started his musical career in the 90s in Kenya, blending Ugandan folk with rumba, zouk and reggae. You’ll hear his uplifting Afrobeats tracks – recorded in Luganda, Swahili and English – in bars, restaurants and clubs all over Uganda and throughout East Africa. ‘Forever’ is pretty catchy.

Bobi Wine – Kyarenga

Ugandan musician Bobi Wine – whose music combines the sweet sounds of reggae, dancehall, Ugandan kindandali and Afrobeats – famously ran for the presidency of Uganda in 2021. He lost out to Museveni and was placed under house arrest later that year. The music video for ‘Kyarenga’, which features puppetry, flips the negative stereotype of a poor African village into a vision of abundance.

Sauti Sol – Extravaganza

The Kenyan Afro-pop foursome first formed as an a cappella group before their sound evolved to take in West African, rumba and acoustic guitar influences. ‘Extravaganza’ is an upbeat, life-affirming collaboratory track that features the artists Bensoul, Nviiri the Storyteller, Crystal Asige and Kaskazini, and has all the energy of a celebratory reunion among dear friends.

Mulatu Astatke – Tezeta

One of the most perfect instrumental songs ever recorded, Mulatu Asatke’s 1998 recording ‘Tezeta’ (‘Nostalgia’) is a love letter to the Ethio-jazz style of music that he forged in the 1970s. The genre emerged from his immersion into Latin jazz while living in the USA, combined with his signature vibraphone, congas and piano, and later took inspiration from jazz, funk and soul. He is undoubtedly one of the greats; his music has been sampled by US rapper Nas and Jamaican DJ Damien Marley, and he has played with US jazz pianist Duke Ellington.

Emahoy Tsegué-Maryam Guèbrou – Homesickness

The traditional Ethiopian composer and pianist, who later turned away from music to become a nun, had built an incredible collection of classical works by the time she died in 2023, a year shy of her 100th birthday. Her metrical, spare style of playing piano is nevertheless deeply infused with emotion, and relies upon pentatonic scales known as kignits – the fundamental elements of many genres of Ethiopian music. ‘Homesickness’ couldn’t capture the feeling any better.

Octopizzo – Swag

Renowned Kenyan hip-hop artist Henry Ohanga, known by the stage name Octopizzo, has a fresh and playful take on East African rap that has put him up for consideration for a Grammy nomination. In ‘Swag’ he collaborates with Amina Abdi Rabar, also a Kenyan TV and radio presenter.

Nikita Kering – Better than Ever

One of the region’s rising young stars, Nikita Kering is barely in her twenties but has an incredible voice and several award nominations behind her. ‘Better Than Ever’ is a love ballad that brings to mind tracks by the British superstar Adele.





A SNAPSHOT
OF MODERN UGANDA

By Alia Pathan


Uganda offers so much as a destination that it can be easy to overlook what it lacks as a permanent residence. Power cuts and potholes are wryly tolerable or even humorous in comparison to drought and human-rights issues. The introduction of Christianity by Evangelical missionaries, along with Western financial aid programs, also imported an attitude against homosexuality that has become elevated in Uganda’s government, and the message is continuing to reverberate across the nation.

Some tribes will only marry among their own people, but this is changing across the country, particularly under the influence of network and social media, modernisation in impoverished areas and the influx of wealth from expats, NGOs and billionaires. The family unit is a symbol of pride, financial stability, class mobility and morality that is supported by both the government and established religions. Anything perceived to disturb that, such as homosexuality or sexual liberation, is regarded as a threat.

It’s already illegal to be outwardly LGBTIQ+ in Uganda. Members of the LGBTIQ+ community live under the fear of being reported by friends, families and co-workers for suspected homosexuality or even ‘intended homosexuality’. A bill to make homosexual acts punishable by death was passed by MPs in March 2023, and while it hadn’t been signed at the time of writing, homophobia does run deep in Uganda and much of East Africa. Queer people are facing alienation, imprisonment and death, and if the new anti-homosexuality bill is signed into law, it would be illegal to even inwardly contemplate your sexual identity.

Ugandan president Yoweri Museveni is under pressure to not sign the bill, as it could permanently affect relations with human rights organisations and foreign philanthropists who fund school and ghetto initiatives, orphanages and provide aid to the most in-need areas. Indeed, these are also the people who are being exploited to impose contradictory sentiments of religious education and sexual liberation.

The economic disparities in Uganda are in part a result of corruption, inefficient distribution of resources and overpopulation, and varying stances are taken by different groups. The symbolic ‘#FreeOurPeople’ can be seen stamped in red paint throughout Kampala and some other cities, in support of Robert Kyagulanyi Ssentamu (Bobi Wine), a musician and former MP and leader of the opposition National Unity Platform political party. His support was growing, until he drove an expensive car through the ghetto where he grew up, sending a different message to his supporters than his claim to be ‘the people’s president’. Many liberals and creatives, however, still support him and back his Pan-Africanist message of liberation for the digital age. Meanwhile, Museveni’s government, which has been in power for almost four decades, has created stability and improved international relations, repaired much of the damage of former Ugandan presidents, and improved infrastructure, but was undermined by the Iron Sheets scandal (in which top officials stole metal roofing sheets intended for one of the country’s poorest regions) that was the talk of every Easter and Eid sermon in 2023. Despite so much aid entering the country, Uganda still has the poorest economy of the East African citizen countries, relying on foreign investment from China, as it once did from the Indian subcontinent. Following the 50th Anniversary of the Ugandan Asian Exodus, many wonder if history is repeating itself.
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Around 80% of Ugandans are under the age of 30, and with the cultural pressure on young people to get educated, marry and begin a family, creatives often have to choose between starting a family and pursuing an artistic career. The creative scene favours women’s crafts that are deemed more saleable, fundable and aesthetically and financially suited for purchase, rather than the emerging contemporary artists who are dealing with concepts, conundrums and speculative socio-political challenges through their works. It’s not much easier for male artists, with men usually having the burden and responsibility of contributing to the family home and economy until they are married. This is changing as Uganda’s middle class becomes more established and as further education become more affordable.

Foreign nationals, tourists and expats in Uganda are often unofficially taxed by being charged exorbitant rates by service people who assume that foreigners have an infinite and inexhaustible wealth. While not the norm, exploitation and extortion does occur from time to time. Some tourists flash their shillings and don’t mind paying what they would ‘back home’ – the same, however, is then expected of foreign nationals who earn a salary in Uganda and cannot afford such prices.

It’s worth bearing in mind that there is no single office that regulates boda-boda drivers, neither are they unionised, so they can choose their own prices and even ride unlicensed vehicles without insurance – however, the fines are huge if they’re caught. If you feel uncomfortable with a price, try to negotiate to a price you think appropriate. If the driver won’t budge, try another. Alternatively, download an app such as Bolt to avoid negotiations entirely. The same applies to market stalls and small vendors, but be conscious that not everyone is trying to tax or scam you.

UGANDAN ETIQUETTE IS GENERALLY GENTLE, HARMONIOUS AND GENEROUS, AND THE UNSPOKEN EXPECTATION OF VISITORS IS GENERALLY THE SAME

Ugandan etiquette is generally gentle, harmonious and generous, and the unspoken expectation of visitors is generally the same. It’s customary to acknowledge and greet people, and you should so do to everyone in the group. If you’re invited to a family home, greet the elder with ‘shikamoo’, which means ‘I kneel with respect’, though you don’t physically have to kneel, unless guided to. They will usually reply ‘marhaba’, meaning ‘I accept your respect’. All older women are greeted as Mama and older men are greeted as Baba, with the same level of respect that African people would offer a parent. If you’re invited to a family home you may be told with heart, ‘I love you’, a complex and intense declaration elsewhere that is meant with an encompassing warmth and acceptance in Uganda. For some visitors, on the first meeting of a family, it can be an emotional breakthrough to accept this declaration and to repeat it back.
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“Wildlife draws near to the water all along the Tarangire River valley, while the swamps of Silale, Lormakau and Ngusero Oloirobi are alive with possibility.”
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“Nairobi is the vibrant, multicultural epicentre of Kenya, surely one of the most interesting countries in the world, and is well worth taking a few days to experience.”


THIS BOOK

Destination Editor

Zara Sekhavati

Production Editor

Alison Killilea

Book Designer

Virginia Moreno

Cartographer

Anthony Phelan

Assisting Editors

Andrew Bain, Nigel Chin, Michael MacKenzie, Jenni McCann, Karyn Noble

Cover Researcher

Norma Brewer

Thanks James Appleton, Pete Cruttenden, Maja Vatric



Mapping data sources:

© Lonely Planet

© OpenStreetMap http://openstreetmap.org/copyright

 

Published by Lonely Planet Global Limited

CRN 554153

12th edition – Mar 2024

ISBN 978 1 83758 284 6

© Lonely Planet 2023 Photographs © as indicated 2023

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be copied, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, recording or otherwise, except brief extracts for the purpose of review, and no part of this publication may be sold or hired, without the written permission of the publisher. Lonely Planet and the Lonely Planet logo are trademarks of Lonely Planet and are registered in the US Patent and Trademark Office and in other countries. Lonely Planet does not allow its name or logo to be appropriated by commercial establishments, such as retailers, restaurants or hotels. Please let us know of any misuses: lonelyplanet.com/legal/intellectual-property.






[image: Cross Promo]




[image: button]


[image: button]


[image: button]


[image: button]


[image: button]







EPUB/images/GettyImages-1470010136.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_119352589.jpg





EPUB/images/13-ngorongoro-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1318392701.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1955064466.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_55904278.jpg





EPUB/images/julie_headshot.jpg





EPUB/images/04-turn-on-tune-in-th-loc-eaf12.jpg
(]





EPUB/images/shutterstock_337862210.jpg





EPUB/images/The_Perfect_Nine_book.jpg





EPUB/images/2NA55FC.jpg





EPUB/images/R4XXGF.jpg





EPUB/images/sun-light.jpg





EPUB/images/14-beyond-diani-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-912422690.jpg





EPUB/images/sun-cloud.jpg





EPUB/images/btn-bn-ptnr.png
Barnes & Noble






EPUB/images/14-kileleshwa-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/17-nyanza-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/AR998G.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_28442080.jpg





EPUB/images/Waiting_book.jpg





EPUB/images/13-zanzibar-sth-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/15-gulu-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/2R0FWEH.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_131211275.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_528833050.jpg





EPUB/images/13-kilimanjaro-dp-eaf12.jpg
e 5 miles

e 0 A
~KENYA o= m

0
a Loitokitok
~ itokitol
Londeros " uz Kitimanjaro  Rongai o~ °
T National Park %
Londuroslo Shira Platecu \ N
Snira ok | M KlInia U0 -
(Johnsell Point)
Mawensi
addle— (Hans Meyer
Peak)
Machame
oy Gater®
nya
Machame® Umbwe
i o oMweka ol
< Gate
Maranguo
[ Ngangu/A
v Moshi 20
oma X!
Saan Ng'ombe

Himo






EPUB/images/shutterstock_19267573.jpg





EPUB/images/443-2.png





EPUB/images/BE504H.jpg





EPUB/images/15-western-uganda-dt-eaf12.jpg
DEMOCRATIC <o i
REPUBLIC OF [ ©)
THECONGO |

)

'

{

\

N

1

cosseoss

s
S

Parc ,}
National o
Virunga - @Q
. i " Kibale Forest
%%Llslzflgzll% ..-‘ National Park
Rwengzori 5
/ Mountains oBugoye:,ﬁ
' National o
/ Park 3
[ i
y Kilembe® “<teq'lcoce
Queen Elizabeth

Muhokya o, National Park

A O m— 20km
oBwera Lake George ®o e 10 ez





EPUB/images/shutterstock_699139246.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-486028186.jpg





EPUB/images/06-uganda-itin-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/520-1.jpg
Swahili (native language) Swahili (generally understood)

5

5 million
DEMOCRATIC N speak Swahili
REPUBLIC e
OF CONGO as their first

language

50
million

e T generally
& it understand
) Swahili

®

MADAGASCAR





EPUB/images/13-mafia-arch-dp-eaf12.jpg
®
°|a
5
]

e 5 milles. =< Ras
= Mkumbi
oKirongwe
Mafia
© Baleni
B Chole
Ras[ ]
Kisimani ", Kitoni  Utende,
Mafialsland y  Kva® /407 Indian
s Marine Park Ocean

Mange
Reef





EPUB/images/17-lake-kivu-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1690255759.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_782817133.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2263129983.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_318720815.jpg





EPUB/images/15-kasese-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/13-zanzibar-sth-dp-eaf12.jpg
Koanio  oDunga Michakrr;via °Pingwe
e 2
o Zanzibar Chwaka | oakea Indian
Town Bay Ocean
Fuoni )
5 oTunguu Botiewe;
©Mbweni
/ oBwej
o Chukwani Bungi Park s L
o ) o I8
e Moto Museum [ o " °f
& Workshop a
Menai
Fumbo “Bay g Muungoni Kuza ©Jambiani
Z Ukuu Cave
i
o
Zanzibar Vun Makunduchi
Channel i\ oft
PUREUIE  Ggimicazi Dimbani® .
o ;
Kizimkazi Mkunguni Mzambarauni
A trec
O —— ™





EPUB/images/15-soroti-dp-eaf12.jpg
h 5 @ ° 025 e
£
Hyde Park
&
Moroto R ElangotRd
Herdes Rd
Cafe Tahir's =
@ u 2 ?L,
2 Jumbai Rd
Ltben‘yBarﬁ' T et

Sor

o Market St
Garden ﬁSor_oti
Main Market
3
Market La 2
© Soroti

Rock





EPUB/images/shutterstock_94029181.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1140899331.jpg
NS AR

W\ / | 3 i
\\\ \ Ty
\ ‘{l \ ., v : R ,:

AL 78 MRS
- . ‘ S S ‘,,

\! / A R ,

i \

AN | N N
\ \ 17!
A 10| B y
W T =
%\é Ml
\

~ 'v‘\‘: \ D '/ - N ¥

4 /‘T f \ £ P

TN
( \\. /.’

{ /i
’ W f
{ | 3 £
/ /
g
%\ 5
/ % o
#, 5 | ii
- ANNTVLH
~ %] | y NN
/s { / e SN -
P / >/ RN s
; \ {
/« i
\
\ 1/ A\ =\
3 ( VAL ) \
| \ \
| RATR
I(' \ "‘ N3 \ \
] \) ] X\ \
I \
Wy £ \
’ ¥ ) \
4 L\
4 1 T
S~
|






EPUB/images/546-1.jpg





EPUB/images/type-g-4C-2.jpg
Type G
230V/50Hz





EPUB/images/shutterstock_76734022.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1482606558.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1155059125.jpg





EPUB/images/icon-m04.gif





EPUB/images/13-gombe-dp-eaf12.jpg
A 0 m— 5km
®o e 2.5 mriles.

Lake
Tanganyika

Kigoma ..
%%
AL
Livingstoneii =+
Memorial

Museum





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2033692958.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1674917602.jpg





EPUB/images/13-arusha-dp-eaf12.jpg
500 m
s 0.25 milles.

P 8oy 50

P IH 01N

@eo\
£
& g8 4,
: —
= o
! b
3 L 3
8 segerpnin®d g
&
st 3
Bl & hitais
L B £ e EE
AT 8
RIS Seman
“ 2 Jarstost Katwoni RY
M jakuwa St =1
oo MM apare St
2
Ms 3
H WacheggaSt
z
g. o
2
g
g
m 8
Makao MapyaRd m Y
2 i)
2
5

4en)
=





EPUB/images/shutterstock_71101405.jpg





EPUB/images/ABK8T4.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1531471823.jpg





EPUB/images/gabrieljoaquimmwanga.makonde_headshot.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2170045825.jpg





EPUB/images/Trent_Holden_headshot.jpg





EPUB/images/13-mahale-mtns-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/BFN0T3.jpg





EPUB/images/DTYBCA.jpg





EPUB/images/13-lake-tanganyika-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1519430531.jpg





EPUB/images/14-kisumu-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1443914072.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1186092235.jpg





EPUB/images/16-goma-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg
Goma





EPUB/images/04-trekking-th-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1476951941.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-98473555.jpg





EPUB/images/04-natural-wonders-th-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1847910451.jpg





EPUB/images/13-lake-victoria-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1144718042.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1396992624.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1477001078.jpg





EPUB/images/14-lake-bogoria-dp-eaf12.jpg
— 5km

e 2.5 milez

ﬂ'”»






EPUB/images/GettyImages-523341978.jpg





EPUB/images/17-nyungwe-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg
National Park





EPUB/images/336-337.jpg
Gulu \,,
Venture through Gulu to the remotest
parts of Northern Uganda, experience the
difference in foods and explore the creativity @
booming in the region. 7

Kidepo Valley

w .

1,\'\"/ “’\\r/ 3‘_‘

Experience the
preserved traditions
and practisces of the
Karimojong people of
the Karamoja region
through cultural tours.

SOUTH L\
SUDAN | Kinyeti Kidepo Va
Nationg

M Morungole|
Hoima : 3 =

Indulge in one of the luxury hotels in "
Uganda's ail-rich city before heading.
to one of the many wildlife reserves,

Turk
national parks or Murchison Falls. R

KENYA

Sorotl

DEMOCRATIC Have a fun family day out in

REPUBLIC OF Soroti town or head to Sipi
Fortl P‘"tm. ) . THE CONGO falls to experience one of
Experience the. incredible Botanical the many hiking trails suited
Ggrdens and hls?ory of the Tooro % for beginners and experts
Kingdom alongside some of the best oBunia alike.

spots to partyand hear live music.

Kitale

sla “Bungoma  eEldoret
[nsese Mbale
- tebbe & p

Eudr::iiebeatstﬁsﬂed Q Udﬁggfvamgglfe Don't leave without trying the

o < Robusta and Arabica coffee grown
place within excellent Education Centre in this region and capitalise on the
rmf:hbgolcsmgllhot / photographic panoramas with a
springs, Queen Eliz- hike up Mt Elgon.
abeth National Park, Lake ' Bt
Rwensori Mountains Victoria Ka'l”"€”°
and a buzzing enter- = e s

tainment scene.

o K oBukoba
S Musoma
Musanze (R 1)® Mt Muhabura 5 = o #T‘a e
Gomg®Rubavu el ake a gentle boat ride across
! (Gisenyi) BHANDA ,( Take a stroll along the coast of Lake the source ofthle Nile Rive.r or,if
Kivu ) o KIGALI N Victoria's beaches and visit the youre more daring, trywhm?-m-
Muhanga / Wildlife Education Centre to see ter rafting or a speedboat trip
’ ek J rhinos, lions and even a white tiger. aroundthe Ssese Islands.

Don't leave without

swimming in the crystal ~
waters of Bunyonyi Lake’; O G @ @ °
take in the splendour of J‘
the crop terracesand = BUSES DRIVE FLY
DEMOCRATIC wildlife onthe iconic 5 5 There are many localminibuses,  Hire a car between the airport Entebbe Airportis Uganda’s only
REPUBLIC OF islands. also called ‘taxis’, serving and Kampala for USh200,000.  air gateway served by both African
THE CONGO rural areas and cities alike. Day hire fees run from and intercontinental airlines.
' TANZANIA They depart once full and USh150,000 to USh250,000 Ethiopian, Kenyan and Emirates
\ il make frequent stops. Coach depending on your destination airlines fly here with connections
\ / companies like Mash Poa and and rougherterrain willrequire  to locations including Nairobi,
= - Simba are more comfortable aland cruiser. Take a boda-boda Addis Ababa, Mbarara and Fort
" for longer journeys; contact as the most convenient travel Portal.
A 0 licensed bus company travel method.
®o offices for information.





EPUB/images/14-kileleshwa-dp-eaf12.jpg
PARKLAMS

Wanderagy

KILELESHWA

ov“, T
Denis

g g
2 %1y, MLIMANI
§ KILIMANL * s

?g—.UnwnA: -hbﬁmﬁ %

Nairobi %‘;Ma %

Hﬂa@“‘f
] e,
L e

Ro.






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1606718437.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1508672828.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1177394984.jpg





EPUB/images/01-east-africa-title-eaf12.jpg
Democratic

Republic of
the Congo Uganda

Rwanda

Burundi

Tanzania

Kenya





EPUB/images/shutterstock_547835170.jpg





EPUB/images/14-tsavo-west-dp-loc-eaf12.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1079712953.jpg





EPUB/images/26-27.jpg
Volcanoes National Park
SPECTACULAR SCENERY & WILDLIFE

Sharing a border with Uganda and the DRC, the
stunning Virunga Mountains are characterised
by their string of volcanoes and primordial
jungle. However, they're most famous as one
of the best places in the world to see the

critically endangered mountain gorillas,
wildlife encounter like no other.

Kigali
RWANDA'S CALM CAPITAL

Relaxed, green, clean and safe, Rwanda's scenic
capital treats you to great views fromits quality
choice of restaurants. Along with art galleries
and lively markets is its genocide museum - a
stark reminder of what Rwandans have endured in

getting to the strong, happy place they've arrived
attoday.

Southwestern Rwanda

TROPICAL GETAWAY, CULTURE & WILDLIFE

The scenic southwest region has abundant
natural and cultural attractions. Lake Kivu,
Rwanda's largest lake, features a succession of
relaxed towns to visit en route to Nyungwe Forest
National Park, famed for its wild chimpanzees.
It's an easy drive to Huye's Ethnographic Museum
and then Nyanza's royal compound.

Volcanoes
National
Park

Akagera
National Park

SKigali

Southwestern
Rwanda

Northern
Tanzania

Akagera National
Park

EAST AFRICA'S BEST HIDDEN
SECRET

The country's famous hills turn to open
savannah and wetlands as you enter
Akagera National Park in Rwanda's
far east. This is a great conservation
success story and one of the more
relaxed safari destinations to see the Big
Five without the big crowds.

Zanzibar
Archipelago

Dar es Salaam @

Southern
Tanzania

Southern Tanzania

ANIMALS & HEAVENLY BEACHES

Though it can't compete with the big-name
drawcards up north, Tanzania's south is no less
captivating. Tick off the Big Five at Nyerere
National Park, home to Africa’s largest lion
population. The Southern highlands, some of the
best beaches, and Mafia island also ensureit's a
don't-miss region.

Northern Tanzania
WILD AFRICA AT ITS BEST

Serengeti National Park, the
wildebeest migration, Mt
Kilimanjaro, Ngorongoro Crater,
the Big Five: when it comes to
East Africa’s highlights, Tanzania's
north holds a royal flush. Wildlife
watching here is outstanding
year-round, but the wildebeest
migration is when it's really game
on. Mt Kilimanjaro is another
undisputed heavyweight.

Zanzibar Archipelago

INTRIGUING CULTURE & GLORIOUS
BEACHES
One of Africa’s, indeed the world's, most exotic
island escapes, Zanzibar's allure is legendary.
A fascinating destination lying off Tanzania's
coast in the Indian Ocean, its main island is as
famous for its atmospheric old town as it is for
its string of white powdery beaches and world-
class divessites.

Dar es Salaam
TANZANIA'S ECONOMIC HUB

Tanzania's biggest metropolis stillmanages to
keep a laid-back low-key vibe with an appealing
Swahili culture. Among its swirl of African,
Arabic, Indian and German influences you'll find
enough highlights to warrant spending a few
days here, with its famous fish market, interesting
museums and quality restaurants.
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to protected lakes.
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greatfood,vibrant local culture and
amemorable location enclosed by
scenic roling green hils.

CAR &SELF DRIVE
Having your ownwheels s the

bestway to getaround. Thoughit's
possible to drive yourself, having a

driver removes much of the stress and
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avoiding many local hazards.
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Jinja
WET & WILD
The source of the mighty Nile, Jinja is a vibrant
and relaxed tourist town overlooking Lake
Victoria and attracting adrenaline junkies to its
world-class whitewater rafting scene, bungee
jumping, mountain biking, kayaking and horse-
riding safaris. There's also a lively backpacker
scene and some of Uganda's most memorable
accommodation.

Kampala

UGANDA'S VIBRANT CAPITAL

Offering a quintessential big-city African
experience, Kampala's thriving modern
metropolis has plenty to keep you busy.
Here you'll find museums, galleries and

fascinating Buganda cultural attractions,

along with great food and a lively nightlife
scene. Nearby Entebbe, your flight arrival
destination, offers a more relaxed and
greener alternative.

Southwestern Uganda

THE BEST OF THE BEST

In southwestern Uganda you'll find its most
famous attraction: the mountain gorillas at
Bwindiand Mgahinga national parks, as well as
chimpanzees in Kibale. To the north is the mighty
Rwenzori Mountains, Queen Elizabeth’s famous
tree-climbing lions, and the crater lakes before
the stunning wilderness of Murchison Falls.

Northeastern Uganda

AN INTREPID JOURNEY

Uganda's least visited but arguably most
spectacular region consists of its eastern and
northern parts. Here you're treated to Mt Elgon's
scenic hiking trails before making your way up to
the spectacular Karamojaland tribal regionand
the beautiful, remote Kidepo Valley National
Park for excellent wildlife viewing.

Northeastern
Uganda
Kampala Jinja
Southwestern o

Uganda

Western Kenya

SERENE WILDLIFE SPECTACLE

Most people argue the west of Kenya is best
because of one place: the Masai Mara National
Reserve. An extension of the Serengeti, it's
also the place to witness the spectacle of the
wildebeest migration as well as outstanding
wildlife viewing, including the world's highest
density of lions.

Northern &
Central
Kenya

Western
Kenya

Nairobi
()

Southeast
Kenya &
Coast

Northern & Central
Kenya

UNFORGETTABLE TIMELESS SCENERY

More than a region, this vast and varied
expanse of Kenya comprises two-thirds of
the country. North of Nairobi takes you to
magnificent Mt Kenya, conservation areas

and scenic plains from where the road
extends further on to unforgettable Lake
Turkana for its volcanic craterisland and

fascinating tribes.

Nairobi

KENYA'S EDGY CAPITAL

Nairobiis both East Africa’s most cosmopolitan
city and its most polarising. It's no oil painting,
the traffic jams are horrendous and the crime
rate high, butif you keep your wits about you,
its vibrant culture, art and museums, fantastic
food scene and exciting nightlife outweigh the
negatives.

Southeast Kenya & Coast
NATURE, CULTURE, & COASTLINE

Head south through Amboseli National Park for
elephants grazing in front of the Mt Kilimanjaro
backdrop. Nearby Tsavo West National Park
also has the Big Five. The road then leads on to
Kenya's coastline, stretching from the historic
port city of Mombasa to the Swahili trading town
of Lamu.
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