

[image: Front Cover]





[image: Lonely Planet Logo]


KENYA


[image: Map]






[image: How To Use This eBook]






Contents


Plan Your Trip


The Journey Begins Here

Kenya Map

Our Picks

Regions & Cities

Itineraries

When to Go

Get Prepared for Kenya

Go On Safari

Adventure Travel

The Food Scene

The Outdoors





The Guide


Nairobi

City Centre (CBD)

Kilimani, Milimani & Upper Hill

Karen, Lang'ata & Dagoretti

Westlands & Parklands

Kileleshwa & Lavington

Runda, Peponi, Spring Valley & Kitusuru

Nairobi Off the Beaten Path

Southern Rift Valley

Naivasha

Lake Elementaita

Nakuru

Lake Bogoria

Lake Baringo

Western Kenya & Masai Mara

Masai Mara

Homa Bay

Kisumu City

Beyond Kisumu City

Kakamega

Beyond Kakamega

Mt Elgon

Beyond Mt Elgon

Central Highlands & Laikipia

Mt Kenya

Beyond Mt Kenya

Nanyuki

Beyond Nanyuki

Aberdare

Beyond Aberdare

Southeastern Kenya

Amboseli

Tsavo West

Mombasa & the South Coast

Mombasa

Beyond Mombasa

Diani

Beyond Diani

Shimoni

Beyond Shimoni

Lamu & the North Coast

Kilifi

Beyond Kilifi

Watamu & Gede

Malindi

Beyond Malindi

Lamu

Northern Kenya

Samburu & Isiolo Counties

Marsabit

Beyond Marsabit

Lake Turkana

Beyond Lake Turkana





Toolkit


Arriving

Getting Around

Money

Accommodation

Family Travel

Health & Safe Travel

Food, Drink & Nightlife

Responsible Travel

LGBTIQ+ Travel

Accessible Travel

Women Travellers

Nuts & Bolts

Language





Storybook


A History of Kenya in 15 Places

Meet the Kenyans

Memory, Myth & Legend

Reading Kenya

Indigenous Voice & Practice

This Book








KENYA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Ol Lolokwe | NANJALA NYABOLA ©

Kenya is so regularly evoked in popular culture that it’s easy to think that you already know it before you arrive. But it’s the kind of place that constantly surprises people. Sure, you may already know about the amazing wildlife, white sandy beaches and lush emerald green of the highlands, but you might have missed the chance to go paragliding or take a soul-shaking walk through the giant podo forest of Mt Elgon. Not many countries truly offer something for everyone but Kenya is one of them, from hiking through snow on Mt Kenya, to immersing yourself in hundreds of years of history at the coast, to watching camel caravans snake across the Chalbi Desert. This stunning natural environment is a fitting backdrop to the fascinating cultures of the people, even as the country’s complicated politics can sometimes dim its shine. Don’t let the headlines fool you: if you love travel, you will love Kenya.

Nanjala Nyabola

@nanjalaone

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

My favourite experience was riding my motorcycle solo-ish from Nairobi to Sibiloi National Park, Marsabit. Riding through rugged terrain, and so close to so much wildlife, completely changed my life!

WHO GOES WHERE


Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Kenya
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KRISTOF KOVACS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

I am captivated by Kenya’s landscapes, from the breathtaking savannahs of the Masai Mara to the awe-inspiring Mt Kenya. Kenya’s rich cultural heritage, vibrant traditions and diverse wildlife make it a treasure trove of experiences. The country’s natural wonders and incredible spirit instantly charm you upon arrival, even if it is your fifth time visiting or your first.

[image: jpg]

Shawn Duthie

Shawn has been travelling, studying and working around Africa for 17 years and lives in South Africa.
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OMONDI, CC BY-SA 4.0 VIA WIKIMEDIA COMMONS ©

Jumba La Mtwana is such a surreal time capsule – an ancient ruin site from the 14th century located right on the shore – whose name translates to ‘house of the slaves’. Jumba embodies the paradox of the South Coast’s beauty and historical complexity, both past and future.

[image: jpg]

Neema Githere

@take.back.theinternet

Neema Githere is a writer whose work explores love and indigeneity in a time of algorithmic debris.
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VACLAV SEBEK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Southern Rift Valley is one of the the most underrated destinations to visit in Kenya. If you seek adrenaline and exploration, this is the region for you, with challenging hikes, epic paragliding escapades, beautiful boat rides or sensational safaris. This area is also home to world-renowned Olympians and violent geographical activity that has brought mayhem and magnificence to the Southern Rift Valley.
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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.
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CARLOTTA VITRANI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Western Kenya has practically all of what makes the country great to offer – variety in landscapes, fascinating prehistoric sites and ruins, big game and birdlife and vibrant, friendly cities. The North Coast is home to some of the world’s very best beaches, the country’s oldest civilizations and ecosystems, and party hot spots, all while still maintaining an impressive mystique and ruggedness in the travel experience.
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Julie Olum

@frameambition

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

The vast majority of travellers in Kenya have come for one thing: animals. And you won’t be disappointed, as the country has some of the best wildlife-viewing opportunities in Africa, if not the world. There is also a wide variety of choices – from large, tourist-filled parks in the south, to semi-arid desert parks where you will rarely see another vehicle, as well as luxury private conservancies.

[image: jpg]

Amboseli National Park | VOLODYMYR BURDIAK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Private Conservancies or National Parks?

Both options have their pros and cons, and the ideal trip will actually have a visit to both so you can see for yourself.

[image: jpg]

PEDRO HELDER PINHEIRO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hire a Guide or Self-Drive?

The advantage of a guide: they usually know the parks and where animals congregate. On the flip side, it’s a rush to find that pride of lions yourself.

[image: jpg]

VOLODYMYR BURDIAK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Take it Slow

If self-driving around parks, go slowly. Even if a gate is about to close for the evening, it’s better not to rush and get there safely.


BEST WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Get in the water with wild yet gentle dolphins at Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park 1, one of the world’s most beautiful coastlines.

Watch animals on a horse-riding safari, trusting your guides and your own senses while outside a vehicle, at Masai Mara National Reserve 2.

Discover massive, migrating whale sharks between October and March at Watamu 3, either onboard a boat or by diving in the ocean.

Take photos of a lifetime at Kenya’s best national park, Amboseli National Park 4, where elephants (almost) outnumber visitors.

Gaze upon Nairobi’s skyline as lion cubs play at Nairobi National Park 5, a bit of paradise in a concrete jungle.







FOODIE HAVENS

Kenya is not really known for its food, but this is changing as the younger generation demands more flavours and eating options. Most of this evolution is centred in Nairobi, which is now home to several highly rated restaurants serving unique Afro-fusion food. Outside of Nairobi, traditional Kenyan food continues to rule, and the old-school flavours, particularly in the fresh seafood along the coast, don’t need any altering and still tantalise tourist taste buds.

[image: jpg]

Kenyan food, Nairobi | ANTONY TRIVET PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Use Your Hands

It’s quite normal for Kenyans to use their hands to eat all varieties of cuisine. This cultural norm enhances the flavour of the food.

[image: jpg]

ESTHER SWEENEY/GETTY IMAGES ©

Elders First

If eating at someone’s home or in a group, it’s customary for younger members to wait for elders to start eating before beginning their own meal.

[image: jpg]

SOPOTNICKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Tea Time

Kenya has a vibrant tea culture and most tea is served sweetened with milk and sugar, and accompanied by mandazi (fried dough) topped with sugar or coconut.


BEST FOODIE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Experience a variety of amazing restaurants in Nanyuki 1, a cosmopolitan capital in the middle of Kenya offering global fusion cuisine.

Drink mnazi in Kilifi 2, a traditional palm wine made from coconuts – it’s an iconic liquor throughout the coastal region.

Tuck into nyama choma (grilled meat) at Nairobi’s Kenyatta Market 3, the place to embrace your carnivore side in the city.

Enjoy fresh, local seafood at the Floating Island Restaurant 4 in Mombasa, a city with a mix of cultures that’s still uniquely Kenyan.

Dine on five-star food in 120,000-year-old-caves at Ali Barbour’s Cave Restaurant 5 in Diani.







TREAT YOURSELF

Kenya may have some of the best places to spoil yourself in the world. Its safari lodges are the epitome of opulence, with private pools, butlers and five-star food served in the middle of the bush. However, even outside of private conservancies, Kenya offers many options for travellers looking for the finer things in life, from seaside resorts to mountaintop chalets.

Luxury on a Budget

If you’re looking for a deal, try booking during the low season or be prepared to book last-minute in order to get a discount.

[image: jpg]

JAN WEHNERT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Transfers Not Included

Many luxury stays are in private conservancies, and transfers aren’t usually included in the price. Ask ahead to ensure you can actually get to the lodge.

[image: jpg]

GUNTER NUYTS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST LUXURY EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Ask the private butler to refill your drink as you watch animals grazing outside your chalet at Sanctuary at Ol-Lentille 1 in Laikipia.

Enjoy old-school safari luxury at Amboseli Serena Safari Lodge 2, in front of a large lake on the southern tip of Kenya’s best national park.

Relax in total comfort on white sandy beaches with five-star food and world-class views at Almanara 3 in Diani Beach.

Safari in style at the private Kalama Community Wildlife Conservancy, with exclusive safaris and pampering at the ecovillas of Saruni Samburu 4.

Do nothing but relax and enjoy the hot sun, warm water and cold drinks at Sarova Whitesands 5, the top resort in Mombasa.







HISTORY

With many archaeological finds in the north of the country, Kenya has been labelled the ‘cradle of humankind’, and the discoveries here have helped to tell almost the entire human evolutionary story. However, even the not-so-distant past has amazing historical significance, such as the Mau Mau rebellion against British colonisers and the declaration of independence in 1963.

[image: jpg]

Gede Ruins | AUTHENTIC TRAVEL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Significant Discoveries

Kenya is home to major palaeontological finds, notably Turkana Boy, a 1.5-million-year-old skeleton, and a six-million-year-old fossil found in the Tugen Hills.

Swahili City-States

Archaeological digs have uncovered evidence of prosperous city-states that thrived in the region from the 9th century onwards, revealing trade networks with Arabia, India and China.


BEST HISTORICAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Visit millennia-old rock art at Mfangano Island 1.

Explore archaeological discoveries that help explain our own origins around Lake Turkana 2.

Step into the past at the Gede Ruins 3, an abandoned medieval 13th-century Swahili town.

Honour the past at Uhuru Gardens 4 in Malindi.

Walk through the archaeological site at Lake Elementaita 5, where stone tools dating back 700,000 years were found.







GREEN RETREAT

As travellers are demanding more and more to stay in places that are ecofriendly, Kenya’s tourist industry has risen to the challenge. The country has been a leader on the continent in making ecofriendly changes and was one of the first in Africa to ban plastic bags and straws. The tourist industry has followed suit, using sustainable materials as well as employing solar and other renewable energies to power lodges and resorts.

[image: jpg]

Samburu National Reserve | HEATHER RUTH ROSE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Do Your Part

When you’re in the bush, limit your shower time and turn off lights to help the lodges conserve precious resources.

[image: jpg]

WAVEBREAKMEDIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Learn & Donate

Many lodges offer opportunities to learn about nature and local communities with visits to villages. A small donation to a school or hospital goes a long way.

[image: jpg]

MIARON BILLY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Greenwashing?

Some camps, unfortunately, state they are ecolodges when they really aren’t. Ask about a lodging’s water source, electricity and community conservation efforts before booking.


BEST ECOFRIENDLY EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Enjoy nature at Elephant Watch Camp 1 in Samburu National Reserve – luxury tents are made from natural materials and funds go to conservation work.

Let life pass you by at Kizingo 2 in Lamu, which uses solar power, its own water source and sustainable initiatives.

Marvel at the views at Il Ngwesi Eco-Lodge 3 as it helps to conserve the local community and wildlife.

Experience conservation and sustainability at its best at the Ol Pejeta Conservancy 4.

Remain hidden at Semadep Mara Camp 5 as the wildebeest migration thunders through in this sustainable and community-run initiative.







BEAUTIFUL BIRDING

Every tour guide knows that when there are no predator sightings, you turn to the birds. And in Kenya the variety of birdlife is astonishing, from small grebes to birds of prey such as the African fish eagle and the Kori bustard, the largest bird in the country.

A Birdwatcher’s Dream

Kenya is home to over 1100 bird species, and its varied habitats (forest, wetlands and savannah) make it one of the world’s most diverse birding destinations.

[image: jpg]

JAN WEHNERT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Just Passing Through

Kenya is a stopover for migratory birds along the East Atlantic Flyway and many travel long distances from Europe and Asia to spend the winter here.

[image: jpg]

GUNTER NUYTS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST BIRDING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Try to spot the impressive Goliath heron at Mwea National Reserve 1, an underrated park in the shadow of Mt Kenya.

Hop on a boat and head to South Island National Park 2, a birder’s paradise with untouched wilderness (though beware the crocodiles!).

Try to count the thousands of pink flamingos at Lake Bogoria 3, an alkaline lake known for its long-legged avian residents.

Ride a bike or go for a run while in Kakamega Forest 4, home to over 370 bird species.

Hike and birdwatch in the urban Karura Forest 5 outside of Nairobi, one of the largest protected forests within a city’s limits in the world.







KENYAN CULTURE

Kenyans are rightfully proud of their rich history and traditions. Most conservancies offer trips to villages where inhabitants are happy to show that they still live traditional lives. Most traditional outfits now feature a pouch for a mobile phone, but the use of vibrant colours and age-old habits aren’t put on for tourists, they’re part of the way of life.

[image: jpg]

Traditional Samburu dance | BARTOSZ HADYNIAK/GETTY IMAGES ©

Kenyan but Not

Kenya is made up of over 40 different ethnic groups, and while they’re all Kenyan, each individual is also keenly in touch with their own roots and ethnicity.

Kenyans Can Jump

Traditional dance and music are a part of every celebration in Kenya, and travellers especially enjoy the energetic Maasai jumping dance, where warriors show off their vertical prowess.


BEST CULTURAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Trek to the Mau Mau Caves 1, a hiding place for fighters during the struggle for independence.

Get lost in Lamu town 2, where Central African, Middle Eastern and South Asian influences combine.

Experience cultures coming together at the Lake Turkana Culture Fest 3 in Loiyangalani.

Learn about Kenya’s storied past in the nation’s capital at the Nairobi National Museum 4.

Hear about Kenya’s wild savannah at the Lekurruki Community Conservancy 5.







ACTION & ADVENTURE

While Kenya is not as well known for being an adventure destination, it should be. Along the coast, those looking for action can surf, wingfoil, kitesurf and swim with dolphins. Inland there are innumerable hikes through beautiful scenery, most of them leading to or passing by rumbling waterfalls. And to top it off, these hikes are usually in forests or other areas surrounded by lions, elephants and buffaloes.

[image: jpg]

Mt Elgon National Park | STEPHEN BUTLER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sacred Slopes

Many of Kenya’s mountains are considered sacred by local communities, so follow customs and seek permission before climbing if you’re not with a guide.

[image: jpg]

SUN_SHINE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Swimming in the Ocean

Kenya’s coastline has some strong currents and most places don’t have flags or lifeguards. Ask ahead to see if it’s safe to go snorkelling or swimming.

[image: jpg]

WYNIAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Prepare for the Elements

Kenya’s weather can change very quickly. Bring a hat and sunscreen for the blazing sun and take layers and a waterproof jacket for the dampness and rain.


BEST ADVENTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Explore a national park on foot, visiting magnificant waterfalls and ancient caves where elephants have sheltered for centuries at Mt Elgon 1.

Take to the skies at Diani Beach 2 and go skydiving or wingfoiling over its crystal-clear waters.

Put on your hiking boots and trek up Mt Kenya 3, Africa’s second-highest mountain and not a climb for the faint-hearted.

Grab your snorkel and jump in the water at the Mombasa Marine Park 4, home to a variety of amphibian creatures.

Pay your respects at sacred Ol Lolokwe 5, a flat-topped mountain with amazing vistas of the semi-arid desert landscape.









REGIONS & CITIES


Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Coastal Kenya

[image: jpg]


Allow: 8 days Distance: 430km




For those who love sun, sand and surf, this is the trip for you. Explore the whole of the Kenyan coast, from the tip of Tanzania up to the Lamu archipelago, basking on the pristine beaches throughout, but also experiencing the rich culture and amazing history of the area.



[image: jpg]
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Diani Beach | DAN BACIU/GETTY IMAGES ©

1 MOMBASA [image: ] 1 DAY

Start your coastal tour in Mombasa, a steaming-hot city that's vibrant and laidback, all at once. Take a walk around the Old Town and soak up the atmosphere and history of one of Africa’s great port cities. You’ll need a car to get around this area and Mombasa is the best place to rent one before heading just over an hour south to the next stop, Diani Beach.

[image: ] 1¼-hour drive

[image: jpg]

FOTOGRIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 DIANI BEACH [image: ] 1 DAY

Diani Beach is one of Kenya’s top tourist attractions. Its white sandy beaches and warm turquoise waters draw visitors from all over the world. It's an extreme-sports playground, with kitesurfing, wingfoiling and diving available.

[image: ] 1-hour drive

[image: ] Detour: Visit less developed Tiwi Beach, a white-sand paradise popular with independent travellers. [image: ] 20-minute drive

[image: jpg]

MACIEJ CZEKAJEWSKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 SHIMONI [image: ] 2 DAYS

Near the Tanzanian border, Shimoni has a mythology built around its network of limestone caves, vibrant marine life and Swahili heritage. Spend a day exploring the caves and the next at Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park, around the coast of Wasini Island. Take a boat to spot dolphins and, if you're feeling up for it, get in the water to snorkel with them.

[image: ] 4½-hour drive

[image: jpg]

MARC STEPHAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 KILIFI [image: ] 1 DAY

Kilifi offers an idyllic getaway for travellers seeking sun, sand and adventure. Like Diani Beach, it has pristine beaches and turquoise waters, and it's a paradise for watersports enthusiasts, but it's a quieter destination. Explore the enchanting Mnarani Ruins, witness traditional Giriama dance performances and indulge in delicious seafood.

[image: ] 50-minute drive

5 MALINDI [image: ] 1 DAY

Malindi is another blend of culture, history and natural beauty. Enjoy nearby pristine beaches, and take time to explore the enchanting Gede Ruins, remnants of a Swahili trading settlement, or visit the Vasco da Gama Pillar.

[image: ] 25-minute flight

[image: ] Detour: Stop at Arabuko Sokoke Forest Reserve, an indigenous coastal forest with large forest elephants and small golden-rumped elephant shrews. [image: ] 20-minute drive

6 LAMU ARCHIPELAGO [image: ] 2 DAYS

A quick flight from Malindi, the Lamu archipelago is a tropical paradise. Explore the Old Town, a Unesco World Heritage Site, with its narrow winding streets and ancient architecture. Hop on a dhow and sail to neighbouring islands, snorkel and dive in the vibrant coral reefs, or simply relax on the pristine beaches.

[image: jpg]

ROBIN BATISTA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





ITINERARIES

Safari in the Southeast

[image: jpg]


Allow: 10 days Distance: 666km




You’ll likely be able to tick the Big Five off your list after this trip, which starts in Nairobi and takes in some of Kenya’s best and most unique safari parks. You’ll experience a variety of ecosystems, from the lush forests of the Aberdares to the tropical Naivasha region and finally the semi-arid desert of Tsavo.

[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Nairobi National Park | VICKI JAURON, BABYLON AND BEYOND PHOTOGRAPHY/GETTY IMAGES ©

1 NAIROBI NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 1 DAY

Start your safari stay at the Nairobi National Park. Located close to the city of Nairobi, it's a fascinating way to begin your trip, with views of wildlife as well as the Nairobi skyline in the distance. It’s also worth checking out the David Sheldrick Wildlife Trust, on the grounds of the park, to see the orphaned elephants and rhinos.

[image: ] 3¼-hour drive

2 ABERDARE NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 2 DAYS

The forested hills of Aberdare National Park are, admittedly, not the best for animal sightings, but it is a striking landscape filled with cultural and historical significance. It’s also one of the only parks where you can do guided hikes and, if you want guaranteed sightings, you can stay a night at The Ark, which is situated in front of a water hole and natural salt lick.

[image: ] 2½-hour drive

3 NAIVASHA [image: ] 2 DAYS

There are several amazing places to view wildlife on the shores of Naivasha, and one of the best is Crescent Island, a little-known gem ideal for birdwatching. Among other parks in the area is Hell's Gate National Park, which also has great birdwatching as well as lions and leopards. You can drive to the next stop from here, but Naivasha also has an airstrip for private planes to fly to Amboseli.

[image: ] 45-minute flight

4 AMBOSELI NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 2 DAYS

With Mt Kilimanjaro as a backdrop, Amboseli National Park is an alluring park where you can see the Big Five, but it's best known as the home of the African elephant and is one of the only parks where you can see close to 100 elephants at once. Explore in your car for one day, and then view the park from up high on the second in a hot-air-balloon ride.

[image: ] 1½-hour drive

5 TSAVO WEST NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 3 DAYS

With the Big Five and natural attractions like lava flows and caves, many see Tsavo West National Park as the best park in Kenya. It’s worth splurging to stay a night at Finch Hatton's Luxury Tented Camp, though there are also budget-friendly spots to stay in the park.

[image: ] Detour: Though not as spectacular as its neighbour, Tsavo East National Park is still worth a visit and its semi-arid desert landscape makes sightings slightly easier.

[image: jpg]

GoodFocused/Shutterstock ©





ITINERARIES

The Northern Circle

[image: jpg]


Allow: 7 days Distance: 800km


In this part of Kenya, travelling is much more about the journey than the destination. Hop in a 4WD and cruise through the Chalbi Desert, passing only the occasional camel herder and dust storm, on your way to some of the country's most off-the-beaten-path parks and villages.



[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Chalbi Desert | SANTIAGO URQUIJO/GETTY IMAGES ©

1 MARSABIT [image: ] 1 DAY

The journey starts in Marsabit, a dusty tribal centre and gateway to Turkana. Pay a visit to the Marsabit National Park, the former home of Ahmed, king of the elephants. There is not much else to do in Marsabit, but it's the biggest hub in the region and ideal for stocking up on water, food and other supplies before heading to North Horr, a 196km journey through the Chalbi Desert.

[image: ] 4½-hour drive

2 NORTH HORR [image: ] 1 DAY

After the long drive, North Horr may not offer many creature comforts, though its frontier-town feeling will keep your energy up and your interest piqued. You are likely to be the only tourist here, though plans to build a proper road from Marsabit to North Horr mean this may not be the case in the near future.

[image: ] 25-minute flight

3 SIBILOI NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 1 DAY

Sibiloi National Park is the northernmost national park in Kenya. It has gazelles and zebras, among other animals, though its main attraction is Lake Turkana, where you may see crocodiles, hippos and abundant birdlife in and around the azure waters. Make a stop in the Koobi Fora Museum, home to fossilised animal bones dating back millions of years. After the return flight from Sibiloi back to North Horr, drive to Loiyangalani.

[image: ] 25-minute flight (Sibiloi National Park to North Horr), [image: ] 2¼-hour drive (North Horr to Loiyangalani)

4 LOIYANGALANI [image: ] 1 DAY

Heading southwest towards Lake Turkana will take you to Loiyangalani, a small town located on the edge of the lake surrounded by desert. Several ethnic communities calling Loiyangalani home, including the Samburu, Turkana, Rendille and Gabbra, contribute to the area's rich cultural diversity.

[image: ] 5½-hour drive

[image: ] Detour: Before heading all the way south, go east to hike Mt Kulal, an extinct volcano and Unesco biosphere reserve. [image: ] 2-hour drive

5 MARALAL [image: ] 1 DAY

As you head south, Lake Turkana’s blue waters eventually give way to rocky desert landscapes as you pass through the Lake Turkana Wind Power Station, which has the capacity to power over one million homes in Kenya. Maralal has several hikes in the surrounding area and, if you happen to be here in August, don't miss the Maralal International Camel Derby.

[image: ] 3½-hour drive

6 NANYUKI [image: ] 2 DAYS

Your adventure ends in Nanyuki, where you can treat yourself with a stay in a fancy private conservancy and take advantage of the various culinary offerings in town. Ol Pejeta Conservancy is a good day trip, and if you're missing lush forests after your desert trip, take a hike in the Ngare Ndare Forest.





ITINERARIES

The Rift Valley

[image: jpg]


Allow: 7 days Distance: 675km




Ranked among the geological marvels of Africa, the Rift Valley has some of the most stunning scenery in the country. Pack your hiking boots, as there are great treks up dormant and extinct volcanoes as well as great wildlife watching at some of Kenya's most underrated parks.



[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Lake Nakuru | SAM DCRUZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 MT LONGONOT [image: ] 1 DAY

The gateway to the Rift Valley is Mt Longonot, a dormant volcano formed millions of years ago with the rest of the valley. It’s well worth taking a day to hike through the crater and appreciate the awesome forces of nature that made this geological phenomenon. Its last eruption was thought to be in the mid-1800s, but check with guides that it is safe to climb.

[image: ] 1-hour drive

[image: jpg]

FOTOGRIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 HELL'S GATE NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 1 DAY

A short drive away is Hell's Gate National Park, a unique park with towering cliffs and stunning scenery. You can hike, and even bike, around the park, spotting giraffes and zebras. It’s also worth visiting the Olkaria Geothermal Spa.

[image: ] 2½-hour drive

[image: ] Detour: Lake Naivasha, has a huge population of flamingos and hippos. [image: ] 1-hour drive

[image: jpg]

TONI TEJON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 NAKURU [image: ] 1 DAY

Nakuru is the biggest city in region, sitting on the edge of Lake Nakuru, an algae-filled lake with flamingos. To the south is Lake Nakuru National Park, a photographer’s dream where rhinos, lions and other animals can be viewed, with the bird-filled lake as a backdrop. To the north of the city is Menengai Crater, which has incredible vistas from its peak.

[image: ] 2-hour drive

[image: jpg]

SIMON EDGE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 LAKE BOGORIA [image: ] 1 DAY

Like the other lakes in the region, Lake Bogoria is populated with flamingos, who feed on the algae in the alkaline waters. The area surrounding the lake is filled with geysers, which occasionally shoot up columns of hot water and steam. There are also several hot springs where you can swim – it’s a great way to relax before the long drive to Kakamega.

[image: ] 5¼-hour drive
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5 KAKAMEGA [image: ] 1 DAY

Vibrant Kakamega is home to Kakamega Forest National Reserve, a tropical rainforest that's a haven for numerous bird species, butterflies and unique flora. The hikes are stunning, particularly through the tall, centuries-old teak and hardwoods.

[image: ] 4½-hour drive

[image: ] Detour: Just south of Kakamega is Kisumu, a small town on Lake Victoria. [image: ] 1½-hour drive
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6 RUMA NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 2 DAYS

A small and little-visited park, Ruma National Park has a diverse range of antelope roaming its lush savannah and rocky hills. There are cultural trips available to learn more about the Luo community, the indigenous people of the area. This is a beautiful part of the country, so its worth extending your stay and taking a boat to visit Mfangano Island.
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WHEN TO GO


Any time of the year is fine on Kenya’s coast. Travelling inland and around Nairobi is best between June and January.



The best time to travel to Kenya largely depends on your preferences and the types of experiences you want. The country 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. This is probably the best time for wildlife viewing, as animals congregate around water sources and vegetation is less dense. However, this is also the most expensive time to visit, and the peak tourist season usually sees higher costs. Consider visiting during the shoulder seasons (in January and February or November and early December), when prices are more affordable and you can still enjoy excellent weather conditions and wildlife sightings.

As Kenya is at the equator, there isn’t much variation in sunlight throughout the year, and the difference in sunlight between the summer and winter solstices is only nine minutes.
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I LIVE HERE

SUMMER IN NAIROBI

Eoin Flinn is an expat in Nairobi who started one of the first craft breweries in Kenya @254brewingco

Not many people know Nairobi is the greatest capital city on the planet, especially in summer. You can spend all day outside: there are new sidewalks and paths so it’s easy to explore the city. Our food scene is particularly strong in summertime, with outdoor patios and restaurants serving a fusion of global and African food you won’t find anywhere else.




OCEAN PARADISE

Kenya’s oceans are warmest in the south coast in Mombasa and Diani and remain a stable 25°C to 29°C throughout the year. The ocean in the north isn’t cold, but the slightly warmer temperatures of the south make it a better destination for snorkelling and diving.



SNOW IN KENYA?

If you want to have a snowball fight in Kenya, expect to have to work for the snow – you’ll only find it on the top of Mt Kenya or the Aberdare range. The best time for it is between January and February, when temperatures are (slightly) colder.

Music & Cultural Festivals


The biggest festival in Kenya, the Mombasa Carnival is a huge street party, with live bands and parades on Mombasa’s main road. [image: ] November

The Lake Turkana Culture Fest is a celebration of the different indigenous cultures in the Turkana region. Held in Loiyangalani in northern Kenya, the festival is full of colourful dress and traditional games and festivities. [image: ] June

The Maralal International Camel Derby is, in essence, a camel race, but in practice it’s a festival celebrating the indigenous cultures of Maralal, and a fun event where locals and tourists come together to race camels, eat local cuisine and have a good time. [image: ] August

For film buffs, the Nairobi Film Festival (nbofilmfest.com) showcases independent African filmmakers at one of the largest film festivals in Africa. [image: ] March

Sporting Events


The Lewa Safari Marathon combines sport and conservation as the marathon takes you through the amazing vistas of the Lewa Wildlife Conservancy. Funds raised go to further the conservation of the animals and cultures of the region. [image: ] June

The Tiwi Ndogo Cup features football teams from surrounding villages on the Kenyan coastline, and has become a celebrated festival of different cultures. [image: ] January

Nairobi hosts the Safari 7s, an annual tournament of rugby sevens with amateur and professional clubs. Postponed the past few years due to COVID-19, there are plans for it to return. [image: ] October

The Magical Kenya Open is East Africa’s premier golf tournament and part of the European Tour. It’s held at the Muthaiga Golf Club or Karen Country Club in Nairobi – beautiful locations to watch golf. [image: ] March


I LIVE HERE

Rift Valley Camping

Road-trip enthusiast and photographer Samir Dave is based out of Nairobi @samdave69

Maji Moto, translating to ‘hot water’ in Swahili, is my favourite place to camp in the Rift Valley during the tail end of the rainy season in September. Just a little north of the equator, mineral-rich hot water squeezes through rocks and cascades down a 3m waterfall, creating rock pools. At dusk, soaking myself in the hot water as fireflies flitter around is my life tonic.
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DIVERSITY IN REGIONS

Nairobi and the Great Rift Valley are the most temperate regions, with more humid weather as you move to the coast, then it’s arid and dry in the northern parts, with very little rainfall. Western Kenya is more tropical, with more rainfall than other areas.


Weather through the year (Nairobi)

[image: jpg]

JANUARY

Av daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 5

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

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

[image: jpg]

MARCH

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

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Av daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 13

[image: jpg]

MAY

Av daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Av daytime max: 24°C
Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

JULY

Av daytime max: 23°C
Days of rainfall: 5

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Av daytime max: 24°C
Days of rainfall: 5

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Av daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 5

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Av daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 7

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Av daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 14

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Av daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 9





GET PREPARED
FOR KENYA

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

Boots Even if you're not planning on hiking, having a sturdy pair of boots or shoes will mean you're ready for any impromptu bush hikes or long walks on Nairobi’s dilapidated pavements.

Layers Kenya is warm and usually a T-shirt and board shorts will suffice. But the weather can drop quickly, particularly at night and in the north of the country, so pack some layers to make sure you are not left in the cold.

Hats The sun can be intense as Kenya is at the equator, so be sure to pack a wide-brimmed hat.

Modest attire Particularly if visiting the coast, which is majority Muslim, it's advisable to have a scarf or other modest clothing to cover your shoulders and knees.


Manners

Greetings are important. Never enter a conversation without first greeting the person and asking how they are.

Interactions with children. Don’t give pens or candy to children, particularly if they are begging.

Bargaining is expected in markets and street stalls, especially those that sell handicrafts aimed at tourists.

Patience. Things don’t happen quickly here and you won’t make them faster by yelling. Take your time – hakuna matata.




READ

[image: jpg]
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Jonathan Scott’s Safari Guide to East African Animals (Jonathan Scott; 1997) One of the best books to bring on safari. It has been updated and has amazing pictures.

[image: jpg]
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One Day I Will Write About This Place: A Memoir (Binyavanga Wainana; 2011) A portrait of a middle-class Kenyan upbringing by one of Kenya's rising literary stars.

[image: jpg]
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Decolonising the Mind (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o; 1986) A collection of essays by one of East Africa's top authors looking at language and its use in culture, colonialism and identity.

[image: jpg]
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Born Free (Joy Adamson; 1960) This book details Adamson's experiences raising Elsa, an orphaned lion cub.


Words

Jambo 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:

habari (ha-ba-ree) hello

shikamoo (shee-ka-moh) is a more respectful way to say hello, particularly to those older than you

tutaonana (too-ta-oh-na-na) good bye

ndiyo (n-dee-yoh) yes

hapana (ha-pa-na) no

tafadhali (ta-fa-dha-lee) please

asante (sana) (a-san-tay sa-na) thank you (very much)

karibu (ka-ree-boo) you are welcome (a reply to asante)

pole (poh-lay) sorry

samahani (sa-ma-ha-nee) excuse me

habari (ha-ba-ree) how are you?

nzuri/salama/safi (n-zoo-ree/sa-la-ma/sa-fee) I'm fine

jina langu ni… (jee-na lan-goo nee…) my name is…

sielwei (see-ay-lay-wee) I don't understand

…iko wapi? (ee-koh wa-pee) where is the…?

nifikaje? (nee-fee-kay-jay) how do I get there?

unaweza? (oo-na-way-za) can you show me on the map?

bei gani…? (bay ga-nee) how much is…?

una…? (oo-na) do you have…?

nataka… (na-ta-ka) I'd like…

nina (nee-na) I have…




WATCH
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The Constant Gardner (Fernando Meirelles; 2005) Filmed in Kenya and featuring striking images, this movie is about a British diplomat in Nairobi whose wife is murdered.

Out of Africa (pictured; Sydney Pollack; 1985) The film adaptation of Isak Dinesen's memoir was shot in the Ngong Hills outside Nairobi.

Nairobi Half Life (David Tosh Gitonga; 2012) This award-winning film profiles an aspiring Kenyan actor who joins a Nairobi gang to survive.

The Lion King (Roger Allers and Rob Minkoff; 1994) Classic film that will inspire safari dreams for adults and children.




LISTEN

Mama Africa (Suzanna Owiyo; 2009) Afropop from the Tracy Chapman of Kenya, celebrating the strength, beauty and resilience of African women.

Yahweh (Esther Wahome; 2003) The hit ‘Kuna Dawa’ from this album improbably crossed over from gospel song to nightclub hit.

Nairobbery (K-South; 2002) The landmark hip-hop album that launched the careers of this popular band.

Amigo (Les Wanyika; 1998) Swahili rumba from one of Kenya’s most influential bands, with a blend of Congolese rumba and East African influences.









TRIP PLANNER

GO ON SAFARI


For most tourists, Kenya means safari. And while Kenya boasts a handful of other once-in-a-lifetime experiences, its wildlife parks are the best in the world. No matter what animal experience you are seeking, Kenya will have it.



[image: jpg]
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Booking a Safari


Most travellers, particularly those short on time but not on funds, tend to get all the hard work done before arriving in Kenya by booking from home, either through travel agents or directly with safari companies. While this ensures that you’ll be able to secure a spot at the more famous lodges, especially during peak seasons when places start filling up months in advance, it also means that you may not have a choice in safari operators or even parks visited. However, while many safari operators and travel agents in Kenya will take internet bookings, making these arrangements on your own and without a well-established midrange or top-end operator can be a risky business, and there have been many reports of scam travel agents selling safari tours in Kenya. Instead, if you’re going for a budget option, you should do your research in advance and then book on the ground when you arrive.

Once you’ve settled into Nairobi (and explored its sights), allow at least a day to shop around the different safari operators and travel agents in the city and don’t rush into any deals. Some of the safari outfits may try to intimidate you or make it seem like if you ‘don’t book now’ you’ll miss an amazing deal – steer clear of these places. The best way to ensure you get what you pay for is to decide exactly what you want, then visit the various companies in person and talk through the kind of package you’re looking for. Budget travellers should also check out the various hostel choices around Nairobi, as most also organise safaris.


WHEN TO GO

Year-round Wildlife can be seen at all times of year, but the migration patterns of the big herbivores (which in turn attract the big predators) are likely to be a major factor in deciding when to go. Note that birdwatching is especially good October to March.

July to October Huge herds of wildebeest and zebras cross from the Serengeti in Tanzania to the Masai Mara. This is prime viewing time as the land is parched, vegetation has died back and the animals are obliged to come to drink at the ever-shrinking water holes. Not surprisingly, most safari companies increase their rates during this period.

March to May The long rains transform the national parks into a lush carpet of greenery. It’s very scenic, but provides much more cover for the wildlife to hide behind, and the rain can turn the tracks into impassable mush. If you’re self-driving at this time, a 4WD is mandatory and it can be helpful to have a guide in case you do get stuck in the mud.



Safari Costs


Compared to Tanzania and South Africa, Kenya isn’t the cheapest destination for safaris. That said, you get what you pay for and Kenya has some of the most luxurious safari resorts available along with five-star service. For safari operators, most quotes include just about everything, including park entrance fees, accommodation or tent rental, transport costs from the starting base to the park, and fuel plus a driver/guide for wildlife drives. However, do note that this varies, so it’s essential to clarify exactly what’s included before paying. Drinks (whether alcoholic or not) are generally excluded, and budget camping prices usually exclude sleeping-bag hire.

If you’re dealing directly with lodges and tented camps rather than going through a safari operator, you may be quoted ‘all-inclusive’ prices. In addition to accommodation, full board and sometimes park fees, this usually includes two ‘activities’ (usually wildlife drives, or sometimes one wildlife drive and one walk) per day, each lasting about two to three hours. There is also the option of ‘self-catering’, which generally means you must bring your own food, though the on-site chef will cook it for you. This is a great way to cut down on costs, but still have the feeling of being surrounded by absolute luxury (particularly if you bring sumptuous food to have cooked!).

However, an all-inclusive price generally excludes transport costs to the park or private conservancy. Whenever accommodation-and-full-board-only prices apply, and unless you have your own vehicle, you’ll need to pay extra to actually get to the park and conservancy, and these costs can be considerable.

[image: jpg]
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BUDGET

If you’re travelling on a budget, expect to camp at most national parks in order to keep costs low. If booking through a safari operator, groups often camp outside national park areas (thereby saving camping fees) or stay in budget guesthouses outside the park. Budget operators also save costs by working with larger groups to minimise per-person transport costs, and by keeping to a no-frills set-up with basic meals and a minimum number of staff. For any budget safari, the bare minimum cost for a registered company is about US$85 to US$135 per person per day, which should include transport, food (three meals per day), park entry and camping fees, tents and cooking equipment.

MIDRANGE

Most midrange safaris use lodges, where you’ll have a comfortable room and eat in a restaurant. Overall, safaris in this category are reliable and reasonably good value, and this is the price range that most travellers choose. However, there can be a packaged-tour or production-line feel, as you’re carted around with other like-minded travellers without any autonomy to stop where you like or change the plan at a whim. This can be minimised by selecting a safari company and accommodation carefully; paying attention to who and how many other people you travel with; and by avoiding the large, popular lodges during peak season. In high season you’re looking at US$175 to US$300 per person per night (usually with full board) to stay in lodges or tented camps, though these prices drop a bit in the low season.



TOP END

Private lodges, luxury tented camps and even private fly-in camps are used in top-end safaris, all with the aim of providing guests with a bush experience that is as ‘authentic’ and personal as possible without foregoing the creature comforts. For the price you’ll pay (from US$300 up to US$800 or more per person per day), expect a full range of amenities as well as top-quality guiding. Even in remote settings without running water, you will be able to enjoy hot, bush-style showers, comfortable beds and fine dining. Also expect a high level of personalised attention and an intimate atmosphere – many places at this level have fewer than 20 beds. Travel at this end is usually done in small private planes so you can hit as many of the parks as your timeline (and wallet) will allow.
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Safari Options


BIRDWATCHING SAFARIS

Many safari companies offer some kind of birdwatching safari, though the quality is not always up to par for serious birders – if you are one, quiz any prospective companies at length before making a booking.

CAMEL SAFARIS

A camel safari is a superb way of getting right off the beaten track and into areas where vehicle safaris don’t or can’t go. Most camel safaris go to the Samburu and Turkana tribal areas between Isiolo and Lake Turkana, where you’ll experience nomadic life and mingle with tribal people. Wildlife may also be plentiful, although it’s the journey itself that is the main attraction. You have the choice of riding the camels or walking alongside them. Most caravans are led by experienced Samburu morans (warriors), and accompanied by English-speaking tribal guides who are well versed in bush lore, botany, ornithology and local customs. Most travelling is done as early as possible in the cool of the day, and a campsite is established around noon.



CAMPING SAFARIS

Few things can match the thrill of waking up in the middle of the African bush with nothing between you and the animals except a sheet of canvas and the dying embers of the previous night’s fire. Camping safaris cater for budget travellers, the young (or young at heart) and those who are prepared to put up with a little discomfort to get the authentic bush experience. At the bottom of the price range, you’ll have to forego luxuries such as flush toilets, running water and cold drinks, and you’ll have to chip in with chores like putting up the tents and helping prepare dinner. Showers are provided at some but not all campsites, although there’s usually a tap where you can scrub down with cold water.


MY FAVOURITE SAFARI

Shawn Duthie, writer

High-end, fully catered safaris with a knowledgeable guide are amazing, but there is something about driving around the wilderness trying to find rhinos and predators with nothing but your wits and your eyes. Samburu National Reserve is a great place to do this, as it is less visited than other parks but has a healthy amount of animals to find.



CULTURAL SAFARIS

With ecofriendly lodges now springing up all over Kenya, remote population groups are becoming increasingly involved with tourism. There is also a growing number of companies offering cultural safaris, allowing you to interact with locals in a far more personal way than the rushed souvenir stops that the mainstream tours make at Maasai villages. The best of these combine volunteer work with more conventional tour activities and provide accommodation in tents, ecolodges and village houses.

WALKING & CYCLING SAFARIS

For the keen walker or cyclist, and those who don’t want to spend all their time in a safari minibus, there are a number of options, from short rides to multiday expeditions. In major wildlife areas, the best walking options are in Hell’s Gate National Park and the conservancies that surround the Masai Mara National Reserve.





TRIP PLANNER

ADVENTURE TRAVEL


Adrenaline junkies, assemble! For people for whom the idea of travel must involve getting your heart rate up and pushing your mind and body to its limits, Kenya offers a wide array of adventure options from the relatively tame and controlled, to extreme, self-guided options.
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Take a class in Watamu and explore the wonders of the deep sea or book a trip to the summit of Mt Kenya, the second-highest mountain in Africa. If you prefer two wheels, explore backcountry roads by the lakeshore in Western Kenya where cycling is the main mode of transport, or rent a motorcycle and go further off the beaten path into the northern desert. Of course keep your wits about you – prepare yourself with good insurance and appropriate gear as specialist equipment is rare outside the city. Make sure you respect local customs and say hello to local chiefs and leaders before setting up camp if you’re going off the beaten path.

Watching the sunrise at the summit of Mt Kenya after a three-day hike wins, but walking through the podo forest in Mt Elgon is a close second.

Mountains High, Valleys Low


The mountains are a great place to start chasing that adrenaline rush. Mt Kenya (5199m) is the second-highest mountain in Africa and by many measures a more challenging climb than Mt Kilimanjaro, the highest mountain on the continent. Of the three tallest peaks on the mountain – Batian, Nellion and Lenana – the highest two are technical climbs requiring specialist equipment and training. Contact the Kenya Wildlife Service or an established hiking group like Hikemaniak (254-721510057, hikemaniak.co.ke) or the Mountain Club of Kenya (mck.or.ke) to organise equipment rental and camping, or bring your own. Lenana (4999m) is not a technical climb, although it does require a bit of a scramble in the final stretch – don’t forget your alpine gear and a good pair of waterproof boots.

Even without a summit attempt, the Mt Kenya National Park offers a vast array of hikes and climbs, with stunning views of various lakes and tarns. Camping is available throughout the park, but it is a vast complex with minimal signage and lots of wild animals, including large mammals and big cats, so do take a guide either from an established tour company or from the Kenya Wildlife Services at the main gate.

OR JUST WALK IT

Smaller but equally challenging hikes are available across the country. About 8% of Kenya’s land mass is dedicated to conservation, and while sites managed by the Kenya Wildlife Service are generally not open to hiking because of the nature of the wildlife within, those managed by the Kenya Forestry Service generally are. Ngong Hills National Reserve and the Aberdare range are particularly popular with Nairobi residents because of their proximity to the city, and they are far more demanding than the Karura or Oloolua forests. Elephant Hill (3513m), with its changeable weather and diverse vegetation zones, is the joyful bane of many hikers who use it as a preparatory hike for Mt Kenya. Even if you can’t make it to the summit, you can join countless other hikers who reach the evocatively named Point of Despair (3255m) and turn around.

Hiking is also available on Mt Elgon (4321m), a freestanding dormant volcano in Western Kenya, and Mt Kingangop (3906m), the tallest peak in the Aberdare range. Both require an overnight trip but are well worth it. These stunning sites are less frequented because of their relative distance from Nairobi but offer challenging hikes with enough scat and dung around to remind you of the large mammals that call these mountains home, and keep you on your toes. Bandas (thatched-roof huts) are available through the Kenya Wildlife Services at Mt Elgon and camping is permitted on both mountains. Do book in advance and take the armed guide when offered. These are large protected areas with little signage and plenty of wildlife.
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ADVENTURE ON A BUDGET

• Hikemaniak (254-721510057, hikemaniak.co.ke) Specialises in hiking trips starting in Nairobi. It runs day trips pretty much every weekend but can also arrange specialised trips.

• Baisikeli Adventures (254-717681649, ask@baiskeliadventures.com) Organises long-distance cycling trips, usually from Nairobi, and can also arrange specialised tours.

• Offroad Adventures (254-717681649, ask@baiskeliadventures.com) Off-road motorcycle training and rentals for those looking to get around on two wheels. Most of the trips are camping trips.

• Motorbike Safari (254-780030430, motorbike-safari.com) Training and rentals and off-road dual sport tours starting in Mombasa.

• iRide Nairobi (254-794592350, admin@iridenairobi.com) Provides motorcycle rentals starting in Nairobi.

• Bucketlist Adventures (254-729995059, trips@bucketlist.co.ke) Organises regular group trips and has a calendar of pre-planned activities that you can pay to join.

• Skydive Swahili (254-717907907, skydiveswahili.com) Runs tandem skydives and a dive school. It’s not cheap, but it’s cheaper than many other places around the world and has a fantastic view of the coast.



FLY OVER IT INSTEAD

If it’s just a taste of the mountains you want, abseiling is available across many sites in the country. Hell’s Gate National Park in Naivasha (no booking required) is a day trip from the city and offers equipment on site for beginners and pros. Tourist companies that specialise in hiking like Hikemaniak and Hikers Afrique (0794619084, 0718824608) will also organise custom itineraries for abseiling and hiking sites like Sagana or in Lukenya where a guide with their own equipment is necessary.
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Four Wheels Good, Two Wheels Better


People who prefer their adventure on two wheels might enjoy cycling the Kenyan countryside. Although it has fallen out of fashion in recent years in favour of the motorcycle, for much of Kenya’s independent history bicycles were the preferred mode of transport for the working class and remain popular in rural areas. You could, in theory, take your bicycle and camping gear in any direction you are physically capable of tackling. You must check in with local authorities and make your presence known as soon as you arrive at your preferred campsite, and ensure you do not trespass. However, wildlife abounds in Kenya and designated campsites and community conservancies are not only a safer option, they also support groups that need it.

Long-distance international cyclists completing Cape-to-Cairo routes are not uncommon along the north–south traverse between Moyale and Namanga, part of the Trans-African Hwy. This is a primarily rural route that experienced cyclists should find easy enough, particularly in cooler weather between July and September. Unfortunately, most of the country’s transport infrastructure is simply not set up for cyclists. Do not expect designated cycle paths and avoid major highways like the Mombasa–Kisumu A1, which is the main transport corridor for trucks and trailers in East Africa. Riders are advised to invest in proper safety procedures and gear. Baisikeli Adventures (254-717681649, ask@baiskeliadventures.com) in Nairobi offers numerous scheduled itineraries as well as custom bicycle tours across the country.

Group rides in major towns like Nairobi, Mombasa, Kisumu, Eldoret and Nakuru are increasingly common and riders of all abilities are invited to reach out and find activities that suit their needs. In Nairobi, a Critical Mass ride that aims to raise awareness of cyclists and improve road safety leaves from Jevanjee Gardens on the last Saturday of every month. Spinkings & Spinqueens also has amateur, semi-professional and professional rides every Saturday morning in Nairobi.


ENGINE RUSH

Motorsports are very popular in Nairobi even though a long-promised professional track is yet to be built. For now, residents make do with the many go-karting and motorcycle-racing options. Whistling Moran in Lukenya offers both karting and what they call Doctored Track Days, during which motorcycle riders use the track to train in tackling sharp corners. A healthy youth-karting circuit also operates from the TRV Circuit in Naivasha (accommodation available), but if you’re just looking for some fun in the afternoon, GP Karting in Nairobi is always a good choice. All these venues are also excellent spaces to watch international GP and MotoGP races.



THE ART OF THE MOTORCYCLE

Kenya is a motorcyclist’s dream. Once you leave major settlements, most people get around by motorcycle. So if a 150cc Bajaj can tackle that road between two towns, then your 450cc adventure bike can certainly give it a go. As with cycling, the greatest risk for experienced riders is other road users, particularly in urban areas. But whether it’s the winding hairpin turns of the Rift Valley or the rugged rocky backroads of Marsabit and Turkana, Kenya is motorcycle country.

Bring your own machine and join the numerous travellers who make it a stop on their round-the-world tours. Offroad Adventures (254-781958498) will organise safaris and enduro-style trips across the country. Or if you prefer, rent a motorcycle and book an itinerary through an established travel company. iRide Nairobi (254-794592350, admin@iridenairobi.com) and Motorbike Safari in Mombasa offer rentals, short-term insurance, and pre-arranged and customised itineraries across the country. If you’re planning to ride and camp in remote towns, check in with the local chief and say hello so that people know who you are.



Chasing the Wind

The unexpected closure of Skydive Diani in 2020 devastated many adventure travellers, but given the dramatic spike in popularity of the activity with both local and international travellers, Skydive Swahili based at the Blue Marlin Hotel in Ukunda has quickly risen to take its place, promising equally qualified instructors.

If you’re more into jumping off a cliff than jumping out of a plane, parasailing and paragliding might be more your speed. The Kerio Valley is the destination of choice as high winds are guaranteed here, but Kijabe, a short drive outside Nairobi, is also popular because of its proximity to the capital. The sport is increasingly regulated by aviation authorities, so contact the Paragliding Association of Kenya (254-704913791) for the details of licensed and vetted operators.


THAT’S WILD!

For an offbeat adventure, the annual Maralal Camel Derby in Samburu county in June celebrates the rich camel-keeping traditions of Kenya’s Samburu people and offers a much-needed boost to the local economy. Many local riders train semi-professionally for the event and take it very seriously. Have no fear though, an amateur race is open to the public. There’s brief training on how to handle the trained animals offered to visitors, and because camels are such a centrepiece of the Samburu culture, they are humanely treated with vets on site to ensure they are healthy both before and after the race. Children are welcome as spectators and it is a great day out. Book with established tour operators.

If you prefer four wheels to four legs, you might want to join one of the many Kenyan off-road charity races, like the world-famous Rhino Charge (rhinocharge.co.ke). Held each June, the competition is organised alongside local communities and pits various 4WDs against some of the toughest terrain to raise money for the conservation of key forests. This is one of the toughest off-road races in the world, so entry is not for the fainthearted or shallow-pocketed. Entries are capped to minimise environmental impact. If you want to see what the fuss is about, you can attend as a spectator.







THE FOOD SCENE


Traditionally, Kenyan cuisine is more about feeding the masses than innovation, but there are some treats, particularly when on safari or by the seaside.
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Most Kenyan meals are centred around starch – usually ugali, a thicker, doughlike version of mashed potato made from maize and/or cassava flour. Kenyans take food seriously and it’s considered a major offence to leave a home still hungry or, worse, refuse to eat the food. While ugali may be an acquired taste, there are a lot of favourites you’ll enjoy sinking your teeth into, in particular nyama choma (barbecued meat), the other staple of Kenyan cuisine. Kenyans are enthusiastic carnivores and finding nyama choma will not be difficult. Most restaurants, especially in smaller towns, have an on-site butchery and you can purchase meat by weight. The meat is cooked in small, bite-size pieces and accompanied by salad or vegetables, mash and greens.

Regionally, there are some major differences in food culture, with more seafood in coastal areas and a greater reliance on goat and beef further from the coast. Pescatarians will usually be able to choose tilapia or other lake fish on most menus – likely fished from Lake Turkana.


Vegetarians & Vegans

Kenya is meat country and ‘vegan’, in particular, is not in most people’s vocabulary. Vegetarians will also struggle. If you say you are vegetarian, most restaurants will still bring you chicken or fish as another option. However, vegetarians can reduce this struggle and order ugali with sukuma wiki (braised or stewed spinach). Even for meat eaters this is a refreshing change when it is mixed with tomatoes, stock and capsicum. Many Indian restaurants will also provide a vegetarian thali that will fill you up.

In Nairobi, you should be able to find dairy alternatives in the more upscale supermarkets and some restaurants will even cater for vegan customers, but outside the city you’ll struggle. We’d recommend alerting safari lodges ahead of time so they can plan accordingly. There are plentiful beans and avocados, and fruit and vegetables are available at roadside stalls and small markets.



Religion of Nyama Choma

Nyama choma, which literally translates to ‘roasted meat’ in Swahili, is a centrepiece of social gatherings in Kenya, be it a casual family get-together or a lively celebration. It may seem like a normal barbecue, but it is more than that. From the preparation of the fire to the marinating of the meat (usually goat), this is a social event, usually washed down with copious amounts of Tusker. If you’re lucky enough to be invited to a private nyama choma, bring a six-pack of beer and don’t try to help cook – those tongs are sacred and only touched by the main meat griller.
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Ugali: a Symbol of Pride

Ugali holds immense importance in the culinary and cultural fabric of Kenya. As a staple food, it is a symbol of Kenyan identity and unity. Made from maize flour and water, ugali is simple yet hearty, providing sustenance and energy to millions. Its neutral taste allows it to complement a variety of dishes, from vegetables and stews to grilled meats. Ugali is also deeply ingrained in social gatherings, where it’s shared communally, fostering a sense of togetherness.


FOOD FESTIVALS

Nairobi Restaurant Week (late January to early February) Some of Nairobi’s best eateries offer special menus and discounted prices, allowing foodies to explore Nairobi’s best culinary experiences.

Diani Regatta (dianiregatta.co.ke; February) After a day of sailing, head to the food tents to soak up local flavours, including wali (rice prepared with coconut milk), a staple of the area.

Kwa Vonza Food Festival (kwavonzafoodfestivalkitui.com; April) In Kitui, Kenyan food lovers come together for three days to celebrate local food and tuck into mounds of nyama choma.

Maralal International Camel Derby (mid-year) While primarily a sporting event, the large crowds in Maralal bring out street vendors selling local Samburu delicacies.

Mombasa Food Festival (mombasafoodfest.com; July) Although paused for several years due to COVID-19, this festival celebrates street-food culture with Swahili dishes and local beverages.
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Local Specialities


Kenyan Street Food

Cassava Deep-fried or roasted cassava crisps.

Smokies Smoked sausage served with boiled eggs.

Mshikakis Skewered vegetables and meat.

Mahamri Coconut doughnuts, usually served with peas cooked in coconut milk.

Sweet Treats

Mandazi Light sweet bread, like a triangle doughnut.

Biskuti ya nazi Coconut macaroons.

Coconut and sweet potato pudding Served mostly in hotels.
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Dare to Try

Blood sausage Street-food staple. The sausage is made with meat, spices and cow’s blood and cooked over hot coals. Usually served with spicy kacahumbari (salsa).

Matumbo Tripe is a staple food in Kenya, though many tourists are put off by the smell of it while cooking. It’s a quintessential Kenyan dish when part of a stew and served with ugali, and should be on your must-try list.

Cow’s blood Masaai warriors have been drinking cow’s blood for generations. It can either be mixed with milk and drunk straight, or cooked into a sausage. The cows are not harmed by this and, while an acquired taste, it’s a safe drink that provides iron and other minerals.

Mursik Fermented beverage made from cow’s or goat’s milk. The milk must be fermented in a special gourd, which contributes to the unique smoky flavour and gives the drink its blue-ish colour.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Ali Barbour’s Cave Restaurant Tuck into fresh fish and seafood in 120,000-year-old caves, a short walk from Diani beach.

Trout Tree Restaurant Catch your meal and take in the lush forest views from this tree-fort-like restaurant just a short drive from Nanyuki.

Solio Lodge It’s expensive, but you’re dining al fresco on a private conservancy while trained chefs serve you farm-to-table courses that rival even the top-rated city restaurants.

Trattoria One of the top restaurants in Nairobi. Tuck into wood-oven pizzas with authentic Italian fare.

Carnivore An institution in Nairobi serving churrascaria-type game, including crocodile and ostrich.



THE YEAR IN FOOD

In Kenya, the diet is influenced by various factors, including regional differences and proximity to the sea. Seasonal variations are not as distinct due to Kenya’s location near the equator, where the climate remains relatively stable year-round. While temperature differences are negligible, Kenyans do eat slightly different food in summer (roughly December to March) and winter (July to October).

Summer

During warmer months, Kenyans prefer lighter meals to help stay hydrated and cool: light soups, and salads with fresh seasonal fruits, such as plums and mangoes. As summer is the dry season, you can expect a lot of outdoor nyama choma.

Winter

Winter in Kenya is also dry, though relatively cooler than the summer. While many tourists will find the weather glorious, Kenyans will find it cold and will stay warm eating stews like githeri (stew with beans, maize and meat and flavoured with turmeric, cumin and chilli) with ugali.
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THE OUTDOORS


Escape the safari vehicle and experience Kenya’s great outdoors. The country has some of the region’s best hikes, plus a long Indian Ocean coastline for watersports, providing more options than a safari.
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With an ocean, mountains, lakes and savannah, Kenya almost has it all for outdoor activities. After having your fill of wildlife drives, head to the coast to soak up Kenya’s warm waters, either by surfing the waves on top or exploring the reefs down below. If water is not your game, there are mountains and hikes throughout the country for any fitness level, and all offering amazing nature and chances for animal viewings.

Walking & Hiking

Kenya’s diverse landscapes and breathtaking natural beauty means that it offers a wide variety of walks and hikes. For experienced hikers, Mt Kenya is a must-visit destination and one that offers several multi-day hikes. On the complete flip side, the paths through Nairobi National Park are an easy walk and will provide you with a unique experience where you spot giraffes, zebras and even lions against the backdrop of the city skyline.

Most of the hikes in Kenya are accessible all year rounf, although it does depend on where you want to walk – the dry seasons (from January to March and July to October) have more predictable weather, but if you plan to hike in coastal regions at this time it may be unbearably hot, so make sure you plan ahead before starting your adventure walk.
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FAMILY ADVENTURES

Hike through Nairobi National Park and try to spot giraffes and antelope with Nairobi’s concrete jungle in the background.

Sample crystal-clear water at Mzima Springs after a quick hike, but watch out for snakes!

Walk on the wild side on Crescent Island after a thrilling boat ride, trying to spot giraffe, hippos and tiny antelope.

Snorkel and swim at Diani Beach in warm waters after a ride on a glass-bottom boat.

Watch orphaned baby elephants feed at the Nairobi Animal Orphanage – it will make any child’s heartbeat quicken.

Wander through private conservancies in Laikipia with special activities just for children.



Surfing

With its pristine coastline along the Indian Ocean, this East African gem presents a hidden surfing paradise. The warm, turquoise waters, consistent swells and uncrowded breaks make it a dream destination for wave riders of all levels. From the popular Watamu Beach to the remote spots of Diani Beach, Kenya’s surf scene caters to both beginners and seasoned surfers.

If you’re visiting for the surf, the best times to pack your board are from June to September and December to March, which coincide with the dry season. Winds are generally offshore, the water is warm (between 25°C and 28°C) and the waves are clean.

Horse & Camel Safaris

Saddle up and embark on an unforgettable adventure, galloping through open plains, crossing picturesque rivers and traversing lush forests. Many operators now offer the option of safari on a horse, including Lewa Wildlife Conservancy, Ol Pejeta Conservancy and Masai Mara National Reserve.

As the wildlife cannot recognise your human form, expect to be able to get closer to animals than ever before. For a more unique twist, hop on a camel instead and explore Kenya’s more arid regions. The rhythmic saw of the camel’s gait will carry you through vast stretches of golden sands and amazing animal sightings. Several conservancies in Laikipia offer camel safaris, as does Samburu National Reserve.


Adrenaline Sports

KITESURFING & WINGFOILING

When the wind is too strong to surf, such as in March, put a kite on it and ride the sky at Diani Beach.

SWIM WITH DOLPHINS

View dolphins from the boat or grab a snorkel and get in the water at Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park.

SCUBA DIVING

Explore the clear oceanic depths (or view from the top with a snorkel) at Mombasa Marine Park.

SKYDIVING

Learn to fall quickly through the sky, or do a tandem jump, with Skydive Swahili.

HOT-AIR BALLOONING

One of the best ways to see the migration, or the parks in general, with Kilimanjaro Balloon Safaris.

WATERSPORTS IN A WILDLIFE PARK

View the flamingos while on a SUP or wakeboard at Lake Naivasha.

PET A RHINO

Your adrenaline will rush when you feed a full-sized (tamed) rhino at Ol Pejeta Conservancy.



ACTION AREAS

Where to find Kenya’s best outdoor activities.
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KENYA

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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NAIROBI
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FUN, FRESH AND FRENETIC


The beating heart of Kenya, offering such an array of culture and nature that there is truly something for every kind of traveller.
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Nairobi’s outsize reputation for grit often makes it difficult for travellers to experience the magic of the city. Like any other large and growing city, Nairobi has a rough underside that travellers are well advised to avoid. But 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. 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 to 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

New Nairobi, old Nairobi.

RUNDA, PEPONI, SPRING VALLEY & KITUSURU

The leafy suburbs.

NAIROBI OFF THE BEATEN PATH

Go beyond the expected.



Find Your Way


Nairobi is a plateau rising westwards and hemmed in by four distinct hill ranges. From the airport in the southeast, the Uhuru Hwy rises to the northwest, bisecting the city. The Nairobi National Park and the suburbs of Upper Hill, Karen, Kileleshwa and nearby neighbourhoods are south of this line, and the northern neighbourhoods are further bisected by Thika Rd.
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Plan Your Days


Nairobi is small but traffic is intense. Try not to plan activities at opposite ends of the city on the same day or you’ll spend most of your day waiting.
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Day 1

Morning

• Start in the CBD’s Nairobi Gallery. After a quick tour, walk past the Holy Family Basilica on Parliament Rd to the Kenyatta International Conference Centre for the helipad and the view that will orient your trip. Walk down Haile Selassie Ave and cross the pedestrian footpath at the City Sq post office – at the end of Railways Rd is Nairobi Railway Museum.

Afternoon

• Loop back to the CBD for lunch before crossing to City Market on Muindi Mbingu St. Look up at the Nation Centre before you pop into Jamia Mosque, Macmillan Library and Nairobi Town Jamakthana.

Evening

• Head to the Nairobi National Museum if your legs can take it, before heading into Westlands for dinner.




Day 2

Morning

• Begin your day at the Nairobi National Park. After a two- to three-hour wildlife drive, drop by either the Nairobi Safari Walk or the Nairobi Orphanage for a closer look at the animals. Then head to the David Sheldrick Wildlife Trust for the 11am elephant feeding. Grab lunch in one of the many restaurants in Karen.

Afternoon

• Head to the AFEW Giraffe Centre for a close encounter with the giraffes before heading to the Karen Blixen Museum.

Evening

• Grab dinner at Talisman or the Wine Box.




Day 3

Morning

• Start your day in the Karura Forest for a quick hike. Grab breakfast or lunch at the River Cafe before heading into the CBD.

Afternoon

• Spend the afternoon at the Nairobi National Museum before heading to the CBD for the Nairobi Gallery and then driving out to the African Heritage House in Mlolongo while traffic is relatively quiet.

Evening

• Stay in Mlolongo for sun-downers before heading back to Lang’ata or Westlands for dinner.



You’ll Also Want To…

Visit some Nairobi art galleries to see Kenya through different viewpoints. One Off Gallery has a great sculpture garden.

ENJOY LIVE MUSIC

Visit Geco Cafe on a Thursday or a Saturday to catch a live band or performer in action.
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EAT INDIAN FOOD

Kenya’s diverse south Asian population showcasesthe region’s cuisine. Slush or Chowpaty are amazing options.
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CATCH A MUSIC FESTIVAL

Blankets & Wine happens every quarter at the Kasarani Sports Ground. Hear what’s hot in Kenya now.
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WATCH SPORT

Football can be dicey, but a rugby sevens match at Impala Sports Ground or basketball at Nyayo National Stadium is quite entertaining.
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EAT LOCAL

Eat at a restaurant specialising in Kenyan cuisine, like Amaica with its nine-course tasting menu or Osumo Big Fish.
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GET INTO BIRDWATCHING

Visit Karura Forest or Ngong Road Forest to see what the birding fuss is about.
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RUN LIKE A KENYAN

The Nairobi Marathon is every October and allows for all levels. You won’t win, but you’ll get a medal and can say you ran with the Kenyans.
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CITY CENTRE (CBD)

ALL ROADS IN KENYA LEAD HERE


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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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Kenyatta International Conference Centre

2 Nairobi Gallery

3 Nairobi National Museum

4 Original Maasai Market

SIGHTS

5 August 7 Memorial Park

6 Bank of India Building

7 Central Park

8 CFC Stanbic House

9 City Market

10 Jamia Mosque

11 Jeevanjee Gardens

12 Kenya National Archives

13 Khoja Mosque (Nairobi Town Jamakthana)

14 Kipande House

15 Macmillan Library

16 Nairobi Botanical Garden

17 Nairobi Railway Museum

18 Nation Centre

19 Standard Chartered Bank Building

20 Uhuru Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

21 Michuki Park

22 Nature 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.



City Market

SHOP AT THIS ARCHITECTURAL MARVEL

Nairobi’s City Market was once the main municipal market that today specialises in an eclectic mix of curios, flowers, meat and fish. Built in 1930, the African modernist building is a favourite of architecture lovers for its environmentally friendly design that allows for natural ventilation while a vibrant mural brings the building into the 21st century. Look out for wood carvings and soapstone sculptures. Prepare to haggle as vendors can be intense, knowing you can also buy similar goods from nearby shops.
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Kenyatta International Conference Centre

UP, UP AND AWAY!

Named for the country’s second president whose sculpture dominates the plaza, KICC is a complex of three buildings considered preeminent examples of the African modernist style. The tower was once the tallest building in Nairobi, a concrete brutalist cylinder with an airy entry level designed to stay cool without artificial ventilation. The flared cap periodically comes to life and rotates, hosting firework displays on holidays like New Year’s Day. Take the elevator to the 28th floor, and then the stairs to the helipad for a 360-degree view of the city, all the way to Mt Kilimanjaro on a clear day.
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Nairobi Gallery & the Archives

100 YEARS OF HISTORY

Nairobi’s oldest building hosts the Nairobi Gallery but was once colonial Kenya’s administrative centre. Built in 1911, this small museum looks nondescript in nearby Nyayo House’s imposing shadow. Yet, it contains the most comprehensive review of Kenyan political history. Joseph Murumbi, the second vice-president of Kenya, served one year before quitting to collect stamps, rare books and fabrics from across Africa. One third of his impressive collection is here, the rest is at the National Archives and the African Heritage House in Mlolongo. Don’t miss the 1st-edition Olaudah Equiano slave journal in the book room, or artefacts from Kenya’s pastoralist communities.


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 locomotives. After all, the Lunatic Express, connecting Mombasa to Kampala, is the main reason why Kenya was colonised. A favourite of 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.




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 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, which displays 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 regularly hosts events 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 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, as well as 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 (naturekenya.org) on one of their weekly excursions.
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Jamia Mosque

A MULTICULTURAL MARVEL

Built in 1902, the Jamia Mosque is the heart of Sunni worship in the country. Its domes and minarets are a distinct part of the city’s cultural heritage. On Fridays especially, Muslim worshippers from all across the city converge on the site as the call to prayer adds to the multi-faith soundscape of the city. Tours of the complex can be arranged through the office. Women visitors are permitted to enter certain parts of the mosque if dressed modestly.
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Macmillan Library

UNDER THE WEIGHT OF HISTORY

There are only two buildings in Kenya protected by their own act of parliament: parliament itself and the Macmillan Library. Built in 1931 the library is a standout example of neoclassical architecture in the city, with the steps leading up to its entrance framed by a row of columns and a pair of sculptures of lions in repose. For years the library suffered disrepair but it has never been disused, and is frequented by university students especially. An innovative renovation project led by the Book Bunk is repairing and modernising the library, including hosting an annual black-tie fundraiser and literary events on site.

Original Maasai Market

WHERE IT ALL BEGAN

In the late 1990s, Maasai people began selling their impressive bead and leather wares at the edge of the CBD on Wednesdays. The market became a huge draw for the city’s budget-conscious fashion lovers, but also a traffic hazard spilling onto the road. In response, the city moved the market to the car park at the High Court where it still runs today, drawing crowds of both locals and tourists. Leather and beadwork still dominate, but there are also paintings, clothing, metalwork and carvings. Be prepared to haggle, and take your time browsing before committing to an object because the browsing is an experience itself. The market is uncovered and has no trees, so on hot days take a hat, sunscreen and water.
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MORE IN THE CITY CENTRE

Architectural Walk

THE BUILDINGS THAT MAKE NAIROBI

A self-guided architectural tour is a must for any visitor to the Nairobi CBD. Begin on Kenyatta Ave, called Kingsway during the colonial period, where most neoclassical buildings from the period can be found. From the Nairobi Gallery (1911), cross the street to Kipande House (1913), named after the brutal identity system imposed by the British colonial government because the necessary documents were issued here. Several art deco and brutalist office buildings occupy the space between this and the next block of colonial-era buildings, including the Standard Chartered Bank Building (1920) and the Bank of India Building (1931), neither of which is open to the public per se, but have beautiful facades of the time.

After ambling past Jamia Mosque and the Macmillan Library, another bank-owned building that bucks the grey-blue stone facades for redbrick. Once known as Torr’s Hotel (1929) but today named the CFC Stanbic House, this is home to the first elevator in the colony. To the left on Kimathi St, the Nation Centre is designed to look like a pair of rolled-up newspapers. At the intersection of Kimathi St and Moi Ave is the Nairobi Town Jamakthana also known as Khoja Mosque (1922), the oldest site of worship for Kenya’s Ismaili Muslims, and only accessible by appointment. Meanwhile on the other end of Moi Ave, ignore the garish paintwork and drop into the Kenya National Archives (1930) to see the Murumbi collection displayed within.
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JACARANDA PROPAGANDA

Imported from Latin America by the British colonial government to help drain the swampy water-table, jacaranda mimosifolia trees line many Nairobi streets. Every September to November (springtime in the southern hemisphere) they erupt in glorious purple bloom to remind city dwellers that the cold season is done, and students that national exam season lies ahead. Forget for a minute that the tree is an invasive species and bask in the purple blooms. The most impressive stands are at the Nairobi Railway Museum and within the City Park. Look out for #jacarandapropaganda on social media for photographic inspiration.



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 the wood-oven pizzas. $$$

Al Yusra

Authentic Yemeni cuisine with continental options, bringing flavours of the Arabian gulf to the city’s lunch crowd. $$

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 carnival rides on a budget. A 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, \ 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, featuring a memorial to the many innocent lives lost. There’s a small fee to enter 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.


MONUMENT WALK

A small cluster of monuments line Kenyatta Ave and nearby streets. The most distinct is the Nyayo Monument in Central Park, commemorating the first 10 years of the Moi presidency. Uhuru Park has a memorial to the Kenyans killed by the British colonial government during the war for independence, as well as 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 (1939) 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 fastest man, Eliud Kipchoge, while nearer the junction with Kimathi St, the Askari monument (1918, 1945) remembers the Kenyans who served in the British military during the world wars.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE CBD

Norfolk

Historic hotel set in lush gardens and with remarkable dining. $$$

Kenya Comfort Hotel

Budget hotel with a central location and easy transport access. $

Best Western Meridian

Charming, simple and within walking distance of all major attractions. $



KILIMANI, MILIMANI & UPPER HILL

THE BUSINESS AND ADMINISTRATIVE CENTRE


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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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Kenyatta Market

SIGHTS

2 All Saints Cathedral

3 Holy Family Basilica

4 Uweza Art Gallery

SHOPPING

5 Avido Foundation




TOP TIP

The Japanese Em-bassy 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.




A DAY ON THE LINKS

The Royal Nairobi Golf Club is a private members’ 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 a couple of holes here.



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 (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.

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 out 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 walking distance from 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 viewers imagine what once stood behind such ill-advised expansion and decoration initiatives.


WHY I LOVE KENYATTA MARKET

[image: jpg]

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.



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’s a lot of interesting things happening in Kibera. It’s better to visit places like Uweza Art Gallery (off Kibera Dr) that provide income-generating activities without exploitation. Uweza showcases art by 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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Models, Kibera Fashion Week | TONY KARUMBA/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES ©

WHERE TO EAT IN KILIMANI

Arabian Place

Inspired by cuisine from Oman, and has 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

GREEN AND GREENBACKS


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 experiences. As in other parts of the city, the boundary between Karen and Dagoretti is one of those things that locals just know rather than 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

1 Giraffe Centre

2 Nairobi National Park

3 Ngong Road Forest

4 Oloolua Forest Trail

SIGHTS

5 Karen Blixen Museum

6 Ngong Hills National Park

EATING

7 Carnivore Steakhouse

8 Cultiva

9 Haru

10 Mama Rocks

11 Tin Roof

12 Under the Swahili Tree

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

13 Simba Saloon

14 Wine Box




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.





TOP SIGHT
Urban Safari


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 David Sheldrick Wildlife Trust and the Giraffe Centre.
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Scan this QR code for more details about opening hours and prices.
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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 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, making it a good option. City hotels offer pre-arranged day trips, and almost all registered taxis double as tour companies. Note, if you self-drive there’s a separate entry 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. 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.

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 Nairobi National Park, 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 Nairobi National Park at the Bogani Rd entrance, DSWT 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 building your visit around this. 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, but taxis are always available.


GIRAFFE MANOR

The Giraffe Manor (1932) is a four-star hotel on the grounds of the Giraffe Centre. It 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.




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 for DSWT. Parking here is tight – get there early, but they will not 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 Carnivore.





Wine Box

SIP THE WORLD

At the back of a wine retail outlet is a small wine cellar offering expert wine pairings to its continental menu. The food is great and the menu eclectic, but the wine and liquor list is the real draw. Wine and cheese tastings are available for groups of 10 to 12 at the Cellar Door in the main cellar. Online and Whatsapp bookings are encouraged.

Carnivore Restaurant

IF IT AIN’T BROKE…

The Carnivore Steakhouse has been an institution in Nairobi for almost 40 years, and has maintained a reputation for excellent meals and entertainment. The central restaurant is a churrascaria that features cuts of meats from the savannah, including crocodile and ostrich, with servers meandering between the tables ready to top up your plate until you wave the white flag of surrender. The adjoining Simba Saloon offers à la carte options, including pizza and vegetarian dishes, as well as a good selection of drinks. Reservations are encouraged, particularly for large parties.

Cultiva

SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW

Nestled deep in the suburbs of Karen, Cultiva is a new culinary concept for Nairobi diners. The farm-to-table-style restaurant applies innovative techniques from around the world to local ingredients, resulting in dishes that sound vaguely familiar, even though when they arrive at your table they look nothing like what you expected. The eco-conscious restaurant also carbonates its own soft drinks for use as mixers, and upcycles materials. Don’t be fooled by the simple decor. Beneath the high, vaulted ceilings and open-air farmhouse feel, this is one of the most fascinating places to eat in Nairobi. Parking is scarce and reservations are necessary.

Oloolua Forest Trail

A WALK TO REMEMBER

At the end of a small suburban street in Karen is Nairobi’s smallest park – a nature trail, really – providing a welcome moment of silence among the hubbub of the city. For bird and primate watchers, this cannot be missed as the dense woodland and bamboo clusters provide cover for a wide variety of species. If you fancy it, barbecues and camping are allowed. There’s a good public-transport link with the matatus too.
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Ngong Road Forest

BIRDING PARADISE

Spread over 1124 hectares across the Ngong Rd is one of Nairobi’s less visited but still fascinating forests. A network of trails of varying lengths takes you through a mix of indigenous forest and secondary forest, the dense tree network providing a home for a wide array of birds and primates, including the Sykes monkey and at least 113 different species of birds. The forest is also popular with cyclists and runners from nearby neighbourhoods. The Kenya Forest Service manages the forest and can provide guides at the entry. Take extra caution as security situations are not unheard of.

Ngong Hills National Park

REACH FOR THE SKIES

Technically, the Ngong Hills are not in Nairobi, but because their main entrance is, the city can comfortably claim them. Popular with hikers, bikers and picnickers, these hills take their name from the Maa word ngong, which means knuckles, because the four peaks resemble the knuckles of a closed fist. The longest trail is 11km long from the main gate to Kona Baridi, occasionally taking you past a herd of wild buffaloes. Do not approach the wildlife! Even though the trail looks easy enough, because of the altitude you will need a steady pace and constant hydration to make it both ways. Get there very early on a clear day for views of Mt Kenya and Kilimanjaro just by the entrance.
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MORE IN KAREN, LANG’ATA & DAGORETTI

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 include Haru, off Karen Rd, which serves sushi, teppanyaki and sashimi, often with a local twist. Under the Swahili Tree 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, like 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.
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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.
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Scan this QR code to find out more.



WHERE TO EAT IN KAREN, LANG’ATA & DAGORETTI

Under the Swahili Tree

African fusion restaurant with an amazing Swahili seafood curry. $$

McFrys

Part of a takeaway chain in Nairobi that is great for snacks to take on an impromptu picnic. $

Talisman

You can enjoy the delicious menu under a canopy of trees. $$$

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.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN KAREN

Giraffe Manor

This is probably the most Instagrammable hotel in Kenya, certainly in Nairobi. 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

Generally a five-star base for people going on or coming from a safari. It has a 24-hour restaurant to cater for late arrivals and early departures. $$$




PUBLIC TRANSPORT

There are many suburban roads in Karen that are closed to public transport, so if you’re relying on matatus and buses to get around, be prepared to walk at least some of the way.



WHERE TO SHOP IN KAREN

Decathalon at the Hub

This is a fantastic place to stock up on camping and hiking gear.

Nairobi Sports House

Also offers a range of camping and sports gear if you forgot to bring something.

Maasai Market

The market at the Galleria Mall is one of the larger ones and runs every weekend.



WESTLANDS & PARKLANDS

NAIROBI’S ORIGINAL ENTERTAINMENT DISTRICT


You can go out pretty much anywhere in Nairobi, but if you want to be seen, you need to be in Westlands. Although it’s a vital business district during the day, filled with malls and office buildings, at night 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. There’s also shopping at every price point, including the new and improved Westlands Market. Within the small district there are plenty of restaurants from budget to top end, as well as numerous shopping malls and activity spaces. Some familiar names have endured multiple decades, while others have come and gone like the morning mist, but you will never have a problem finding something to do here.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Alchemist

SIGHTS

2 Westlands Market

EATING

3 Beit-e-Salaam

see 4 Chowpaty

4 Diamond Plaza

5 Ethos

6 Fogo Gaucho Brazilian Steakhouse

7 Koroga & Kocktails

8 Mint Shack

9 Mwiko Gardens

10 Open House

11 Slush Coffee

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12 Brew Bistro

13 Crooked Qs




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.



Westlands Market

BASIC BUT GOOD

After a recent move to a new structure, the Westlands Market is looking good. Some of the best stalls face directly onto Mpaka Ave, and offer African dishes. If you’re buying a whole fish, the trick is to check the gills for freshness – bright red gills means the catch just came in and you’re about to eat well.

Ethos

BUDGET BITES

Nairobi’s first 100% plant-based restaurant quietly opened on General Mathenge Dr in Westlands in 2023. Serving breakfast, lunch and dinner, Ethos has built much of its menu around mTofu, an in-house tofu brand that it hopes to popularise within the city. Its signature drink is a cold-brew coffee with either oat or almond milk, and for only US$4 you can get a vegan scrambled egg on gluten-free bread to go with it. It also does vegan burgers, including the Kama Nyama, which is Swahili for ‘just like meat’.

Beit-e-Salaam

BOUGIE BRILLIANCE

A global pandemic is possibly the worst time in history to open a new restaurant, but Beit-e-Salaam on Maua Cl triumphed through the period in part because the concept and food are simply that good. The heavy-wrought iron gate gives the impression of disappearing into another world, while most of the tables sit beneath a vine-wrapped pergola, allowing you to dine under the stars on a fine night. African-fusion cuisine doesn’t describe the food well enough: the menu is about experimentation and creativity. The menu changes regularly so it’s worth checking what’s available before arriving. Don’t skip on the cocktails, which are carefully crafted to delight.

Diamond Plaza

FOOD AND FUN

Parklands is the heart of Nairobi’s Asian community, and Diamond Plaza is one of the easiest landmarks to navigate there. If you’re after authentic Indian food, this is a great place to start even if the restaurants themselves might not look like much. Try Chowpaty for vegetarian, and when you’re done, burn it off on the climbing wall.
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Electric Avenue

CLUB HOPPING WITH THE BEST OF THEM

It’s not quite clear when Mpaka Rd in Westlands started to go by the moniker ‘Electric Avenue’ but the name has stuck given the concentration of bars and clubs that have lined the street for the better part of the last 30 years. There’s something for all kinds of folks, from a quiet night of pool and drinks at Crooked Qs, to DJs and dancing at Brew Bistro, which also doubles as an artisanal brewery. Finish the night with a smokie pasua, a sausage with relish from one of the vendors outside. Parking is scarce so use a taxi to get there.
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Alchemist

MORE THAN THE SUM OF ITS PARTS

Part nightclub, part music venue, part shopping area – the Alchemist is the original and heightened version of the many small entertainment complexes that dot Nairobi these days. The entertainment space anchors the venue, and on any night of the week you are likely to find a solo musician trying out some new material or a DJ playing to a large crowd. There are numerous dining and drinking options, all administered as independent vendors, and there are also small shops offering curated crafts and goods from local makers. During the day, brunch is also an option but the space really comes alive on live-music nights. It is a predominantly open-air space, so if it’s raining, carry a jacket.


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 is curated by one of Nairobi’s leading art communities.



MORE IN WESTLANDS & PARKLANDS

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 on General Mathenge Dr, also recommended as a restaurant if your cooking skills are not up to scratch. Koroga & Kocktails, also on General Mathenge Dr, has a simple ambience but great decor, while Mwiko Gardens on Ring Rd in Parklands is highly rated.

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.
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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. $


OSHWAL CENTRE

The enormous orange building at the junction of Wangari Maathai Rd and Forest Rd 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, also prohibiting eating 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 in Nairobi. 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 into this fascinating religion.
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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 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.

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

NEW NAIROBI, OLD NAIROBI


A construction boom in the 2000s transformed what was once a sleepy, tree-lined suburb into a bustling cluster of high-rise apartments, office blocks and entertainment venues. There’s almost always construction going on here, 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 ride away. With their proximity to the Central Business District and many shopping, dining and entertainment options, these neighbourhoods are popular with long-stay visitors.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Geco Cafe

SIGHTS

2 Nairobi Arboretum

EATING

3 Chekafe

4 Chengdu

5 Pallet Cafe

6 Unseen Nairobi

SHOPPING

7 Cheche Bookshop

8 Yaya Centre




TOP TIP

This neighbourhood 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.





Unseen 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. The views alone are worth the visit.

Yaya Centre

THE MEETING POINT

One of the older malls in Nairobi, Yaya Centre has a range of shops and restaurants that make it an excellent place to stock up. Bookstop is one of the main bookshops in Nairobi and has a broad selection of travel books, including specialist books on birding and hiking through East Africa and beyond. There is not one but two camera stores and an Apple authorised dealer for those who like their gadgets, and all the major banks and mobile money companies also have offices here. If you just want to grab a cup of coffee or a quick bite, there are restaurants and coffee shops as well.

Nairobi Arboretum

AN OASIS IN THE SUBURBS

Nairobi Arboretum is one of the city’s smaller conservation areas, nestled between State House, Lavington and Kileleshwa, with a mix of indigenous and secondary forest, although the secondary forest dominates. The Kirichwa Kubwa River that flows through the park creates a welcoming soundtrack to the curated selection of trees, flowers, birds and small primates, including Sykes and vervet monkeys that fill the park. A long trail runs along the perimeter so you can get pretty close to your 10,000 steps for the day, while a smaller one crisscrosses the centre to get you closer to the picnic sites. The arboretum is one of Nairobi’s preferred date spots so don’t expect solitude. Just enjoy the people- and animal-watching instead.

Geco Car Wash

MORE THAN A CAR WASH

From humble beginnings as a car and carpet wash with a small bar and restaurant attached, Geco Cafe has quickly become one of Nairobi’s premier live-music venues. The genres are typical of Kenya’s music scene, including Afro fusion and reggae. Initially it attracted new voices trying to make a name for themselves, but lately even established bands drop by to play intimate shows for enthusiastic audiences.
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Pallet Cafe

LUNCH WITH A SKILL

Off the main James Gichuru Rd is one of Nairobi’s gems. This garden-restaurant is an oasis offering a delicious continental menu alongside tea, coffee and juice under a canopy of trees. But the excellent food and vibes are not what distinguish Pallet Cafe from other restaurants. All the servers are deaf, and patrons are invited to order either using a notepad and pen, or by trying sign language. The basics of signing are included in the menu and displayed throughout the restaurant to help you. There’s no need to rush – the cafe encourages patrons to stay a while, making it popular with remote workers.

Kauria Close

FULL HEARTS, FULL STOMACHS

At the end of Kauria Cl is a nondescript gated community of about six houses that have each been converted into shops and offices. The most interesting are the bookshop and restaurant. Chekafe specialises in Japanese cuisine – specifically, ramen, sushi, sashimi and teriyaki. The open-air restaurant serves generous helpings of spicy soups ladled into large bowls and topped off with fresh ingredients. The drink list is short but satisfying and the restaurant stays open late, inviting customers to make use of the immaculate garden. In the same complex, Cheche Bookshop is a small independent bookstore specialising in literatures of Africa and the African diaspora and also putting on exciting literary events. There’s a small coffee shop inside if you’d fancy a drink to go with that.
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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.

Noir Gallery

This exhibition space doubles as a restaurant and focuses on up-and- coming Kenyan artists.

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.
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MORE IN KILELESHWA & LAVINGTON

Chinatown

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 clients – 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.

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. $$



RUNDA, PEPONI, SPRING VALLEY & KITUSURU

THE LEAFY SUBURBS


Winding tree-lined streets lead you westwards from the city’s hustle and bustle towards the McMansions of Nairobi’s nouveau riche. If you use the new toll road from the airport, you won’t even have to sit in traffic. These are some of Nairobi’s greenest quarters, and the centre of the diplomatic community, housing embassy and UN agency staff. The lush green is breathtaking, with roads framed by large mature trees shielding those below from even the harshest sun. Many of the dining and entertainment options cater to residents, and public transport is constrained by an absurd network of ‘private’ roads, so there are few budget options. But if your budget can take it, there’s a lot worth experiencing.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Karura Forest

SIGHTS

2 Nairobi Contemporary Art Institute

3 One Off Contemporary Gallery

EATING

4 Shamba Cafe

5 Wasp & Sprout




TOP TIP

Karura Forest needs a day or two, especially if you’re here for birdwatching. There’s no camping or accommodation on the grounds. The park is accustomed to ride-share customers, however, make sure your driver lets the guards know they’re not staying to avoid an entry charge. No single-use plastic.



Shamba Cafe

MORE THAN A RESTAURANT

The Shamba Cafe is part restaurant, part garden centre and part artisanal food market. Set in two acres of former coffee plantation, the main restaurant offers the quintessential continental menu, albeit with a focus on healthy and locally grown options. The various pizzas cooked in a wood-fired stove are particularly delicious. There’s a bar and plenty of space for children of all ages to play or simply enjoy being outside.
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Wasp & Sprout

FANCY MEETING YOU HERE

Nestled in a nondescript commercial complex, Wasp & Sprout is worth the trek into the deepest reaches of Loresho. It’s hard to get a handle on the style of cuisine but it’s mostly sandwiches and related snacks. The bread is made in-house and the food is all organic and locally grown. The unique decor is also made here and available for sale – look out for the price tags as you wait for your Rueben or chicken and avo ciabatta. It only opens for breakfast and lunch and bookings are recommended. Ignore Google Maps directions – the quickest way to get here is through the Red Hill Link road as the Waiyaki Way access road was closed following the expansion of the road.

Art Galleries

A DIFFERENT WAY TO SEE NAIROBI

Nairobi’s visual art space is growing by leaps and bounds and two of the city’s most prominent galleries are in the greater Runda area. The One Off Gallery is found deep in Peponi, close to the border with Ruaka, and showcases some of the finest contemporary painting and sculpture from the region. The gallery also features a wonderful sculpture garden that more than makes up for its relatively small size with a dense offering of sculptures and installations. Shows change regularly so do look out on its social media for announcements. Practically across the road inside the Rosslyn Riviera Mall is the Nairobi Contemporary Art Institute. This nonprofit art space is still finding its footing but is already a darling of collectors.
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REMARKABLE RESTAURANTS

Amaica Restaurant

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 wants to change that perception with elaborate multi-course menus that showcase the uniqueness of Kenyan food. The nine-course tasting menu features, among other things, termites (chiswa or tsiswa) – a major source of protein in Western Kenya.

Hob House

At the boundary between Nairobi and Kiambu, this small boutique hotel, nestled in what looks like a stately home with a stunning garden restaurant, specialises in Lebanese food. The house speciality is fateh and fatoush salad and a spiced watermelon soft drink called habibi. There’s outside seating.



MORE IN RUNDA, PEPONI, SPRING VALLEY & KITUSURU

Forest Bathing in Karura Forest

A WALK TO REMEMBER

Made up of over 2500 acres of indigenous and secondary forest, Karura Forest is a testament to the tenacity of Kenya’s first and so far only Nobel Peace Prize winner, Professor Wangari Maathai, who in the 1990s led the defence of the park from illegal land allocations. Divided into two large unconnected blocks, the main entrance is on 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, with well-signposted trails. Cycling is also popular, with bike rentals available. Limuru block has a picturesque waterfall and the Mau Mau Caves, so named because during the war for independence African fighters hid from British colonial soldiers here. The caves are full of fruit bats – harmless but startling. During the wet season you might be accosted by a kaleidoscope of butterflies on the Butterfly Walk. Primates like colobus monkeys run amok in the tree canopy, and if you’re really quiet you may be rewarded with an antelope sighting.

There’s a wonderful River Cafe but picnics are also allowed.
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WHERE TO EAT IN PEPONI, RUNDA, KITUSURU & LORESHO

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. $$$



NAIROBI OFF THE BEATEN PATH

EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED


If you’re willing to go beyond the expected, Nairobi can be a very rewarding place. The trick is to form relationships with reliable service providers who can help you get the most out of various experiences. The art scene, for example, is blossoming, with small galleries popping up in unexpected locations, particularly the suburbs. To navigate this, a reliable taxi driver is a necessary partner. Similarly, some of the best live music in Nairobi is found on Wednesday nights at the Alliance Francaise or the French Cultural Centre – go there to find out what’s on or try and get on the mailing list. The Liminal Spaces Instagram page is the best place for information about art shows opening across town. For solo travellers especially, these small hacks will open up unexpected delights.
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TOP TIP

The African Heritage House in Mlolongo is worth the trip, but the traffic can be soul crushing. The best time to go is on a Sunday when there is very little trailer traffic. Saturday sundowners might also work provided you leave late enough to avoid the post-work rush.




KITENGELA GLASS & ANSELM’S HOT GLASS

These two adjoining institutions both upcycle discarded glass into art and homewares. Anselm’s Hot Glass is the more commercial venue. It has glassblowing experiences and a wide range of glass artefacts, including beads, vases and drinking glasses, on sale at relatively affordable prices. You can ship what you made back for a fee to save on luggage space. A small on-site cafe serves homemade ice cream, coffees and light lunches. Next door, set in a small planted forest, Kitengela Glass is an artistic experience, showcasing the upcycled glassworks of Nani Croze and organising art activities. Accommodation is available in the cottages. Book through Airbnb or its website.
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Art Beyond the City Limits

SEE NAIROBI DIFFERENTLY

Most of Nairobi’s art galleries have free entry. Many are found in affluent neighbourhoods. Brush Tu Art Gallery, in the working-class Buru Buru quarter, bucks this trend. On the outside, it looks like any other row house, but inside are works by some of the best Kenyan artists, many of whom have showcased art in Venice and New York. It’s also a studio so visits must be pre-booked.

In Ruaka, Banana Hill Art Gallery is a contemporary-art venue, founded by one of Kenya’s most prominent art couples during the hardest years of authoritarian rule. Today, the gallery represents leading lights from across the region. It also has classes for budding artists, particularly from informal settlements.

In the lush Limuru foothills is Red Hill Gallery, a mecca of contemporary art, and one of the city’s most coveted exhibition spaces. Exhibits rotate between its permanent collection and new artists. Opening days are a highlight, notable for outdoors artist talks, against a stunning Nairobi cityscape backdrop.


WHERE TO STAY WITHIN THE CITY LIMITS

Emakoko Lodge

This boutique five-star luxury safari lodge almost feels like a secret. Book well in advance. $$$

Ololo Safari Lodge

Within the Nairobi National Park, this five-star lodge has unparalleled views of the park and the city. $$$

African Heritage House

At the edge of Nairobi, this beloved getaway also houses a large African art and jewellery collection. $$$





SOUTHERN RIFT VALLEY

[image: ]

PREHISTORIC TREASURES, LUSCIOUS LAKES, MAJESTIC WILDLIFE


Meet Kenya’s Great Lakes region, where geological forces created idyllic landscapes that are now home to majestic wildlife and bare fragments of humankind’s earliest ancestors.
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Formed 40 million years ago by cataclysmic tectonic tears, the Great Rift Valley is a vast volcanic escarpment that occupies 700km from Central Kenya to Tanzania, spanning the equivalent distance from Mozambique to Lebanon, subsequently splitting the continent by a few millimeters annually. Known locally as the ‘Great Rift’, the area is 7000m above sea level with an average temperature of 16°C to 33°C. It is mostly dry but the highlands receive over 760mm of annual rainfall.

Kenya is a land of lakes where 64 (9.5%) of Africa’s lakes emanate. Staggering inactive volcanoes surrounded by six lucid lakes are found here: Baringo, Bogoria, Nakuru, Elementaita, Naivasha and Magadi – two of which are freshwater. Four of these waterbodies (Bogoria, Nakuru, Elementaita and Magadi) are referred to as soda lakes due to their alkaline nature – the pH ranges from 8 to 12 and they have high concentrations of sodium, bicarbonate, carbonate ion and chloride ion. Historically, these lakes are believed to be one continuous system known as Lake Kamatian.

Various Nilote tribes call the Southern Rift Valley home, including 11 Kalenjin subgroups, Maasai and Samburu. Kenya has over 53 million people, but only a small fraction of the population are responsible for the country’s success in sports. Since 1968, runners from the Rift Valley dominate international athletics, most originating from the small town of Iten, known as the ‘home of champions’. Kalenjin athletes outrun 90% of the world population and have put the country on the global map.

[image: jpg]

Waterbuck, Lake Naivasha | NINA B/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

NAIVASHA

Lake, national park and geothermal spa.

LAKE ELEMENTAITA

Lake, flamingos and prehistoric museum.

NAKURU

Lake, national park and colonial castle.

LAKE BOGORIA

Lake, lovely landscape and pink flamingos.

LAKE BARINGO

Lake, local tribe and hot spring.



Find Your Way


The bulk of the Southern Rift Valley is filled with lakes, remarkable landscapes and marvellous wildlife. It has an incredibly volatile terrain and is a vast region encompassed within the Great Rift Valley.
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Plan Your Time


Take outdoor excursions by cycling amid herbivorous wild animals or hiking through surreal gorges, then cooling off with a boat ride by the lake followed by a geothermal spa experience.
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Pressed for Time

• If you can only manage to visit one place during your time here, go to Naivasha. This is the perfect location for a short getaway because it offers a wide range of engaging activities and it’s easily accessible from the capital, Nairobi (it’s only a 1½-hour drive).

• Start your day on the cliff of Crater Lake Game Sanctuary, then go for a boat ride on Lake Naivasha.

• Afterwards, visit Hell’s Gate National Park for a wildlife drive, hike down the surreal gorge and finalise your short but sweet trip by swimming at Olkaria Geothermal Spa.




A Week-long Stay

• With seven days to spare, you can fully experience the wholesomeness of Naivasha. Cycle through the grandiose Hell’s Gate National Park and hike down the magnificent gorges that inspired the visuals behind The Lion King.

• Go for a swim at Olkaria Geothermal Spa and catch a sunset at Crater Lake Game Sanctuary. At Lake Naivasha, go for a boat ride, do water sports and trek around the hidden gem of Crescent Island.

• Thereafter, drive to Lake Elementaita, admire pretty pink flamingos and stop by the archaic Kariandusi Prehistoric Site. Afterwards, drive to Nakuru for three to four days.




More Time to Spare

• First follow the weeklong itinerary to make the most of your time in the Southern Rift Valley.

• With your extra time, we recommend that you also include the off-the-beaten-path trails on your trip. You’ll have time for more sanctuaries such as Crescent Island, museums such as Hyrax Hill, mountains like Mt Longonot, volcanoes like Menengai Crater and such lakes as Bogoria and Baringo.

• The Southern Rift Valley should ideally be enjoyed at a snail’s pace to allow you to have the most comprehensive experience possible while visiting the most geographically volatile terrain in Kenya.



Seasonal Highlights

Southern Rift Valley has two seasons – dry and wet. Dry season is late November to February while March to late October is wet.

JANUARY

The peak of the low season in the Southern Rift Valley is omnipresent with blazing sun and stifling humidity.
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MARCH

The start of the wet season invites swarms of mosquitoes around the Great Lakes and ends the low season.
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APRIL

As the festive season commences, city dwellers return to the countryside to reunite with their ancestral home and relatives.
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JUNE

Car enthusiasts won’t miss a chance to go bundu bashing (partying in the wild) at the WRC Safari Rally.
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AUGUST

The peak of the high season is crowded and cold. More foreign tourists visit due to summer holidays in some parts.
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OCTOBER

This is a period of calm, prices are affordable and it’s less crowded. The weather is cool and moderate.
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DECEMBER

Also known as Drinkcember, it’s a time of sherehe (partying), with plenty of music concerts and group trips among friends.
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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 on 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; there are thousands of greenhouses full of flowers in the area. This is the largest flower-producing area in Kenya. The town has played a key role in political history. It was used as the neutral negotiation point for the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 2005, which ended the Second Sudanese Civil War, known as the ‘Naivasha Agreement’.
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SIGHTS

1 Crater Lake Game Sanctuary

2 Crescent Island

3 Hell’s Gate National Park

4 Lake Naivasha

5 Lake Oloiden

6 Mt Longonot

7 Ol Njorowa Gorge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Fischer’s Tower

9 Olkaria Geothermal Spa

SLEEPING

10 Crater 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.




Great Rift Viewpoints

BEHOLD THE GREAT RIFT

Your first stop should be for 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.

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 with a variety of options (camping or rooms). $

Coexist with Wildlife at Lake Naivasha

A WILDLIFE-PACKED BOAT EXCURSION

Relaxing and inviting Lake Naivasha is an appealing water body 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 this home. There is also a high population of herbivorous hippos within the lake, a frequent cause of human-wildlife conflict. The area has also been prone to pollution because of the increasing rural populations that move 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 through Crescent Island for a longer experience. Hire a tour operator from Karagita Public Beach or your hotel can organise a boat tour for you.
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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.




SOUTHERN RIFT VALLEY’S RUNNER-UP

Coming in second place to Naivasha, Nakuru is the next-best destination to visit on your Southern Rift Valley odyssey. Nakuru is a vibrant city with a mixture of outdoor and indoor activities to entertain you.



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 up of flavoursome ingredients. $$

Walk in the Wild at 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 isle on a half- or full-day tour. Take it at your own pace – activities include 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.

Little-Known Lake Oloiden

LAKE NAIVASHA’S LITTLE SIBLING

Smaller than Lake Naivasha, Oloiden is an off-the-beaten-path escape. Oloiden means ‘salty’ in the Maasai language, Maa. This serene gem was once part of Lake Naivasha but is now separated by a 200m-long elevated piece of land. This lake is enticing for birdwatchers with over 400 exotic bird species, including pelicans and the iconic African fish eagle. This is also the breeding ground of the white-necked and common cormorants.

Lake Oloiden is on the way to Crater Lake on the outskirts of Naivasha, past Hell’s Gate National Park. Take a relaxing boat ride on the lakeshore – you can find boats on Lake Oloiden’s public beach. Visit for one day and night, if you can. There are many accommodation options because of the popularity of neighbouring Lake Naivasha. Loldia House is a luxury cottage on Lake Oloiden’s shores. It’s a haven for lesser flamingos and has scenic views.


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 catering 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.



WHERE TO DO WATERSPORTS IN NAIVASHA

Ziwani Island

This private island on Lake Naivasha is a haven for watersports, with a wide variety of adrenaline-filled activities.

Ecoscapes Water Sports Centre

Year-round watersports on Korogo Bay’s banks with prices for low- or high-end travellers.

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.

A Captivating Crater

AN ISOLATED VOLCANO CRATER

Crater Lake Game Sanctuary is a privately owned 10,000-acre 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 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 enjoy wildlife drives to observe animals such as giraffes and zebras that are drawn to the lake at the heart of an extinct volcano. This wildlife sanctuary is also attractive to hikers. Tourists can stay at Crater Lake Tented 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. While on safari, you can spot their graves.


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 HAVE GREENHOUSE TOURS IN NAIVASHA

Bilashaka Flowers

Large-scale farm with 48 hectares of greenhouses – the perfect place for a greenhouse tour.

Wildfire Flowers

Well-renowned farm with breathtaking views and an array of greenhouses with guided tours.

Subati Flowers

A flower farm in the midst of Naivasha’s bustling agricultural zone. Provides quality tours.

Hellish Experience of a Lifetime

ONE-WAY TICKET TO HELL

Despite its unusual name, Hell’s Gate National Park 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 it 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 perimeters. There’s nothing that compares to riding beside herds of zebras and gazelles grazing among acacia trees, observing graceful giraffes, watching warthogs dashing across the terrain or monkeys playing, but tread carefully around buffaloes, 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 prime 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 trail. Does this incredible gorge look familiar? This breathtaking landscape has been featured twice on the silver screen – 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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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 has lacked 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.



Sustainable Rejuvenating Spa

SULPHURIC WATERS WITH HEALING POWERS

Take a dip in the warm waters of Olkaria Geothermal Spa, a relaxing way to unwind after an epic hike. Its hot water is locally renowned for soothing and curing skin diseases. The hot water, with temperatures from 30°C to 40°C, comes from blistering steam that’s collected from the plant’s wells and emptied into the pool. There’s a strong stench of rotten eggs caused by sulphur in the pool – a result of the sulphide gas that is emitted into the atmosphere during drilling and then combines with hydrogen in the atmosphere. It may be smelly, but it is guaranteed to work wonders on your skin because the water is completely natural, without chemicals. Visit at midday so you can swim and relax in the hot waters for two to three hours.

This spa is the brainchild of the Olkaria Geothermal Power Station, which was the pioneer of geothermal energy on the African continent in 1981. Located in Hell’s Gate National Park, this geothermal power plant harvests the park’s hot springs and geysers to fuel nearly half of Kenya’s electricity. There are concerns from tourists and environmentalists who worry about potential risks to wildlife and the landscape, and their concerns may be valid. Nonetheless, this is an admirable accomplishment in a developing country where the population has doubled in nearly 30 years and over 60% of its citizens live without electricity. By incorporating renewable energy, Kenya is working towards a more sustainable future.

WHERE TO VISIT A SANCTUARY IN NAIVASHA

Crescent Island Game Sanctuary

An island oasis. Activities include 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. This ascent 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 Game Sanctuary

A nature trail that engrosses you in life in the bush while 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 by 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 Kenya Wildlife Service (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 via the dry grass and subsequently trapping the wildlife that live inside the crater. It was an odd natural catastrophe that didn’t spread 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. 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.


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 go on 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; however, if you can afford it, hire a guide to accompany you to 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 the Kariandusi Site. 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 over 400 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. Various scientists have dedicated 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 Nakuru.




EAST AFRICAN STONE AGE

Africa has the most prolonged record of human habitation on the 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 traces of hominids were Homo erectus in East Africa, which were traced back to roughly 2.6 million to 280,000 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.



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 Britain’s 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. There are over 400 species, including flamingos that stretch as far as the eye can see, illuminating the horizon in pink. Go for a short drive and stroll on the feather-filled beach. Other birds include the Rufous-throated wryneck, long-tailed widowbird, Maccoa duck, ducks, geese, spikes, cormorant, kingfishers, 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.

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. $

Lake Elementaita Mountain Lodge

Lodge with infinity pool and panoramic views, catering for your escape from reality. $$

Step into a Time Machine

KENYA’S FASCINATING PREHISTORIC PAST

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 ventured to explore East Africa. Leakey funded 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, where they coordinated the last crucial excavation. Numerous scientists have visited since then.

You can explore a nature trail to learn more about the site. National Museums of Kenya provides a guide, so you don’t need an external guide. There’s also a museum on the property where you can learn about the scientific discoveries in-depth. You will need one to two hours to walk around.

The East African Stone Age extends 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 that created specialised axes.


TOP TIER LAGOONS

Lake Nakuru

This tranquil lake is surrounded by the surreal landscape of Lake Nakuru National Park and is home to wild animals that can be experienced 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 because of its vast sporting activities and beautiful wildlife.

Lake Baringo

The biggest lake of the region is a harmonious home for humans and wildlife.




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.




Getting Around

It’s best to have a car. 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 Kariandusi Prehistoric Site you’ll find a guide to show you around, courtesy of National Museums of Kenya, and 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, which was 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 been a hotbed for politics for many decades, with strong ties to past presidents and politicians. During the 2007 post-election violence, several buildings were burned down. In 2021, Nakuru became a city. 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

Nakuru is not a place to rush through. Make sure you carry 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!




An Unbowed Waterbody

ISOLATED FROM HUMAN INTERFERENCE

Lake Nakuru is arguably the most famous lake in Kenya. It is significant to the region because it’s the only alkaline lake that surrounds a national park and has a large population of wild animals and birds. Established in 1961, this alkaline waterbody is a life source for many living beings and is crucial for the survival of the 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, which include 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, wake early in the morning and embark on a half-day 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 brimming with a lagoon, rolling hills and vast grasslands encompassing predators and prey. To be a first-hand witness of life in the wild is incomparable to anything else. If you’re lucky enough, you’ll get to see all the Big Five. The most mysterious creature of all is the leopard, which is the hardest to spot. It’s a rare find as it often lives solitarily in the shadows, compared with its fellow large cats.

This stunning lake is home to aesthetically pleasing lakeside lookouts, which are geographically positioned 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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A PARAGLIDING PARADISE

Due to its geographical vantage point that encompasses great heights, the Southern Rift Valley is the best place for inland skydiving in Kenya. Kerio Valley in particular is the most popular location. At first glance, it’s clear to see why. This vast volcanic valley sits between the Elgeyo Escarpment and Tugen Hills in Kenya. 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 epicentre 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.



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 freshwater serene 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. Beware of the baboons who are infamous for their mischievous nature – 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 of your wildlife drive. These 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.

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. $$$

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 biggest calderas (cauldrons formed after disburdening the magma chamber during a volcanic eruption) in the world. It has 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 and flourish, thus greatly improving Nakuru’s agricultural sector.

Menengai formed approximately 200,000 years ago, however, the 12km by 8km caldera formed 8000 years ago. The floor of the caldera is covered with several post-caldera lava flows. There is barely any sediment preserved from the last eruption that can 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 Krakatau-style volcanoes globally – Krakatau is a volcano caldera in Indonesia. Currently, volcanic activity is ongoing. The Menengai Geothermal project was formed in 2009 and has the potential to store 1600 megawatts. This is a big venture that will be implemented in five phases with a goal of creating 465 megawatts of geothermal steam. There were 47 geothermal wells with the potential of 169 megawatts being drilled in 2019 in order to use geothermal energy in the region.
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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 town is renowned for being the birthplace of world-class winners. St Patrick’s High School, in particular, has produced several excellent long-distance athletes in the last 30 years. 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 hosts a high-altitude training centre called the HATC.



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. $$

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 by Dr Mary Leakey in 1938. The site was made into a national monument in 1945 and accessible to the public in 1965. This was Mrs Selfe’s home from 1900–10, but was renovated into a historical tourist site through an in-kind sponsorship from the Kenya Museum Society, collaborations from the National Museums of Kenya and consultations from the British Institutes in East Africa.

Hyrax Hill is significant because this was where Dr Leakey carried out the 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. As many graves were found here, it was named the ‘Neolithic Mass Grave’. There have been multiple excavations after Dr Leakey’s initial discoveries that later unearthed three Sirkiwa Houses. Sirkiwa culture was the dominant Kenyan hinterland way of life during the Pastoral Iron Age in c 2000 BP. They evolved from the Elementaitan culture of the East African Pastoral Neolithic c 3300 to c 1200 BP in the Southern Rift Valley, which was 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 this 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 walk in a forest. You won’t need to spend more than two to three hours here. As it’s a national museum, the museum will provide a guide with your tour, so you don’t need an external guide.


NAKURU’S STUNNING SIGHTS

Menengai Crater

This archaic shield volcano lies in the midst of the Southern Rift Valley. Behold its spectacular viewpoints that convey 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 for history lovers around the property. The hilltop offers views of Nakuru town.



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 (roasted meat) and drinks joint.


KENYA’S PREHISTORIC PRIME

To learn about Kenya’s ancient civilisation, visit the Kariandusi Prehistoric Site. Uncover a possible factory that was used by our early ancestors, Homo erectus, to create Acheulean tools in the form of axes.



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 its architect, Albert Brown. The castle was made a public monument in 1996 under the Kenyan Antiquities and Monument Act, which was gazetted in April 1996. 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. 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 a male-only institution. This 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 have a feel 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.


ROUNDUP OF THE BEST MUSEUMS

Hyrax Hill Museum

Step back in time to uncover the archaeological discoveries and relics uncovered in the early 20th century by Dr Mary Leakey and Mrs Selfe.

Kariandusi Prehistoric Site

Rumour has it that this was once a factory used by our early ancestors, the Homo erectus, over 1 million years ago to forge Acheulean axes.

Egerton Castle

An old colonial castle that was once the family home of Maurice Egerton, the 4th Baron Egerton. Construction lasted from 1938–54.




Getting Around

You may get to Lake Nakuru National Park and find a guide willing to show you around, which is more cost effective. 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 use dirt roads and drive off tarmac. It’s easiest to hire a car in Nairobi and keep it with you for the whole journey.





LAKE BOGORIA
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Lake Bogoria is one of Southern Rift Valley’s 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 in Kenya. This salty lagoon is oftentimes 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, it’s 3.5km wide and 34km long including 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 alkaline lake. Unfortunately, the flooding of most of the Great Rift’s lakes has completely swallowed the hot springs at Lake Bogoria.
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TOP TIP

Don’t 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.




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 Kenya Wildlife Service. The lake is located in a manger 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 an 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 and a hat, plus sunscreen as it gets extremely hot.

Before the floods, Lake Bogoria was worth all the hype from enthusiastic travellers who revelled in its natural beauty and 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 more inland away from the lake. This saltwater lake is growing in size daily and it is one of the lakes that has caused major disruption to the lives of locals in the Southern Rift Valley.


AFRICA IS SPLITTING IN TWO

In 2018, a large tear on the earth’s surface on the Nairobi–Narok highway spread out for several kilometres. This continually growing tear was initially attributed by scientists to tectonic shifts, which have been ongoing for around 25 million years. However, it is being caused by EARS (East African Rift System), the largest rift in the world due to its ongoing geological tectonic activities. Africa is splitting up, slowly but surely, but it’s an event that will take millions of years. Inevitably, a small chunk of East Africa including Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi, Somalia, DRC, Malawi, Zambia and Mozambique, will break off from the larger part of the continent and create a new ocean between the land masses.



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 Baringo district. $$


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 because this large waterbody 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. Going for a boat ride allows spectators to marvel at over 400 species of birds that inhabit the lake’s shores.



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. This reserve is home to over 350 bird species. The most populous are the lesser flamingos, with over 2 million in residence. 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 also surrounded by scenic slopes and rolling hills. Make sure you drive up to the former springs and geysers that the lake has to offer because you’ll find a bountiful population of flamingos on the bank.


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.




Getting Around

You’ll need a car to get around Lake Bogoria. There are no boat rides offered on 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 is a freshwater lake that is populated by both wildlife and humans. The lake is 130 sq km and 970m above sea level. There are over 500 species of birds and seven freshwater fish in this lagoon. Lake Baringo is a crucial source of life for the creatures who live within and around the lake. This lake is nourished by the following rivers: Molo, Perkerra and Ol Arabel, which seeps through a volcanic bedrock. This is an isolated and dusty area that is sometimes frequented by flamingos. Additionally, goliath heronry is 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 here preferably for a full day or two depending on your availability.



Boat Ride on Baringo

DRIFTING THROUGH A NOTORIOUS LAKE

Lake Baringo, the largest lake in the Southern Rift Valley, is found in the most northern part. You can go for a swim in these 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 the truth. This lake is infamous for extreme flooding and has been a catalyst for the catastrophic destruction of buildings and displacement of thousands. For the most part, 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 conflicts. Crocodiles and hippos come extremely close to shore where humans live and there have been several cases of clashes between local tribes and the wild animals.

You can organise a boat ride at your hotel or in the town centre.


PREMIER WATER PASSAGES

Lake Naivasha

This is the best boat ride you’ll experience in the Southern Rift Valley. Carry your sunglasses and a camera for a 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.



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 is a midrange lakefront hotel with epic views and a calm ambience. $

Sightseeing Hot Springs

A FISHER’S CHRONICLES

Lake Baringo is inhabited by indigenous tribes including the Kalenjins, Kamasia, Chebleng, Ndo and Njamus. These are fishing communities that rely on fishing for their primary source of income. While exploring Lake Baringo, make sure you spend time with some of the local tribes. Spend around three hours to experience life as a local and immerse yourself in this people’s 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 experience. 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 is wet brown soil that can be applied to people who have skin ailments. After the soil dries, you can have a swim to wash it off. Additionally, there are geysers where people can steam (and inhale hot steam) if they have flu-like symptoms. To support the 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 these springs, organise a guided boat tour from your hotel.


DISASTROUS FLOODING DAMAGE

Intensive flooding has most affected Baringo – the lake’s surface area increased by around 100% to 268 sq km over 10 years (2010–20). During COVID-19, the floods shifted the town’s structure by submerging 3087 homes and several businesses under water. Around 139 sq km of riparian land was consumed by water. Fishers are now forced into frequent contact with dangerous animals like crocodiles and hippos. In Nakuru, 677 families and 352 households were affected, as well as 264.8 hectares of agricultural land, thus decreasing production. Naivasha has 1500 affected households and increased human-wildlife conflict, with hippos sometimes attacking locals.




WHERE ADRENALINE MEETS ADVENTURE

The most ideal location for a boat ride in Southern Rift Valley is Lake Naivasha. The best part is that you get to go birdwatching and have a wildlife drive simultaneously.




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 because the main activities that you’ll partake in are on the lake.








WESTERN KENYA & MASAI MARA
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NATURE’S VERY BEST


Western Kenya remains the country’s underrated place for lovers of wildlife and the outdoors, ancient history and cultural immersion.
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Western Kenya is one of those regions you can boast about having visited even to people who come from there, because there’s something here they’ll not have heard about or experienced for themselves.

Here lie many key points that connect the country to the rest of East Africa through proximity and shared language, with natural landmarks and cultures on various stops of migration routes.

At its core are the industries that have made Kenya what it is today, interweaved with awe-inspiring natural marvels that have brilliant stories explaining their existence. Cue endless tea, coffee and sugar-cane plantations, a lake dotted with the white lights of wooden fishing boats every night, near-unbelievable rock formations and endless plains full of wildlife in its original habitat.

Here the universal instinct of finding the divine in nature is evident in the number of hills, caves, mountains and bodies of water used as prayer sites, almost as much as they are attractions for visitors.

In western Kenya you’ll often find staff and guides at museums, historical sites and unassuming hotels that are downright surprised to have visitors outside of the festive season at the end of the year – you’ll be tempted to keep what you find here to yourself because it’s that good just as it is.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MASAI MARA

Kenya’s wildlife crown jewel.

HOMA BAY

Islands, valleys and ancient ruins.

KISUMU CITY

Cosmopolitan lakeside chill.

KAKAMEGA

Birdwatcher’s paradise in a tropical rainforest.

MT ELGON

Hikes, caves and waterfalls.



Find Your Way


Western Kenya, despite being a large area, is well connected by major road networks and a number of airports and airstrips. However you travel through it, the landscape is as variable as it is awe-inspiring.
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Plan Your Time


Western Kenya is a vast and varied region with so many highlights for outdoors, culture and history lovers throughout the year.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• The region’s, and even the country’s, number-one most popular destination is undisputedly Masai Mara, year in and year out. Hit the road in the early hours if you’re coming from Nairobi or catch a morning flight so you’re in the Mara by lunch time. Witnessing the wildebeest migration is an annual highlight but many activities can be enjoyed at most times of the year. Going wildlife watching in the Masai Mara National Reserve or at one of the several private conservancies is a special experience at any time.




A Long-Weekend Trip

• Mt Elgon and its surrounding area make for a great three-day trip, whatever your style of travel. If you’re looking to summit the mountain, you can put aside half a day and either camp or stay in the KWS-managed guesthouses close to the base. If not, there are other more relaxed walks to caves and waterfalls and to see wildlife.

• For a laid-back wildlife-viewing experience on foot, head to Saiwa Swamp National Park outside Kitale. You might even be able to squeeze in a night at Cranes Haven Tented Camp for some luxury after your time on the mountain.




If You Have More Time

• With a week or more on your hands, get to Lake Victoria and take in the laid-back vibe in Kisumu City, then get on a waterbus to the islands. Rusinga Island (135) has great accommodation and a monument to a national hero. Mfangano Island is a hiking-lover’s dream with prehistoric cave art, while Takawiri Island brings a coastal feel to the lake with white sandy beaches and palm trees.

• You can also take day trips to Thimlich Ohinga Archaeological Site and Ruma National Park, both no more than two hours’ drive from Homa Bay and Mbita towns.



Seasonal Highlights

October to February are very hot here and it’s also humid around Lake Victoria. Hiking and wildlife viewing are hits year-round but rain makes driving difficult.

JANUARY

Days are warm but the weather is still at its driest so hikes are easier, with better visibility. Great time to summit Mt Elgon.
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MARCH

With the short rains comes new life and a slightly quieter – and more affordable – time to be in Masai Mara. It’s ‘Green Season’.
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APRIL

Easter is observed in most parts of Kenya, and sometimes churches recreate scenes of Christ carrying the cross in street processions.
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JULY

The wildebeest and zebras are on the move as the ‘Great Migration’ pushes into Masai Mara. They’re here until October.

[image: jpg]

GUDKOV ANDREY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

OCTOBER

The main coffee-harvest season, which goes on until January. Visit Sirwo Coffee Club for a bush-to-cup experience.
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NOVEMBER

The annual Kakamega Forest Marathon takes place on a stunning course through the forest, once the rains have dissipated.
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DECEMBER

Everyone is celebrating – check out the Rusinga Cultural Festival for music, sport and fanfare the week before Christmas.
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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.

[image: jpg]

Elephant, Masai Mara National Reserve | JAMES FORSYTH/GETTY IMAGES ©

[image: jpg]


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!
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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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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 after 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.



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 veg garden. $$$

Elewana Sand River Camp

Small luxury riverbank camp at the south end of the reserve, with views of animal crossings during migration season. $$$

Greenwood Safari Camp

Budget tented camp just outside the national reserve’s Talek gate. $

Semadep Mara Camp

Maasai-run ecolodge 2km outside the reserve’s Sekenani gate; comfortable permanent tents or bring your own. $$

Alex Walker’s Serian

Collection of four small luxury camps with a vintage feel in the reserve and the Mara North conservancy. $$$

Walking & Horse-Riding Safaris

CLOSER ENCOUNTERS IN THE BUSH

Few things will ever compare with 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 (Maasai home) 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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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.





TOP SIGHT
The Wildebeest 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 one 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.
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Scan this QR code for a live interactive map of the animals’ movements year-round.
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DON’T MISS

Wildebeest

Zebras

Elephant herds

Crocodiles

Hippos

Lions ready to pounce at river crossings

Vultures circling over a kill



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.

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

Wildebeest take centre stage in the spectacle, but of course several big cats, gazelles, reptiles and birds continue to live in the very same environment and are exciting to spot.

Often the most impressive (and hair-raising) moments involve wildebeest interactions with other animals, both friends and predators. Where there are young animals or any occupied with grazing or drinking water, predators will inevitably follow.

River crossings take the cake for exciting action because on top of the raging water, wildebeest and zebras must watch for huge Nile crocodiles, hippos and lions, who often chance it and go in for a kill in the confusion and mass movement.

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!


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).




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 a better chance of 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.






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 checkered 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-4WDs are sometimes not allowed entry into the reserve, particularly in rainy months.

You can also fly to one of several airstrips, and be picked up and dropped off by your accommodation. 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 the Sekenani and Talek gates to 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.





HOMA BAY
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Homa Bay town and county sit on the south side of Lake Victoria (‘Nam Lolwe’ in Dholuo, the local language), an area home to several bays on the lake, countless hills and an impressive cultural and historical heritage. Many are surprised to learn how much wildlife is indigenous to the area, best seen at Ruma National Park, which is home to rhinos, giraffes, rare Roan antelope, an exceptional number of bird species and much more.

Fishing is naturally a major economic driver in the region – if you’ve eaten freshwater fish like Nile perch, tilapia or omena (silver cichlids) anywhere else in Kenya, chances are it was caught in Homa Bay and surrounds.

Nearby to the south is the Gold Belt, where gold mines operated for decades but have since scaled back their operations, as have the soapstone quarries in the Tabaka Hills in Kisii, where artisans create sculptures and other home-decor items sold all over the country.
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SIGHTS

1 Mfangano Island

2 Ruma National Park

3 Rusinga Island

4 Takawiri Island

5 Thimlich Ohinga Archaeological Site




TOP TIP

Most fishing beaches have a few basic restaurants or stalls serving the catch of the day with vegetables and ugali (maize meal). Do a quick scan at noon or early evening, and go to the one with the most customers (repeat this in any lakeside town you visit).




MYSTERY & FLAMINGOS AT LAKE SIMBI NYAIMA

The most obvious draw to Lake Simbi Nyaima, just west of Kendu Bay township, are the migrating flamingos, who make an appearance between May and August annually. Birdwatchers may spot egrets and Egyptian geese as well.

Despite its close proximity to Lake Victoria, this 1km-diameter crater lake has no known inlet or outlet. Geologists put its origins down to volcanic activity. The alkaline lake is also highly sulphuric (prepare for that special smell!) and its waters are often praised for having healing properties. Its very name, however, means ‘sunken village’ in Dholuo – the story goes that an entire village was cursed by God for its greed and unwillingness to help an elderly woman who needed food and shelter one night.



Explore the Thimlich Ohinga Archaeological Site

A MARVEL OF DEFENSIVE ARCHITECTURE

Thimlich Ohinga Archaeological Site is the location of an ancient settlement of dry stone walls, believed to have been originally built in the 6th century, which had a long list of inhabitants of various communities and ethnic groups before being abandoned early in the 20th century.

The word ‘Thimlich’ translates to ‘dense or frightening forest’ and ‘Ohinga’ means ‘fortress’ or ‘refuge’, which is fitting as the walls around each compound measure up to 1m deep. The site, managed by the National Museums of Kenya, includes a life-size replica of a traditional Luo homestead, which provides a cultural reference and a better understanding of the ruins.

Set aside half a day to get to and explore the site. It actually spans 21 hectares, but a museum guide will take you through the three main enclosures and the surrounding forest trails if you wish. Much of what surrounds the archaeological site is part of an ancient forest containing several indigenous plants with medicinal properties – ask your guide about these if you’re interested.

There’s nowhere to buy water or any other snacks or refreshments within the site, so pack your own or head to Ndhiwa township for the closest shops and (basic) restaurants.
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WHERE TO STAY IN HOMA BAY TOWN

Cold Springs Hotel

Luxury central hotel with a swimming pool and views over the lake and fishing beaches. $$

Munglu Eco Lodge

Just outside town, with organic garden and self-contained cottages laid out like a Luo compound. $

Golden Rays Resort

Luxury hotel and conference centre with expansive gardens right on the lake. $$

Island-Hopping on Lake Victoria

HERITAGE, HIKES AND PALM-LINED BEACHES

Perhaps one of the region’s unsung heroes is a group of islands on Kenya’s side of Lake Victoria – Rusinga, Mfangano and Takawiri. Each of these three islands have distinctly different vibes, histories and landscapes and are linked by a daily scheduled waterbus service, speedboats and, for the more adventurous, wooden canoes. Visits to uninhabited islands such as Ringiti, close to Mfangano and historically used for rainmaking rituals, and ‘Birds Island’, are a fun way to spend a half day too.

Rusinga is the best-known island, thanks to a famous son (politician Tom Mboya) and a colourful cultural festival held each December. It’s linked to the mainland at Mbita via a bridge, and you can drive or hop on a boda-boda (motorcycle taxi) across to the island to spend a few hours or a few nights. Getting to the good spots is very straightforward – follow the main ring road around the outside of the island to find most of the hotels as well as the Tom Mboya Mausoleum. Lorateng, Ulugi Beach and Rusinga Island Lodge are great sunset spots.

Mfangano is the largest of the Kenya islands, with lush lakeside farms, black-sand beaches and fascinating prehistoric rock art from over 2000 years ago. While there’s also a ring road around the outside of this island, there’s no way to get a car on it, so getting around is done via boda-boda or boat. Take a boat from anywhere on the island to Mawanga beach, or the waterbus to Wakula to explore the two main rock-art sites.

Takawiri is where you go to relax at the beach – with palm trees and white sand to boot! The interior of this tiny island is quite rocky and really only made up of footpaths and dwellings, so you’ll likely spend all your time at the hotel, beach or on trips to the other islands.


CATCHING LIVE OHANGLA MUSIC IN MBITA TOWN
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Damaris Muga, local host, shares her top live ohangla (Luo pop music) spots in town.

Over the weekend in Mbita the fish is fresh, the beers are cold and live bands play ohangla music at local bars and nightspots. It’s said that if you haven’t written a song about Mbita and performed it here, you haven’t arrived.

Sherriabi Tavern (sometimes spelt ‘Sherry Abi’) is really the place. The country’s most popular ohangla icons frequently perform here – you’ll see posters and banners all over town well in advance of their live shows. Alternative and Oxygen are also small, lively spots, where you can usually tell from the music and the crowd spilling out of the door whether there’s a live performance or not that night.



WHERE TO STAY ON THE ISLANDS

Rusinga Island Lodge

A serene luxury lodge with a pool and sprawling lakefront lawns. $$$

Wayando Beach Eco Lodge, Rusinga

An earth-built homely ecolodge with airy, whitewashed cottages. $

Mfangano Island Lodge

Luxury lodge with large rooms each featuring a lake-facing terrace. $$$


WHY I LOVE HOMA BAY
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Julie Olum, writer

It’s the variety in landscapes, activities and atmospheres for me. How unspoilt and slightly out-of-the-way this county is. There’s always great fresh, simple food around. I’ve travelled here at different ages, on different budgets, solo and with company and each time has been a win and a slightly new experience.

One brilliant thing about western Kenya as a whole is that tourism is still a relatively new industry, so it’s much easier than elsewhere in the country to find small businesses owned and run by young Kenyans, often in or close to their ancestral homes.

Homa Bay to me is friendly, warm and relaxing, and a destination I’m excited to see grow steadily.



Wildlife Watching at Ruma National Park

HOME OF THE ROAN ANTELOPE

The often-sidelined Ruma National Park is just an hour’s drive outside Mbita town and two hours from Homa Bay town and is the only terrestrial national park in the Nyanza region around Lake Victoria. The park lies in the basin of the Lambwe Valley and its claim to fame is that it’s the only sanctuary in Kenya for the Roan antelope – the endangered, second-largest antelope on Earth (after elands).

Ruma National Park also has Kenya’s highest concentration of Rothschild’s giraffes, along with healthy populations of impalas, vervet monkeys, zebras, oribi, buffaloes, rhinos and more. As with most wildlife watching, stick to the morning or late-afternoon hours so you can spot as much as possible!

If you’d like to be close to the action for early-morning wildlife watching, or to spend a few days in the wild, the Nyati campsite close to the southern Kamato gate is a great elevated spot, with toilets, showers, a covered outdoor kitchenette and plenty of space for a few cars and tents.

The Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) also runs the Oribi Guesthouse, outside the park itself, which has sweeping views over the park and surrounding Lambwe Valley. Ruma River Lodge is where you’ll want to stay for some luxury and seclusion; it’s just a two-minute drive from the park’s Kamato gate.
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WHERE TO STAY ON THE ISLANDS

Siambi Resort, Mfangano

Midrange hotel with comfortable rooms and open dining cabanas by the lake. $$

Takawiri Victoria Sands

With plush interiors, this new addition to the island is a stone’s throw from the waterbus stop. $$

Takawiri Island Resort

Luxury lodge with lake-facing rooms, camping grounds and a long, palm-tree-lined beachfront. $$$

An Island Cultural Festival

CELEBRATING AN ENDANGERED CULTURE

For two days every December the shores of Rusinga Island are lit up in an extravaganza of music, art, fashion, boating and celebration. What’s the occasion? The Rusinga Cultural Festival highlights the intangible culture of the Suba people, a Bantu group who have inhabited Rusinga and Mfangano Islands for over a century but have slowly become assimilated into Luo culture and customs (as a result the Abasuba language is included on the Unesco List of Languages in Danger).

Most of the events, including live music performances, traditional dances, wrestling matches, craft markets and more, take place on the grounds of a school on the south side of the island. The action moves away in a short procession to the nearby beach for the highlight of the festivities: the canoe regatta. In this sporting spectacle, teams of seven men paddle their way onto the lake and back propelled by a wave of music and dance.

There is plenty of great accommodation on Rusinga Island but during the festive season (the festival takes place in the week before Christmas) things get booked out early and are at peak prices. If you miss out on a bed on the island, Mbita town is linked via a bridge so you can make the short drive or ride back and forth at any time of day or night.


THE LEGENDARY GOR MAHIA

Gor Obunga was a legendary Luo mystic, who, according to Luo folklore, was known to have supernatural powers from a very young age, including psychic abilities and the power to transform into various animals. Thus he was given the nickname ‘Mahia’, meaning ‘mysterious’.

Ruma National Park was so named because he lived nearby and called the area Ruma. He died in the 1920s and is buried just south of the park in Sigama, where herbalists, shamans and even politicians visit his shrine.

You’ll also hear the name Gor Mahia today as one of the top football clubs in Kenya is named after him, with passionate fans donning green and white jerseys and face paint.




Getting Around

Buses and minivans are available from Kisumu or Nairobi to the main towns of Homa Bay, Kendu Bay and Mbita. If you’re driving through the region but hoping to stay over on Mfangano or Takawiri, call ahead to check if it’s possible to park at a hotel on Rusinga or in Mbita town. Mfangano has some steep roads, particularly in the north. While boda-bodas are the main form of transport, longer distances are better left to the waterbus or ordinary passenger boats. Hop on a boat at major beaches like Sena or ask at your accommodation about options, including the last time to catch one (the safest bet is before 5pm!). There is no public transport to Ruma National Park or Thimlich Ohinga so self-driving or hiring a driver is best. Particularly during the rainy months, smaller cars may not be allowed into Ruma, so a 4WD is recommended for midyear visits.





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, 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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SIGHTS

1 Hippo Point

2 Kisumu Museum

3 Kit Mikayi

4 Ndere Island National Park

ACTIVITIES

5 Dunga Community Boardwalk & Beach




TOP TIP

Look out for music events in Kisumu throughout the year, particularly live music and traditional instrumentalists. The region has impressive and unique traditional musical instruments and there’s a 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.
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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 in a courtyard off an alley, 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.

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.


WHY KISUMU?

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.



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 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. There’s provision to hike accompanied through the gentle hills, trails and surrounding forests to 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.
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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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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.






Beyond Kisumu City
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The pace gets slower, the temperatures cooler and the hills roll on in Kisumu’s neighbouring towns and counties.


If you’ve had enough or simply need a break from the big city or the lake, you can head southeast to tea country in Kericho, east to endless hills and impressive gardens and waterfalls in Nandi, or north to the enchanting Kakamega Forest.

Kericho, which remains a mesmerising wallpaper-worthy sea of greens in the landscape, is home to several tea farms and factories. Production on both a private and commercial level has taken place in and around Kericho town since the early 20th century and is still going strong. Nandi Hills is where Kisumu locals go on the weekend for a hike, a picnic or for a little sightseeing at the Nandi Rock and the nearby waterfalls.
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TOP TIP

There are many hill ranges that make for phenomenal day trips whether you’re hiking or not, including the Nandi Hills Escarpment and Maragoli Hills.



Spend the Night on a Tea Farm

KERICHO’S ROWS OF LIQUID GOLD

One of Kenya’s largest exports and oldest industries is its black tea. This is truly tea country and it shows in the wider varieties available from shops and street sellers in Kericho compared with other parts of the country. From Kisumu you can drive or catch a matatu for the trip (1½ to two hours) to Kericho town.

There are not many tea estates that offer access or tours of their production facilities, but rows and rows of the vibrant green hip-high bushes can be seen from the road as you drive through the highlands around the Rift Valley, Nakuru, Kisii and Kericho areas.

If you’re hoping for more, a stay at Chesumot Tea Estate is a unique opportunity to get up close to the farm life and processes. The 607-hectare farm grows a few varieties of tea including green and purple tea, and has a serene dam where you can rent a kayak or sit at a gazebo to while away an afternoon. You can also arrange visits to the nearby tea factory if you’re interested in the production of tea after it’s picked. Tea is best picked by hand and the majority of farms in Kenya have several staff to do this early in the morning, which is also a fascinating and impressive sight. Access is only granted to overnight guests camping on their grounds or staying at the three-bedroom guesthouse that can sleep up to six.
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BEST EATING SPOTS IN KERICHO TOWN

Aubergine

Dine on a varied menu of steaks, pasta, curries and pizzas with fresh local ingredients at this owner-run restaurant, arguably the best in town. Great value for money. $$

Sahara Gardens

Cosy, serene guesthouse with a great restaurant. Simple, casual dining in a beautiful setting overlooking, you guessed it, tea plantations. $$

Chagaik Arboretum

Pack a picnic and enjoy this small, peaceful park surrounded by trees, tea bushes, a river and a few monkeys – you’ll need to stay alert to keep your food!




ANYONE FOR TEA?

Kenya is one of the world’s largest tea exporters, along with the likes of India and Sri Lanka, with tea accounting for around 30% of the country’s export income. It’s unique in that up to 80% of its tea is produced by small landholders.

Tea picking is a great source of employment around Kericho, with mature bushes picked every 17 days and the same worker continually picking the same patch. Good pickers collect their own body weight in tea each day!
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Getting Around

The tea highlands and the areas around Nandi Hills are relatively flat, with good roads that are easy to navigate.

Kericho is a small town that really only has one main road running through it, the Kisumu–Nakuru highway. It’s simple enough to hop on a matatu going in the direction you need if you’re moving around within the town. Tea plantations such as Chesumot will usually require private transport (your car or a taxi) as they have out-of-the-way entrances.





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. Kenya Rugby Union’s social media has fixtures. Go see a game at Bukhungu Stadium – the atmosphere is unbeatable!



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 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 within the forest.
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EXPERIENCING THE RIVER WITHIN THE RAINFOREST

The rivers that run through and around Kakamega Forest provide a few unique opportunities for water lovers, one of the lesser-known activities being 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.

Scan this QR code to enquire about rafting trips.
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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 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.


THE BULLFIGHTS OF KAKAMEGA

After the forest, bullfighting is one of the first things associated with Kakamega, although most Kenyans have never attended a fight. The Ikolomani area in the southern part of Kakamega county is home to the age-old tradition. Owners of formidable bulls enter their livestock into competitions for cash prizes – and bragging rights. Two contenders face each other and fight until one concedes and runs off.

It’s a mishmash, to say the least. The excited crowd can spill out away from the open field where the fight began. Love for the spectacle remains for Kakamega residents though, who are often hyped and up early in the morning, escorting their preferred bull from its home to the field in a flurry of song and cheer.




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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TOP TIP

Call ahead and make meal bookings at Falls View and other resorts to avoid superlong waits before and after your adventures.



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 water fall 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, and 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 (barbecued meat) 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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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!




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.




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!



A Hike to Caves & Waterfalls

EXPLORING IN ANCIENT FOOTSTEPS

You may be looking to acclimatise and warm up for a summit hike, or 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 worthwhilte 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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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.






Beyond Mt Elgon
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The air is just as clean and fresh when you’re off Mt Elgon, where rivers, hills, farms and calm towns await.


The increasingly cosmopolitan towns of Kitale and Eldoret act as the gateway to what some consider to be the bread basket of Kenya. This means lush farms left and right, plus fresh air and great views. East from the mountain is West Pokot county, home to myriad hills and mountains, including the fifth-highest peak in the country, Mt Mtelo. Kapenguria, the largest town in West Pokot, is also where the future first president of Kenya and five other political activists were imprisoned for years under British colonial rule.

Kitale also serves as a gateway to Turkana and many journeys to the north begin or make a major stop in town.
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TOP TIP

If time allows, stay overnight in Kitale and visit the Treasures of Africa Museum to learn about the history and culture of the surrounding communities.




BEST RESTAURANTS IN ELDORET

Sunjeel Palace

A local institution in the city centre with the 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!

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. $$

Bush-to-Cup Coffee-Farm Experiences

TEA AND COFFEE TASTING

While not as well known for producing tea as the Central Highlands or for growing coffee as the plantations around Nairobi, Trans Nzoia county can hold its own when it comes to both beverages.

Sirwo Farm & Coffee Club, just east of Kitale town, offers tours of their tea and coffee farm, where they’ve grown black and purple tea varieties as well as batian and arabica coffee since 2012. To get here from Kitale, take the 25-minute drive east or hail a Wasili cab via the mobile app to Sirwo Resort on the Kitale–Cherangani highway.

Tours are by appointment only with farm manager Mr Manyali, so you’ll have to call the resort or coffee club and arrange a time beforehand. Your walking tour will be anywhere from two to four hours long, depending on your group size and interests. You’ll be taken around the various farm sections, shown how tea is picked and stored and see coffee beans at various stages of growth. Depending on the season, time of day and sometimes the day of the week, you may come across workers trimming or pruning the plants or even picking the tea leaves (all done by hand, and you can try it too!).

The tour wraps up in the best way – with a cup and a bite to eat at the on-site Sirwo Coffee Club, with its beautifully manicured lawn right beside the farms. You can, of course, pop into Sirwo Coffee Club for lunch or dinner on any other day.
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HOME OF CHAMPIONS

Kenya has had more than its share of the world’s finest long-distance runners represent its flag and dominate athletics for decades. A significant percentage are from the Rift Valley region and from the Kalenjin community.

The area, aptly nicknamed the ‘home of champions’, sits at high altitude, believed to be a driving factor in these elite athletes’ success, and it now serves as a training ground for athletes from far and wide.

The High Altitude Training Centre (HATC) in Iten, a town 35km northeast of Eldoret at an elevation of 2400m, is a unique facility where anyone can book accommodation and train for any race they hope to run, with coaches for all levels.




Getting Around

Eldoret Airport enjoys daily flights from Nairobi with most domestic airlines. Travelling between the town centres of Eldoret and Kitale is an easy drive or a ride in a bus – Easy Coach and Ena Coach are good options. Both town centres also have terminals with matatus heading to other major towns including Kapenguria, Moi’s Bridge, Webuye, Kakamega and Kisumu.

If moving around within either Eldoret or Kitale, download Wasili or Bolt, two popular ride-hailing apps, with rides best paid for with cash or mobile money.







CENTRAL HIGHLANDS & LAIKIPIA
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CONSERVATION, CULTURE AND CLIMBS


Untouched landscapes, world-class national parks and some of the best hiking in Kenya.



[image: jpg]

Lion, Ol Pejeta Conservancy | GERALD CORSI/GETTY IMAGES ©

The Central Highlands have become one of Kenya’s most important regions. Politically, it is the spiritual home of the Kikuyu and ancestral home of three of Kenya’s presidents. Environmentally, Laikipia has some of Kenya’s best wildlife watching and has taken the lead on conservation efforts to ensure national parks and private conservancies still have animals roaming the land. For tourists, there’s the opportunity to escape Nairobi’s crowds and the larger parks in the south and reconnect with Kenya: its people, its culture and its nature.

This area of the country has been shaped by its environment – the lush, fertile hills first attracted the Kikuyu people centuries ago, who established a vibrant agricultural society with a sophisticated farming system. The region’s temperate climate and fertile soil also attracted British colonialists, who settled in the rolling hills, dispossessing the Kikuyu and other indigenous people of their lands. After independence, the government implemented various land reform policies to redistribute large European-owned farms to small-scale farmers, though this often resulted in conflict between neighbouring land owners as well as with wild animals.

In order to quell this conflict, land-owners began to turn their ranches into conservation areas, not only to protect the animals but also to uplift the local communities. Ol Pejeta Conservancy was one of the first private conservancies in the area, but is now one of dozens that play a vital role in safeguarding the region’s wildlife and cultural heritage.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MT KENYA

Hiking and history.

NANYUKI

Gateway to nature.

ABERDARE

Waterfalls and the Big Five.



Find Your Way


The Central Highlands and Laikipia are smack in the centre of the country, dominated by Mt Kenya. While the area is smaller relative to other parts of Kenya, road distances are longer given the routes alongside Africa’s second-highest mountain.
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Plan Your Time


The Central Highlands and Laikipia offer travellers many options depending on their length of stay. It may be tempting to fit in as much as possible, but we recommend focusing on the major sites if time is tight.
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Pressed For Time

• If time is short, then head immediately to Aberdare National Park. It’s an amazing place for wildlife watching in the hills and for taking in the views of the forests and hilltop vistas. However, you might not see much (other than amazing views) so we’d recommend staying at The Ark, which is situated in front of a water hole with (almost) guaranteed elephant and other wildlife sightings. Before you leave the region, head north to Nanyuki to experience its foodie scene and spend a night at Ol Pejeta Conservancy, perhaps feeding their blind black rhino or doing some more wildlife watching.




A Week-Long Stay

• A week will give you a lot more options to experience this region. Start in Aberdare National Park, but take the day to hike up Ol Donyo Lesatima for a closer interaction with the park’s flora and fauna.

• After a couple of days in the park, treat yourself at one of the many luxury lodges available in the private reserves in Laikipia, learning about their conservation efforts. Finally, and to top off your week, spend a few days at Il Ngwesi Eco-Lodge, sleeping outside under the stars and learning about the culture and traditions of the people of Il Ngwesi.




If You Have More Time

• If time is less of an issue, then it is worth starting with a hike up Mt Kenya. There are several routes, but expect to be up there for at least four to five days.

• Once you’ve descended, head over to Nanyuki for a few days to recover, checking out the crafting community and foodie experiences, and perhaps taking a day trip to Ol Pejeta Conservancy. Before heading back, enjoy a drive around the mountain you’ve already conquered, with some wildlife watching at Meru National Park and a pit stop for a beer in Nyahururu by the waterfall.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

This area is at the equator so the weather is pretty stable temperature-wise, though the rain tends to fall hard from March to June.

JANUARY

Starting this month, and continuing into February, the high temperatures and less rain make this the best time to attempt a Mt Kenya ascent.
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MARCH

The best month for birdwatching, when European rollers and bee eaters migrate through the region.
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APRIL

The rainy season begins (peaking in May) – hiking may not be great, but it’s still a worthwhile time to visit.
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JULY

The best time of the year to visit the region, particularly for wildlife watching.
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AUGUST

This is peak season for travelling in Kenya. Expect busy parks and increased accommodation prices.
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NOVEMBER

The rains return, though they’re lighter than earlier in the year and there are travel deals for the budget conscious.
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DECEMBER

Kenyans celebrate their independence from the British on 12 December – Jamhuri Day – with concerts and festivals.
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MT KENYA
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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.



Visit the Mount Kenya Wildlife Conservancy

CONSERVANCY ALONGSIDE LUXURY

The Mount Kenya Wildlife Conservancy, a non-profit trust that provides education and runs an animal orphanage and mountain bongo breeding centre, is located just inside the luxury Mount Kenya Safari Club hotel. The wildlife conservancy and the hotel were both founded by American actor William Holden in the 1960s.

Children will enjoy the wildlife orphanage, which provides shelter and care for orphaned, neglected or abused wild animals until they can (hopefully) be released back into the wild. The conservancy is best known for the breeding of the mountain bongo, a rare red antelope that was endemic in Kenya. From 2004, 18 captive bongos were repatriated to Kenya to start the breeding program and there are currently 63 mountain bongos in different herds. We highly recommend the mountain-bongo tracking experience in the forest paddocks on-site, where you’ll be able to see this amazing animal, which was previously on the verge of extinction.

If you are short on time, the conservancy is still a great short visit to see a wide variety of animals. Despite the conservancy’s somewhat zoo-like atmosphere, it’s important to remember that its goal is to release the animals back in the wild and that each one is much better off here than where they were before. The conservancy is also very integrated with the local community, teaching schoolchildren about the need for environmental conservation and working to restore degraded areas within Mt Kenya National Park.


HOLLYWOOD’S SAFARI CLUB

In the 1960s two American actors, William Holden and Don Hunt, met in Kenya during a hunting trip. In 1967, along with a professional hunter and a German-born art collector, they bought a 492-hectare farm, and the Mt Kenya Game Ranch was founded. A large hotel – the Mount Kenya Safari Club – was built here and it became an exclusive hideaway for the rich and famous, with members including Bing Crosby, Steve McQueen, Winston Churchill and the Maharaja of Jaipur.

Holden’s villa, where he watched over the club and bar via telescope, still stands on-site and Stephanie Powers, the American actress who was Holden’s partner and director of the Mount Kenya Wildlife Conservancy, also still has a villa on the plot.




MOUNT KENYA SAFARI CLUB

The Mount Kenya Safari Club is next door to the conservancy and is the fanciest place to stay in the Nanyuki area, though note there is a minimum spend to enter the grounds if you aren’t staying here.




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 (motorcycle taxi) 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
Hiking Mt Kenya


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. Layers are important as you can remove and re-apply them as needed. Also take a good waterproof, insulated shell jacket and water-proof gloves to put on when you are close to the peak.



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 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 Kenya Wildlife Service (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.
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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.




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.



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.

Chogoria Route

Most spectacular and varied 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 than 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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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.


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.




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.








Beyond Mt Kenya
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This region is about more than one mountain, and it also delivers diverse scenery and unique wildlife viewing.


The vast majority of this region is taken up by Mt Kenya. To the west of the mountain is the Aberdare National Park and just north the conservancies of Laikipia and the hub of Nanyuki. However, the oft-neglected eastern side is well worth a visit, in particular to see Meru National Park.

There isn’t tons to do in this region, which may be why many visitors tend to bypass it, though the highway from Meru to Embu is a beautiful drive, especially in October and November when the jacaranda trees are in full, purple bloom. The area is also known as a premium region to grow miraa, the small shoots and leaves which are a mild stimulant (note that miraa is illegal to bring back to some countries).
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TOP TIP

Pack warm clothes – while the days are warm, the towns surrounding Mt Kenya are still high above sea level and the weather can change quickly.




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 the 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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WHERE TO STAY IN MERU NATIONAL PARK

Elsa’s Kopje

The fanciest place in the park, with infinity pools and rooms carved into the Mugwahngo Hill. $$$

iKweta Safari Camp

Located just outside Murera gate, this is the most affordable safari-type accommodation in the area. $$

Kinna Bandas

These five bandas (huts) are in the park’s centre. Try Murera Bandas, closer to the gate, if these are full. $


THE WATERFALLS OF EMBU

There are two hikes in the Embu area that lead to some picturesque waterfalls. Just off the highway between Embu and Meru are the Nthenge Njeru waterfalls. These stunning falls, reached after a moderate hike through the Kirimiri forest, are spectacular to see particularly after rain. In the same forest are the 45m Thungu Falls, which you can even abseil down. Finally, the Iveche Falls are located just after the Kenya School of Government in Embu. There’s a steep and bushy hike to get here, but it’s a scenic place for a swim.

The falls can be tough to find as there’s no signposting – it’s best to use an Embu tour operator, who can arrange guides and porters, if needed, for the day hike.



Drive the Meru–Embu Route

A PEACEFUL DRIVE THROUGH THE HIGHLANDS

The roughly 100km drive from Meru down to Embu is full of lush palms, rolling valleys and amazing views of Mt Kenya. On a clear day, you may catch glimpses of the majestic mountain towering over the landscape, creating a breathtaking backdrop for your drive. There are several KWS entrance gates if you are planning to trek up the mountain, but otherwise the best thing to do is take your time and enjoy the drive, with forests interspersed with mountain villages along the way.

The region between Meru and Embu is known as Kenya’s agricultural heartland. As you travel, you’ll pass by expansive farms and plantations growing a variety of crops such as coffee, tea, bananas and other fruits. It’s a particularly stunning drive after the rainy season, when the forest becomes a greenish hue that is unlike any colour seen anywhere else. If not in a rush (and you shouldn’t be), take the longer C92 road rather than the B6 highway. The road is in worse shape, but is just as beautiful a drive and is a better way to witness traditional rural life, observe local communities engaged in farming activities, and possibly visit local markets.

The final stop is Embu, a sleepy town that’s nonetheless the headquarters of the eastern region. The town comes alive, at least nature-wise, in October and November when the jacaranda trees are in full bloom.

Wildlife Watching in Mwea National Reserve

A BIRDWATCHER’S PARADISE

Known more for its vast birdlife, Mwea National Reserve also has elephants and various antelope inhabiting its savannah and grasslands. It’s a great option for the budget traveller as the KWS entrance fees are on the lower end, plus the accommodation is reasonably priced as the area is not a major hub on the tourist route. Mwea National Reserve has more than 300 bird species, including the majestic African fish eagle, the colourful malachite kingfisher and the imposing Goliath heron.

Much like other parks in this area, you are likely to have it all to yourself and not see another soul (or car) on your whole safari. However, aspects of the park’s infrastructure, in particular its roads and campsites, are in need of some work, so make sure your vehicle is in good shape (particularly during the rainy season) and ask at the gate about routes to avoid so you don’t get stuck.

The reserve is flanked by the Thiba River to the east and the Tana River to the south, which afford the park some great sightings of hippos and crocodiles. There are also buffaloes, elephants, zebras and a variety of antelope at the park. If you are able to phone ahead (or have a very considerate ranger at the gate), you can rent a boat to explore the Kamburu Dam. If boats aren’t your thing, then ask the ranger about the nature-walk options, and push for a stop at Hippo Point to watch the basking hippos.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MERU & EMBU

Three Steers Hotel

The newest hotel in Meru, with clean, large rooms, plus a large courtyard, restaurant and lounge. $$

Transit Motel Chogoria

This is the perfect base before trekking; it also houses the Mount Kenya Chogoria Guides & Porters Association. $

Royal Minni Inn

The poshest place in Embu, with clean rooms and a swimming pool. $$


THE DAM RIVER

In the 1980s, the Seven Forks Dam (or Masinga Dam) was constructed on the Tana River. The dam created Lake Masinga, a 120-sq-km reservoir that generates power and is a reliable water source for farmers and villagers. One of the main impacts of the dam on the Mwea National Reserve has been the alteration of the Tana River’s natural flow patterns, with the reduced flow causing wetland habitat degradation, which affects birdlife and the movement and migration patterns of other wildlife, causing behavioural changes and potential displacement from the reserve. While the dam has been both positive and negative, efforts are ongoing to mitigate detrimental effects on the reserve, and to ensure its ecological value is preserved for future generations.




Getting Around

As in other parts of this region, it is possible to get to smaller villages and towns with boda-bodas and matatus, though it is recommended you rent a car to be able to see the region as thoroughly as you can.





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 some scrumptious nyama choma (barbecued meat) and ugali (maize meal).

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

1 Le Rustique

2 Nook Cafe & Bar

3 Urban Smoke

SHOPPING

4 Nanyuki Spinners & Weavers

5 Rock & Stones

see 5 Urban 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 adventure out to the many different restaurants in the area to try their cooking – it will be worth it.




A Crafting Community

ENJOY THE CRAFTS OF LAIKIPIA

It doesn’t take very long while travelling in Kenya until you’ll have been asked several dozen times to purchase a range of intricately carved wooden animals, hoisted into your face by men claiming to be the artists. While you will find this is the case along Nanyuki’s main drag, you can also make a turn up the C76 towards Nanyuki Spinners & Weavers, a homegrown outfit established in 1977 to purchase local wool and produce scarves, rugs and other tapestries.

Started by just six women, the centre now employs 107 women who all share in the profits. The spinning and weaving rooms are currently centred in the grounds of the PCEA Nanyuki church, and visitors will be offered an in-depth look at how your wool sweater, scarf or rug was actually made. The operation is bare-bones but impressive, particularly the large weaving machines that are hand operated, and on which four days are needed to make a small floor rug.

The tour is free, though donations are accepted, and we’d recommend splashing out on one of their homemade items from the on-site shop, especially after you’ve seen the work it takes to make even one small item.

For those not in need of a new rug or scarf, check out Urban Ranch and Rock & Stones, which share a store on the A2 by the C76 junction. A percentage of all the sales here go to lion conservation, the leather belts and bracelets are sourced from local communities, and the vibrant clothes on offer make for the perfect souvenir – perhaps even better than a wooden animal.
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A LOCAL’S NANYUKI PICKS
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Ross Withey, owner of Shepherds Huts, shares his top things to do in the Nanyuki area.

Ol Pejeta day trip

This is a wonderful day out and the scenery and wildlife is impressive. Ol Pejeta is also a conservation success story.

Forest walk to the Mau Mau caves

Park your car at the Trout Tree Restaurant and walk through the enchanting forest. You might see bushbucks or colobus monkeys, and there are many birds. Take a picnic and have a swim in the ice-cold Burguret River. It’s a 14km round-trip hike.

Soames Restaurant

At the end of the day, it’s a great place to unwind. It’s set in a lovely garden with great mountain views: it’s a nice place to while away the time.



WHERE TO STAY IN NANYUKI

Shepherds Huts

Behind the One Stop area, Shepherds Huts has two comfortable trailers with bathrooms, and a pool. $

Mount Kenya Safari Club

The poshest and most expensive place here, with large rooms next to a manicured golf course. $$$

Le Rustique

Nice guesthouse just outside Nanyuki. Modern rooms face a pool. Mediterranean restaurant next door. $$



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. 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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DON’T MISS

Chimpanzee sanctuary

Northern white rhinos

Kicheche Laikipia Camp

Morani’s Restaurant

Dog tracking

Lion tracking



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.

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.


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.



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 rhinos 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.

Sweetwaters Chimpanzee Sanctuary

While chimpanzees are not endemic to Kenya, Ol Pejeta, in partnership with 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 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.


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.





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 flavours and cultures, 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 top 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 is 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.


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.



Laikipia’s Luxury Lodges

GO ON, TREAT YOURSELF!

This region of Kenya is well known for its conservancies, but in order for them to survive they needed to find a way to raise revenue and continue their efforts. For most, this meant building accommodation for visitors to view and experience the amazing vistas and nature of the private reserves – virtually all of Laikipia’s lodges and camps fall squarely into the luxurious bracket and cater to the well-heeled who visit as part of prepackaged tours.

El Karama Eco Lodge is nonetheless one of the most affordable places in the region. There are luxury tents where you can laze in your hammock overlooking the Ewaso Ngiro River, or if you’re on a budget, opt for the basic (but still comfortable) tent with a bucket shower. El Karama is also one of the only lodges with a campsite. If more refined camping is your game, then Loisaba Tented Camp, which includes options for four-poster beds under the stars, is in northern Laikipia and offers fishing and horse-riding activities. If you’re looking for the ultimate luxury, try Ol Malo, located in a small conservancy but with big, luxurious rock and olive-wood cottages and an infinity swimming pool. Ol Malo also offers helicopter rides over the conservancy and to other parts of the region, such as South Island National Park. Finally, if even Ol Malo seems a bit too much like roughing it, book a night at Sanctuary at Ol-Lentille, where each opulent guesthouse comes with a private butler service.
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BEST PLACES FOR SHOPPING IN NANYUKI

Cedar Hill Mall

Just off the A2 on the C76, this is Nanyuki’s newest mall, with groceries, fast food and clothing stores.

Nanyuki Mall

This mall has a large grocery store, as well as mobile-phone stores and banks.

Nanyuki Market

Near the Ceder Hill Mall is this daily, non-tourist market – it’s a great place to wander.


SEGERA RETREAT

The ultimate in luxury, Segera Retreat has six villas, each one steeped in safari tradition and oozing luxury. The 200-sq-km ranch was purchased in 2002 by a German who decided to turn the farm into a mix of sustainable and luxurious tourism. The retreat is committed to conservation and sustainability, and works with the local community to protect the environment and preserve local culture, while also implementing several initiatives to reduce its environmental impact, including solar power, water recyclers and growing its own organic vegetables. These vegetables are then incorporated into Segera’s gourmet food, which is second to none in Laikipia. Each lodge has a private deck and outdoor shower, and there is a communal swimming pool and spa on the grounds.




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.






Beyond Nanyuki
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Tear yourself away from Nanyuki and explore the rest of the Laikipia Plateau, the font of conservation in Kenya.


The Laikipia Plateau is set against the backdrop of Mt Kenya and the wildlife density here is second only to that of the Masai Mara. The area is also steeped in history, and various indigenous communities, namely the Samburu, Kikuyu and the Maasai, historically inhabited the area. However, many British colonialists settled here, establishing large ranges and displacing many of the indigenous people. After independence, the government implemented land-reform programs to return the land to the communities. A major reason for their success was the conservation efforts of the private conservancies, which are now owned by the original inhabitants, with revenue from luxury lodges and safari tours used to fund community and conservation initiatives.
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TOP TIP

If you’re driving, make sure you have a 4WD with high clearance, as most of the private conservancies are unreachable without one.




TOP REASONS TO VISIT IL NGWESI

John Gikaru, manager of the Il Ngwesi Eco-Lodge, shares the benefits of a visit to the Il Ngwesi Conservancy.

Learning about Masaai culture

It’s amazing to see guests learn more about our culture and history, particularly when having an actual Masaai explain our different ceremonies and histories.

Conserving nature

The conservancy teaches the community to learn to live with animals, and also makes sure guests get to experience everything the land has to offer.

Uplifting the community

All staff are from the local area and 60% of the funds received go back into the community to pay for education and build water tanks and hospitals, which help the roughly 5000 inhabitants in the villages around the conservancy.



Community-Owned Il Ngwesi Conservancy

CONSERVATION, COMMUNITY AND CULTURE

Set on 164 sq km of pristine nature next to the Lewa Wildlife Conservancy, Il Ngwesi is a community-owned project started in 1996. The conservancy was set up as a corridor for elephants to travel from Samburu National Reserve and other northern parks through Il Ngwesi to Lewa and down to the forests of Mt Kenya. There is only one place to stay here: the Il Ngwesi Eco-Lodge.

The lodge is naturally set in its surroundings and you won’t realise you’re close to arriving until you are actually here. All six cabins are open to the air, so there are no doors to shut. Despite this, privacy pervades and you won’t know there are people nearby as you gaze out on the valley below the Maroroi mountains. Elephants, giraffes and zebras are plentiful; most of the carnivores, however, stay in Lewa where there is more easy prey. This is not a disadvantage and instead allows for morning or evening hikes with the guides to learn about the indigenous flora and fauna as well as the history of this magical place. In addition to day hikes and wildlife watching, be sure to visit the Lewa rhino sanctuary, a 5-sq-km enclosure with a male and female white rhino. The staff can organise visits to a local village where they’ll explain more about the history and culture of the Il Ngwesi – the ‘people for wildlife’.
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WHERE TO STAY IN THE LEWA WILDLIFE CONSERVANCY

Lewa Safari Camp

In the northwest corner, with big safari tents. Large wildlife is kept out so you can walk around freely. $$

Kifaru

These all-inclusive bandas are the height of luxury, and have views of the plains. $$$

Lewa Wilderness

There are nine classic, safari-style cottages here, run by the Craig family who own the conservancy. $$$

Amazing Sightings at the Lewa Wildlife Conservancy

GET UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL

Although technically not part of Laikipia, the Lewa Wildlife Conservancy is still very much part of Laikipia’s conservation story. A vast region of open savannah grasslands, it was here that the conservancy idea was pioneered, and Lewa remains a leader in all aspects, such as the protection of wildlife and community engagement, which define the private conservancies of Laikipia.

Lewa is also one of the premier wildlife-watching places anywhere in Kenya, with almost guaranteed Big Five sightings, without a circus of minibuses. To enter the park you must be staying at one of the accommodation options, which decreases the number of visitors drastically, and also increases the reasons you must go. Your other option is to stay at one of the adjoining conservancies, such as Il Ngwesi Eco-Lodge, and fly in, using Lewa’s airstrip. Expect amazing sightings of the more than 70 mammals that make Lewa their home.

For those that think they might not ever be able to afford to stay here, another option is the Lewa Safari Marathon, held in June, in which participants share the course with lions, elephants and hyenas. Precautions are taken to ensure no runner is seen as prey, but nonetheless the course is notoriously challenging. The route includes dirt roads, river banks and acacia woodlands, as well as some of the most scenic views a marathon could have.
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CONSERVATION AT LEWA

At last count, Lewa was home to 255 rhinos. In 2014 the fence that separated Lewa from the 142-sq-km Borana Conservancy to the west was torn down, effectively increasing the size of Lewa’s 251-sq-km rhino sanctuary by 25%. Rhinos aside, Lewa’s conservation effort has been astounding, and 20% of the world’s Grevy’s zebras call the reserve home. Central to the Lewa model is a serious commitment to community development, fuelled by a recognition that local people are far more likely to protect wildlife if they have a stake (financial or otherwise) in its survival. In 2013 the Lewa Wildlife Conservancy was inscribed on Unesco’s World Heritage list as an extension to the existing Mt Kenya National Park/Natural Forest site.



Sustainability at the Lekurruki Community Conservancy

AN AFFORDABLE CONSERVANCY

The Lekurruki Community Conservancy is next to Il Ngwesi and covers more than 120 sq km of wilderness. Like Il Ngwesi, it is managed by the local community, in this case the Mukogodo Maasai. The conservancy was established in 2003 in response to the conflicts between the various communities and wildlife in the area, which were mainly caused by attacks against the communities’ livestock, which then resulted in the killing of the wild animals.

Lekurruki is also a major part of Kenya’s carbon-credit projects and the conservancy employs rotational grazing practices to allow grass to regenerate in the conservancy, helping to store carbon in the soil. You’ll see the circle patches of green grass growing in random sections throughout the conservancy. This project has helped to bring in millions of dollars for additional conservation projects around the country, including the airstrip and upgrades to the Tassia Lodge in the Lekurruki conservancy.

The conservancy also works to educate the local villages and uses tourism to raise money for this purpose. Lekurruki is still less visited than its neighbour, Il Ngwesi, but this is part of its charm, and it also makes it a much more affordable experience for those wanting the private-conservancy experience without incurring the large cost.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT AROUND NGARE NDARE FOREST RESERVE

Elephant Corridor Resort

The best budget option and one of the nicest places in the area; large rooms and a good restaurant. $

Regency Mount Kenya View Hotel

Just outside the forest. Clean rooms, a big pool area and great forest views. $$

Entrecôte Kisima

Shisha nyama (meat cooked over coals) and pizza outdoors on the highway just south of the forest entrance. $


TASSIA LODGE

Located on a large hill in Lekurruki Community Conservancy, Tassia has all the trappings of a luxury lodge – open-air huts, a pool and wifi – but without the big price tag. While there’s the option for total luxury with full-board accommodation, for those on a budget there’s the self-catering option, where you bring all of your own food and can still give it to the chef to make your meals for you.

Take advantage of the activities here, in particular the cave walk, where guides show you where Maasai lived off the land, and how to make fire with just two sticks – a sure pleaser for children. Kids will also enjoy the Maasai ‘Olympics’, where they can throw spears and participate in feats of strength against the Maasai guides.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON THE WAY TO IL NGWESI & LEKURRUKI

Isiolo High Class Highway Lodge

Hotel near the turnoff to Il Ngwesi and Lekurruki, with cheap, clean rooms. $

Farm City Park Lounge

This outdoor restaurant and lounge has acceptable food and cold beer. It’s just outside the Lewa gate. $

Chulumini Mart

At the petrol station before the turnoff in Isiolo: the last food stop if you’re self-catering at conservancy lodges. $

Hiking in the Ngare Ndare Forest Reserve

A TOP SECRET IN LAIKIPIA

For a long time, Ngare Ndare forest was a locals-only area, but this is changing as travellers start to share photos of lush forest, azure waterfalls and up-close animal encounters on their social media. And, indeed, Ngare Ndare Forest Reserve should be on everybody’s bucket list when visiting this area.

The forest makes up a vital part of the elephant corridor between the Lewa Wildlife Conservancy and Mt Kenya National Park and, to sustain this, the Ngare Ndare Forest Trust was started to conserve the forest, as well as to bring benefits to local communities. You will need a guide to walk through the forest, which not only has abundant birdlife but also the Big Five animals. You’re unlikely to run into any lions or leopards, but elephants are a big risk when hiking, so it’s best not to walk around unprotected.

The hikes are through lush forests with small rivers, and are a great chance to try to spot baboons or colobus monkeys. The hikes all end up at the same place: one of the six natural water falls and the blue pools. Be warned that if you visit during the rainy season, the waterfall may be more impressive but the waters will definitely not be blue. The same goes if it is a very busy day – the sand will rise to the surface, muddling the azure colour. Regardless, the water is clean and, while cold, is a great way to cool off after the hike. Most guides will take you to the highest waterfall (which is roughly 10m tall), but it gets very busy during the weekend and holidays; instead you can ask to be taken to ‘the source’, which is a detour of about 15 minutes and is less visited.


NGARE NDARE FOREST TRUST

The Ngare Ndare Forest Trust was formed in 2004 to increase awareness of the importance of conserving the Ngare Ndare Forest. It has since implemented reforestation, education and community empowerment programs. Its community-run beekeeping program provided an alternative source of income while also aiding the forest’s biodiversity. Its greatest achievement, however, was the construction of the Ngare Ndare Forest Canopy Walkway, a 450m-long bridge suspended 30m above the ground that gives a bird’s-eye view of the forest and wildlife. Book a guided nature walk through the Ngare Ndare Forest Trust. You must pay by M-Pesa.




Getting Around

There are boda-bodas that can take you to the various attractions and restaurants if you did not arrive in a car, though it can be tough to organise a return trip to Nanyuki (or wherever you are staying). The lodges will offer transport between their conservancies and Nanyuki or a nearby village for a hefty fee.

The best way to truly experience as much of this amazing region as possible is to have your own wheels. You’ll need a 4WD with high clearance to visit any of the conservancies or places such as the Ngare Ndare Forest, although you won’t need one if you’re just sticking to the main roads around Nanyuki.





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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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Aberdare National Park

SIGHTS

2 Baden Powell Historical Gardens

3 Sangare Conservancy

4 Solio Game Reserve




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.



A Visit to Nyeri

SCOUTS AND THE SANGARE CONSERVANCY

Nyeri played a crucial role in Kenya’s struggle for independence and is the birthplace of Dedan Kimathi, one of the prominent leaders of the Mau Mau. But despite this history, it is more of a transit city than a destination. However, it can be a great hub from which to explore the Aberdare National Park or Mt Kenya.

For those who are interested in the Scouts, the Baden Powell Historical Gardens are a must-see in Nyeri. Probably one of the nicest areas in the city, the gardens have a small information centre covering the history of the Scouts in Kenya, as well as a gift shop where you can buy Scouts memorabilia. There are also on-site guides who can give you more information and show you the resting place of Lord Baden-Powell, the founder of the Scouts movement.

Nyeri is a good staging point for the Aberdare National Park or to visit the Sangare Conservancy, located 20km north of Nyeri. The Sangare Conservancy is a 16-sq-km private conservancy neighbouring the Solio Game Reserve and Borana Conservancy. There are likely to be elephants, as well as reticulated giraffes, zebras and other wildlife, but the real attraction for visiting is the Amboni River Valley, which is covered in forest life and is an excellent spot for fishing. There is luxury tented accommodation located next to the river, as well as camping in another part of the conservancy, next to a dam. Guides are also available to take you on several hikes, which is an added bonus not available in most other conservancies.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND NYERI

White Rhino Hotel

One of the nicest spots to stay in Nyeri, with a large green garden and clean rooms. $$

Aberdares Country Club

This posh place has amazing views of the Aberdare region’s rolling and fertile hills. $$$

Sandai Farm

Located outside of Nyeri, this peaceful farm is a great escape for those wanting a more personal stay. $$

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 then 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.


NYERI’S FAMOUS SCOUTMASTER

Lord Baden-Powell, the founder of the global Scouts movement, has a significant connection with Nyeri. In the early 1900s he visited the area and fell in love with its breathtaking landscapes and vibrant culture. Inspired by the beauty of the region, he decided to establish his final home, Paxtu, in Nyeri. This charming cottage, overlooking the magnificent Mt Kenya, became his sanctuary until his death in 1941. Today, Paxtu serves as a memorial museum, preserving Baden-Powell’s legacy and offering insights into his extraordinary life. Nyeri proudly embraces its association with this visionary figure. The town’s rich history, intertwined with Baden Powell’s presence, makes Nyeri a captivating destination for those seeking adventure and inspiration.




Getting Around

You’ll need a good 4WD to get around Aberdare National Park, though a standard 2WD will suffice, as most hotels offer transport to the hotels inside the park.





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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DON’T MISS

Karura Falls Lookout

The Ark

Ol Donyo Lesatima

Trout fishing

Table Mountain Trail hike

Mau Mau Caves

Mt Kinangop

Elephant Hill



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.

Wildlife Watching

Aberdare’s wildlife viewing is different compared with 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.

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.

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.


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.




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 water 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 to have a range of clothes for varying conditions.








Beyond Aberdare
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The region around Aberdare is often overlooked by travellers, but this valley of hippos, rivers and waterfalls holds charms and experiences worth exploring.


This area straddles the western and northernmost borders of Laikipia. As it’s close to Nairobi, you’ll find more locals travelling around here compared with the hordes of foreigners you may find in the more well-known parts of Kenya. This means it’s a great opportunity to meet and speak with Nairobi city-dwellers looking to escape the concrete jungle. The British colonial government established Thomson’s Falls Camp (now known as Nyahururu) in the early 1900s, and this is where most Kenyan travellers end up. This small village has rapidly increased in size due to the benefits of its cool water and close proximity to Aberdare, though tourism has struggled to keep up with the neighbouring villages and towns on the eastern side of Aberdare.
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TOP TIP

Save money by swapping a 4WD for a more budget-friendly 2WD – the roads here are quite good and it’s rare to have to go off-road much.



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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THE BLUE POST HOTEL’S HISTORY

Built 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.



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. $


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.



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.

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 MUGIE TRIATHLON

Held yearly in October, the Mugie Triathlon is a fun race intended more to raise funds for conservation than award medals for the fastest athletes. All are welcome to participate in a 500m swim through the Mugie Dam and a 20km bike ride and 5km run along its trails. There is also an option to only participate in two of the legs, and children are also catered for with a mini-triathlon. The fees for the event are all funnelled towards the conservation efforts at Mugie.



Visit the Mugie Conservancy

COMMITTED TO COMMUNITIES AND CONSERVATION

The Mugie Conservancy, around 200 sq km of pristine wilderness, is a remarkable sanctuary nestled to the north of Nyahururu. It is renowned for its conservation efforts and over half of the ranch is given over to the Mugie Sanctuary, which is teeming with big cats and antelope. Tourists can enter the conservancy as a day visitor, which is unique for many private conservancies that usually require you to be spending the night at a very expensive and luxurious lodge. However, this is one experience in this area that does require a 4WD to get here, so it may be worth enquiring about transport options, or splurging to stay at Governors’ Mugie House.

Mugie House is spread among nine stone cottages and guests eat meals in the main house, which has an infinity pool in front of a large water hole. Unusually, the conservancy also has a nine-hole golf course – wildlife is separated by a fence, so you don’t have to worry about too many mulligans because of lions or crocodiles! The conservancy also has other accommodation options, including basic camping.
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Getting Around

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.







SOUTHEASTERN KENYA
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SPECTACULAR SAFARIS, VOLCANIC VESTIGES, SAVAGE WILDERNESS


Southeastern Kenya is the pinnacle of your Kenyan safari, boasting the most prestigious and important parks in the country: Tsavo West and Amboseli.
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Southeastern Kenya is arguably the epitome of sensational safari destinations in the country.

Kenya’s original and most monolithic park, Tsavo, spans a gargantuan 21,000 sq km across far-flung wilderness. Split into two national parks, East and West, this alluring landscape is characterised by mystical mountain ranges, extraordinary volcanic vestiges, pure powerful springs and stunning savage wildlife. Historically, Tsavo is no stranger to scandal: devilish folklore from the Kamba tribe, the infamous human-eating lions that killed 135 people during colonial times, and perpetual poaching that nearly eliminated a myriad of wild animals. Today, the Big Five (elephants, lions, buffaloes, leopards and rhinos) are Kenya’s crème de la crème of wildlife. There’s no other region in the country that protects and conserves these endangered species like Southeastern Kenya, with a multitude of wildlife sanctuaries and conservation efforts.

Amboseli is a gigantic national park encompassing 8000 sq km and offering an undisturbed view of Mt Kilimanjaro, Africa’s highest mountain. The ‘Home of African Elephants’ is an apogee of free-grazing large mammals boasting a population of 1600, the highest elephant population in one area. On these wide-ranging plains, the last cultural custodians of the wilderness are found, the Maasai. They are a famous indigenous tribe who practise nomadic pastoralism and have a vibrant warrior culture. You can experience this enigmatic ecosystem from great heights in a hot-air balloon.
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THE MAIN AREAS

AMBOSELI

Hot-air balloons, elephants and majestic Maasai.

TSAVO WEST

Mystical mountain ranges and breathtaking wildlife.



Find Your Way


If you’re in Nairobi, start in Amboseli then head to Tsavo West and finish at Taita Hills Wildlife Sanctuary. If you’re in Mombasa, you can begin your Southeastern Kenya adventure in the south from Taita Hills Wildlife Sanctuary through Tsavo West and finalise your trip in Amboseli.
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Plan Your Time
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Just a Few Days

• If you have three to five days in the region, you can squeeze the best locations into your itinerary. In Amboseli, go for a hot-air balloon safari (pictured) in the morning and visit a Maasai village. On your way out of Amboseli, have a short wildlife drive. Enter Tsavo West National Park from the Chyulu gate and stop by Shetani Lava then visit Roaring Rocks and Ngulia Rhino Sanctuary. The next morning, visit Mzima Springs and Poacher’s Lookout.




Two-Week Tour

• Start in Amboseli and spend four days here. Go for a full-day safari and stop by Observation Hill. Embark on a hot-air balloon safari and visit a Maasai village. Spend 10 days in vast Tsavo. Everyday is a wildlife drive – visit Shetani Lava, Chaimu Crater, Poacher’s Lookout, Mzima Springs, Roaring Rocks and Ngulia Rhino Sanctuary. Go to Taita Hills Wildlife Sanctuary and stay at Salt Lick Lodge.



Seasonal Highlights

MARCH

This is the period of the long rains. It’s quite wet and muddy but you’ll still enjoy a safari.

JUNE

Midyear is high season with an influx of foreign tourists visiting during their summer holidays.

AUGUST

This is the best time to come for safari in Southeastern Kenya because it coincides with the Great Migration in Masai Mara.

DECEMBER

The busiest month and peak of the high season with Jamhuri Day (Independence), Christmas and New Year Holidays.



AMBOSELI
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Amboseli means ‘salty and dusty place’ in Maa, the Maasai’s 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 as well as other wildlife species. 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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SIGHTS

1 Amboseli National Park

2 Amboseli Serena Lodge

3 Enameshera

4 Kilimanjaro Balloon Safaris

5 Observation Hill

6 Sinet Delta




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.




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, however, if you would like a tailored experience, a guide is essential to explain the history of this national park and take you to the best viewing points.

This area is quite humid, so make sure you carry a lot of water while you’re on safari, a hat and a sense of adventure. 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 it later. You can organise a safari from the hotel or use a guide from a tour company.
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KENYA’S WORST DROUGHT IN 40 YEARS

In November 2022, Amboseli experienced rainfall after four failed rainy seasons. The community celebrated but all in vain, as nothing germinated from the ground. This is Kenya’s worst drought in 40 years and has been attributed to climate change. This drastic drought has caused the highest number of animal carcasses recorded in Kenya’s history. According to Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS), the Amboseli ecosystem has lost 6093 wild animals from 20 species, including 3872 wildebeests,1395 zebras, 174 Grant’s gazelles, 131 Thomson’s gazelles, 127 elephants, 93 Masai giraffes, 106 impala and 52 buffalo. In the case of domestic animals, there have been higher deaths in the tens of thousands, which have affected the communities’ subsistence.



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. $


SIGHTS TO SEE IN AMBOSELI

Observation Hill

Once called Poachers Hill, this is the only point where you can see a 360-degree aerial view of the whole park.

Sinet Delta

It’s a premier place for birdwatching, displaying half the bird species in the park. It’s also a great place to see giraffes.

Enameshera

This is a 1158m-high hill in Amboseli. Enameshera is located near the localities of Embaringoi and Empaash ol Tukai Orok.



An Elephant’s Arcadia

HOME OF THE AFRICAN ELEPHANT

Amboseli is known as the home of the African elephant. African elephants are in abundance in Amboseli National Park, and there are safari packages that exclusively focus on the largest land mammal on the planet. If you love elephants, this is the prime place to visit. Photographers and filmmakers pay a premium for exclusive tours during the day or night to capture images and videos of these marvellous creatures up-close for commercial purposes. On safari, you can lay your eyes on large groups of 50 to 100 elephants, which is unheard of anywhere else on the African continent or on the planet.

Amboseli is one of the premium protected areas in the East Africa region. Around 1600 elephants, the largest population of African elephants in Kenya, live in this park and roam freely. These elephants live in a variety of ecosystems, such as the open savannah grasslands, wetlands, lakeshore and woodlands. These diverse environments have created excellent conditions to support abundant wildlife species. Amboseli holds the world record for the largest elephants and the longest elephant tusks.

This national park was once the hotbed of human wildlife conflict and poaching. The Amboseli Elephant Research Project was pioneered in 1972 and involved the local community – it trained members, enabled outreach within the community and created public awareness and advocacy. The Kenyan government has also intervened to create a safe space for African elephants.

You can organise a safari at your hotel or use an external guide from outside the park.
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WHERE TO EAT IN AMBOSELI

Open Terraced Restaurant

Scrumptious food served underneath acacia trees that overlook Mt Kilimanjaro at Kibo Safari Camp. $$$

Main Restaurant

Amboseli Serena Safari Lodge’s restaurant has appetising buffet-style meals. $$$

Camp Restaurant

The main restaurant of Amanya Camp. It serves tasty and wholesome à la carte meals overlooking Mt Kilimanjaro. $


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 peaks. 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. This lake is approximately 10,000 years old and 40m deep.



Blissful Hot-Air Balloon

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 (1.6km/h), 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 red horizon below. It’s a surreal experience to drop down to low altitudes within 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. This is truly a sight and the landing is ever so smooth. 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.

INTERESTING ACTIVITIES IN AMBOSELI

Bush Dinner

Safari bush dinners on the Amboseli plains. 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.

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 majorly 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. This 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 this tribes’ 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 from your trip. 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.


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.
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Scan this QR code to find out more about tree planting.




Getting Around

The only way to sightsee in Amboseli is with a car. There are two options. The most popular is 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 with Amboseli.





TSAVO WEST


[image: jpg]

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 murdered hundreds of workers during the colonial construction of the Kenya–Uganda railway in 1898. This ghastly ordeal was the foundation for the famous 1996 Hollywood film, The Ghost and the Darkness. This park is home to Kenya’s Big Five – lion, elephant, leopard, rhino and buffalo. 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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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mzima Springs

2 Tsavo West National Park

SIGHTS

3 Chaimu Crater & Roaring Rocks

4 Chyulu Hills National Park

5 Lion’s Rock

6 Lumo Wildlife Sanctuary

7 Ngulia Rhino Sanctuary

8 Poacher’s Lookout

9 Shetani Caves

10 Shetani Lava Flows

11 Taita Hills Wildlife Sanctuary

12 Taita Hills WWI Museum

13 Tsavo East National Park

SLEEPING

14 Salt Lick Safari Lodge

15 Sarova Taita Hills Game Lodge




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 and do all the activities. A guide is essential for exploration purposes – don’t venture out on your own.





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 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: leopards, buffaloes, lions, elephants and rhinos. There is also an assortment of herbivores and carnivores, including cheetahs, hyenas, zebras, crocodiles, wildebeests, giraffes, hippos, lesser kudus, gerenuk and so many more. There are also 400 species of birds that call Tsavo West their home, including the basra reed warbler, corncrake, secretary bird and many others. This park is a home to both predators and prey and is an unforgiving habitat where the weakest link gets eliminated in life’s most bona fide and brutal cycle.

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 some insect repellent, water, a 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 safe inside the confines of your vehicle, but 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 a visitor in their environment. They won’t hesitate to consume you for their next meal. Please don’t do anything reckless, tread carefully. Do not litter – keep the environment clean, keep your trash in your vehicle and dispose of it later.


KIBWEZI AGRO LTD
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Mutheu Kithuma is the founder and managing director of Kibwezi Agro Ltd (@kibwezi.agro), Kenya’s largest mango farm, located on the bank of Athi River opposite Tsavo East National Park.

Kibwezi Agro Ltd

The 72-hectare farm has over 15,000 trees, exporting 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 Platteau

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.



Shetani’s Obsidian Lava

THE DEVIL’S VOLCANIC IMPRINT

The Shetani lava flow is an obsidian 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. ‘Shetani’ means devil in Kiswahili. Local folklore tells a tale of this eerie environment forming roughly 500 years ago when the Akamba people saw fire ‘erupting’ and ‘flowing’ on the ground – its last eruption was 200 years ago. It is 8km long, 1.6km wide and 5m deep. Locals 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 that can be explored. Bring along a flashlight and a sense of adventure, but make sure to pay attention to the razor-sharp rocks, flora and fauna. There have been sightings of hyenas that dwell within these caves.


FLYING INTO THE SOUTHEAST

Charter planes travel to a number of airstrips from Jomo Kenyatta International Airport and Wilson Airport throughout the year: Kamboyo Airstrip, close to Mtito Andei gate; Kilaguni Airstrip, Tsavo West’s busiest airstrip, on the western side of the national park; Finch Hatton’s Airstrip, on the northwest side of Tsavo West; and Maktau Airstrip, the closest airstrip to Taita Hills Wildlife Sanctuary, on the southwestern side of Tsavo.



WHERE TO STAY IN TSAVO WEST

Finch Hatton’s 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 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. $$$

WHERE TO STAY IN TAITA HILLS WILDLIFE SANCTUARY

Taita Hills Safari Resort & Spa

Midrange stone hotel – one of two hotels in Taita. Home of the WWI museum. $$$

Ngulia Safari Lodge

Pocket-friendly hotel with congenial rooms and a great view of Tsavo West. $$

A Poacher’s Perfect Lookout

LENGTH AND BREADTH OF TSAVO

Positioned perfectly at the peak of a high hill lies the pinnacle of Tsavo West’s panoramic views, a lookout positioned 852m above sea level. This vantage point got its name during colonial times when big-wildlife hunters used to kill wild animals for sport in the national park. Due to excessive poaching and the dwindling number of wildlife species, elephant hunting was criminalised in 1973 and poaching of all wildlife without a permit was made illegal in Kenya the same year. However, the reminders of this painful practice still echo in the name of such a place and through continued illegal poaching activities in the present day.

It’s not all gloom and doom because this location is the best place to observe this semi-arid savannah. It’s far reaching 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. It was used by big wildlife hunters like Finch Hatton during British colonial times to spot their next catch, which were perceived to be ‘trophies’ back in the day.

To get the best experience from this location, make sure you carry a camera to take some great shots. Bring some binoculars to spot the wild animals below. There’s a small enclosed shelter without any toilets. If you like, you can organise breakfast, lunch or dinner at this lookout to savour the moment.

Mighty Mzima Springs

FOUR SPRINGS IN ONE

Mzima means ‘life’ in Kiswahili. This is a series of four natural springs in Tsavo West National Park located 48km away from Mtito Andei. These 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 a capacity to hold 50 million gallons of crystal-clear water. Natural filtration creates Mzima’s colourless stream that 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 (elephants, lions, buffaloes, rhinos and leopards) 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 thatruns 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. This is a serene spring with spectacular sights – it is surrounded by stunning savannah with raffia palms and acacia trees, and it is inhabited by hippos and Nile crocodiles.

This is a watering hole for a plethora of wildlife and bird species. It 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 ‘Survival Special’ episode that featured the springs in 2003 called Mzima: Haunt of the Riverhorse, which covered hippo infanticide.
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THE GHOST & THE DARKNESS

In 1898, the British colonial government commissioned an ambitious project to build the Kenya–Uganda railway. Lieutenant-Colonel John Henry Patterson was assigned to lead this project. Two maneless male lions were stalking, hunting and killing workers, and so construction stopped for several months. From March to December 1898, approximately 135 people were killed. Eventually Patterson killed the animals and completed the railway in February 1899. In 1907, he authored 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 was the 1996 Hollywood film, The Ghost and The Darkness.



WHERE TO EAT IN TSAVO WEST

Al Fresco

Eat in the wild at Finch Hatton’s. Bush breakfast in the savannah or intimate dinner illuminated by the stars. $$$

Bush Dining

Candlelit three-course dinner by a campfire; entertainment by Maasai morans (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 28,000 acres of land inhabited by a wide spectrum of wildlife and bird species.

Lumo Wildlife Sanctuary

Established in 2001, it was delineated in 2009 by local tribes with a long-lasting 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.



Lion’s Pride Rock

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 the dusty road and approach a massive rock structure that’s raised high above the ground. It has a muddy brown colour, contrasting with the surrounding savannah. Your guide or driver can take your 4WD up this 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 at this site because 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 in 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 surrounding areas like to congregate on this rock at any time of day.
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WHERE TO EAT IN TAITA HILLS WILDLIFE SANCTUARY

Bura Restaurant

Salt Lick Lodge’s main restaurant overlooks the watering hole where you can glimpse wildlife. $$$

Chala Restaurant

Taita Hills Resort & Spa restaurant serves diverse cuisines including African, Asian and European. $$

Ngulia Restaurant

This open-air restaurant serves buffet meals while guests enjoy waterfalls brimming with wildlife. $


TREKKING THROUGH TSAVO’S SAVANNAH

Roaring Rocks

This is a dangerous and possibly deadly nature trail for the adrenaline junkie. Keep your guard up and climb up to the top of these arduous rocks for a chance to set your sights on the Ngulia Wildlife Sanctuary.

Mzima Springs

There’s a natural trail that 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 observe hippos and crocodiles in their natural habitat.



Revered Roaring Rocks

RISKY ROCK CLIMBING

If you’re up for a more physical experience in Tsavo West National Park, 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 Lion King, where Mufasa holds up Simba to his kingdom.

This climb can take 15 minutes to one hour depending on your aptitude. Be sure to watch your step. This can be a precarious climb, so watch 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 in high altitudes 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 Shetani Lava and the lusciously green Chyulu Hills in the horizon.

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.


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 movie. Hatton lived his life in opulence and enjoyed exploring the Kenyan bush. In his untimely death in 1931, Hatton’s plane crashed and burst into flames at Voi Airport, also killing his servant, Kamau. Finch Hatton’s is a secluded and luxurious camp in Tsavo West National Park that’s dedicated to his memory. Opened in 1993, this exclusive hotel is the crossroad of legend and luxury on 35km of wilderness. It’s acclaimed as a pioneer of luxury tented camping.



Chaimu’s Treacherous Crater

PREDATOR PREVALENT SLIPPERY SLOPE

‘Chaimu’ means devil in Kikamba, the language spoken by the Kamba tribe, an indigenous tribe that lives in Eastern Kenya. Chaimu Crater means the ‘devil’s crater’, and it’s 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 like a needle in a haystack because its black rocks and sporadic green shrubs contrast brightly against the savannah. If you choose to climb this hill, make sure you have a guide. 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 Kenya Wildlife Service (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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WHERE TO HAVE A DRINK IN THE BUSH

Finch Hatton’s 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.

Replenishing Kenya’s Rhinos

RESTORING BLACK-RHINO POPULATIONS

Historically, black rhinos have been found in Tsavo in higher densities than anywhere else in the world. In 1940 there were approximately 20,000 black rhinos within the Tsavo Conservation Area (TCA). Due to prevalent poaching, the black-rhino population shrunk to 20 in 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 imprints in Kenya. This sanctuary was named after the Ngulia indigenous community, a subtribe of the greater Kamba tribe who live in Eastern Kenya. Currently, Tsavo West National Park is the home of 18% of Kenya’s black rhinos.

You can stay within this sanctuary for one to two days with a maximum capacity of six people. Rhino observation is the main activity, so carry some binoculars and night-vision goggles. There’s a 6x6 rhino viewing platform elevated 10ft off the ground. There are no beds, only a toilet, shower and wash basin. You can watch a multitude of wildlife congregate around a watering hole, including rhinos, leopards, elephants, wild dogs and bird species, during the day and night.

If you want to make the most out of your safari, it’s recommended you visit rhinos whenever you’re able to because they are critically endangered. In 1970 the global rhino population dropped drastically to 70,000 and today only 27,000 have been 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.


ALLURING LAVA LOCATIONS

Shetani Lava Flow

One of the first sights you’ll encounter 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 Volcanic 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 deadly – beware of dangerous snakes and wildlife that lurk around.



WHERE TO HAVE A SUNDOWNER IN THE BUSH

Poacher’s Lookout

Perfectly positioned at high altitude 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 Lodge

While you’re elevated high above a watering hole, 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 Conservancy Area (TCA), alongside the Kenya Wildlife Service, local communities and individual conservation projects. The TCA covers 42,000 sq km of wilderness, including the Tsavo West, East and Chyulu Hills national parks, amounting to 49% of Kenya’s national parks. This is Kenya’s main wildlife area. 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 their efforts into four programs, including community conservancy, wildlife conservation, animal welfare and conservation partnerships.



Kenya’s Little-Known WWI Involvement

RECOUNTING WWI REMNANTS

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 WWI. In a quiet corner of the Sarova Taita Hills Game Lodge within the Taita Hills Wildlife Sanctuary, the small Taita Hills WWI Museum pays tribute to African, Indian and European efforts. WWI was fought in Kenya from 1914–16, coming to a ceasefire before the war ended in 1918.

If you’re in the area, stop by the lodge for a lunch break. Afterwards, go for a casual stroll in the hotel lobby where a small (free) exhibit dedicated to WWI will help you learn about the Kenyan colony’s contribution to this war. 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.

This is a tragic tale of African soldiers who were slaves to British colonialists. Poorly trained and ill-equipped porters and soldiers were expected to provide ground support in a treacherous environment rampant with wildlife, tropical diseases, heat, malnutrition and dehydration. After returning home 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, to oppose British colonial rule and eventually gain the country’s independence in 1963. You can walk in the footsteps of these mistreated men by undertaking battlefield excursions in this area. You can arrange these battlefield excursions from the museum.

[image: jpg]

Salt Lick Safari Lodge | PRZEMOLEC/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WHERE TO HAVE A SOPHISTICATED SPA

Afya Bora Spa

Afya bora means ‘good health’ in Kiswahili. This spa is found in Salt Lick Safari Lodge.

Tsavo River Hippo Lodge Spa

This is a midrange spa that has a variety of rejuvenating and relaxing spa packages.

Taita Hills Resort & Spa

This hotel has an exclusive high-end spa located in Taita Hills Resort & Spa.

Taita Rocks

Budget-friendly Tsavo hotel with comfortable amenities, sizeable rooms and stunning views of the savannah. $

Exotic Huts at Elevated Heights

SLEEPING ON STILTED HUTS

This is arguably one of the most unique places to visit in southeastern Kenya because it’s both a hotel and a tourist attraction. For 60 years, Salt Lick Safari Lodge has been considered a momentous flagship hotel, famous for being one of the most photographed lodges in the world. This is a luxurious safari getaway unlike any other; circular concrete huts are elevated on stilts within the core of Taita Hills Wildlife Sanctuary, overlooking a popular watering hole among wildlife, and perfectly positioned to gaze at Tsavo West’s vast horizon.

If you would like to immerse yourself in a special sojourn in Tsavo, this is the most ideal place for you. You’ll sleep inside a luxurious room, one of four, in a massive hut that’s clustered together in several groups of four huts that are each interconnected with adjacent bridges. You’ll wake up to the pleasant sounds of wild animals congregating to drink water and the tranquil ambience of the wild. It’s an exhilarating feeling to be so immersed in the wilderness. The meals are exceptional and there’s an incredible view.

This one-of-a-kind lodge was built in 1973 and is a feat of architectural engineering. Charming Salt Lick Safari Lodge has had minimal renovations. You can enjoy observing wild animals from above and below – from an elevated height in the huts themselves and from underground in a cave.


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 as shelter by soldiers in WWI.

Crater Fort

Reenact a patrol position at the opening of the crater.




Getting Around

To sightsee here, you need a car. There are three options. Get a rental car and explore Tsavo West National Park on your own. Pay your hotel for a pick-up and drop-off service where they collect you from the SGR (standard gauge railway) from Nairobi or Mombasa and you rent their Land Cruisers for wildlife drives. Or 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. Either begin at 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 are in Mombasa, begin with Taita Wildlife Conservancy.







MOMBASA & THE SOUTH COAST
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PARADISE AND MEMORY


Historical relics, sacred forests and pristine beaches: Mombasa and the South Coast are home to marvels of unparalleled range.
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When the Portuguese arrived in Mombasa in 1593 and erected Fort Jesus, they found a coastal civilisation already abundant with the spoils of a slave, spice and ivory trade that dated back centuries prior to the Europeans’ arrival. Remnants of the ancient Arab-Swahili towns that inhabited this region nearly a millennium ago can be found all along these shores: impressive, enduring edifices constructed from coral that have withstood the test of time even amid the volatility of conquest and a hungry sea. Here, on a terrain punctuated by multi-century-old baobabs that testify to the posterity of life that has been lived along this coast, memory reincarnates. Cardamom and tamarind, porcelain and copper, coral and clay; the textures and relics of the South Coast evoke legacies of exchange that long predate colonialism – a testimony of encounters with everywhere from China and India, to Persia and Madagascar.

For millennia, Mombasa has been a nexus sculpted by the comings and goings of wanderers – some ushered here by monsoon winds in pursuit of trade, and others beckoned by beauty in pursuit of leisure. On this coast, the sea imbues a promise of its own limitlessness and paradise tempts hedonism out of hiding. In plain sight, this dance asserts itself inherently as culture and commerce compete for prominence upon landscapes whose splendor is uncontested. Powdery white sand and turquoise waters, intoxicatingly warm, attract thousands of visitors here each year; but it is the subtle magnetism of history that makes the South Coast a treasure to experience.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MOMBASA

Ancient landmarks on an island-city.

DIANI

Crystal beaches and spirited forests.

SHIMONI

Cerulean waters and slavery’s skeletons.



Find Your Way


Mombasa is Kenya’s second-largest city, and the hubs along the 100km stretch of coastline that separate it from Tanzania are home to not only Kenya’s most pristine beaches, but also to a collection of historical treasure troves.



[image: jpg]

Plan Your Days


Walk around Old Town, drive around Mombasa, then head by car further south to Diani and explore the villages along the coast.
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A Quick Trip

• If you only happen to have a day or two to spare in Mombasa, get an early start to your day with a tour of Fort Jesus for a crash course on the various nations who have left their fingerprint on this coral island.

• After grabbing lunch at Forodhani Restaurant, continue onwards with a walking tour around Old Town.

• Even though it’s a bustling city, Mombasa’s beaches are not to be missed. Head across the bridge to Hotel English Point Beach for a crisp swim before catching a sunset dhow ride through Tudor Creek.




A Long Weekend

• Once you’ve got a taste of what Mombasa’s Old Town has to offer, make your way up to Jumba La Mtwana in Mtwapa, to see the one-of-a-kind beachfront ruins of a 14th-century Swahili town and enjoy dinner and drinks at the floating Moorings Restaurant.

• With Diani as your base for the second half of your long weekend, pay a visit to Kaya Kinondo Forest to learn about the Mijikenda people who call this land home, before exploring the range of excursions offered on Diani Beach – from snorkelling to kitesurfing or even a camel ride if you’re feeling adventurous.




A Week or More to Spare

• Don’t be surprised if you plan for a week in South Coast and end up staying for three. With more time to explore, rent a car or hire a driver and head south of Diani to check out some eco-tourism projects that support the communities who call South Coast home. The Gazi Women’s Boardwalk and the Wasini Coral Boardwalk are worth visiting for a glimpse into the area’s community-run initiatives.

• After a day swimming with dolphins in Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park, spend some time in Shimoni and take a tour of the Slave Caves to deepen your understanding of this region’s long and complex history.



Seasonal Highlights

December and January are the hottest months in South Coast, while April through June are the height of the rainy season.

JANUARY

The summer heat makes this an ideal time to visit the coast – but be sure to account for high peak-season accommodation rates.
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MARCH

With its strong and consistent winds, March boasts prime kitesurfing weather.
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MAY

The height of the rainy season, hotels and resorts are cheapest during the month of May.
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JULY

Humpback whales begin to migrate, making this a great time to visit Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park.
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SEPTEMBER

Indulge in some sunbathing under September’s generous-yet-gentle springtime rays.
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NOVEMBER

Immerse yourself in the coast’s melting pot of culture at the annual Mombasa Carnival.
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DECEMBER

Peak season is in full swing, as international tourists and families from across the country flock to the coast for the holidays.
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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 conquistadores who first encountered Mombasa in the 15th century wrote of the opulence of the Arab-Swahili civilisation on this island, describing wealthy traders who wore clothes of golden silk and lived in multi-storey 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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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Fort Jesus

2 Jumba La Mtwana

SIGHTS

3 Haller Park

4 Hotel English Point Beach

5 Mombasa Marine Park

6 Old Port

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 Mombasa Dhow

8 Tudor Creek

EATING

9 Char-Choma Grill

10 Tamarind Restaurant




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 more fully.



Mombasa Marine 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. Gazetted in 1986, Mombasa Marine 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 Kenya Wildlife Services (KWS) office in Bamburi. From there, the rangers will assist you with transport to the boat departure point near Yul’s Restaurant. During low tide, the walk there is around five minutes; but during high tide, the boats pick up passengers directly from the beachfront.

Located between the Mtwapa and Tudor Creeks, 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 sand-bank to give participants 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. Nearby Char-Choma Grill makes for a perfect lunch spot after the half-day excursion to the marine park.
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BEST SWAHILI EATERIES

Tarboush

A favourite among locals with the best shawarma 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. $$$



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. $$$



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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DON’T MISS

Fort Jesus Museum

Passage of the Arches

Gun Platform

Captain’s House

Omani House

Mazrui Hall

Church

Portuguese Wall Paintings



The Fort’s Layout

Fort Jesus, designed by Italian architect Giovanni Battista Cairati, is said to resemble the body of a human being as it features four wings that surround a main courtyard. The body’s ‘arms’ and ‘legs’ correspond to one of four bastions: Sao Mateus, Sao Filipe, Sao Alberto and Sao Matias.

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, 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 upon the Sultan’s request 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 Takwa and Gede.

Conquest’s Nuance

In 1699, following a 33-month-long siege, the Portuguese lost control of Fort Jesus as 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 of 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 century. The hall features a baraza, or sitting area, where Mombasa’s rulers would gather to discuss and resolve the island’s political matters.

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, slaves 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 the spirits of all of the people who passed through this chilling corridor.


Turkey & Fort Jesus

In 1585, a Turkish privateer campaigned to establish a Turkish presence in the Swahili Coast and even began construction on a small fort in Mombasa. This 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.




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 there.

• Look for the local guides who are part of the vetted community organisation. Ask for Bakari Makame or Bishamba Juma.

• There isn’t much shade in the fort so arrive early to dodge the harsh midday sun.





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, this quarry began to severely deplete the ecological landscape of its environs 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 loop as visitors wait for their guided walking tours to begin. Guided tours around the park 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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MOMBASA’S ART SCENE
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Suhaila Abu is a 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.



WHERE TO HAVE A NIGHT OUT IN MOMBASA

Moonshine Beach Bar

The Reef Hotel’s in-house beachfront club has a lively program of DJs and live music acts.

10 Street

This trendy bar and restaurant right behind Nyali Mall is open 24/7 and makes the best lemon and mint drink in town.

Tapas Cielo

With lively weekend programming and Monday-night karaoke, this is one of Mombasa’s hottest venues.



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 left their fingerprints on this coral island-city. The magnetic nexus of Old Town, 1 Fort Jesus is the perfect starting point. 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 St 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, 5 Yusufi Antiques is an impressively stocked shop that sells everything from vintage postcards to indigenous wooden headrests and 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. In 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 Dhow

SAILING THROUGH TUDOR CREEK

Mombasa, much like Nairobi, is a sprawling city whose most spectacular views are fortressed behind gates. A dhow ride along Tudor Creek serves as a reminder that Mombasa isn’t just a coastal city – it is an island in and of itself. It is impossible to grasp the scale and timelines of Mombasa without a sunset dhow tour along the harbour. For nearly a millennia, immaculately constructed dhows have traversed this water – the sense of history and overlapping timelines are unmistakable as Jet Skis zoom past you in the creek. At its peak, there were over 200 dhows coming in and out of Tudor Creek, docking at the Old Port. After walking around Old Town and getting a glimpse of the land-side skeletons of Mombasa’s formidable legacy of migration and exchange, a dhow ride completes the picture of how this coral-island has been touched by the fingerprints of time.

Tamarind Restaurant offers lunch and dinner cruises on its massive 75-seater dhow. However, it can be difficult to lock in a reservation because the restaurant’s dhow only takes sail if it is able to secure an undisclosed minimum group ride. Mombasa Dhow is an up-and-coming sunset tour provider whose three dhows, exquisitely decorated with colourful flowers, operate consistently on a daily basis. The company’s owner can also arrange longer dhow rides between Mombasa and other cities along the coast upon request.

The sailing trips depart from Hotel English Point Beach, a stunning bay located just opposite the water from Fort Jesus. With some of the clearest waters a short distance from the Old Town, it’s worth coming a bit earlier than your dhow’s departure time to enjoy the liveliness of this tucked-away gem.


DHOWS

Dhows, large wooden sailing vessels, have been shipping cargo and passengers between the Gulf, Swahili Coast and Asia for over two thousand years. Powered by the monsoon winds that redirect the Indian Ocean’s currents, these remarkable vessels are the technology to which Mombasa owes its cosmopolitanism. Originally, they were constructed from entirely organic materials: wood that was sewn together and ropes made from coconut husks. Aside from the addition of metal nails, their overall design has hardly changed in the two millennia since their inception.




Getting Around

The express SGR train to Mombasa from Nairobi is 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 into 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.






Beyond Mombasa
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Far from a tourist hub despite its proximity to Mombasa, Mtwapa radiates with historical, natural and cultural charm.


Separated from Mombasa Island by the Mtwapa Creek, the bustling town of Mtwapa bears the vibrance of a neighbourhood whose local culture is yet to be extinguished by an onslaught of tourism. Its colourful main streets double as a marketplace – vending practically everything but souvenirs – and pulse with a formidable rhythm. Around a 40-minute drive north of Mombasa town along the Mombasa–Malindi road, Mtwapa technically marks the beginning of Kilifi County. That being said, with its proximity to Nyali and Shanzu suburbs, the town feels more like a charismatic sibling to Mombasa than a separate entity altogether. With ancient ruins and stunning beaches that rival its neighbours, Mtwapa is a hidden treasure.
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TOP TIP

The traffic in Mtwapa gets hectic and the roads can be difficult to navigate, so sticking with a local driver is advisable.





TOP SIGHT
Jumba La Mtwana


There are very few places on earth where you can marvel at a white-sand beach with warm turquoise water at the footsteps of a 14th-century mosque – and Jumba La Mtwana is one of them. Around 40 minutes north of Mombasa’s Central Business District by car, Jumba La Mtwana is a woefully underrated archaeological gem and a definite must-see.
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Scan the QR code to find out more about Jumba La Mtwana.
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DON’T MISS

Mosque on the Beach

House of Cylinders

House of the Kitchen

House of Many Doors

Tomb with Inscription

Slave Market

Baobabs



Timelines

Jumba La Mtwana, which translates to ‘House of the Slaves’, is a spectacular ancient ruin quite unlike any other in Mombasa. Significantly smaller in scale than Gedi further north in Kilifi County, and Takwa in the Lamu Archipelago, what Jumba lacks in size, it makes up for in location. Even Fort Jesus pales in comparison to the antiquity palpable at Jumba, which was pottery-dated as having been inhabited between the 14th and 16th centuries, and appeared on Portuguese maps frequently from the 16th century onwards.

Getting Around

Guides are available right at the entrance. While a guided tour of Jumba La Mtwana offers meaningful context to each of the site’s buildings, the premises also feature a handful of benches which allow for time spent soaking in the site’s potent antiquity in a more meditative way. Walking around without a tour guide is eerie but illuminating – with no noise save the chirping of birds and the sound of waves crashing in the distance, the ear becomes suddenly attuned to the potential whispers of ghosts.

Ancient Technology

While on the tour, pay special attention to the awe-inspiring examples of ancient innovation. Throughout Jumba la Mtwana, there is evidence of technologies ranging from a clay-constructed ‘refrigerator’, to a two-tunnel cooling system that directed airflow to help maintain the temperature. This particular home gets its name from a centuries-old clay pot that was discovered in one of its rooms, alongside a 10m-deep well (which has long since run dry).

Mosque by the Sea

Less than 10m from the shore is this mesmerising mosque whose name is self-evident. Ornately constructed, this beachfront mosque, also known as the Great Mosque, is under siege by the forces of nature. The ruins remain unprotected from the sea – there is no wall that separates the nearly millennia-old coral edifices from the encroaching tides – and parts of the Great Mosque have already been swallowed by saltwater.

Tomb with an Inscription

Marked by a feeble hand-painted wooden sign, this tomb is said to belong to a Sultan whose prominence in the community is inferred from his burial site adjacent to the mosque. Written in Arabic and still vividly legible, the tomb’s inscription reads ‘Every soul shall taste death’. Chilling as it translates, the inscription itself is remarkably beautiful. It is also dated, which has aided researchers in mapping the timeline of this ancient town’s inhabitation.

Slave Market

Wedged between the ancient Mosque by the Sea and the contemporary Monsoons Restaurant is the site where Jumba La Mtwana, ‘House of the Slaves’, derives its name from: the remnants of a millennia-old slave market. With no written records that detail what happened here, or how many people were auctioned, much is left to the imagination.

Baobab Trees

The ruins are anchored by stately baobab trees, the oldest of which is over a millennia in memory. The baobabs’ bulging trunks and thick, entwined roots allude to a soil that remembers what books have failed to retain. The sea has swallowed as much as it has brought to these shores – lineages fractured by bondage, civilisations buried and relics like Jumba La Mtwana excavated from those fissures.


TIPPING THE GUIDES

The guides operate off a tipping system, which can prove a challenge because there is not a set fee for their services. Guides also do not usually suggest a price outright, instead deferring to their guests to decide the amount. Considering how generous guides are with information throughout the visit, and since the entry fee is quite low, a tip of around KSh1000 is recommended.




TOP TIPS

• Jumba La Mtwana receives significantly less visitors than Fort Jesus; if you come during a weekday morning or afternoon, you’ll likely only encounter a handful of other people, and might even have the whole site to yourself.

• People from the surrounding neighbourhood flock to Jumba La Mtwana and its beach for dates and family excursions over the weekend, making this a good time to visit if you want a more communal experience.

• The water is inviting, with currents heated by the generous sun, but be careful walking along the shore – the waves can be strong, and carry with them chunks of rock and broken tree trunks.





Boat Ride on Mtwapa Beach

WHERE MOMBASA AND KILIFI COUNTY MEET

Whereas Jumba La Mtwana sits atop white sands, a 20-minute car ride away are the emerald-green waters of Mtwapa Beach, putting this area’s geography into perspective. Unlike beaches on the Mombasa side, Mtwapa Beach is a local favourite and less sculpted by the polished tourism infrastructure of north Mombasa’s resorts. Getting here is an adventure through windy unpaved roads and swatches of forest. It’s better to go in a local cab than drive yourself.

A sunset boat ride is the best way to experience the natural splendor of this land just north of Mombasa. Beach boys on the Mtwapa Beach shore offer short rides on beautiful horses – the perfect appetiser to a sunset cruise. Moorings Restaurant – a stunning bar and restaurant with a floating deck – also offers boat rides on their vessel, the Mermaid. Mtwapa Beach is lined with glamorous private residences, hotels and government land (that houses a school next to a prison). Aside from seeing the shore-side buildings, a boat ride also offers stunning birdwatching. Time suspends, the creek’s ripples echoing in harmony with the graceful egrets perched on mangroves.

[image: jpg]

Mtwapa Beach | VICTORIA MUSEE/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


FRERE TOWN

In the late 19th century, the Indian Ocean slave trade was still active despite the practice of slavery having been abolished in other parts of the world. The British actively intercepted slave ships that were headed to the Arabian Gulf, and Frere Town – originally spanning 600 acres in what is now the Nyali Area – was established in 1875 for the resettlement of freed slaves who hailed from countries such as Nyasaland, Rhodesia and Madagascar. Despite having now lived in the Coast for many generations, many of the descendants of these freed slaves are still designated as foreign ‘Aliens’ by the Kenyan government and are denied access to public services.




Getting Around

Car-hailing apps are the best way to get around Mtwapa. The roads can be difficult to navigate if you are not familiar with the area, and GPS is not always entirely accurate.





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 paradise as a mirage, understanding the layered history that sculpts this getaway-hub.
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SIGHTS

1 Bora Bora Wildlife Camp

2 Diani Beach

3 Gazi Beach

4 Kaya Kinondo

5 Kongo Mosque

6 Robinson Island

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 Diani Bikes

8 Diani Kite Club

9 Diani Marine

10 Diving the Crab

11 H₂0 Extreme

12 Kite Motion

13 Skydive Diani

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14 Galu Beach




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.



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 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. 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. 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 picked by the community elders for their understanding of the various tree species and their medicinal uses, and tours are easy to arrange in advance through 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, as large sections of the forest are accessible only to the kaya elders, but the tour is nevertheless a potent introduction into Diani’s spiritual and historical context.


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 the Kaya Kinondo forest sometime between the 16th and 17th centuries. Seven of the clans remained in the Northern Coast region, and two remained in 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.



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. $$$

Kongo River

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, it 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.

A trip to the mosque – on Kongo Beach, an estuary where the Indian Ocean meets the Kongo River and flows onwards to the Shimba Hills – is best paired with a sunset boat ride down the river that 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, captains will offer rides on their boats, but an excursion can also be arranged in advance. The mosque is governed by a strict code of etiquette – no alcohol is allowed in the area surrounding it, and only practising Muslims are allowed to enter. No photos are permitted of its interior!


KAYA KINONDO’S MEDICINAL TREES

Hamza Mwatete (@hamzamwatete) is the lead guide at Kaya Kinondo, appointed by the elders.

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.



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: THURSDAY NIGHT KARAOKE AT STILTS BACKPACKERS

Once the bush babies have scurried back into the forest after their 7pm feeding in the upstairs lobby of the Stilts Backpackers treehouse reception area, set-up begins for Thursday-night karaoke. From 7pm til midnight, the stage comes alive with attendees 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, 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 heavily manicured, it is nearly impossible to evade enchantment at the sheer beauty of Diani Beach and the range of marine immersions that it offers.

The standard glass-boat excursions make for the most family-friendly marine offering, 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 from 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 the 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.

To skydive solo you have to already be certified, but some companies offer classes operating on the United States Parachute Association training system for those who want to learn. Other wise, tandem jumps are available for people who do not have significant experience. These tandem jumps, conducted under the skilled guidance of a trained instructor, begin with a scenic 15-minute long flight up 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.


RESTAURANTS WITH CHARACTER

Tribearth

Standout vegan restaurant also serving Ethiopian coffee. Catered towards the holistic community, with books about tarot and crystals, the cafe’s ambience is a welcome break from the manicured resort-vacation vibe of the beachfront restaurants. The cafe 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. Organisations working to preserve the climate-restorative mangrove forests in the South Coast region include Mikoko Pamoja. Since 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 $30,000 through the sale of carbon credits each year, Mikoko Pamoja has mobilised their conservation efforts to fund significant community initiatives.



Biking 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. Their main offerings are a beach tour, a mangrove tour and a forest tour. The tour is their main cultural offering, and focuses on sharing the history of the local Mijikenda people with a trip to both Kaya Kinondo forest and a local Digo village.

The owner of Diani Bikes, Masha Kirao, is Mijikenda himself, and began this company as a way to offer tours that highlighted Diani’s beauty while also giving deeper cultural insight to the area from a local perspective. The beach tour, their most popular offering, runs along Diani Beach and ends at Kongo River – Diani’s northernmost coastal border.

Each of the tours is around three hours long, and includes 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 at either a full-day (six hours) or half-day (four hours) rate.
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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. $$$

Bora Bora Wildlife Camp

A COASTAL MINI-SAFARI

Considering the abundance of Diani’s beachfront experiences, it’s hard to imagine that there is a range of wildlife who also call this area home. Opened in 2016, Bora Bora Wildlife Camp is the largest wildlife sanctuary in all of Diani and offers a unique taste of safari less than 500m from the Indian Ocean. An emerging itinerary-staple, this Kenyan-owned wildlife camp is home to everything from peacocks to buffaloes. A tour of their 50 hectares of land is around two hours from start to finish and includes a walk on the nature trail, a visit to each of their animal enclosures, feeding giraffes (and ostriches, if you’re feeling brave!).

The camp’s tour guide and caretaker, Erick, is a remarkably charismatic Maasai Moran who is sure to take you out of your comfort zone in the best way possible. Think: holding a baby crocodile and walking right next to a zebra. The walking tour includes a visit to the traditional Maasai homestead located on the site, passionately narrated by Erick who describes the communal hut as an ‘indigenous conference centre’. The entire experience is both thoughtful and informative, with context on not only the medicinal uses of the forest’s plants but also opportunities to see the relationship between nature and community.

Bora Bora doubles as a luxury tented camp, with a selection of glamping bungalows in front of an emerald-green pond. If staying just a few hundred metres away from large wildlife isn’t your style, they also offer a giraffe dining experience where you can dine alongside their Kilimanjaro giraffes. Even if your time in Diani is short, Bora Bora is a must-visit. After finishing with your walk through the nature trail, head to Galu Beach just down the road to enjoy a sundowner.


PLANT-BASED TIPS

Embukane Libosso (@thenomadicrasta) is a writer and nomad who has a few tips for his fellow vegans.

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 chili).

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.




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 honks to signal asking 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 (hint: there are elephants here too!).


For many, their curiosity 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 hue. Whereas standing on a rooftop in Manhattan and overlooking the New York 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

Watch your step! Hiking in Shimba Hills means braving some steep inclines. If it has rained recently, you’ll want to be mindful of the mud and wear appropriate shoes with a good grip.



Shimba Hills National Park

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 Park 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-tall waterfall. It is fabled that there lives a giant python in the waters below what is colonially known as Sheldrick Falls, the only waterfall in Kwale County. The waterfall 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 park but it is also possible to acquire a guide upon arrival from the KWS office at the park’s entrance. The hike to the waterfall takes from 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 this second half 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 the most modern finishings you’ll find in Shimba Hills, and a standout sunset deck. $$$

Shimba Lodge

Breathtaking views overlooking the forest and an in-house restaurant. $$$

Shimba Green Lodge

Enjoy the dramatic landscapes down below from the terraces at this rustic locale. $$$

Mwaluganje Elephant Sanctuary

A COVETED CORRIDOR

Thinking of the Coast doesn’t often conjure imagery of elephants, one of the Big Five who have come to be associated almost exclusively with open wide savannah. However, Mwaluganje Elephant Sanctuary – just an hour and 15 minute’s drive northwest from Diani – is a testimony to the breadth of these animals’ territory. Originally opened as a community conservation project in 1995 with the aim of protecting the passageway that elephants use to migrate between the Mwaluganje Forest and Shimba Hills, the Mwaluganje Elephant Sanctuary was home to nearly 200 elephants at its peak. You’ll need a car to make your way through the sanctuary, and KWS offers rangers who can accompany you for a wildlife drive through the site or take you on guided nature walks. Aside from the African bush elephants from whom the sanctuary gets its name, the park is also a renowned birdwatching site with species ranging from eagles to sunbirds.

Unfortunately, due to the severe droughts in recent years, the elephant population has started to dwindle as the elephants have needed to move further inland in search of water. That being said, the sanctuary is still well worth paying a visit to and offers a nourishing complement to a visit to the Shimba Hills National Park (where, from some viewpoints, it’s possible to spot elephants from up above). Though elephant sightings are no longer completely guaranteed, they are still frequent enough to warrant an earnest search. If anything, a trip to Mwaluganje is a window into environmentalist efforts in the region; and an illuminating first-hand example of the ecological effects imposed by climate change.


MYTHICAL GIANT PYTHON THAT LIVES IN MWALUGANJE
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Richard Glase, owner of Mandhari Lodge, had a first-hand encounter with Mwaluganje’s mythical python…

‘I saw the snake with my own eyes over 30 years ago. I was hosting an event and we had no bottled water so Salim suggested we fetch some from the Kaya Chitsanze Falls in Mwaluganje. I was stepping through small streams when I saw a part that looked a bit darker and something told me not to step there. When I looked closer, I realised it was the body of a giant snake that was molting. It was at least 6m long and its eyes were cloudy and glazed over. I went back a few times and saw it each time, but one day I stopped seeing it, and I’ve never seen it since.’



VIEWPOINTS & PICNIC SITES IN SHIMBA HILLS NATIONAL PARK

Pengo Hill

This west-facing viewpoint is the perfect place to catch a sunset, but keep in mind that there’s no seating or shade.

Ocean View

The name says it all – this is a stunning picnic site and it also has bathrooms, which come in handy after a hike.

Makadara Picnic Site

Similar to Ocean View, this picnic area can accommodate up to 50 people.


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.



Tiwi Beach

A NATURAL AFRICA-SHAPED POOL

Although it directly neighbours Diani Beach, with the Kongo River as their border, Tiwi Beach is around a 30-minute drive from Diani due to the latter only having one main road that only branches out towards the interior at 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 have to time your visit to coordinate with the water level. The Africa Pool is located at the entrance of 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 a dip in the tide pools, most guides 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 could be accessed via tuk-tuk but a car is definitely preferable. To get the most out of your time in Mwaluganje and the Shimba Hills, a 4WD is ideal.





SHIMONI
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With its time-sculpted caves and golden-white shoreline, Shimoni (a name which 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 of the Indian Ocean slave trade; its caves functioning as storage for captives who were going to be sent to auction in 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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SIGHTS

1 Shimoni Prison

2 Slave Caves

3 Slavery Museum

4 Three Sisters Caves

5 Wasini Island

ACTIVITIES

6 Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park




TOP TIP

Because there are very few pre-packaged tours in Shimoni besides to Kisite Mpunguti Marine Park, be prepared to piece together your own tour with the help of readily available freelance guides.



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 had Shimoni as one of its main ports dating to the 8th century, with indigenous people captured from the interior and shipped to countries in the Arabian Gulf. The Slavery Museum, in the former District Commissioner’s home, features a collection of informational posters and archival images that narrate this small town’s dark history. Though more of an information hub than a formal museum, this home-turned-archive offers meaningful backstory to contextualise a visit to the Slave Caves, which are directly across the street. A short walk away from the Slave Caves is the now-defunct Shimoni Prison, the first in all of Kenya, erected by British colonial settlers in the early 1900s.

The Slave Caves are run by a community collective, who facilitate operations and redirect funds generated back into the local community. The caves feature a set of rusty broken shackles still adhered to their walls, which the guides explain date to the 17th century, when enslaved people were held underground before being sent to auction in Zanzibar. There is a passageway that leads directly to the ocean from the caves, as well as a separate (and since defunct) passageway that connects to the Three Sisters 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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THE WALLS WILL SPEAK IF YOU ONLY LISTEN

The Pemba Channel Fishing Club, opened in Shimoni by Pat Hemphill in 1962, is what first began to attract foreign tourists to this area in larger numbers. When musician Roger Whittaker paid a visit to the fishing club in the early ’80s, Hemphill educated him about the town’s history with slavery, which led to Whittaker penning the song ‘Shimoni’ in which he sang about the painful thorn that lingers there, evident only to those who are willing to listen to the caves’ whispers.



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. $$$


LOGISTICAL NOTES

Most tours to Kisite Mpunguti depart from Diani Beach 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 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. $

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 islands located within its borders which 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 MP 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 to Kisite, 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 boat captains await. The ride to Kisite from Shimoni is around 1½ hours, and the full excursion is from four to six hours. After dolphin-spotting, the boat makes a stop on Wasini Island itself for lunch, before returning to the mainland.

Wasini Island

AN ISLAND WITH NO ROADS

Located just 3km off the Shimoni 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, swelling 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 exhaling back into its local rhythm in the evenings once all the tours have left. Homestays provide an opportunity to experience the island’s liveliness 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 eco-tourism initiative run by local women whose proceeds go towards supporting the community’s various development projects.
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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 Chifudi, who comprise the majority of the population in Mkwiro, and the Vumba, who are descendants of 17th-century migrants from Vumba Kuu. The Chifudi speak their own dialect of Kiswahili, known as Chichifudi. 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.




THE MIJIKENDA PEOPLE

Read more about the nine tribes of the Mijikenda who are indigenous to this region.



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. $


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.



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 to the local community. With no ‘official’ entrance or signage, you’ll need a local guide to make your way to the Three Sisters; you can find one by asking the guides at the Shimoni Caves or through your accommodation in the area.

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 do 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 captivity and return further inland. The nearby Kisimani cave features a freshwater well, and gets its name from the Swahili word for ‘well’. All three caves are a site of prayer for people in the local community, the resonance of which is palpable as you navigate their labyrinthine crevices.


Getting Around

Both Shimoni and Wasini are walkable. In fact, there are no roads and no cars on Wasini Island at all. The Three Sisters Caves are around a 30-minute 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 that surround the radius around 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: Gazi, Msambweni, Funzi and Vanga in the south, offer a textured refuge from the more saturated tourist infrastructure elsewhere in 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, whose records live on predominantly through oral histories.
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TOP TIP

It’s worth renting a car or establishing a relationship with a local cab driver to make the most of what Gazi, Msambweni, Funzi and Vanga have to offer.




THE BAOBAB’S SIGNIFICANCE

Among the nine tribes of the Mijikenda, the baobab tree holds indelible value. Historically, the baobab served significant purposes. Firstly, it marked the centre of the village community. Sitting at the base of its stately trunk, village elders would convene to discuss and resolve issues. Secondly, the baobab was a hub of spiritual activity. The baobab, akin to an indigenous antenna to the heavens, was where villagers would leave offerings to accompany their prayerful requests to the ancestors. Lastly, the trees’ fruits – rich in vitamin C – were used for their medicinal properties. In recent years, the sanctity of the baobab has been under threat due to the negligence of tree-cutters who harvest the formidable tree for its high-quality wood.



Gazi Women’s Boardwalk

A HIGH-IMPACT ECO PROJECT

Nestled in Gazi village, a community just a 30-minute drive from Diani yet almost entirely untouched by tourism, is the Gazi Women’s Boardwalk. Founded in 2006 as part of an initiative to preserve the area’s mangrove forests that were being cut down for their wood, this boardwalk employs women from the local area and all proceeds from visitors go directly towards community development initiatives. The 400m-long boardwalk is home to six species of mangroves, and a visit to the boardwalk includes an informative tour that details the various medicinal uses of each of the six species.

Mwatime Hamadi, Gazi Boardwalk’s main tour guide, has been working for the project since its inception 17 years ago and also offers village tours. Leaving the boardwalk, she takes you by a 2000-year-old baobab that serves as a spiritual meeting place for the village’s residents. The next stop on the tour, while far less idyllic than the first, is key to understanding the village’s history in its entirety: a nearly 200-year-old slave house.

Yet to be acknowledged by the government of Kenya, this landmark is a chilling testimony to some of the darkest parts of Kenya’s history. One room in particular, near the front of the house, bears a floor that is made out of former slaves’ and prisoners’ teeth. The house is in severe disrepair, with major anthills populating most of its rooms. Jarring as it is to witness this under-documented history first-hand, doing so provides essential context to the many dimensions of exchange that have sculpted the South Coast and its communities.
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WHERE TO STAY NEAR MSAMBWENI

Sawa Sawa Beach House

This quaint and colourful six-room beachfront guesthouse has an impressive open-air terrace as its lobby.$

Mbuyu Beach Bungalows

Intentionally wi-fi-free, Mbuyu is the ideal place for travellers looking to unplug. $$

Sands at Chale

The only resort on Chale Island featuring a sunset deck and an impressive semi-outdoor spa on a lake. $$$


RESPECT THE KAYAS

There are about 30 kayas (sacred forests) remaining along the coast, with 10 of them under the joint stewardship of the National Museums of Kenya as cultural heritage sites. These lush forests within which the Mijikenda established fortified villages from around the 1600s onwards are thought to be the dwelling place 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 that brings the true beauty of this land and its culture to life.
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Scan this QR code to find out more about the sacred kayas.



Msambweni

JOIN LOCAL FISHERS AT SUNRISE

Few things compare with 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 early enough, you can watch their small boats set off into the sea to cast their nets. For a greater taste of adventure, you can opt to go along for a morning fishing adventure – making some calls to different lodges in the area should be enough to help you get connected to 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 fishing trips offered by most tour agencies. If setting out into the sea on a handmade fishing boat is not your vibe, 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 was 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 compared with the surrounding villages.

WHERE TO EAT AROUND MSAMBWENI

Yuppidu Bar & Pizzeria

This restaurant’s menu features an eclectic mix of Italian and Swahili dishes. $

O’Peppo

Tastefully designed and right on the beach, Sawa Sawa Resort’s restaurant is a must-visit. $$

Pamoja Bar & Restaurant

Indulge in some hearty Kenyan dishes and try out local palm wine at this local eatery. $

Funzi Island

CROCODILE SPOTTING ON RAMISI RIVER

As is the trend in the coastal villages that line the area south of Diani, Funzi Island is a quiet refuge whose tourism infrastructure is sustained by the local community. Around a half hour’s drive south from Msambweni or north from Shimoni, Funzi Island is home to around 1000 inhabitants, the vast majority of whom belong to the Shirazi ethnic group. The island used to have two hotels, both of which still show up on Google Maps but are now no longer operational.

Excursions to Funzi are offered by a small handful of tour operators, such as Swahili Eco Tours and Coral Spirit, and depart from the mainland village of Bodo. From there, boats head up to Ramisi River – a lush mangrove-lined waterway most renowned for its crocodiles. Suffice to say, unlike other boat rides in the South Coast, this is not one that encourages participants to jump into the water! That being said, there is still an opportunity to swim once you get to the sandbank a short distance from Funzi Island.

After around an hour spent bird- and crocodile-watching, the tours stop on the island for a hearty, home-cooked traditional Swahili meal. The seafood is fresh and abundant, and you can take your pick between prawns, crab or the daily catch of fish. Depending on which company you book with, you may also be able to get some exercise with a kayak ride in the water surrounding the island – a healthy distance away from the Ramisi River crocodiles.

Vanga

ANCIENT RUINS AND GERMAN BLUEPRINTS

Most of the fish consumed in Diani is caught in Vanga, Kenya’s southernmost fishing village. Just 24km east of the border with Tanzania, Vanga has played a major role in both local and global history. In WWI, the border between British-occupied Kenya and German-occupied Tanzania emerged as a significant battleground, as the British feared that the Germans would capture Mombasa further north.

Vanga served as a German post for two to three years – a history that is etched into the very foundation of the town, whose streets are laid out in a grid formation traditional to German design. Walking around Vanga, you’ll get a firsthand feel of this colonial imprint upon the town’s design, juxtaposed against the communal ambience of fisherfolk scurrying on and off boats with their catch, children playing in the streets and women laying omena (small freshwater fish) out to dry.

At the centre of the village is a fort (which appears on Google Maps as ‘Vanga Seawall’) that reportedly dates to the 15th century. Unlike its contemporaries elsewhere along the Coast, this fort is yet to be placed under the stewardship of the National Museums of Kenya and is a marvellous sight despite being in severe disrepair. It is most advisable to go to Vanga with a local guide to make the most of exploring the village, followed by a speedboat tour through the surrounding waters. To arrange a visit, you can reach out to Masha Kirao, the owner of Diani Bikes (0713959668).
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THE VUMBA’S MIGRATION

The Vumba people arrived on Wasini Island in the 17th century, having needed to flee from Zimba invaders from their original home near the border with Tanzania. Previously, under the reign of the revered Sultan Mwana Chambi Chandi Ivoo, the Vumba had gained prominence in the Swahili Coast after having conquered the eight coastal towns governed by the Shirazi group. When the next Sultan of the Vumba, Kitwa Kimoja, died without an heir, he left his people functionally exiled and they began to spread north. This migration towards Shimoni/Wasini and its surrounding environs accounts for the mix between the Vumba and the Shirazi (a group who bear mixed African-Persian heritage) populations in this area.



GALU STAYS A SHORT DISTANCE FROM GAZI

Neptune Village Resort

A sprawling beachfront resort with 165 rooms and an on-site spa. $$

Kinondo Kwetu

Thoughtfully designed Swahili-style cottages at this boutique hotel that neighbours a kaya. $$

Bora-Bora Tented Wildlife Camp

Luxury tents surrounding an emerald pond, a taste of a safari on the coast. $$


BORDER CROSSING INTO TANZANIA

If you make it to Vanga, it will be tempting to cross over to Horo Horo. The border crossing is modest and just a short 15-minute walk from Vanga, but make sure that all your paperwork is in order – you will need to secure an East African Tourist Visa in advance that grants you access to Tanzania. No visas are available upon arrival.




Getting Around

With calmer roads than elsewhere in the South Coast, the villages in this area are a great place to hop on the back of a motorcycle – or rent one of your own.







LAMU & THE NORTH COAST
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THREADS OF MYSTERY AND NATURAL WONDER
.

The North Coast offers so much to outdoor-lovers, peace-seekers, party-goers and independent explorers. Not to mention anyone partial to a little underrated history and mystery.
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One could say the North Coast of Kenya is the more mysterious chapter in the story of the pre-colonial Swahili coast.

Some of the oldest known ruins on the entire East African coast live here, their civilizations and people even immortalized in literary classics like John Milton’s ‘Paradise Lost’. Each major stop has for centuries been home to ancient ruins of towns and settlements abandoned at roughly the same time in history – sometimes without many clues as to why and where their inhabitants proceeded on to.

Today’s North Coast locals – made up mostly by the nine sub-tribes of the Bantu Mijikenda tribe, the Swahili and the Bajuni as well as Somalis, Pokomo and Orma – interweave their cultures and histories with one another’s, with Islam, Christianity and indigenous spiritual practice, and of course the wider story of Kenya and East Africa.

In food, language, architecture and more the influences are clear from eras of Arab control to Portuguese rule to forming parts of the Sultanate of Zanzibar, mixing in plenty of trade and often intermarriage with Persia, Oman, Yemen, India and China.

Be prepared for hands down some of the best food in the entire country from street to beach to high-end restaurant and if you’re lucky to be invited in, at people’s homes. Beyond that the natural wonders are unmatched, with some key global biodiversity hot spots and tireless conservation projects. You’ll undoubtedly be met with people who know how to enjoy their backyard too.
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THE MAIN AREAS

KILIFI

Underrated creative hideout.

WATAMU & GEDE

Forest, mystery and rich marine life.

MALINDI

Nature’s peculiarities with a side of hedonism.

LAMU

Old-world glamour, culture and intrigue.



Find Your Way


Lamu & the North Coast is a simple region to move around, particularly as most places of interest to visitors are concentrated along the coastline, with a handful of diversions an easy drive or boat ride away.
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Plan Your Time


The North Coast is well connected through road and air travel so it’s quick and easy to travel between towns once you’re here. You can choose a base and take day trips, or spend more time at each unique location.
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Short & Sweet

• Kilifi town is a great base for three to four days. Pick a couple of restaurants and beaches, or put on your dancing shoes and hit the town.

• A sunset or moonrise dhow sail is a quintessential Kilifi experience. You might even spot the starry bioluminescent algae in the creek at night.

• Take a day trip to play golf at the PGA-certified course at Vipingo Ridge, or stop by the beach bar for a barefoot lunch with views. Arabuko Sokoke Forest is a great spot to pack some drinks and watch the sunset over a tree canopy – or for a morning walk.




A Week to Spare

• With more days on your hands, head to Watamu for some R&R by the beach, great food and historical and adventure highlights.

• The Gede Ruins are a must-see for a peek into life in an ancient Swahili city. A canoe, stand-up paddle or dhow sail in the magical Mida Creek is a stunning sunset activity.

• If you’re up to it, dash to Malindi for a day and take a stroll around the old town centre, grab some kombucha, achari or halwa to snack on and head to the Malindi Marine National Park & Reserve for a glass-bottom boat ride or snorkelling in the coral gardens.




Two-Week Trip

• Malindi warrants a few nights to allow you the opportunity to watch the sunrise at bridge beach in the town centre and take a stroll down the boardwalk on Buntwani Bridge – a rare find for Kenyan beaches! The Marafa Depression, or Hell’s Kitchen, Malindi’s own mini grand canyon, is an astonishing scene to walk through for half a day.

• For week two, Lamu awaits. Spend a few nights each in vibrant, old-school Lamu town or the more metropolitan and polished Shela – both are a walk or boat ride away from each other so you can experience either vibe. Book a boat ride through the enchanting mangrove-lined channels to the Takwa Ruins on Manda Island too.



Seasonal Highlights

Festivals, wildlife migration, winds and tides light up the North Coast at different times. Look for midyear rainy-month closures.

FEBRUARY

The Magical Kenya Ladies Open takes place at Vipingo’s PGA-Certified Baobab golf course. Ocean views and wildlife included.
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MAY

The Kuzi (southeast) winds pick up for ideal kitesurfing conditions in Kilifi and Watamu up until October.
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JUNE

It’s low season and the long rainy period begins. Some accommodation and activity providers close, but others offer great deals.
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AUGUST

In Kenya’s ‘other migration’, humpback whales appear as they move north from July to October, most easily seen in Watamu.
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OCTOBER

Lamu Yoga Festival sets up on the islands for yoga classes over three days, plus traditional Swahili dinners and a beach party.
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NOVEMBER

Kaskazi (northeast) winds begin. The best visibility for snorkelling and diving will usually be between October and March.

[image: jpg]

KYSLYNSKAHAL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

DECEMBER

Beneath the Baobabs Festival rings in the new year in a colourful multi-day, multi-stage alternative celebration in the Kilifi bush.
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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 Swahili settlement dating back to the 15th 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, and a top medical-research centre, Kilifi has the distinct air of an attractive place to vacation as yet unspoiled by commercial tourism.

Today Kilifi has an emerging creative community; however, it otherwise remains a bit of a well-kept secret although it is starting to grow in popularity for its unspoiled beaches and diverse nightlife.

[image: jpg]

Kilifi Creek | IDFIED/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1 Bioluminescent Algae

2 Mnarani Ruins

 
ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Kilifi Creek Dhow Rides

SLEEPING

4 Arcadia

5 Distant Relatives Eco Lodge

6 Salty’s Kitesurf Village

7 Silverpalm Spa & Resort




TOP TIP

Try these great off-the-beaten-path beaches: B77 north on Bofa Beach 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.



Go on a Sunset or Moonrise Dhow Sail

TAKE IN THE MAGICAL CREEK

Float away from the jetty, past tiny islands, the afternoon sun dipping behind hills in the distance while you dip 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 unique character with names like Waka Waka and Destiny, its own collection of flags from various countries, 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 Old Ferry Rd where the dhows 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, so you can 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 take 10 to 15 adults on one dhow, so if it’s a bigger group the captain will need to arrange for 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 the jetty at Old Ferry Rd and scope out which boats 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 in the creek, is also available for you to stay aboard on the open-air deck overnight.


MNAZI

Mnazi or palm wine (nazi being the word for coconut in Kiswahili) is an age-old fermented drink enjoyed all over the coast of Kenya and Tanzania. Traditionally it’s drank using a bamboo cutting as a straw and you will still find some who serve this cloudy, sweet beverage that 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 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.



BEST PLACES TO EAT IN KILIFI

Apache Indian Cafe

Family-owned Swahili spot with especially delicious fresh juices, pilau and biryani. $

Tribe Bandas

Creatively built village near the creek: budget accommodation, great BBQ, seafood platters and a top spot for mnazi. $

Twisted Fig

Gourmet experimental alfresco dining surrounded by trees above a sweeping valley. Great cocktails and desserts. $$$

Marvel at Bioluminescent Algae

LIKE STARS IN THE WATER

On any given night if you take a walk down to Kilifi Creek and splash or kick the water around, you may notice thousands of little dots glittering just below the surface. If it’s during the night of a new moon you may not even have to do anything to see it. And if you’re really lucky you’ll see it at the tips of the waves and left on the sand, or even on your skin for a split second after you leave the water.

Bioluminescent plankton live in this creek and other lagoons around the world with warm water and narrow openings to the sea. The phenomenon has maintained such intrigue and so little is known about why exactly the plankton glow in this way that so far the only answer we have is that it’s possibly to ward off predators. Either way it’s a striking sight to behold and truly doesn’t get old – every night is different as is every vantage point, whether different beaches, during different moon phases, from a boat trip or from the beach. Simple, free fun for all!


WHERE TO STAY IN KILIFI

Arcadia

Stylish eco-camp with furnished safari tents and bandas featuring communal bathrooms and kitchen. $

Distant Relatives Eco Lodge

The pioneering Kilifi backpackers’ spot near the creek with dorms and private bandas (huts), open-air showers, a permaculture garden and swimming pool. $$

Salty’s Kitesurf Village

Charming guesthouse with lush gardens at Kilifi’s best beach bar and kitesurfing spot. $$

Silverpalm Spa & Resort

Luxury beach resort and award-winning spa featuring two restaurants, a bar, elegant rooms and swim-up suites. $$$



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 sits what remains of an important centre of trade, cultural exchange and the 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 at the site proof can be found 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, such as inscriptions on the mosque walls and tombs in Arabic.

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 the society. This is the very feature that gave the ancient city and the present-day bustling township, Mnarani, its name – 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.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN KILIFI

Food Movement

Hearty, fresh, local food served in a creative village with studios and an indigenous tree nursery. $$

Mizizi Bistro

Delicious plant-based local, wholesome goodness in a small roadside cafe. $

Greenweedz

Aka Solo’s. Fresh fish, local food like bhajias and wholesome Rasta vibes below Kilifi bridge. $


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, affordable with unmatched party vibes and music, all while still being unspoiled 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.




Getting Around

The closest airports 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 ones like Fumbini park at nearby hotels. There isn’t public transport in town. Taxis, tuk-tuks or boda-bodas are usually at Naivas supermarket, the central bus stage and Mnarani Junction near the bridge. Save a driver’s 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.






Beyond Kilifi
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Step out of Kilifi town for some luxury, unique sports opportunities and unspoiled, secluded beaches fringed by quirky properties.


Many will pass by the area surrounding Kilifi town and dismiss it for being no more than towering baobab trees dotted among sisal and cashew-nut farms like it was only a decade or two ago.

The small predominantly Muslim village of Takaungu is one of the best-kept secrets above the meandering kaleidoscopic Takaungu Creek – think small farms and otherworldly beaches hardly frequented by anyone who doesn’t live here.

Just a 20-minute drive from Kilifi town is Vipingo, a town that has gone from not much more than sisal, cashew-nut and mango farms by secluded beaches to an established luxury real-estate and exclusive travel haven in under a decade – enough to warrant an active airstrip right by the ridge.
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TOP TIP

For a few coins you can be ferried across Takaungu Creek from Kilifi Plantation in two minutes and stroll through this quaint village with stunning views of the creek.




A BAOBAB CONTROVERSY

In 2022 a story broke that eight ancient baobab trees were to be uprooted and transported to a private arboretum in Georgia. Given the status of baobab trees – many up to 2000 years old – as precious to the landscape and culturally revered for medicinal and spiritual practice, uproar ensued. Questions about the buyers and sellers, the government’s role, and why this got so far rang in forums and community meetings. Many rural landowners sell resources because their economic situation feels dire. It is believed the sale went ahead, to the dismay of those following the story. What has since emerged is a wave of unity and outspokenness about government accountability, poverty alleviation and conservation. The quest to reconcile economic needs and the conservation of the old natural environment continues.



Take in the Majesty of Coral Cliffs

EXHILIRATING, OTHERWORDLY AND A LITTLE DANGEROUS

South of Takaungu village is a dramatic wall of jagged black coral cliffs in a dramatic permanent face-off with the ocean – Vuma Cliffs. To get there you’ll pass swaying palm trees, rows of spiky sisal and suddenly be confronted with what seems like a living, breathing computer screensaver. Access is free and there are no official guides or information centres – it’s very much a find-your-own-adventure setup – however, take caution. The rocks are quite hard and even sharp in some places, so wear closed comfortable shoes.

Being exposed to the ocean means strong winds are a guarantee, but for the best experience visit outside the midyear monsoon season. It’s so windy at Vuma Cliffs that a 1000-plus-year-old baobab tree has had its branches bent almost horizontally after years of exposure to the elements, quite a sight to behold and a fan-favourite photo spot. It can be thrilling to sit or stand with a long rod from the edge of the cliff, just like many local fishers do, mainly for red snapper.

From July to October, you may even spot humpback whales making their way along their migratory corridor. You could pack binoculars, but even with bare eyes some fortunate people have reported seeing water blowing up high and they’ve known exactly what they were looking at.

Africa’s Only PGA-Certified Course

TEE OFF AT VIPINGO RIDGE

Vipingo Ridge is a 2500-acre development with villas for long- and short-term stays, a clubhouse and beach bar, and Africa’s only PGA-branded golf course. The Baobab Course at Vipingo hosts the Magical Kenya Ladies Open every February and has been the official opening tournament of the prestigious Ladies European Tour since 2022. The course is home to giraffes, oryx, impala and waterbucks among other wildlife that roams free on the grounds as part of a coordinated program with Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS). Enthusiasts can test their skills at the driving range, book a lesson at the in-house PGA Academy and stock up at the pro-shop. Lessons and tournaments are arranged for children a few times a year – check the website for upcoming events.

Entry is by appointment only, so if you’re not staying overnight you must pre-book your tee time by contacting the pro-shop. Vipingo Ridge rents holiday villas, whether you’re golfing or not. There are also a number of accommodation options cropping up in town on the beach side of the highway – useful as the ridge does not sit on the beach side. Two properties on the beach side include the four chic individually designed villas at Cardamom House in the Kuruwitu Marine Area and the quirky one-bedroom Lighthouse, both unique options to see more of the area outside the golf course.
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KURUWITU CONSERVANCY

Kenya’s first locally managed marine area opened in Kuruwitu in the early 2000s as a response to an alarming decline in fish populations, mostly affecting local fishers. This was due to unsustainable fishing practices, including seeking out exotic species at the coral reef to sell to aquarium collectors. Since the community came together to ban fishing within a 30-hectare area, fish populations and variety of species have recovered remarkably, as has the reef area, thanks to the group’s coral garden project. With this also came ecotourism, helping to diversify income opportunities for the community. Visitors can enjoy a guided shallow snorkel through the reef and grab a bite to eat at the beachside restaurants.



WHERE TO STAY IN TAKAUNGU

Takaungu Escape

Off-grid eclectic houses of various sizes in a farm environment with a true retreat feeling. $

Takaungu Creek Rest House

A small, simple guesthouse overlooking Takaungu Creek with a restaurant and a kitchen for guests to use. $

Takaungu Private House

Two luxury villas and a cottage with creek views and a freshwater pool. Book them together or separately. $$$


Getting Around

Takaungu and Vuma Cliffs are accessible from Kilifi by boat (via Takaungu Creek below the Creek Club in Kilifi Plantation) or by road via the Mombasa–Malindi highway. Vipingo Ridge will usually need your car licence-plate number in advance to let you in, so try to get that information before booking. They also don’t allow motorcycles into the ridge, so you’ll need to drive a car or be driven in, although you may be able to get pre-authorisation if it’s your private bike.





WATAMU & GEDE
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Picture some of the country’s best kitesurfing beaches, the largest of the remaining coastal forests in East Africa, ancient ruins of a wealthy Swahili settlement abandoned for reasons still unknown and a stunning mangrove-lined tidal creek – all within a 10km radius of each other.

Watamu meaning ‘sweet people’ in Kiswahili has blossomed from a small fishing village to that and then some – its numerous bays and coves as well as the diverse ecosystem of Mida Creek make it a popular resort town, and diving, snorkelling and deep-sea-fishing destination.

Today the town and its environs are a cosmopolitan area influenced by the contemporary local Mijikenda and Bajuni people, Arab and Swahili culture, as well as a number of Italian and British settlers who all form part of this small rural paradise.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Arabuko Sokoke Forest Reserve

SIGHTS

2 Gede Ruins

3 Watamu National Marine Park

4 Watamu Snake Farm

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Mida Creek




TOP TIP

Spend some time at Watamu’s Garoda Beach and Seven Islands Beach at Lover’s Rock. They have unique features like sandbanks, small rock islands and rock pools where you can walk out up to 1km from shore at low tide and have a whole new beach experience.






TOP SIGHT
Arabuko Sokoke Forest Reserve


This remarkable forest inland from Mida Creek is the largest reserve that’s part of the once-sprawling indigenous coastal forests of East Africa. It also forms part of the Unesco Biosphere Reserve that includes Mida Creek and is home to some unique and endangered species.
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Scan this QR code for an illustrated map of the forest.
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DON’T MISS

Visitors Centre

Nature Walking & Cycling Trails

Arabuko Swamp

Nyari Viewpoint

Giriama Cultural Centre

Elephant Herds Drinking in the Evening

200+ Bird Species



Sacred Kaya Forests

Arabuko Sokoke’s first inhabitants and protectors, the Waata community, gave the forest its name which translates to ‘forest of the thin elephant’ in their native language.

It is also one of several coastal Sacred Mijikenda Kaya forests, regarded as a sacred site for prayer and ancestral veneration. Many plants in the forest are medicinal and used as such today as well. Giriama elders have set up a cultural centre in the forest to shed some light on the importance of this and other sites like it. It also demonstrates general Giriama culture such as traditional clothing, music and dance, and life-size replicas of a traditional village.

When to Go

A trip to Arabuko Sokoke is a treat any time of year and is open daily from 6am to 6pm. Like most wildlife encounters, the morning and early evening hours are best to escape the heat and spot animals.

The reserve can be explored on foot, by car and by bicycle and is an enriching three- to four-hour experience. Get acquainted with the almost 100km of nature trails and roads, and visit seasonal pools which fill up between April and August when it’s rainy, and of course attract birds and animals.

The famous Arabuko swamp at the reserve’s north edge is where herds of elephants gather to drink most evenings. It’s the only permanent water feature and source in the forest.

Wildlife in the Forest

The reserve is home to some rare and endangered wildlife, including 90% of the world’s population of golden elephant shrew and six threatened bird species. The adorable and endangered golden-rumped elephant shrew, which is endemic to Kenya, is perhaps the most sought-out animal in the reserve. Approximately 200 forest elephants also live in the reserve and often make their way to the Sabaki River along with some buffaloes. Other forest residents include Ader’s duikers, baboons, vervet monkeys and about 30% of Kenya’s butterfly species.

The forest once formed part of a much larger ecosystem, so once in a blue moon the odd hyena and even a lion or leopard has been spotted, believed to have travelled from the Tsavo national parks.

Birding

Of all the species of birds you can find in Kenya, 20% live in or pass through Arabuko Sokoke. This is a well-known birder’s paradise, home to 200+ species, six of those globally threatened, including the sokoke scops owl (pictured), Clarke’s weaver, spotted ground thrush and others.

It is best to seek out the birds between dawn and 8am when they fly over the forest; however, your guide will be knowledgeable about the different zones of the forest and what you might find where, with some luck.

Camping

There is a campsite (Nyari campsite, by the Nyari viewpoint) in the centre of the reserve for people to stay overnight – note that this is completely self-sufficient so you’ll require your own gear, food, water and transport to the campsite, which is just over 15km from the main gate at Gede. Fires are not allowed in the forest. As the reserve has a 6pm closing time you’ll need to have arrived and made your way to the campsite before then.


USE GEDE GATE

There are several gates but you should use the main gate just off the Mombasa–Malindi highway at Gede town. It has a forest station and you can look at the official forest map, guidebooks for flora and fauna, and meet your guide to take you through the forest. Gates open at 6am and close at 6pm.




TOP TIPS

• Ask your guide or the visitors centre about the honey harvested in the forest, a great souvenir and a way to support community conservation efforts.

• You will probably need a raised or 4WD vehicle in the rainy months – call the gate to check how the roads are the days before you visit.

• Note that the walking trails are quite extensive and you’ll need comfortable shoes. If you’re interested in covering even half the forest, opt to drive or get a driver.

• Dogs and other pets are not allowed in the forest.






MWANZELE MUSIC

This rhythmic mid-tempo music is one of the traditional styles of the coastal region, and you’re in for a true local nightlife experience if you can catch a Mwanzele night. Although originally the music and the dance associated with it was (and still is) performed at Mijikenda weddings, today popular artists record and perform Mwanzele for any day or time. Played live on various percussion including drums, triangles, whistles and shakers among other instruments, it’s enjoyed in local bars and discos long into the morning hours. It’s not uncommon for the same rhythm and beat to go on for hours with only the melody sang by the vocalists moving on. Think trance or rave music, but traditional.



Visit the Watamu Snake Farm

REPLACE FEAR WITH AWE

This may be a surprise to most visitors, but Watamu Snake Farm (previously Bio-Ken Snake Farm) is one of the world’s top snake and anti-venom research centres. Since 1980 the farm has rescued and housed some of the region’s most venomous snakes including black mambas, vipers and spitting cobras, and educated the public about them and the need to protect them and their natural habitat. The centre is home to roughly 50 snake species, the largest collection in East Africa, as well as other reptiles and amphibians like lizards, turtles, terrapins and even crocodiles.

You can expect a 45-minute guided tour with an introduction to the snakes in the centre, their habitats and their characteristics. There are scheduled milking demonstrations every weekday to see how venom is extracted to produce anti-venom, conducted by expert snake-handlers who are also on hand to answer questions. Visit for a couple of hours in the morning if you’d like to fit in a milking demonstration as well as the tour. The centre also has tours to nearby areas where you can learn to find and identify some snake species in their natural environment, from half-day excursions to more in-depth multiple-day ‘snake safaris’.

As well as a research centre, the snake farm provides emergency care for snake-bite victims from surrounding areas, snake removals from premises, and training to deal with bites.

WHERE TO STAY IN MIDA

Mida Creek Nature Camp

Community-owned with thatched huts, a treehouse and activities like cooking lessons and makuti (thatch)-weaving. $

Mida Creek

An intimate creek-front boutique hotel with a pool and a great restaurant. $$

Rock & Sea Resort

Boutique hotel on a cliff above the creek with transparent-walled ‘bubble’ rooms and standard suites. $$$


THE ‘GARDEN OF EDEN’

Like many naturally stunning and unspoiled locations around the world, the island of Bustani (which is Kiswahili for ‘garden’) has been compared to and even nicknamed the Garden of Eden, or referred to as where Adam and Eve lived.

It is said that if you’re hoping to conceive twins, this island is the place to do it. Naturally, its reputation and idyllic setting have made it quite the honeymoon spot with people coming from all over to set up camp for a night or two, catch their own fish or have a local fishers do so and grill it for them. Stats on twin births afterwards are yet to be studied though!



Canoe or SUP on Mida Creek

MANGROVES, FLAMINGOS AND EVEN RUINS

Mida Creek is one of several tidal inlets along the coast, but it’s easily one of the most exciting to explore with its array of marine and terrestrial wildlife, birdlife, mangrove forests, sandbanks and islands, both inhabited and not. The 32-sq-km area forms part of the Unesco Biosphere Reserve that includes Arabuko Sokoke Forest and is a vital stopover for migrating birds like flamingos, ospreys, kingfishers and more.

A guided float in the creek on a stand up paddleboard or kayak is a special way to get close to the creek inhabitants, and to enter another world in quiet, calm channels lined by leafy mangroves with intertwined roots and branches. Trips on wooden canoes are popular as well, where your guide expertly navigates the channels from the rear of the boat using a single wooden pole to steer.

The most-visited islands in the creek are Kirepwe and Sudi. The former has ancient Swahili ruins as old as the ones in Gede as well as popular camping spots, and a small, comfortable ecolodge, Kirepwe Island Camp.

You can book a canoe tour with the Mida Creek Conservation Group, Mida Creek Nature Camp or most accommodation providers in Mida and Watamu (although booking with a hotel will drive the price up). The information centre at the Mida Creek boardwalk is a great place to start. Crab Shack in Dabasso also offers creek–canoe tours to and from the restaurant. It’s a treat to take a canoe to get your meal on the boardwalk, built above a section of the creek.

Step into the Gede Ruins

THE MYSTERIOUS ABANDONED CITY

Easily one of the country’s most important and mysterious ancient sites is the ruins of the town of Gedi, in the township now called Gede by its present-day mainly Giriama residents. The first structures can be traced to the 12th century and the ruins of a palace, mosques, city walls, homes and tombs point to it being a bustling and wealthy settlement with 2500 residents who abandoned it in the 1700s, for reasons debated to this day. It’s worth taking a museum guide (included in the entry fee) who can share more nuance and history and point out things you may not notice among the ruins, although there is a site map at the entrance for your reference.

The homes and mosque in the inner core of the city were made of coral and limestone, while those on the outer ring beyond the first wall would have been mud and thatch houses, suggesting that the interior wall was mainly to keep the wealthy class separated from the peasants. Also on site is a great museum which holds a few artefacts found in site excavations, which sadly is not the case in all such sites in the country! Finds such as pieces of pottery and china, beads and weaponry are on display as well as illustrations and reconstructions of traditional Swahili clothing, jewellery, furniture and more. Also on site is Kipepeo Butterfly Farm, a vibrant display of 26 butterfly species flying about in different stages of metamorphosis – this is a separate ticket that supports local butterfly farmers from villages around Gede and the forest.

There’s a small snake exhibit but we recommend skipping this small dark room and heading to Watamu Snake Farm for a larger collection (the largest in East Africa) and a more informative snake park experience.
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WHERE TO EAT IN WATAMU

Crab Shack

A must-try seafood spot in Dabaso village, set above and around the creek and run by a community conservation group. $$

Hosteria Romana

One of, if not the best pizza in town, and there’s a lot to compare it with. $$

Kokomo

A stylish bar and eatery right on a beautiful bay – Mediterranean flavours with popular vegetarian options and cocktails. $$$

Non Solo Gelato

A successful gelato and ice-cream brand popular countrywide that started right here in Watamu. Great coffee and cakes too. $



WHERE TO STAY IN WATAMU

The One

A four-star hotel on a long stretch of peaceful Jacaranda Beach, with an infinity pool and spa. $$

Watamu Beach Cottages

Comfortable units on a secure forest-like compound with private beach access and a saltwater pool. $$

Bamba Kofi Tented Camp

Comfortable glamping in the Watamu Beach Cottages compound, with open-air shower and an open kitchen. $

WHERE TO STAY IN WATAMU

Medina Palms

Five-star property with an award-winning spa, suites, beachfront villas and apartments. $$$

Nyumba Nyekundu

A peaceful complex of two one-bedroom cottages each with a private pool, kitchen and patio. $$$

Pole Pole Beach House

Small, simple guesthouse with airy en-suite rooms, a shared pool and a short walk to Jacaranda Beach. $

Dolphin & Whale Encounters

CATCH THE OTHER ‘GREAT MIGRATION’

Until about 2010, most people not local to Watamu weren’t aware that humpback whales travelled through these waters, much less that you could see them burst out of the water from a boat and sometimes even spot them from shore. Add to that the odd Byrde’s whale, killer whale and sperm whale sighting, as well as bottlenose dolphins, and you have a list of the ‘Marine Big Five’ to try and spot within the KWS-managed Watamu National Marine Park.

Boat tours can be booked with companies such as Dew of the Sea and Hemingways Watamu or by contacting Kenya Marine Mammal Research & Conservation (KMMREC). A typical trip takes about half a day, although they can be combined with fishing trips, in which case you may want to set aside the entire day. Every June to October, humpbacks travel north to feed and to breed at the coral reefs of East Africa. A typical boat tour spotting these magnificent animals takes about four hours. This activity peaks in about August. The dolphins are more regular residents of these waters and can be seen most months on boat tours. However, water conditions are best from about November until April to see them leap around in pods of up to 20.

As romantic and thrilling as it may seem, you should not enter the water and swim, or even attempt to touch the animals, during either experience. They are wild and protective of their young, many of whom will be weeks old when you see them in this area. Watamu Marine Association has published a more complete list of guidelines and best practice for whale and dolphin encounters.


WATERSPORTS PROVIDERS

Black Marlin Diving Centre

Scuba-diving excursions, equipment rental and open-water diving courses as well as snorkelling and glass-bottom-boat tours.

JC Kite School

Offers both kitesurfing instruction and equipment rental, based in the Watamu Beach Cottages compound on Garoda Beach.

Tribe Watersports

Snorkelling, kite and diving equipment for rent and sale, as well as kitesurfing instruction, stand up paddleboarding, wakeboarding, water-skiing and wind-winging excursions.




Getting Around

Mida, Gede and the main gate to Arabuko Sokoke are all on the Mombasa–Malindi Hwy and simple to get to on public or private transport. Watamu is about 6km south off the highway from Gede town. Watamu is a little village set along one main road with few off-shoots, so finding your way around is straightforward. Most hotels, restaurants and beaches have parking. Boda-bodas are plentiful and easy to find, as are tuk-tuks – your accommodation can arrange these. If you find a driver you like, save their number and call them while in town.

If you’re staying in Mida and wish to do an activity in Watamu or vice versa, boat transfers can be arranged by your provider, which is more convenient than going by road.





MALINDI
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Malindi was once a powerful Swahili sultanate and the archrival of Mombasa, some say most pettily expressed in the Malindi ruler’s welcoming of Portuguese explorer Vasco Da Gama on his voyage from Portugal to India in the 1490s after hearing he had been met with hostility in Mombasa. Be that the reason or not, Da Gama was appreciative and you can still see reminders of his visit in the town centre today, including the famous pillar marking the last point in the sailing journey from East Africa to India and the Portuguese Chapel.

Kenya’s infamous ‘Little Italy’ has been through many phases from wealthy ancient kingdom to Italian glitterati hideaway and is now a more low-key mini-metropolis and unexpected art-lover’s haven. It has seen better days but is still a lively town with stunning beaches and great food. Plus there’s the benefit of a major airport, positioning Malindi as a gateway to the rest of the north coast.
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SIGHTS

1 Hanging Gardens

2 Ndoro Sculpture Garden

3 White Elephant Gallery

ACTIVITIES

4 Malindi Marine National Park & Reserve

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

5 Olimpia Club

6 Rosada Beach Bar

7 Vintage Lounge & Bar




TOP TIP

Tear yourself away from the beach to explore the town centre for great food and fabric or antique shopping, and even further afield for surprising adventures for outdoor lovers. At least one sunset at the Marafa Depression or by the Sabaki River is a must.



Snorkel at the Marine Park

UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL UNDERWATER

Head to Malindi Marine National Park & Reserve for proof that some of Malindi’s best sites are underwater. Fish, turtles, octopus, starfish and even the odd eel are quite used to people swimming among them, so it’s no fight to get up close and observe this colourful world. Snorkelling gear is available for rent at the park, and this is also where the boats are docked. You can join a group to split costs, or hire your own boat and guide – don’t be afraid to negotiate boat prices. Snorkelling is something even nonswimmers can do as life vests are provided and you can hold onto the boat or a floating device and just put your head in to see the underwater action. Often the trips will be to the reefs in a glass-bottom boat so if you’re not a fan of getting in the water, you can simply look down from your seat and enjoy the show.

It’s best to arrange your trip at least a day before to agree on times and so your captain can check the tides and weather conditions. Generally the best time for snorkelling is two hours either side of low tide. This can be a half- or full-day activity, depending on whether you’d like to stop for lunch at a tidal island in the area – or how much fun you’re having in the water.


SOME PLACES TO EXPERIENCE ART IN MALINDI

Ndoro Sculpture Garden

A private collection of 100+ modern stone sculptures mostly by Zimbabwean artists, displayed around the owner’s peaceful garden. Visits by appointment only.

White Elephant Gallery

A free-flowing gallery space within the White Elephant beach hotel with contemporary multimedia artworks and furniture by artists from Kenya, Italy and beyond.

Hanging Gardens

An orchid nursery and garden littered with wooden sculptures, rows of hanging plants, benches and a fish pond at a private home. Visits by appointment only.



WHERE TO EAT IN MALINDI

Baby Marrow

Consistently Malindi’s best pizza and some imaginative dishes. Chic, relaxed setting plus live-music nights. $$

Osteria

Top beach spot for a coffee and pastry or pizza and Italian food. The homemade ice cream is a must! $$

Taheri

Finger-licking Swahili and Indian food in a simple setting downtown. Try the biryani and get a fresh juice too. $



EXPLORING OLD MALINDI WALKING TOUR
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Your walk starts at 1 Malindi Museum – your ticket also grants entry to the Vasco da Gama pillar and the Portuguese Chapel.

From the museum, walk past or through the slim oasis that is 2 Uhuru Gardens and stop at the legendary fabric store 3 AA Shakir’s, by the grand 4 Bohora’s Mosque on the Uhuru/Silversand road junction. The store supplies traditional kikoi and kangas, staples worn around the waist all over the East African coast.

Facing onto the street from Shakir’s, take a right and stroll along Silversand Rd, past the 5 Tourist Market – worth a browse and haggle, although the curios are similar from store to store.

At 6 Jamia Mosque turn right off the main road into the suddenly winding, narrow streets of a true 7 old Swahili town, with some buildings dating to the 14th century. Maps won’t help here but your curiosity will. You’ll pass schools, more mosques and speciality shops selling dangerously addictive ice cream and halwa.

Find your way back to Silversand Rd by the beach 8 football grounds, then continue walking away from town. Turn left into the Coco Beach/Scorpio Villas road. Continue on the dirt road to the ticket office that precedes the 9 Vasco da Gama pillar. This office is where you’ll find guides to explain the pillar’s history and provide keys to the 15th-century thatch-roofed 10 Portuguese Chapel, a three-minute walk away by the law courts.

Once that’s done, it’s time for lunch or a drink – 11 Seafront Swahili Dishes, opposite the law courts and close to the beach, does what it says on the box and does it well. Return for a stroll on the pier at 12 Bridge Beach at sunset or for a jaw-dropping sunrise.



Descend into Hell’s Kitchen

THE MARS-LIKE MARAFA DEPRESSION

The intense depression at Marafa, also known as Hell’s Kitchen or Nyari (the place that broke itself), is one of the most otherworldly and surprising natural occurrences in all East Africa. Undulating spikes of red and brown sandstone are marbled with calcium deposits in a Mars-like valley, some pillars shooting as high as 30m. Temperatures inside the canyon can go up to 50°C on some days – this is absolutely a morning or late-afternoon trip, most people favouring the afternoon because of the symphony of reds, pinks, browns and yellows in the sunset. Even with the temperatures being what they are, it’s no good going on a rainy day as the rocks can be slippery!

Marafa village is about an hour outside Malindi and you can self-drive, get a taxi or boda-boda, or hop on a matatu from Mombasa Rd in town – the site is about a 20-minute walk from Marafa village. The attraction is well known and clearly marked so you should have no trouble finding it.

Today the site is managed by a local community group and an entrance fee applies, which includes the services of a guide. The guide will take you down into the canyon, explain the history and context of the area including the geological phenomenon, the lore of how it came to be and lead you to the highest point so you can catch the sunset. Tips to the guide after your tour are welcome, but at your discretion. Set aside at least two hours, not including travel time.






WHERE TO PARTY IN MALINDI

Olimpia Club

A swanky, kitsch beachfront restaurant and club with an open-air circular dance floor. Expect commercial hits and some golden oldies, especially on Wednesday nights as well as the weekend.

Rosada Beach Bar

The quintessential beach party with the sand beneath towering palm trees as a dance floor.

Vintage Lounge & Bar

Trendy spot in the middle of town with indoor and outdoor seating, dance floors and a rooftop terrace.




Getting Around

Being a major town Malindi is served by big bus companies like Mash Poa, Tahmeed, Dreamliner and more. Malindi International Airport has flights daily from Nairobi, Mombasa and Lamu on several domestic carriers. Within town taxis, boda-bodas and tuk-tuks are plentiful at all hours of day and night.






Beyond Malindi
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Sand dunes, rich birdlife and the only partly unearthed mysteries of the ancient kingdom await further afield from Malindi.


Following along the coast north of Malindi, you may find surprising scenes. One of Kenya’s longest rivers, the Sabaki, empties out into the ocean creating a mini swampland ecosystem of crocodiles, hippos, mangrove-lined banks and numerous bird species circling. Carry on along the Malindi–Lamu road and the landscape gets more and more dry. By the once-bustling old town of Mambrui, sand dunes that seem to have been air-dropped from Namibia or the Sahara precede the shoreline. In the 1400s this was an important centre for trade and Islamic study, where East Africa’s first contact with Chinese explorers is believed to have happened. The so-called Golden Beach, Kola, sparkles with pyrite deposits in the sand as if to hint at the rich history of this unassuming town.
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TOP TIP

If you won’t be driving yourself to Mambrui or Sabaki then keep the contact details of a taxi, tuk-tuk or boda-boda on hand – it’s not easy to find transport here.




MALINDI KINGDOM & THE CHINESE CONNECTION

The ancient Malindi Kingdom can be traced back to the 9th to 15th centuries and is believed to be the site of the first contact between China and East Africa. Although present-day Malindi town retains the kingdom’s name, it is not clear today where exactly the kingdom stood – until as recently as 2020, excavation has been underway in Malindi and Mambrui to help determine this.

In Mambrui, pieces of Chinese coins dated to the 15th century, glass beads, pottery and human skeletons have given a few clues. A shipwreck off the coast is even believed to have been part of a 40-strong armada of the Ming dynasty led by Zheng He, the explorer widely regarded as the greatest Chinese navigator of all time.



Where Desert Meets Ocean

THE MAMBRUI SAND DUNES

Forming a soft, leaning wall between the ocean and an ancient town, the undulating sand dunes at Mambrui are an unexpected scene just 10km north of the hippo-filled Galana-Sabaki river mouth and 20km from a major town like Malindi.

To access the dunes, park at Mambrui Golden Beach Bar and head up the first dune from there, or walk over from Ndoto Boutique Hotel – no entry fees, no guides or tour activities, just virgin sand and beach to enjoy a short hike (quite steep in some places!) or a picnic at an elevated height and a swim in the ocean, which you will almost certainly have to yourself. Like most outdoor activities here, it’s best to keep your visit to the morning or late afternoon because the sun and the sand will be scorching hot in the middle of the day.

Ndoto offers day passes for you to relax at the pool and have a meal or drink if you’re not staying overnight with them, which is a great way to cool off afterwards.

Some choose to explore the old town of Mambrui as well, which in itself is an unusual sight – almost a ghost town in fact that had its heyday in the 15th century as a major trading centre. Due to wind and storms the sand is slowly shifting inwards and has begun to touch 200-year old Qibla mosque as well as other buildings, which may well mean the town is on its way to tragically ‘disappearing’ into the dunes.

Hippo-Spotting & Sundowners at the Sabaki Estuary

RELAXATION AND RESTORATION

The Sabaki River (also known as the Athi-Galana-Sabaki River) is the culmination of Kenya’s second-longest river that begins in Ngong just west of Nairobi and drains into the ocean north of Malindi. This lifeline of so many surrounding communities is an important birding area, with flamingos, fish eagles, ospreys, pelicans and more migrating in and out of the estuary – the record spotted in one day here is 180 bird species. The river has also seen an increase in crocodile and hippo populations in recent years.

Camp Gedeng is on a small hill overlooking the south bank of the river, not far from its mouth at the ocean shore. The camp has a bar and grill which has been the site of many a four-hour seafood lunch and sundowner session spotting hippos and birds from the comfort of shaded day beds and hammocks, with the camp owners’ expert guidance on the area and its animal and plant life. Gedeng also runs guided walks on Sabaki Nature Trail and mangrove-tree planting excursions as part of an ongoing project to restore the southern bank of the river and protect the surrounding area from flooding.

Book at least a day before, particularly for lunch, and spend an afternoon with these champions of conservation in yet another vital ecosystem along the coast. For safety reasons the camp has a 6pm curfew – daytime guests should be in their vehicles and heading back to their accommodation. This is because hippos spend nights out of the water.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MAMBRUI

King’s Beach Cottage

Two-bedroom house with a kitchen set in a lush garden. A short walk away from Shale Beach. $$

Ndoto Boutique Hotel

Luxury between the dunes and the ocean with six elegant rooms, a swimming pool, bar and restaurant. $$$

Che Shale

Castaway-style ecolodge on a secluded beach with eight thatched cottages in the sand and a great restaurant. $$$



MEKATILILI WA MENZA

Born in Ganze, just west of Kilifi town, Mekatilili wa Menza is known as one of Kenya’s foremost freedom fighters and is celebrated for leading her people in resistance against the British well into her 70s. Some believe she had supernatural powers along with her unwavering bravery and grit. She famously escaped from British detention camps twice, once from Kisii and once from Kismayu in Somalia – both times walking the entire distance back to Kilifi. Mekatilili wa Menza died in the 1920s of natural causes and is honoured by an ebony statue in the Uhuru Gardens in Malindi, as well as in the annual Mekatilili wa Menza Cultural Festival every August.




Getting Around

There isn’t much of interest to visitors in the Mambrui and Sabaki River areas that stray far from the Malindi–Lamu highway, so just confirm your turnoff to the relevant destination and you should be good to go. Local taxi, tuk-tuk and boda-boda riders will know how to get you to your landmarks too. Driving to Ndoto Boutique Hotel involves driving on the famous ‘coconut road’ where coconut husks have been laid out for a stretch because of all the sand – this is a route best left to 4WDs. If you’re not using or renting your own, the hotel can advise on taxi services.





LAMU
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The Lamu Archipelago near the northernmost tip of Kenya’s coast has long captured the imaginations of explorers, hippies and artists with its idyllic beaches and cool Swahili charm. Today’s mainly Bajuni inhabitants are no strangers to outsiders, from thriving 14th-century Swahili trading city-states, to a centre of Islamic and Swahili scholarship, and later a trendy getaway. The car-free islands take you to a bygone era, but it gets hot, dry and expensive. The Unesco-tagged Old Town is a lot of energy to take in, if you’re prepared for an immersive experience. The islands maintain a ‘you’re in our place and you’ll adapt’ vibe, although compromises have been reached. Still it’s no wonder the likes of Mick Jagger and Madonna have favoured these narrow streets and hidden gardens, courtyards and rooftop terraces as a getaway – there’s privacy and a lack of fuss over anyone, really. Add the beauty of the beaches and reefs, vibrant festivals and quality hotels – if you love Lamu you’ll love it hard.
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TOP TIP

Give yourself time to explore Shela village, Lamu town and Manda island even if you don’t spend the night (staying in at least two of the three is worth it!). Three different vibes, landscapes and histories that give a fuller picture of the story of this special corner.




THE DONKEYS

Donkeys are a part of the Lamu experience, whether you live on or visit the islands. Approximately 3000 donkeys live on Lamu Island alone, mainly used as transport for food, building materials and other supplies, and people. The Donkey Sanctuary, a nonprofit opened at the seafront in Lamu town, serves as a hospital and refuge for donkeys that need it. You will definitely cross paths with several, dodge them or their excrement, and perhaps start to recognise one or two individuals after a few days. Many special occasions on the island call for a donkey race in the streets or the seafront. These happen three to four times a year, most notably on New Year’s Day and during the Maulid festivities celebrating the Prophet Mohammed’s birth.



An Old Lamu Town Walking Tour

A 700-YEAR-OLD LIVING MAZE

The living maze that is old Lamu town will swallow you up and take you on many unexpected turns, if you let it. You can set off in a different direction each day and see what you find, but the guidance, knowledge and network of a local guide is indispensable in spotting and understanding the context and history of what you see. What awaits is a tapestry of old coral and mangrove buildings, majestic carved doors of different styles depending on Arab, Indian or further influences and material. There are classic historical sites like the seafront Lamu Museum, Lamu Fort, Swahili House Museum, Pwani Mosque, where the old shoreline began before it was reclaimed 200 years ago, and the more grand Riyadha Mosque. The latter is the longest continuously used mosque in the Swahili world, however with 35 mosques in Lamu town alone you’ll bump into several of varying size and character while you roam. There are also more niche spots like the old coconut-oil factory, a host of art galleries and the Silversmith, two neighbouring shops owned by brothers who make jewellery out of silver and reused china pieces often found in shipwrecks off the coast.
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Ask at the Lamu Museum, Swahili House or the place you’re staying for a guide who knows Lamu town – and its history – well. Don’t be afraid to ask your guide to take you to specific places either – most guides will make your walk as long or as short as you’d like it, but set aside at least one hour.
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WHERE TO STAY IN LAMU

Subira House

Seven-room eco-rated heritage building in the historic old Lamu town with multiple courtyards and terraces. $$

Amu House

16th-century Swahili home converted into a B&B with rooftop terrace, two blocks from the seafront. $$

Kizingo, Kipungani

Airy bandas in a peaceful, remote sustainable lodge on the west of Lamu island, among dunes and waves. $$$

Moyoni House, Shela

Seven-bedroom villa with a kitchen and swimming pool. Profits go to Safari Doctors and Safari Vets. $$

Shela Bahari Hotel

Waterfront institution and one of Lamu’s best restaurants. Rooftop rooms have a private terrace. $$

Kisura House, Manda

Rustic three-storey home in an acre of lush garden in a village just steps off the Manda beach. Sleeps six. $$


Deep Sea Fishing

GAME FISHING IN THE DEEP BLUE

Even the most experienced anglers are challenged by the big-game fishing up and down the Kenyan coast, but the 480km Lamu Archipelago coastline remains a firm favourite for its variety. Pay attention to the season for weather and ocean conditions and when you’ll have the best luck catching certain fish. The peak fishing season is between September and May, although it’s possible to make good catches all year. November to April sees the calm, northeasterly winds blow through and it’s the hottest, driest time of year. It also means calm, clear water with great visibility. This is when to throw your line out for billfish such as striped, black and blue marlin, sailfish and other big game fish – a catch and release policy is practised in Lamu for all billfish. Barracuda, yellowfin tuna, kingfish and wahoo can be fished even in the middle of the year with stronger winds and rougher water – and can be carried out to enjoy later at your hotel.

A half- or full-day fishing excursion can be arranged, and most boats take six to eight people. You can book a trip with hotels that have their own fishing boats and crew, like Peponi and Manda Bay.

Explore the Takwa Ruins

RUINS MEET FOREST MEETS BEACH

The fascinating Takwa Ruins on the southeast side of Manda Island tell the story of a once-thriving ancient city and trading centre that was home to 2500 inhabitants between the 15th and 17th centuries, left abandoned. It’s believed that due to the salination of the island’s fresh water supply and constant conflict with residents of Pate Island, its inhabitants moved to Shela. Of the city’s homes, the coral walls of 100 remain in varying states along with a central mosque, wells, city walls with four gates and grand ancient trees including a few treasured baobabs. Owing to its remote location in an already remote part of the country, you and your guide from the National Museums of Kenya who manage the monument, will likely have the site to yourself and your imagination. The ruins are a 30-minute boat ride from Lamu town and accessed via the shallow mangrove channels between the islands, thus only at high tide. Check the tide times and choose a morning or late afternoon to avoid spending two to three hours in the harsh midday sun. Don’t be afraid to shop around for boat captains before settling on one for this excursion.

Unfortunately, what was once a guesthouse is close to a ruin itself, but there are camping facilities, including a covered kitchen, where you can pitch your tent on a raised site above the ruins and the ocean. It’s a prime spot to watch the sunrise over the practically private beach where the forest meets the ocean, and you can run down for a swim too.
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ART IN LAMU

Satan, gallery owner and artist, shares places to get immersed in Lamu’s art scene.

Phoenix Studio

My home and studio which I opened during the pandemic to some of the older kids I work with at Anidan Children’s Shelter.

Tassili Gallery

Upscale photography gallery, great place to browse through black and white archival photos and books.

Ubunifu Space, Mararani

A lockdown project that continues to give children a safe and stimulating place to spend the day. In conjunction with African Corner in Shela they arrange workshops with artists from around Kenya and the world, often selling the children’s work in exhibitions.

Shela Hat Contest

Every second February individuals and teams compete to make larger-than-life hats, often highlighting political and environmental issues in a show of creativity and humour.




MAULID FESTIVAL

Albert Mwamburi, researcher and writer of Pwani Tribune shares the story of Maulid Festival in Lamu.

Habib Swaleh was an Islamic scholar who founded the three-day Lamu Maulid Festival, which marks the Prophet Mohammed’s birth. He also built the 19th-century Riyadha mosque, where many Maulid festivities take place. Maulid was previously observed in the private homes of Islamic scholars and the elite. The festival allowed less-affluent people to have access, as well as native African people rather than only those of Arab ancestry. Annual celebrations take place in the third month of the Muslim calendar. It has brought together pilgrims for 120 years from East Africa and beyond for prayer, Quran recitations, music, dance, dhow races and other competitions.

Swaleh’s grave in Lamu and his home, adjacent to Riyadha mosque, are pilgrimage sites during Maulid.



WHERE TO GET A DRINK IN LAMU & AROUND

Floating Bar

Lively bar and restaurant on a barge between Lamu and Manda islands with seating and a dance floor.

Peponi Hotel, Shela

Watering hole frequented by the low-key who’s who of – genuinely – the world. Only place serving alcohol daily.

Mararaha

Chic, artsy spot in Mararani village, with the occasional banging club night. Check social media for hours.

Visit Pate & Kiwayu Islands

FURTHER AFIELD IN THE ARCHIPELAGO

Pate is the largest Lamu Archipelago island and definitely the one with the most underrated historical sites, given its remoteness. The historical Siyu fort was built as a defence against Omani Arab forces and is the only one in East Africa to have been built by indigenous inhabitants – the well-known and more visited Fort Jesus in Mombasa and Lamu Fort were built by foreigners post-conquest. South of Siyu town is Shanga village which contains what may be the oldest ruins on the Kenyan coast, dating to the 8th century, where what was once a thriving Swahili town with mosques, hundreds of tombs and over 100 homes can be seen. This is not an official museum site so look for a local guide yourself, or go alone.

Anyone can hop on the passenger matatu boats from Lamu town to Pate town on the east end of the island and be back the same day if you time it right – there isn’t guest accommodation on Pate Island per se. Once on the island you can get a boat to the other points, or brave some sandy and scenic boda-boda rides on the interior. You may also arrange a private motorboat or traditional dhow to sail over and make a day of visiting Pate, Shanga in the south and Siyu, which is more centrally accessed via a mangrove channel at high tide.

If you’re in an isolating mood (and have the time and money), Kiwayu Island (sometimes spelled Kiwayuu) is even more remote, further north in the Kiunga Marine National Reserve, which is prime diving, snorkelling and shark-spotting (in the right season) territory. Iconic Mike’s Camp has provided an upgraded Crusoe-like backdrop for your getaway for 20 years, and there are one or two guest accommodation spots in the village at the south end of the island facing the bay.


PATE ISLAND’S ‘MANGROVE MAMAS’

Lamu Archipelago has over 60% of Kenya’s mangroves, depended on for building materials, medicine, honey and as vital nurseries for crab and fish species, which many need for food and trade. Mangroves are also important storm barriers and carbon sinks – instrumental in fighting climate change. Since the 2010s, groups like the Kizingitini Women’s Fishery Group and Mtangawanda Women’s Association have been in the forefront of restoring these forests from over-harvesting. They plant mangrove seedlings, survey potential planting sites, train women on the types of mangroves to plant and provide microfinance for businesses and other needs.




Getting Around

Lamu Airport is served by local carriers with daily flights from Nairobi, Mombasa and Malindi. The airport is on Manda Island so you’ll need a boat taxi to your hotel. There’s also an airstrip on more remote Kiwayu Island. Bus companies like Tawakal ply the coastal route from Mombasa to Lamu county – the last stop is the Mokowe jetty north of the islands. From here there are boats to the islands. At your base you need to walk. People use either taxi boats (private, always ready, more expensive) or public passenger boats (cheaper, less frequent) between Shela, Lamu and Manda at any hour. If you’re on Manda you might need to call for a boat and wait a few minutes. At low tide you can walk (30 to 40 minutes) from Shela to Lamu town, though it’s sandy in parts and you need to watch for the odd donkey or motorcycle.







NORTHERN KENYA
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RUSTIC ADVENTURES AWAIT


Many tourists miss this part of the country; take advantage and prepare your inner adventurer for Kenya’s wild north.
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If you consider yourself an explorer, then northern Kenya is the place for you. Expect dust storms, relentless winds, basic food, vast distances, a bit of danger and memories you’ll never forget.

Previously considered one of the most remote destinations in Kenya, the region has been opened up, with the construction of pristine roads, to increased trade and more visitors, particularly between Moyale and Marsabit. Roads are also being built from Marsabit inland towards Lake Turkana, which will increase economic opportunities for the locals there who used to have to rely on the the odd truck, or their trusty camels, in order to move around the Chalbi Desert. But don’t think northern Kenya has become commercialised – this is still hardcore travel, which requires a 4WD, patience and a bit of chutzpah.

The region is essentially cut in two areas by Lake Turkana. You can explore Marsabit and the Chalbi Desert – full of camel herders, majestic Mt Kulal and the breathtaking Sibiloi National Park. To get to Turkana, your only option is a small boat across the lake or to head back to Nairobi to grab a flight. Either way, it is worth it to savour Turkana hospitality at its finest, and to experience the sandy shores and palm trees.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SAMBURU & ISIOLO COUNTIES

Uninterrupted wildlife watching.

MARSABIT

Gateway to Turkana and Ethiopia.

LAKE TURKANA

Beaches and the ‘Sea of Jade’.



Find Your Way


With the Isiolo–Moyale road completely paved, this part of the country isn’t as cut-off as it once was, but still be prepared for long journeys, and you’ll need a high-clearance 4WD if you’re really getting off the beaten track.
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Plan Your Time


Considering the distances and likelihood of unintended delays, you don’t want to be in a rush around northern Kenya. This isn’t a place to try to hurry through. Instead take your time – things move a bit slower around here.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• If you want to explore the region but are pressed for time, then head straight for Sibiloi National Park. It’s the best way to experience the nature and culture of the area, and you can bask at Lake Turkana – the ‘Sea of Jade’. Spend a few nights exploring the lake’s coast, renting a boat to see Central Island National Park.

• To get to the area you’ll have to take a 4WD or go with an organised tour, the majority of which leave from Marsabit. While there you can also visit the Marsabit National Park.




A Weeklong Stay

• This is an area for explorers and some extra time means you can meander from Sibiloi National Park and visit the other parts of Lake Turkana, namely Central Island National Park, as well as the nearby towns.

• To get to Central Island, you’ll also get to experience the road trip to Loiyangalani, admiring camel herders and near-perfect desert oases on the way. These roads are slow going, but if you’re lucky you may also have time to hike Mt Kulal, capping off an incredible week in the remote Kenyan desert.




If You Have More Time

• The region of northern Kenya is a big place and if you find yourself with extra time on your hands, make sure you experience its remote wildlife reserves, such as the Buffalo Springs National Reserve and Samburu National Reserve. More time here also means you can head to the western side of Lake Turkana, and stay for several days in Eliye Springs.

• Then, if you feel like you are getting too relaxed, head to Lodwar for a bit of ‘city’ action in Turkana, before undertaking a road trip between Lokichar and the Marich Pass in reverse.



Seasonal Highlights

The weather doesn’t change much in this region – expect it to be mostly hot and dry. The most rains come in April and November, though these are minimal.

JANUARY

January through to March is one of the best times for climbing Mt Kulal and other mountains, before the rains come.
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MAY

The sunniest and one of the hottest months in the region. Follows the April rainy season, which can mean good park water-hole sightings.
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JUNE

Head to Loiyangalani for the annual Lake Turkana Culture Fest, a celebration of the local cultures.
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AUGUST

Come watch the races at the Maralal International Camel Derby and even try saddling up yourself.
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OCTOBER

Generally the low season for Kenyan travel, which means cheaper flights and even more chance of being the only foreigner in northern Kenya.

[image: jpg]

STUDIOPORTOSABBIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

NOVEMBER

It’s a slightly cooler time of year in northern Kenya, which actually makes it a great time to visit.
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DECEMBER

Jamhuri Day on 12 December sees traditional festivals and parties to mark Kenya’s independence from the British.
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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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SIGHTS

1 Buffalo Springs National Reserve

2 Kalama Community Wildlife Conservancy

3 Ol Lolokwe

4 Samburu National Reserve

5 Sera Wildlife Conservancy

6 Shaba National Reserve

7 West Gate Community Conservancy




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.



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 an 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 with 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 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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RETURN OF RHINOS TO SAMBURU

In 2015 the Kenya Wildlife Service (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 to try 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.



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. Restaurant and bar face a water hole. $$$

Elephant Bedrooms

Tented camp in Samburu – watch elephants swimming in the river…while you splash in your private pool! $$$


MAJOR CHANGES COMING TO ISIOLO

Isiolo is a major city in northern Kenya, but it’s still not a major tourist hub. The Kenyan government has featured it as one of its main resort cities in its Vision 2030 plans, the country’s development plan launched in 2008. The idea is to turn Isiolo into the tourist hub for visits to Mt Kenya, Samburu and other national parks in the region, and also open up the northern parts of the country to tourism. It’s also planned that Isiolo will become a hub for the LAPSSET Corridor Program, a regional project intended to connect Kenya with Ethiopia and South Sudan. The jury is still out on whether the government will be able to make good on all this by 2030.



WHERE TO STAY IN ISIOLO

Moti Pearl Hotel

The cream of the crop in Isiolo has clean rooms and reliable wi-fi. $$

Bomen Hotel

A popular hotel with a good on-site restaurant. $

Silver Bells Hotel

A newer property, this rooftop hotel has decent-sized rooms. $

Vibrant Isiolo

THE FRONTIER TO THE NORTH

Isiolo is a market town – it is the in-between point between Nanyuki and the end of the road in Moyale, the jumping-off point into Ethiopia. Historically, the town was a key trading centre along the ancient caravan routes connecting the coastal region of Kenya with the interior of East Africa, helping to facilitate commerce as well as the mixing of cultures. During colonialism Isiolo was a major administrative centre for the British, and was then, as now, seen as the border to northern Kenya. Isiolo remains an important part of trade routes in the region today, and also has an incredible mix of Kenyan peoples – Samburu, Borana, Maasai and Turkana mingle in traditional outfits as they purchase food, clothes and other items in the large market in the middle of town on the A2. This is no tourist market though – you won’t find carved handicrafts or other souvenirs to take home with you. But you will be enveloped by stalls of homeware, clothes, fruit and vegetables, meat, spices and anything else you could possibly imagine. It’s a good place to experience a genuine, bustling Kenyan market and stock up on goods if you are planning on camping. It’s by no means a relaxing time, but an authentic experience that cannot be found in many other places in Kenya.
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Explore the Northern Rangelands Conservancies

SAVE ANIMALS WHILE TREATING YOURSELF

Fancy yourself a true animal lover, but also like to be spoilt? Then look no further than the conservancies run by the Northern Rangelands Trust (NRT), a group of 43 community conservancies in northern Kenya. You can only enter the conservancies if you have booked a stay at one of their luxurious lodges, which almost guarantees the serenity and seclusion of your visit.

We suggest starting at Kalama Community Wildlife Conservancy, which opened in 2004 and is set on almost 500 sq km. The conservancy is just off the A2 after Archer’s Post. While there are wild dogs, leopards and cheetahs on the grounds, walking tours are allowed, so these are a great opportunity to get out of the vehicle and experience the natural surroundings.

Across from Kalama to the west is the Sera Wildlife Conservancy, which is best known for being the first to establish a black rhino breeding sanctuary. The conservancy was set up in 2001, partly to conserve the nature and animals of the area but more so to provide a common ground for rival ethnic groups: the Samburu, Rendille and Turkana. Since then conflict has subsided and in 2015 the rhino sanctuary was established. Guests can visit the sanctuary and we highly recommend the rhino tracking, where you accompany a ranger and learn traditional Samburu tracking methods to safely approach the black rhinos.

To the west of Kalama is West Gate Community Conservancy, home of Sasaab Lodge, one of the most luxurious resorts in the area. The scrubland makes sightings easy for the larger animals, though West Gate’s most famous occupant is the endangered Grevy’s zebra, which is only found in northern Kenya and some sections of Somaliland.


BEST LUXURY LODGES IN THE NRT CONSERVANCIES

Saruni Samburu

Located in the Kalama Community Wildlife Conservancy, the six ecovillas here provide unspoilt views of the conservancy and Mt Kenya. Be sure to do a guided bush walk with a Samburu warrior. $$$

Saruni Rhino

Set in the Sera Wildlife Conservancy, this camp has three bandas, or cottages, set in front of doum palm trees and a dry riverbed. $$$



WHERE TO STAY AT THE CONSERVANCIES & NEAR OL LOLOKWE

Lgoita Campsite

Easy to access in Kalama, and in a great location to start your hikes (guides recommended). $

Tumot Campsite

Located in Sera, on a shaded site by a riverbed with good access to the rhino sanctuary. $

Sabache Safari Eco-Lodge

The best place to stay in the area and to book guides for mountain hikes; 100% owned by the Samburu community. $$

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 done 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.


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. You might think elephants wouldn’t be an issue when climbing Ol Lolokwe – with incredibly steep climbs, it’s a tough ascent even for fit mountaineers. However, in 2020 scientists were tracking an elephant herd led by Naisula, the matriarch, who had a radio collar. 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’s likely due to the food available or because they were moving away from danger.




Getting Around

The best way to visit Samburu and Isiolo 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 (minibuses) 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


[image: jpg]

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 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 into 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. Plus a mosquito net and good sleeping bag for cold nights (most accommodation will only provide a rough mattress or cot).




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.




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 in the park 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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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. $$

Travel the Marsabit–Moyale Road

SMOOTH SAILING TO ETHIOPIA

There is a travel quote about the journey being better than the destination and, to be blunt, this is very true when the destination is Moyale. But the road trip from Marsabit to Moyale is something else, with a windswept desert appropriately called Dida Galgalu (‘Plains of Darkness’), camel caravans and, nowadays, the smoothest road you can find. There was a time when this stretch of road rattled your bones for four to six hours and required an armed escort to prevent bandits stealing your luggage and car. These days you can make the run to Moyale in less than two hours, with no fear of bandits and just the cool desert air in your face.

There are a few places to stop on the way, most notably Turbi, which has two small, forested hills that can be climbed. The town is best known, unfortunately, as being the site of a massacre in 2005, when 95 people were killed in intercommunal violence between the Gabbra and Borana. There is still simmering tension between the two communities, though there has been very little violence since that regrettable day. If you are looking for a way to stretch your legs, the town is a good detour, though the road is not in great condition so you will need a 4WD with high clearance. It’s best to hire a guide to take you up the hills and make sure you don’t get stuck here for the night – Moyale has better overnight options than Turbi.


THE ROAD FROM HELL

The Marsabit–Moyale road, which is now freshly tarmacked and smooth, was once one of the worst roads in the world. The corrugated surface meant that vehicles could not travel over 30km/h and even then it was a teeth-chattering ride, especially if you sat at the back of a bus or a big truck. There were many stories of people almost going mad as they waited for the worst of the journey to end and for the tarmac road to begin once again. As vehicles could not travel quickly and were likely to break down, there was also an increased risk of banditry, hence the mandatory armed escort.




Getting Around

There are regular buses between Marsabit and Moyale, as well as boda-bodas that can shuttle you around Marsabit and its adjoining towns and villages. It is highly recommended to rent a car for this area, to be able to travel around quickly and safely. Petrol is available in Marsabit but is scarce outside the area.






Beyond Marsabit
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Leave Marsabit behind you for the untouched sands and oases of the Chalbi Desert.


This is where adventure begins. Hop in your 4WD and head west towards Lake Turkana, leaving behind the tarmac roads and hustle and bustle of Marsabit for an ocean of sand. The Chalbi Desert (the name given to it by the Gabbra people, meaning ‘salty and bare’) covers over 100,000 sq km of cracked earth, white sand and rocky lava flows. Different parts of the desert contain small oases of doum palm trees and water sources for the ubiquitous camels and their nomadic herders. There are few lodges and even less luxuries, but this area remains (for the time being) as close as you can get to old-school desert adventure travel.
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TOP TIP

A 4WD and good GPS are essential. It’s best not to rush – flat tyres or stuck vehicles may take hours to get sorted.



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, 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.

Climb Mt Kulal

A FOREST MOUNTAIN IN THE DESERT

An eroded extinct volcano located east of Lake Turkana, Mt Kulal is a dominating presence in the area. There are some great hikes on and around the mountain, which stands close to 2300m high. However, don’t expect to reach the peak in one day, no matter what the guides may tell you. This should not put you off hiking though, as there are unique ecological phenomena in the valleys and flanks of the mountain, as well as at the top of Mt Kulal. If you’re a box ticker, then try to spot the Kulal white-eye, a species of green bird with white around their eyes, which is endemic to this area. Also be on the lookout for the Mt Kulal chameleon, also endemic to the area and only discovered in 2003.

The Rendille and Samburu tribes have revered Mt Kulal for centuries and refer to the mountain as Ol Doinyo Kulal, which translates to ‘mountain of the ancestors’. Mt Kulal was also designated a Unesco World Heritage Site in 1978 because of its unique flora and fauna, and the mountain acts as a water catchment area, helping to sustain local communities and wildlife during droughts.

If you are wanting to climb to the summit, one of the best places to stay is Gatab, on the southern side of the mountain. There are a few places to sleep and eat here, and you’ll find many guides who are happy to take you up the mountain, though we recommend using a bona fide tour operator rather than one of the many touts who will approach you.


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.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND MARSABIT

Camp Kalacha

One of Kalacha’s only accommodation options, with bandas (but it’s better to camp if you have the gear). $

Malabo Resort

Loiyangalani’s nicest place to stay, though don’t expect much luxury. The bar-restaurant is good for meeting locals. $

Oasis Lodge

This clean and simple place in Loiyangalani has a pool and can accommodate large groups. $


Go Camel Racing in Maralal

THE GREATEST CAMEL RACE IN AFRICA

If you are fortunate enough to be near Maralal in August, make plans to take part in the annual Maralal International Camel Derby. The race is held in high esteem and there are many local dignitaries who will preside over the opening ceremonies, though the real attraction is the colourful attire worn by the various tribes in the area. The race starts in the centre of the town and is quite manic at the beginning – if you have a phobia of being trampled by a camel, then it’s best to stand at the back of the crowd!

This event is not just for professional camel herders though. Expect to be offered a chance to take part in the race, as well as some of the other races involving running and cycling through the desert. Participants usually end up at the Yare Camel Camp after the races are completed for the day, which is another great opportunity to sit with Maralal locals and hear stories about previous camel derbys. The camels are the lifeblood of the area and serve not only as transport for many, but also provide them a livelihood and companionship, so make sure you treat the animals with respect.

There are also many local vendors on the sidelines, offering local food and crafts to visitors. There is a sense of frivolity in the air, and this is the main point of the festival – to celebrate the interconnectedness of the local indigenous communities, who come together for the event to celebrate their heritage and culture with others.
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THE SINGING WELLS OF THE SAMBURU

The Samburu people of northern Kenya are well known for their ‘singing wells’, which are dug along riverbeds, with herders and livestock visiting them daily. The wells aren’t reinforced, so every day herders enter the wells and dig deeper, collecting water in buckets and passing them out of the well in a chain, while the Samburu men sing in unison, keeping the rhythm of the digging and the passing of the buckets.

There is a well in Arapal and it’s said that you should whistle a tune as you pass, out of respect. However, if you happen to visit the well while the Samburu are singing, it would be very disrespectful to take a photo. If you would like to watch, be sure to ask permission first.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT AROUND MT KULAL

AIC Gatab Guesthouse

This is the only guesthouse in Gatab. Book in advance to ensure someone is here to greet you. $

Narraioca Supuko Campsite

A small campsite that you’ll see as you enter Gatab. $

Naidurra Village Market

One of the only places to stock up on supplies while camping and for hiking. $

A Festival of Local Culture

CELEBRATE NORTHERN KENYA’S FRONTIER CULTURES

Occurring in June every year, Loiyangalani’s Lake Turkana Culture Fest is a three-day celebration of the 14 different northern Kenyan tribes. Each tribe dresses up in their traditional clothing and performs traditional dance. Live music is a key part of the festival and the sounds emitted from the various musicians and tribal singers is incredible, mesmerising audiences with their rhythmic beats and colourful costumes. Traditional sports, such as camel racing and stick fighting, add an element of excitement and showcase the physical prowess of members of the local community.

The Lake Turkana Culture Fest is not only a celebration but also an opportunity for cultural exchange and understanding. It promotes dialogue, respect and appreciation for the diverse ways of life found in the region. Visitors have the chance to interact with the local communities, learn about their customs and witness first-hand their artistic skills, craftsmanship and storytelling traditions.

The festival, which is widely known as Tobong’u Lore, was started in 2008 as a way to increase tourism in the region, as well as to raise awareness of the unique culture and history of the Lake Turkana area. The festival is for both the local villagers, who use it as a way to strengthen bonds between the different tribes, as well as for tourists, who can sample local food from various stalls and are invited to participate in the dancing, singing and other activities.


CAMELS IN THE DESERT

The bond between the Turkana and their camels runs deep, with the animals playing a crucial role in Turkana daily life and economic activities, providing transport, milk and meat to the local communities. Camels in the Turkana region symbolise endurance, strength and a way of life deeply intertwined with the desert terrain. The camels develop a symbiotic relationship with their riders, with whom they share their days. But this may not extend to visitors, so do approach camels with caution and ask their riders for permission if you want to take a picture with the animals or would like to touch them.




Getting Around

There are few public transport options in this part of Kenya 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, or use of the main travel agents who can provide a guide as well as transport, be it a 4WD or even a helicopter (if time is an issue and money is not!).





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 the flow of water 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.




LODWAR TURKANA CULTURAL FESTIVAL

While one of the goals of the Lake Turkana Culture Fest, held in Loiyangalani, is to improve relations between the different tribes who live in the region, another event, the Lodwar Turkana Cultural Festival, was also established, to focus on the Ateker group of people who reside in northern Kenya, as well as in Uganda, South Sudan and Ethiopia. The festival takes place in Lodwar in April and is similar, albeit smaller, to its sister Lake Turkana Cultural Fest. There are also similar cultural events held in Uganda that celebrate the Karamojong people, who are part of the Ateker group.



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 is 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.


WHERE TO STAY IN SIBILOI

Alia Bay Guest House

One of the only places to stay in Sibiloi, this KWS guesthouse is close to the gate. $

Koobi Fora Museum

There are several small chalets on the museum grounds and you can also camp here. $

Turkana Campsite

This campsite does not have water, so come stocked up if you’re planning on staying here. $



Soak up the Sun at Eliye Springs

SIMILAR TO A PRIVATE BEACH RESORT

Eliye Springs is the nicest part of Lake Turkana’s western region. White sandy shores, scores of palm trees and a tropical breeze might make you think you have been transported 1200km east to the Indian Ocean. The El-Molo people, one of the smallest ethnic groups in Kenya, have inhabited this region for centuries and have a deep connection to the land and lake. They are known for their fishing skills and their traditional way of life, which revolves around the lake and its resources, and there are opportunities to visit El-Molo homesteads in the area.

Children will love to play in the warm water here and there are plenty of activities involving the lake, including fishing, boating and visiting the nearby Central Island National Park. Despite the green vegetation, it is best not to drink the water that comes out of the springs that gives the town its name – poor infrastructure means it is a haven for bacteria, so stick to the bottled water.

There is only one place to stay, the Eliye Springs Resort, which has thatched rondavels and buildings with rooms, as well as a campsite. It is a resort merely in name, as it is a bit rundown and in need of some repairs. That said, there isn’t any other accommodation here and the proximity to the lake is unbeatable. It’s also the only place to eat in the area – freshly caught tilapia features prominently on the menu.
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TOP TIPS FOR TRAVELLING AROUND LAKE TURKANA

Come prepared

The few petrol stations and larger markets in the area sometimes run empty: be sure to bring all essentials.

Avoid breakdowns

Roads can be quite rocky, resulting in flat tyres or worse. Take your time driving over the worst areas.

Respectful smiling & waving

Attitudes may vary in this newly touristed area. But it’s amazing what a smile and wave can do.


HUMANITY’S MISSING LINK IN ELIYE SPRINGS

Eliye Springs is the home of one of the world’s most important palaeontological discoveries. In 1983 two tourists in Kenya visited Nairobi’s National Museum with part of a skull they’d found in Eliye Springs and gave it to Dr Richard Leakey, one of the most renowned Kenyan palaeontologists. Leakey and the tourists went back to Eliye Springs to try to uncover the rest of the fossil, which Leaky recognised had a pronounced brow ridge and was linked to Homo heidelbergensis, the first hunter of large animals (it was the African population of Homo heidelbergensis that evolved into Homo sapiens). They never did find any further remains of the fossil, but the initial discovery gave rise to further exploration and digs in the area, which resulted in even more discoveries.



Explore Central Island National Park

THE GEM OF LAKE TURKANA

Alluring Central Island National Park is composed of three active volcanoes and three crater lakes – Crocodile Lake, Flamingo Lake and Tilapia Lake. Much like South Island National Park, there is a diverse array of birds and crocodiles here and, if your timing is right, you can also see the large crocodile nurseries on Central Island. While smaller than South Island, Central Island is more readily accessible, with two airstrips and more opportunities to visit from the KWS Kalokol gate near Lodwar.

There are several options to get to Central Island, but we recommend using a KWS boat from Kalokol to get here. Also, a tour guide will be necessary – while the island is not huge, it is a difficult area to navigate. The smell of sulphur will greet you when you get to the island, as will the sounds of over 350 bird species. We suggest hiking to the top of Flamingo Crater, which has some of the most interesting flora and fauna sightings, though most visitors will go straight to Crocodile Lake to view the ancient reptiles. The park is a Unesco World Heritage Site, which does mean it is better looked after than some of the other tourist sites in the region. However, make sure you bring everything you need if you go camping at Central Island Campsite, the one KWS campsite on the island.

TOP TIPS FOR VISITING CENTRAL & SOUTH ISLAND NATIONAL PARKS

Check the boat

A KWS boat is ideal, but locals also have boats for rent. Check the boat’s condition before you pay.

Plan your return journey

Arrange your return trip and know when your captain will pick you up if staying at a campsite.

Beware of wild animals

Don’t be complacent, even around lounging crocodiles and hippos. Stay alert and keep your distance from animals.


THE END OF LAKE TURKANA?

A 2016 study found 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 Renais-sance Dam (GERD), which will be Africa’s largest dam, spanning the whole of the Blue Nile. The political controversy over 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.



Spot Crocs in South Island National Park

RISING FROM VOLCANIC ASH

Calling all birders – South Island National Park is your paradise. This 39-sq-km island in Lake Turkana known as ‘The Isle of Mystery’ is a short boat ride from Loiyangalani and features dozens of different bird species, particularly between March and May when many are migrating back to Europe for the summer. For those less concerned with ornithology, there are also large breeding colonies of crocodiles and hippos on the island. If you are here in April or May, you may be able to view the world’s largest crocodile nursery, when thousands of baby crocodiles emerge from beneath the sand, with their mothers bringing them down to the water’s edge.

South Island is actually a dormant volcano, with the last eruption in 1888. As you walk around the edge of the island you’ll see a series of ash cones, which have ash from the last eruption that eventually turned to rock known as tuff. South Island is the largest in Lake Turkana, but despite this there are no facilities other than a small campsite for staying overnight. It’s a better idea to rent a boat from Loiyangalani and visit the island as a day trip. If you do decide to stay overnight, ensure you have your passes from the KWS office in Loiyangalani and have arranged a return boat to come and pick you up the next day, as mobile phone reception is not great on the island.


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 in Lake Turkana.






Beyond Lake Turkana
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One of Kenya’s least-visited regions, the western side of Lake Turkana has some of the best hiking, friendliest people and most vivid landscapes.


It can be hard to pry yourself away from Lake Turkana – for good reason – but there’s more to discover in this region. Like the lake’s eastern side, this western area is part of the cradle of humanity, where palaeontologists have been able to answer questions about how we came to be after the discovery of the ancient ‘Turkana Boy’ skeleton in 1984.

This area lacks the museums and development of the lake’s eastern side, which, depending on how you look at it, can be a negative or a positive. While there are no luxury resorts or Western-style comforts some might expect and travellers have to live much more like locals, this also means a trip here is an adventure in a place not often visited by foreign tourists.
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TOP TIP

Lake Turkana’s western area is one of Kenya’s least developed. Bring creature comforts that are important to you on what could be an exciting but unluxurious trip.



Lodwar’s Developing Charms

WEST TURKANA’S MAJOR ‘CITY’

Lodwar has changed a lot in a short while. Despite being the largest town in the region, it used to have the feeling of a small market village. But this is no longer the case, largely due to the oil discoveries in the region. This has resulted in major upgrades to the town, which now seems more like a small city.

Most people who live in Lodwar are Turkana, formerly a semi-nomadic people who relied on herding livestock, fishing and some agriculture to survive. Today, Turkana people still have a deep connection with their traditional way of life. Even as the city develops due to the discovery of oil and the resulting upgraded roads, many still cling to traditions and you can expect to see Turkana people continuing to use time-worn techniques for herding cattle, catching fish and making baskets.

Due to Lodwar’s previous isolation, most tourists tend to leave it off their bucket lists, but its function as a gateway to Lake Turkana remains, and with tarmacked roads and an upgraded airport it’s never been easier to get to. There’s not tons to do while here, though we would recommend browsing through the basket market, where beautiful examples of natural sisal woven baskets are on display. These baskets are a source of income for much of Lodwar’s population and are a great way to store your towels and other necessities, including during your time at lakeside Eliye Springs.
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DREAMING OF BLACK GOLD

In 2012 a miracle occurred in Turkana – British oil-firm Tullow Oil discovered a sizeable amount of oil in a field south of Lodwar. The expectations were huge – new roads, employment and a windfall of revenue. But over a decade later, the expected benefits have not arrived, with Tullow Oil experiencing economic issues, and allegations of environmental issues and conflict with pastoralist herders in the region. Timelines for oil production, which would result in much-needed revenue, have been continually pushed back and there’s no indication that Turkana, or Kenya, will become an oil producer in the future. For the Turkana people, this miracle has become another desert mirage.




Getting Around

Much like other more rural areas of Kenya, there are boda-bodas that can shuttle you around town or to other small villages in the region. It is possible to get to Eliye Springs on a boda-boda, but it is a rough and long ride while exposed to the hot desert sun. Eliye Springs Resort can arrange transport from Lodwar to the lakeside if booked in advance.





ROAD TRIP
Marich Pass to Lokichar


This 200km road trip takes you through some of Kenya’s least developed but most stunning passes and desert towns. You’ll start north of Kitale, a small agricultural town in the Rift Valley. Heading north, you’ll traverse through the Marich Pass, taking in stunning views, on your way to two underrated national reserves. Your final stop is Lokichar, the gateway to Turkana in the north of the country.
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1 Marich Pass

From Kitale, take the A1 north towards the breathtaking Marich Pass, located between the Cherangani Hills and Mt Mtelo. If you want to spend more time or learn more about the area, visit the Marich Pass Field Studies Centre, located at the end of the pass. There are lots of boda-bodas and matatus plying this route that tend to drive extremely quickly, so it’s best to let them pass and take your time to enjoy the views.

The Drive: It’s about 150km from Kitale via the Marich Pass to the next stop. Continue on this road until you pass Orwa and take a left onto the E358 for the Nasolot National Reserve.
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2 Nasolot National Reserve

Your next stop is the underappreciated Nasolot National Reserve, which covers 92 sq km and is home to a wide range of gazelles, monkeys and birdlife. If you are lucky, you may even spot elephants – a great place to search for them is on top of Nasolot Hill. Ask at the gate about boat excursions and fishing opportunities at Turkwel Dam.

The Drive: It’s a short drive to your next destination, doubling back south on the E358 for 6km before turning left onto the A1. After 2km you’ll see South Turkana Nature Reserve’s gate on your right.

3 South Turkana Nature Reserve

Located in the plains to the east of the Nasolot forests, this nature reserve is home to oryxes, other antelope and giraffes that thrive in the rugged plains of the nature reserve. The views of the nearby mountains are just as much a part of this nature reserve as the animals themselves, and it is one of the few reserves in Kenya that allows mountain biking. There are also camel safari rides available.

The Drive: Previously an almost impassable route, the newly tarmacked road to Lokichar is now an easy hour-long drive through sandy plains and small villages. Sellers offer fruit and drinks by the side of the road.

4 Lokichar

The final stop on your road trip is Lokichar. Much like its larger sibling town to the north, Lodwar, Lokichar is a market town where you can stop to resupply or have a break before heading north or towards Lake Turkana.








TOOLKIT



The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Kenya. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Kenya and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving


Nairobi’s Jomo Kenyatta International Airport will be the primary point of entry for most travellers coming to Kenya. Most international flights will arrive at Terminal 1, though some flights from within the East Africa region may land at Terminal 2. The airport is a roughly 30-minute drive to central Nairobi.
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Visas

All visitors entering Kenya 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

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

Banks change US dollars, euros and UK pounds into Kenyan shillings, though many places in the larger cities only accept card payments or M-Pesa, which can be set up when you purchase a SIM card.




Wi-fi

Wi-fi is available in the airport and is readily available in shops and restaurants around the country. Data is also very affordable and there is good signal in most places, including very remote areas.




TRANSPORT FROM AIRPORT TO WESTLANDS, NAIROBI

Taxi
KSh3000, 30min

Uber
Ksh1000, 30min

City Bus 34
Ksh50, 1hr



YELLOW FEVER VACCINATION

In order to enter Kenya, all travellers must produce a yellow-fever vaccination certificate. While some information sites will say it is not a requirement, you will not be allowed entry into Kenya without the vaccination. It is a good idea to have the vaccination as the country is classified as a high-risk country and there have been recent outbreaks. You’ll be asked to show your yellow-fever certificate prior to entering the queue for immigration, so make sure you have it handy as it can be a bit chaotic at this part of the airport.
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Getting Around


While bus and train travel is improving for getting around Kenya, the best way to experience the country to the fullest is by renting a car.




TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
From US$50/day

Petrol
Approx Ksh180/litre

Bus Nairobi to Marsabit
From KSh2000

One-way flight Nairobi to Lodwar
Approx US$100



Hiring a Car

All the major car-rental companies as well as smaller local outfits operate from the airport in Nairobi. Expect to pay upwards of US$50 per day for a sedan and US$150 per day for a 4WD. Many cars are automatic; request a manual transmission if planning to go off-road.

Road Conditions

The major highways around Kenya are improving and you’re likely to end up driving on a road that is being expanded. Still, expect some major potholes and resulting traffic jams when driving on the highways. Some highways in northwest Kenya are still virtually undrivable.
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TIP

In Nairobi, parking is linked to your licence plate and there’s no free parking. Look for a warden to pay or risk a fine.



HIGHWAY DRIVING

Highways in Kenya are a lifeline for trade from cities to small towns and, because of this, all major roads will cut through towns and markets instead of around them. While it may be tempting to follow a speeding matatu trying to set records for the fastest trip to Moyale, be aware that there will likely be a large speed bump, as well as children, cows and goats on the road of each town. Instead travel slowly and enjoy the trip.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left
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Speed limit: 50km/h in urban areas, 110km/h on highways

0.08

Blood alcohol concentration limit is 0.08%




Buses & Matatus

Buses and minivans (matatus) generally travel most roads in Kenya with Nairobi as their departure point. They can be crowded and, particularly for matatus, do not drive in the safest manner but are still one of the cheapest options and a great way to meet other travellers and welcoming locals.




Trains

Train travel in Kenya is improving greatly, and the new(ish) standard-gauge railway from Kenya to Mombasa makes this trip a delight compared with the previous nightmare. There is also a train line from Nairobi to Nanyuki. Both trains are a great way to see the country and are very affordable.




Flights

Some places, such as Turkana in the northwest, are hard to visit without flying. Several low-cost domestic airlines have daily flights from Wilson Airport in Nairobi around the country and region. Many tour operators book private flights from Nairobi to parks or other parts of Kenya.








Money


CURRENCY: SHILLING (KSH OR KES)



Debit & Credit Cards


Visa and Mastercard are accepted at most places in the major cities and its use is increasing in smaller towns as well. All ATMs also accept these cards but it’s good to always have M-Pesa or cash as a backup.

M-Pesa


M-Pesa is how most Kenyans pay for goods. You will need a Kenyan SIM card and the mobile operator can set you up with M-Pesa at that 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.

Tipping

Restaurants expect around a 10% to 15% tip. Many other services don’t expect a tip at all, though it is polite to round up for small services like taxis. Guides generally expect a tip of around KSh2000 per day, though it does depend on the level of service received.

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 in the airport is rarely open.


HOW MUCH FOR…

National park entry
US$60/person

Hotel room
KSh1000/night

5GB of mobile data
KSh1000
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How to… Avoid Paying a Bribe

Bribes are, unfortunately, commonplace in Kenya. Particularly in Nairobi, traffic police will focus on travellers in rental cars and ask for a ‘fine’ instead of having to haul you into the police station. The fines are usually small, but to avoid paying bribes it is better to agree to go to the police station or ask for a ticket, which you can then later pay at the police station.
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Scan this QR code to apply for your KWS discount


LOCAL TIP

If you’re under 23 and studying at a recognised college with a student ID, you can apply for a discounted rate from KWS parks. You must apply up to two weeks in advance by emailing your itinerary and college details to parks@kws.go.ke, but it will save you hundreds of dollars if you’re planning to visit a lot of parks.




A DIGITAL ECONOMY

In Africa, Kenya is the leader in terms of digital infrastructure, with wide network coverage throughout the country. A large reason for the rollout of this infrastructure was due to the widespread use of mobile money, or M-Pesa, which was first launched in 2007. M-Pesa captured a significant market share very quickly and today 98% of Kenyans use mobile money through their mobile network operator.








Accommodation

Book with a Local

Even in rural areas, one of the best ways to find accommodation is through Airbnb or other online services. These reasonably priced options are usually flats in a tower, offering you a much more local experience than staying in a hotel, and often at half the price. Expect to spend around KSh1000 per night for a one-bedroom flat.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

A campsite
from US$25

A flat or an apartment
from KSh1000

A safari in luxury tented camps
from US$500



What’s a Banda?

If you’re looking to stay in national parks on a budget, there’s the option to stay in a banda – a Kenyan-style hut or cottage, usually with some kind of kitchen or bathroom. They are often brick but some are thatched stone huts. They are basic and you’ll need your own bedding, food and firewood, but are a great budget option.

Scan this QR code to see a list of national park bandas.
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Luxury Stays

There is no shortage of dream-like stays in Kenya, from beachside resorts to luxe tents in a private reserve. Most of these are all-inclusive, five-star experiences – but you get what you pay for. Staying at a private conservancy starts at around US$500 per person and can rise to over US$5000 in some instances. It’s pricey, but it’s once-in-a-lifetime accommodation.
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Camping

You’ll have a whole range of campsites to choose from. Many hotels and hostels in Nairobi and other major hubs also have a campsite, as do national parks, along with water and toilets. Some parks, like Amboseli National Park and Lake Nakuru, have kitchens and other amenities and are (almost) as good as staying in a luxury lodge.



[image: jpg]

POTAPOV ALEXANDER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

MOSQUITO NETS

While most accommodation will supply some sort of mosquito net to help stop you being bitten during the night and potentially contracting malaria, it doesn’t hurt to be more prepared and bring some items with you during your travels. Having a second mosquito net to drape over the one already in place (which may have holes or gaps in it) will provide additional security from the pesky bugs, and bringing a pyrethroid insecticide to spray on your net will also keep mosquitos away to give you a better sleep.






Family Travel


Kenya is a wonderful destination for families. There is an abundance of wildlife, warm water on the coast and Kenyans love meeting these little travellers. While it can seem daunting planning for vaccinations and getting around safely, if you are prepared to spend a little extra and take comfort over adventure, you might just have the holiday of a lifetime.



Nairobi

Nairobi is not the most child-friendly city – the roads are congested and the poorly maintained pavements makes it difficult to walk around comfortably. Playgrounds or child-friendly restaurants are also absent. However, the Nairobi National Park is a fantastic day trip for the family if you are staying in Nairobi and children of all ages will love the Nairobi Elephant Orphanage.

Beach Holidays

Kenya’s white-sand beaches and warm turquoise water is a sure way to keep the children happy. The hotels and resorts along the coast also offer other activities to keep the kids busy, such as snorkelling and boat trips. Renting a dhow (a traditional old sailing boat) is a great way to have family time and see more of the beautiful coastline.


Safaris

Children between three and 18 pay roughly half the entry fee at KWS parks. Many lodges allow children to stay for free, while some don’t allow children. Lodges that cater for children often offer educational walks and other activities.




Health

You should consult your doctor well in advance of your travel as some vaccinations or medications (including some that prevent malaria) are not suitable for children under 12 years old.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

NAIROBI NATIONAL PARK

Kid-sized park with lots of wildlife.

SNORKELLING

Discover an underwater world at Malindi.

ELEPHANT FEEDING

Feed elephant orphans at Nairobi’s David Sheldrick Wildlife Trust.

MASAI MARA NATIONAL RESERVE

One of Africa’s best parks with nonstop megafauna.

OL PEJETA

Track wildlife with dogs and pet a rhino after a thrilling safari.

LAKE NAKURU NATIONAL PARK

Lions, leopards and monkeys with easy access.
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Travelling With Children on Public Transport

Kenya is a great place to travel with children. However, if you do decide to forgo your own wheels and want to use public transport, be aware that on matatus children are seen as wriggling luggage and won’t be allocated a seat. Try to plan how long your bundle of joy can sit on your lap in a cramped minibus before you decide to do Nairobi to Marsabit in one go. Also be aware that child seats are not always available from car-rental agencies, so it is best to bring your own.






Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

While insurance is not required to travel around Kenya, it is certainly recommended. Even with vaccinations, there is still a formidable list of infectious diseases that could land you in hospital and even require evacuation back to your home country. Make sure your insurance provides for medical assistance, emergency transport and air evacuation.
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Availability of Healthcare

In cities, healthcare can be excellent with private facilities and well-trained staff. Public hospitals are cheaper, but will also have less up-to-date equipment and medications. There are also a lot of small clinics that can test for malaria and other illnesses. Outside these centres, however, it’s a different story, and prescription drugs or other medical equipment is likely to be absent.

Tap Water

Never drink tap water unless it has been boiled, filtered or chemically disinfected (such as with iodine tablets). Never drink from streams, rivers and lakes. It also best to avoid drinking from pumps or wells – some do bring pure water to the surface but the presence of animals can still contaminate supplies.


VACCINATIONS

You’ll need proof of vaccinations for yellow fever and COVID-19. Vaccinations for hepatitis A and B, meningococcal meningitis, rabies and typhoid are recommended, plus boosters for tetanus, diphtheria, polio and measles.



INFECTIOUS DISEASES

Bilharzia (Schistosomiasis) Spread by minute worms that penetrate skin as people swim or bathe in freshwater lakes or slow-running rivers. May cause rash or fever.

Dengue Fever Spread through mosquito bites; causes a feverish illness.

Malaria Major health scourge in Kenya caused by a parasite in the bloodstream spread by female mosquitoes. May result in fever or other side effects.


WHAT TO BRING

It’s a good idea to carry a medical and first-aid kit with you in case of minor illness or injury. The following is a list of items you should consider including in your first-aid kit.

• Acetaminophen or aspirin

• Acetazolamide for altitude sickness

• Adhesive or paper tape

• Antibacterial ointment for cuts and abrasions

• Antibiotics

• Antidiarrhoeal drugs

• Antihistamines

• Anti-inflammatory drugs

• Antimalarial pills

• Bandages, gauze

• DEET insect repellent

• Iodine tablets for water purification

• Malaria self-diagnostic kit

• Oral rehydration salts

• Pocket knife

• Scissors, safety pins, tweezers

• Steroid cream or hydrocortisone cream

• Sunscreen

• Thermometer








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

CHAI YA ASUBUHI (breakfast, 7–10am) Fresh fruit, chapatis and a bean stew, or simple porridge.

CHAKULA CHA MCHANA (lunch, 11am–2pm) One of the largest meals with ugali, and meat or vegetable stew.

CHAKULA CHA JIONI (dinner, 5–8pm) Can be a big meal. Most hotel eateries only open during the daytime so you may have to eat dinner at 5pm.



Where to Eat

In cities, you won’t be at a loss finding a place to eat. Fast food has taken off and there are dozens of places on most streets serving greasy chicken, chips, pizza and sausages. There is also a good street-food culture, usually of roasted corn cobs, deep fried yams or sambusas (deep-fried pastries filled with spicy meat), which is a good way to eat on a budget. In small towns, it’s best to head to the hotels, which will also house the best restaurants.


MENU DECODER

bia: beer

biryani: rice dish, sometimes in a casserole form, often served with chicken or meat

chai: tea

chapati: Indian-style bread

chenye viungo: spicy

chipsi mayai: puffy omelette with chips mixed in

githeri: mix of beans and corn

irio: mashed greens, potato and boiled corn or beans (also called kienyeji)

kaa: crab

kahawa: coffee

karanga: peanut

kiazi: potato

kiti moto: fried or roasted pork bits, sold by the kilogram, served with salad or fried plantain

kuku: chicken

maji: water

mandazi: a semisweet doughnut served warm

matoke: mashed green plantains

maziwa: milk

mishikaki: marinated grilled meat kebabs, usually beef

mtindi: cultured milk, usually sold in small bags

nyama: meat

pilipili: pepper

sukuma wiki: braised or stewed spinach

ugali: thick, doughlike mass made from maize and/or cassava flour

wali: cooked rice
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How to… Eat Ugali

A meal wouldn’t be a meal in Kenya without ugali. Ugali is made from boiled grains cooked into a thick porridge until it sets hard, then served up in flat (and rather dense) slabs. It’s incredibly stodgy and tends to sit in the stomach like a brick, but most Kenyans swear by it – it will fill you up after a long day’s safari, but it won’t set your taste buds a-tingle. In general, good ugali should be neither too dry nor too sticky, which makes it easy to enjoy as a finger food. Take some with the right hand from the communal pot (your left hand is used for wiping – and we don’t mean your mouth!), roll it into a small ball with the fingers, making an indentation with your thumb, and dip it into the accompanying sauce. Eating with your hand is a bit of an art, but after a few tries it starts to feel natural. Don’t soak the ugali too long (to avoid it breaking up in the sauce), and keep your hand lower than your elbow (except when actually eating) so the sauce doesn’t drip down your forearm.

How to… Not Offend Your Hosts

For Kenyans, a shared meal and eating out of a communal dish are expressions of solidarity between hosts and their guests. Here are a few tips to help you get into the spirit of things.

Try a few bites If you’re invited to eat and aren’t hungry, it’s OK to say that you’ve just eaten, but try to share a few bites of the meal in recognition of the bond with your hosts.

Don’t finish your plate If eating in someone’s home or manyatta (Maasai village), leave a small amount on your plate to show your hosts that you’ve been satisfied.

Don’t take all the shared food! Don’t take the last bit of food from the communal bowl – your hosts may worry that they haven’t provided enough.

Left hand no-no Never, ever handle food with the left hand!

Cutlery or hand? If others are eating with their hand, do the same, even if cutlery is provided.

Other customs Defer to your hosts for customs that you aren’t sure about.
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Mursik

To lower your cholesterol, try Mursik, milk fermented with ash, served in smoked gourds. Cow’s blood is added, which is safe to drink, but is an acquired taste. Mursik is pungent, but contains compounds that enable the Maasai to live healthily on a diet of red meat, milk and blood.




HOW MUCH FOR…

Dinner at a good hotel
KSh1000

Breakfast at a restaurant
KSh650

Biryani
KSh500

Dinner in a five-star restaurant
KSh3000

Beef stew and ugali in a rural restaurant
KSh350

Cover charge at a Nairobi nightclub
KSh1000

Pint of Tusker in a restaurant
KSh300
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BEER IN KENYA

Kenya has a thriving local brewing industry, and formidable quantities of beer are consumed day and night. You’ll usually be given a choice of ‘warm’ or ‘cold’ beer. ‘Why warm?’ you might well ask. Curiously, most Kenyans appear to prefer it that way, despite the fact that room temperature in Kenya is a lot hotter than room temperature in the USA or Europe.

The local beers are Tusker, Pilsner and White Cap, all manufactured by Kenya Breweries and sold in 500mL bottles. Tusker comes in three varieties: Tusker Export, Tusker Malt Lager and just plain Tusker. Tusker Export is a stronger version of ordinary Tusker lager, while Tusker Malt has a fuller taste. Locally produced foreign labels include Castle (a South African beer) and Guinness, though the Kenyan version is nothing like the genuine Irish article.

Nairobi in particular is witnessing a rise in craft or boutique breweries that increasingly offer an alternative to the long-standing mass-produced beers. One of the standouts is the award-winning 254 Brewing, as well as Bila Shaka Craft Brewery – both now have taprooms in Westlands in Nairobi and you’ll likely see their beers in bottle shops right around the country. You’ll also see Sierra Premium, which was bought by a large South African craft brewery and now distributes its premium lager as well as its Striped Horse beers nationwide. Other craft breweries include the Big Five Breweries, which has several taprooms in Nairobi, though there’s questionable consistency in its beers.








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 offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Conservancies in Laikipia

Laikipia is home to Kenya’s conservation efforts and most private conservancies are proud of the advances they’ve made to save wildlife, as well as uplift the local communities. Il Ngwesi Conservancy is a great example of this conservation.

Solar-Powered Stays

Many private conservancies and their lodges run sustainably by solar. Some stand-out sustainable stays include Little Governor’s Camp in Masai Mara National Reserve, El Karama Eco Lodge and Kicheche Laikipia Camp in Ol Pejeta.
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Arts & Crafts

Kenya has some amazing artisans selling small stone statues and wooden ornaments. Try to buy directly from the artist and don’t try and haggle too much – this is how they make a living!


Enjoy farm-to-table-style eating at Cultiva, one of Nairobi’s most fascinating places to eat.




At Haller Park in Mombasa, see mini-conservation in action, with roaming giant tortoises in a lush forest enclave.
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Several organisations allow you to volunteer at wildlife, conservation or educational projects. Ol Pejeta Conservancy offers a few programs to learn how their conservancy is run. Culsans Gap Travel runs eight-week purposeful volunteering trips to Kenya.

At local markets, particularly those frequented by tourists, it’s acceptable to haggle to try and bring down the cost of a wanted souvenir – it can even be a fun way to get to know the locals.

No Plastic, Please

The Kenyan government was way ahead of the pack in banning single-use plastic carrier bags in 2017. Expect to purchase a cloth bag if doing a large shop at a grocery store, or bring your own.

Use Sign Language to Get Your Coffee

Get your coffee fix at Pallet Cafe, a social-enterprise cafe run by deaf staff. The menu is illustrated so you can order your coffee with sign language.


You can tuck into beers and burgers at Ayira’s Neuro Soul Cafe (@ayirasneuro soulcafe on insta. Kenya’s first neuro-divergent cafe is run by adults with neurological disabilities.




Eat completely green at Ethos Cafe & Restaurant (ethos.co.ke), the first fully plant-based restaurant in Nairobi (and Kenya), which has become famous for its vegan burgers.




2050

Despite being a small carbon emitter, Kenya has pledged to become carbon neutral. The goal is 2050, with unique programs including a planned carbon exchange and tax incentives for carbon credit projects.
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Travelling Green

Electric vehicles are still a long way from being commonplace in Kenya, but you can still travel sustainably with matatus or by choosing a smaller rental car in cities, rather than driving a gas-guzzling 4WD in Nairobi.


RESOURCES

volunteerafrica.com Volunteer opportunities in Kenya for sustainable projects in disadvantaged communities.

kws.go.ke Kenya’s protected sites and conservation efforts.

ecotourismkenya.org Responsible tourism practices in Kenya.



In Amboseli you can visit a Maasai village and learn about their culture. Dance with the Maasai, walk through their manyattas (homes), learn about their traditional medicine and buy jewellery from their market. You can choose to donate money to help the community.






LGBTIQ+ Travellers


Negativity towards homosexuality – which is illegal – is widespread in Kenya and recent events ensure that it is a brave gay or lesbian Kenyan who comes out of the closet. Frequent denunciations by those in power have created a toxic atmosphere of homophobia in Kenya, which sometimes spills over into violence and, more often, into government harassment.



A Slow Shift in Attitudes

Attitudes may be slowly shifting. In 2015 Kenya’s High Court ruled in favour of the National Gay & Lesbian Human Rights Commission (NGLHRC) being able to register as an NGO, something that had previously been rejected multiple times due to homosexuality’s illegality in Kenya. A Supreme Court ruling in 2023 upheld that the NGLHRC should be allowed to register as an association, which has at least given gay people in Kenya a voice and is the first step on the long path towards legalisation.
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GAY-FRIENDLY ESTABLISHMENTS

There’s no gay safe zone or established gay scene in Kenya, but LGBTIQ+ travellers can travel together with few questions. Booking a hotel room with a double bed will not be seen as out of the ordinary, as long as you aren’t holding hands or showing other signs of affection.




AVOID PDAS

While it’s unlikely that LGBTIQ+ travellers will be arrested while in Kenya, it’s best to limit any public displays of affection such as kissing, hugging or holding hands. This is the same for straight travellers as well. While most Kenyans are tolerant towards travellers, it is better to show discretion.



A Long Way from Acceptance

Most churches and mosques maintain a vociferously anti-gay position, and this is amplified by the presence of homophobic American churches that actively campaign in Kenya against gay rights. While there are few prosecutions under the law, it’s certainly better to be discreet as a gay foreigner in Kenya. Some local con artists try blackmailing tourists, picking them up and threatening to expose them to the police.

I LIVE HERE: BEING LGBTIQ+ IN KENYA

Reggie is LGBTIQ+ and moved to Kenya over two years ago. ‘For the most part, Nairobi is relatively okay, though outside in more conservative places I wouldn’t advertise you being LGBTIQ+. There aren’t any gay bars or hotels, or areas designated like that, but you can go anywhere you want really. Just remember it’s a conservative country, so public displays of affection need to be kept in check.’


Resources

Metamour (instagram.com/metamour_) Queer organisation in Nairobi.

David Tours (davidtravel.com) Gay-focused activities.

Gay & Lesbian Coalition of Kenya (galck.org) Local advocacy group; keeps a low profile.






Accessible Travel


Few tourist companies and facilities in Kenya are geared for travellers with disabilities, apart from expensive hotels and lodges. However, Kenyans are generally very accommodating and willing to help. Visually or hearing-impaired travellers will find it hard to get by without an able-bodied companion.



Finding Accessible Places

Wheelmap provides a map with lists and directions to all wheelchair accessible places in Kenya (and across the world). It can be accessed as an app on your phone or as a webpage. Scan this QR code for for a map of all wheelchair accessible places in Kenya.
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Airport

Jomo Kenyatta International Airport in Nairobi is fully accessible for disabled travellers. It is best to inform your airline at least two days in advance if you will require any assistance when you arrive at the airport.




Accommodation

Newer and larger hotels will have some adapted rooms, but those with reduced mobility will struggle in smaller cities and towns where hotels usually have several floors and no working elevator.




RESOURCES

Association for the Physically Disabled of Kenya (APDK House, Lagos Rd, Nairobi) Kenyan group that may be able to help visitors with a disability.

Society for Accessible Travel & Hospitality (sath.org) Advice on travelling with a wheelchair, kidney disease, sight impairment or deafness. Type ‘Kenya’ into the search box for a section called ‘African Safaris’.

Tourism for All (tourismforall.org.uk) Advice for disabled and less-mobile senior travellers.



ACCESSIBLE GUIDES

Accessible Travel Kenya is Kenya’s first and only tech-enabled accessible travel brand, which curates accommodation and holidays, especially for individuals with disabilities. For safaris, GoAfrica Safaris & Travel (go-africa-safaris.com) has been planning safaris and trips in Kenya for those with reduced mobility since 2006. Scan this QR code to to find out more about accessible travel in Kenya.
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Accessible Safari Parks

Most parks and luxury lodges will try to make travel accessible, but there are few places ready with disabled access. Ol Tukai Lodge in Amboseli NP has two accessible cottages. Lake Nakuru Lodge has some accessible rooms.

Exploring Nairobi

Most of Nairobi’s ‘sidewalks’ have as many potholes as the roads and thus may make it difficult to navigate for wheelchair users or the visually impaired.


PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Wheelchairs and disabled travellers are well catered for on Kenya’s railways, in particular Nairobi to Mombasa. However, don’t expect the same level of service on local matatus or regional buses, which will not cater for wheelchairs or reduced mobility.






Women Travellers


The unfortunate reality of patriarchy is that moving around as a woman anywhere in the world is not without its challenges – and Kenya is no exception. However, with some due diligence and contextual mindfulness, gender does not have to prohibit you from seeing what Kenya has to offer.
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ACCOMMODATION

There are a wide range of accommodation options across Kenya that range from hostels, B&Bs, hotels, tented camps and resorts. For travellers on a budget, Airbnb is a good call for affordable options that also offer a degree of safety. The majority of buildings include security guards, or askaris, who monitor traffic in and out of the building’s compound. Some higher-end buildings will also have cameras on the premises and throughout the building. Resorts are by far the safest and most comfortable accommodation option, offering on-site amenities, which reduces the need to venture out alone – a good choice for travellers who prefer an experience that allows them to let their guard down.

Excursions

The majority of prepackaged excursions around the country – safaris, for example – are very accommodating of female travellers and make the experience of travelling solo more accessible. These excursions prearrange transport and accommodation, and allow for more ease in navigating rural areas, in particular. While it is often more expensive to book an excursion solo (as opposed to with someone else or a small group), the ease that these excursions offer is often worth the price.

What to Wear

Though it won’t dissuade all unwanted attention or advances, modest dress is encouraged. The coastal regions of the country are predominantly Muslim and if you want to show respect to local norms, it’s advisable to cover up your arms and wear shorts or pants that are below the knee. On the beach itself, bikinis are not a faux pas, however be sure to bring a cover-up to make walks down the beach more hassle-free.


MARRIAGE PROPOSALS

As a woman traveller to the Kenyan Coast, expect to be bombarded with displays of ‘affection’, which can range from the global standard catcall to fully fledged marriage proposals. Over the years, Kenya has gained prominence as a destination for both male and female sex tourism, with many local youth internalising the idea that a foreign partner is their path towards financial stability. This dynamic is an unfortunate manifestation of the underbelly of a tourism-driven economy and relational infrastructure, and it is important to be mindful of this, especially if you’re a solo traveller.



TRANSPORT

In Nairobi, car-hailing apps are the best bet in terms of getting around. Arriving at the airport, for example, you will be bombarded with taxi drivers offering rides at low rates. However it is advisable to stick with Uber or Bolt, whose mapping features offer an additional layer of security. In places around the country where Uber and Bolt are not available, it is best to ask your host for the contact of a reliable local cab driver and stick with them for the duration of your visit. Travelling at night using matatus is not recommended.

The ride-hailing app, Bolt, offers women-only ride types in Nairobi and Mombasa. The drivers are all women and this ride-type is available 24/7.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Hours vary throughout the year, particularly in tourist areas.

Banks 9am–3pm or 4pm Monday to Friday, 9am–noon Saturday

Post offices 8.30am–5pm Monday to Friday, 9am–noon Saturday

Restaurants 11.30am–2pm or 3pm and 5pm or 6pm–9pm

Shops 9am–5pm Monday to Friday, 9am–noon Saturday

Supermarkets 8.30am–8.30pm Monday to Saturday

Toilets

Nairobi has some staffed public toilets downtown offering flush toilets. You may need to pay (about KSh10). Some shopping centres, such as Westlands, have free public conveniences.


Internet

Most of Kenya has 4G and 5G, so you’ll rarely be out of signal if you buy a SIM card. Most restaurants in larger cities have free wi-fi.

Scams

It’s easy to spot the spiels after a few times. Exercise caution while talking to anyone on the street.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
East Africa (GMT/UTC+3)

Country Code
254

Emergency number
999

Population
53 million



Electricity
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

There are 12 public holidays in Kenya. Some businesses and nonessential services may be closed on these days.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Good Friday March/April

Easter Monday March/April

Labour Day 1 May

Madaraka Day 1 June

Eid-al-Fitr Dates vary

Moi Day 10 October

Kenyatta/Mashujaa Day 20 October

Diwalii Dates vary

Independence/Jamhuri Day 12 December

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day 26 December






Language


Swahili is the national language of Kenya and the key language of communication in the wider East African region. It belongs to the Bantu group of languages from the Niger-Congo family.



Basics

Hello. (general) Habari? ha·ba·ree

Hello. (respectful) Shikamoo. shee·ka·moh

Goodbye. Tutaonana. too·ta·oh·na·na

Yes. Ndiyo. n·dee·yoh

No. Hapana. ha·pa·na

Please. Tafadhali. ta·fa·dha·lee

Thank you (very much). Asante (sana). a·san·tay (sa·na)

You’re welcome. Karibu. ka·ree·boo

Excuse me. Samahani. sa·ma·ha·nee

Sorry. Pole. poh·lay

What’s your name?

Jina lako nani? jee·na la·koh na·nee

My name is …

Jina langu ni … jee·na lan·goo nee …

Do you speak English?

Unasema Kiingereza? oo·na·say·ma kee·een·gay·ray·za

I don’t understand.

Sielewi. see·ay·lay·wee

Directions

Where’s the …?

… iko wapi? … ee·koh wa·pee

What’s the address?

Anwani ni nini? an·wa·nee nee nee·nee

How do I get there?

Nifikaje? nee·fee·ka·jay

How far is it?

Ni umbali gani? nee oom·ba·lee ga·nee

Signs

Mahali Pa Kuingia Entrance

Mahali Pa Kutoka Exit

Imefunguliwa Open

Imefungwa Closed

Maelezo Information

Ni Marufuku Prohibited

Choo/Msalani Toilets

Wanaume Men

Wanawake Women

Time

What time is it? Ni saa ngapi? nee sa n·ga·pee

It’s (10) o’clock. Ni saa (kumi). nee sa (mee)

Half past (10). Ni saa (nne) na nusu. nee sa (n·nay) na noo·soo

morning asubuhi a·soo·boo·hee

afternoon mchana m·cha·na

evening jioni jee·oh·nee

yesterday jana ja·na

today leo lay·oh

tomorrow kesho kay·shoh

Emergencies

Help! Saidia! sa·ee·dee·a

Go away! Toka! toh·ka

I’m lost. Nimejipotea. nee·may·jee·poh·tay·a

Call the police. Waite polisi. wa·ee·tay poh·lee·see

Call a doctor. Mwite daktari. m·wee·tay dak·ta·ree

I’m sick. Mimi ni mgonjwa. mee·mee nee m·gohn·jwa


NUMBERS

1

moja moh·ja

2

mbili m·bee·lee

3

tatu ta·too

4

nne n·nay

5

tano ta·noh

6

sita see·ta

7

saba sa·ba

8

nane na·nay

9

tisa tee·sa

10

kumi koo·mee




Donations to English

SAFARI, SIMBA (LION)




Sheng

While travelling around Kenya, you might come across Sheng, a mixture of Swahili and English with a fair sprinkling of other local languages. It’s spoken almost exclusively by young people. Unless you’re reasonably fluent in Swahili, you probably won’t even realise Sheng is being spoken, so listen out for sassa (a distinctive greeting between friends). The response can be either besht, mambo or fit (all variations of ‘hello’).

It’s Not What You Say, It’s How You Say It

Swahili speakers tend to reserve tafadhali (please) for fairly formal situations, and generally don’t use it in ordinary encounters such as shopping. Instead of saying ‘could you’ or ‘I’d like’ or ‘please show me’, a simple request such as Nipe … (give me …), Naomba … (I request …) or Nataka … (I want …), when spoken with a pleasant tone of voice, will usually convey all the necessary politeness of casual interactions.



DISTINCTIVE SOUNDS

The symbol ‘ which appears in written Swahili after the letter combination ng, as in ng’ombe (cow), is called a glottal stop, which is similar to the tightening of the throat that happens when you cough.

Must-Know Pronunciation

In Swahili, words are almost always stressed on the second-last syllable. There are only a handful of words that break this rule, and these are mostly loan words.

WHO SPEAKS SWAHILI?

Swahili speakers throughout East Africa are estimated to be well over 50 million, but it’s predominantly used as a second language or a lingua franca by speakers of other African languages. Swahili is the national language of Kenya and Tanzania and is widely used in Uganda, Rwanda and Burundi, as well as in the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of Congo and on the Indian Ocean islands of Zanzibar and the Comoros.
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A HISTORY OF KENYA IN
15 PLACES


Kenya is far more than just the cradle of humanity: it is a country whose history encapsulates how modernity has evolved over millennia. A nation where the savannah meets the sea, Kenya is both nature’s trophy case and power’s playground: a land that speaks to the breadth and complexity of civilisation at large. By Neema Githere



HOME TO THE African continent’s greenest capital and some of the world’s most pristine beaches, Kenya is a lush paradise whose beauty is to be revered, and whose history is not to be forgotten. Kenya has long been recognised by paleontologists as being one of the earliest cradles of humanity and it is a nation sculpted by encounters – some ancient, some modern, and many fraught. The nation itself derives its borders from the 1885 Berlin Conference that etched colonial boundaries and created the modern African nation-state. Much of the world’s imagery of the entire African continent stems from Kenya: formidable lions, nirvana-inducing sunsets and the vibrant cultural aesthetics of the Maasai; but Kenya is defined just as much by the sea as it is by the savannah.

Kenya’s coastline has been argued by some to be a ‘secret country’ of its own – territory where the millennium-old influences of Asia and the Arabian Gulf are evident in everything from the architecture to the food. Nestled in the Kenyan coast’s coral islands and cliffside towns are monuments that speak to the under-acknowledged centuries-long reign of Arab and European conquistadors alike. From the paleolithic to the modern, Kenya is home to landmarks that speak to every point in recorded history – all worth visiting and learning from.

1. The Great Rift Valley

FROM SYRIA TO MOZAMBIQUE

Earth as we know it has been sculpted by prehistoric tectonic shifts, and the Great Rift Valley is a multi-million-year-old geological marvel that embodies the grandeur of these developments across time. Spanning 6000km from northern Syria all the way to Mozambique, the portion of the Great Rift Valley that falls within Kenya’s geographical borders is unprecedented in its vistas. In 2011, Unesco added the Kenya Lake System to its list of World Heritage Sites.
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2. Lake Turkana National Parks

THE CRADLE OF HUMANKIND

Around 1.5 million years ago, some of our earliest human ancestors were traversing the lands that now encompass the Lake Turkana National Parks. In 1984, the fossilised skeleton of one of these ancestors was discovered here: Turkana Boy, a finding that provided crucial insights into human evolution and fomented Lake Turkana as the ‘cradle of humankind’. Home to a range of million-year-old fossils, as well as the world’s largest desert lake, the parks were designated as a Unesco World Heritage Site in 1997. Encompassing three national parks (Lake Turkana, Sibiloi and Central Island), this World Heritage Site is a remarkable archive of humanity’s history.

3. Thimlich Ohinga

PREHISTORIC CONSTRUCTION

The United Kingdom has Stonehenge and Kenya has Thimlich Ohinga. Believed to have been constructed in around the 6th century, this Luo cultural heritage site features high-walled stone enclosures that reach up to 4.2m in height and defy the presupposed architectural dexterities of their time. Thimlich Ohinga is a term from the Dholuo language which means ‘frightening dense forest’, and this site is considered to be one of the largest and most complex structures of its kind in East Africa.

4. Gede Ruins

ANCIENT COSMOPOLITANISM

Among Kenya’s best-kept secrets are its ancient ruin sites. Gede, located in Kilifi County just south of Malindi, is one such marvel. Gede has been dated to the 13th century, and archaeologists have found evidence of elaborate urban planning, including wells, sanitation systems and even flushing toilets. The cultural artefacts discovered here – ranging from Venetian glass to Ming-dynasty vases – suggest the presence of a flourishing town that was actively engaged in cosmopolitan exchange. A tour of Gede’s sprawling settlement, which was designated as a National Heritage site in 1927, reveals the true intricacy of civilisation in Kenya that existed long before colonialism.

5. Lamu Old Town

A PORTAL TO THE PAST

Around 700 years ago, traders and explorers from across the Indian Ocean heralded the Swahili Coast as a hub central to their exchange, and Lamu Island’s Old Town is East Africa’s oldest and best-preserved settlement from this epoch of maritime trade. Lamu is an island with no roads and no cars – the only ways to get around are by foot, boat or donkey. With its labyrinthine walkways, remarkable centuries-old coral homes and elaborately carved Omani doors, this Unesco World Heritage Site transports all who visit it into the rustic pulsating charm of Swahili civilisation in its heyday.

6. Jumba La Mtwana

SEAFRONT RUINS

On the border between Mombasa and Kilifi counties, Jumba La Mtwana, which translates to ‘House of the Slaves’, is a spectacular ancient ruin site unlike any other in the South Coast. The site has been pottery-dated as having been inhabited between the 14th and 16th centuries, and while there is no written documentation of Jumba’s history, it is proclaimed that Jumba was the site of a slave market. Situated right on the shore, with waves encroaching upon what remains of the ancient town that flourished here over 600 years ago, Jumba La Mtwana is both idyllic and eerie – a landmark of Kenya’s under-documented history with slavery.

7. Sacred Mijikenda Kaya Forests

A CONSTELLATION OF ECOLOGICAL ALTARS

While coastal civilisation expanded with the development of Swahili culture propelled by the influx of dhow-driven trade with Asia and the Gulf, the nine ethnic groups of the Mijikenda also claim the lush inland forests – referred to as kayas – of the coast as their sacred indigenous home. Of the 56 kayas scattered across the Kenyan coast, 11 of these sacred forests have been collectively designated a Unesco World Heritage Site due to their significance to the region’s history. These kayas represent the cultural heritage of the Mijikenda and demonstrate the synergistic stewardship shared between the people and the land.

8. Fort Jesus

PORTUGAL’S LEGACY IN KENYA

As a strategic port city in the Indian Ocean, Mombasa has served as a capital of trade and exchange for nearly 1000 years. In 1593 the Portuguese mobilised the labour of over 4000 enslaved people to complete the construction of Fort Jesus, aiming to establish a foothold in the region. The fort changed hands a whopping nine times in its first 300 years alone. A trip to the coast is not complete without at least one visit to Fort Jesus, a site whose history represents the many tides of civilisation who have made their mark on Kenya.
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9. Mombasa’s Old Town

A COLLAGE OF POWERS

Mombasa’s Old Town was designated a Unesco World Heritage Site in 2001. This area served as the seat of power for all of the rulers who made their way into the region, from the Portuguese to the Omani (and briefly, even the Turkish), and remnants of these influences can be found all throughout the Old Town. By the time the British settlers designated Mombasa as the capital of their colony in Kenya in 1887, it had already long been a prominent trade hub. However, the development of the railway soon shifted power away from the coastal island-city.

10. Nairobi Railway Museum

A COUNTRY ETCHED BY STEEL

Construction for the Kenya–Uganda Railway first began in 1895 with the aim of connecting Mombasa in the east inland to Kampala. The development of the railway was one of the most formative in the nation’s modern history, largely because of how it restructured Nairobi’s geopolitical significance and led to the city serving as the Kenya Colony’s capital. The museum chronicles this impact of transportation technology to the nation at large, documenting how Nairobi eclipsed Mombasa and became the region’s most prominent trade hub.

11. Tsavo West

PART SAFARI, PART BATTLEGROUND

In 1898, a crisis of fable-like proportions circulated across Kenya: a band of ‘man-eating lions’ were terrorising railway workers in Tsavo West. To this day, Tsavo West is renowned for its big game, attracting thousands of safari-goers each year (it’s worth noting that you’re unlikely to be eaten by a lion if you choose to visit). Much like Nairobi, this region gained prominence due to the development of the railway. Aside from its wildlife offerings, Tsavo West’s strategic location along the railway made it a key battleground site between the British and German forces during WWI, and remnants of military structures can still be found throughout the national park.

12. Nairobi Gallery

NESTED ARCHIVES

Erected in 1911, the building that houses the Nairobi Gallery is the oldest in Nairobia nd previously served as the colonial Provincial Commissioner’s office. Now, the Nairobi Gallery features a series of collections that speak to the nation’s political history as well as a handful of rare artefacts, including the 1st edition of Olaudah Equiano’s slave journal. Kenya’s second vice-president, Joseph Murumbi, served only one year of his term before committing full-time to being an art collector and part of his collection is on display in the gallery.

13. African Heritage House

PAN-AFRICAN ARCHITECTURE

Part of former vice president Murumbi’s art collection is housed between the Nairobi Gallery and the Nairobi National Archives; the remainder lives at the African Heritage House in Mlolongo. Atop a hill that overlooks Nairobi National Park, the house is a unique example of a nongovernmental cultural space. Designed by Alan Donovan, the house is renowned for its architectural beauty, having drawn inspiration from indigenous vernacular styles from across the continent. With its thoughtful and diverse collection of artefacts, the African Heritage House offers a treasured glimpse into Nairobi’s nod towards Pan-Africanism.

14. Hell’s Gate National Park

CINEMATIC BLUEPRINTS

When the animators of the original The Lion King movie visited Hell’s Gate National Park in the early 1990s, it seeded the inspiration for the now-canonical movie’s graphics. The Lion King has been central in sculpting the global imagination around Africa, arming millions of people with their first Swahili words – hakuna matata. Two hours northwest of Nairobi, Hell’s Gate National Park is the only park in all of Kenya that is free of large wildlife; but with its scenic gorges and constellation of geothermal springs, this park is a microcosm of Kenya’s mesmerising natural splendour.
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15. Karura Forest

A MAU-MAU REFUGE

Sitting at the base of a mugumo (sacred fig) tree in Nairobi’s Karura Forest, you cannot help but reflect upon the legacy left by Maathai – Kenya’s first ever recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize – whose environmental justice work catalysed the planting of over 50 million trees across the country. In the 1990s, Professor Wangari Maathai organised a series of protests to protect Karura Forest from widespread land-grabbing, building atop the forest’s long history of constructive resistance. Decades earlier, in the 1950s, Mau Mau freedom fighters found refuge in Karura’s caves, and the forest now houses a memorial in their honour.




MEET THE
KENYANS


Kenya is an easy place to be a tourist. Stay in the shallows and still have a great experience. But if you’re lucky enough to get past the facade, you’ll find a creative, passionate, resilient people. Nanjala Nyabola introduces her people.
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KENYA IS BIGGER than you think, and has the diversity to prove it. You might have heard of Kenya as the home of the fastest men and women in the world – please know that we don’t all run!

Anything in Kenya can be an excuse for a party. Some of the best parties I’ve ever been to in my life have been funerals, because many of our communities believe that when a person has lived a good life we send them off with joy and not sorrow. Just check the vibe before you get there, because many Kenyans are also religious and teetotallers.

Kenyans can be very deferential to foreigners, so if you do something that offends local culture, people are more likely to talk about it behind your back than to call you out on it. That’s why it’s very important to ask a local about cultural norms before you arrive at a destination – shorts are perfectly acceptable in Shela, but in more conservative Lamu, across the canal, they might be seen as disrespectful.

Religion occupies an interesting place in Kenya. In theory, almost all Kenyans claim some form of religion. Christians are the majority, followed by Muslims (of which Sunnis are the majority), and then smaller numbers following religions like Hinduism or traditional beliefs. In practice, people interpret ‘being religious’ across a very wide spectrum, from very ascetic lifestyles to people who claim a god but not necessarily their teachings. Even within the same family, it’s very common to have a mixed couple where one half attends church seven days a week, and the other attends the bar with equal commitment.

English will get you far in Kenya as it’s one of our two official languages, but picking up a few words of Kiswahili and Sheng will get you further. If you really want to impress, learn how to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ in the local language.

Nairobi is known for being tough, and in a region where slow politeness is considered the highest form of courtesy, people often interpret that sense of urgency as being aggressive. We’re not rude – we just have many places to be and you’re walking or talking too slowly! Mombasa and the coast on the other hand are the guardians of Kenya’s joie de vivre – everybody’s preferred holiday destination where everyone is a ndugu (sibling) and hospitality is an obligation. Meanwhile, in Kisumu and the Lakeside, the rhythms of time are altered by the needs of fishing and farming, demanding early and active mornings and long lazy afternoons when the sun and humidity are at the highest. A similar pattern exists in the north, where afternoons are for avoiding the worst of the sun.

Who & How Many

Kenya has a population of just over 53 million and counting, and 60% of those people are below the age of 30. There are over 40 ethnic groups and a significant south Asian and European presence, particularly in large cities.


KENYA BELIEVE IT?

When people ask me where I’m from, I always say Nairobi instead of Kenya. This is because the older I get, the deeper the appreciation I have for how big and complicated Kenya is, and how Nairobi’s history has produced a distinct and complex identity and culture from what’s found elsewhere in the country. For example, we have our own language (Sheng) that borrows from so many of Kenya’s languages and tells the listener so much just by the choice of words. Throughout history, most people in Nairobi have been born elsewhere, coming to the city in search of opportunity. Today, there’s a significant number of us whose parents and even grandparents were born in the city, who never go anywhere else for the long holidays, and whose rhythms of life are intimately connected to the ebbs and flows of the city. Nairobi is the city that made me, and I take its grace and grit with me wherever my suitcase ends up.






Memory,
MYTH & LEGEND


Fables and fore-tellers: origin stories and tales of anti-colonial resistance across Kenya. By Neema Githere
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MEMORY BREATHES LIFE into culture, and in order to understand Kenya in the fullness of its diverse contexts and layered histories, it is important to allow yourself to be carried – even if just in moments – by the gusts of fantasy invited by ‘myth’ for all that they reveal. In many indigenous contexts, myth is where memory lives on.

Origin Myths

The Swahili people who live in the Coast of Kenya bear a culture infused by mysticism. Many theorists have speculated on the cultural origins of this ethnically mixed group – one formed as a product of nearly a millennium of maritime exchange with South Asia and the Arabian Gulf. Among some of the Swahili themselves, 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 instead to return to the land upon which they claimed matrilineal ties – the Eastern Coast of Africa. It is proclaimed that the seven brothers settled in seven separate cities along the coast, from Somalia to Mozambique, and established what has now 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 their time.

Indigenous Prophets

Indigenous culture is one that is handed down through oral history – it is the sum of grandmothers and grandfathers who sat by the fireside, at the shoreline, or below the mugumo (sacred fig) tree and 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, cultural figures of note established themselves in the collective memory as something akin to celebrities. These figures ranged from chiefs and warriors, to fortune tellers 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 credibility.

Mekatilili Wa Menza

One such foreteller is Mekatilili Wa Menza, a Giriama freedom fighter whose courage and indefatigable spirit reigns 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 – greenlit 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 began to impose a hut tax that demanded 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. 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 in 1913 at the onset of WWI, Mekatilili staged a challenge with a local administrator – entering his office with a hen and its chicks in her hand, daring the administrator to snatch one of the chicks. She proclaimed that the outcome of her challenge is 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 60s, she managed to not only escape from prison, but also to walk, by foot, all the way back to her homeland and return to her anti-colonial organising efforts.

Sakawa

Be it by coincidence, or by fate, there was another prominent figure whose prescience was taking hold in the very land that Mekatilili was sent to be 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 plant madengere (giant white mushrooms) across Kisii land. He identified specific locations where these madengere would sprout and when the first police station and hospital were established near these locations; his power as a foreteller was entrenched among his people.

The Iron Snake

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 with the establishment of the railway. Kamba medicine woman Syokimau (for whom the town of Syokimau derives its name) spoke of an eerily similar vision to her people: 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 all across the country, have persisted for over a century and speak to 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.




READING
KENYA


Books and literature can help visitors get a better sense of the things that make Kenya and Kenyans tick…and ticked off. By Nanjala Nyabola



Publishing & Bookselling in Kenya

An enduring myth in Kenyan popular culture is that Kenyans don’t read much. The myth stems from the fact that publishing in the country has wavered under the weight of heavy taxation and the high costs of publishing. Technically, Kenya is an independent publishing market, so any books that are published overseas must get a Kenyan edition. In practice, bookstores import books from other markets and then transfer the cost of up to 60% in import taxes onto the reader. Buying new books in Kenya is a very expensive habit that most people simply cannot afford. Some independent booksellers have survived these modern choppy waters, including Prestige Booksellers and Bookstop in Nairobi and national chain Text Book Centre. More recently, smaller stores like Soma Nami Books and Cheche Books have also emerged to cater to avid readers of African books.

However, to see beyond the myth, look at inamas (from the anglicised version of the word ‘inama’, which is Kiswahili for ‘bend over’). These are streetside second-hand book vendors who can be found throughout the country. They buy books in bulk, often by weight instead of title, and sell them either at markets or by major transport hubs. In Nairobi, inamas tend to come to life during the evening rush hour, targeting commuters, and along Biashara St and Kenyatta Ave they operate year-round. The most popular books are management and self-help books, reflecting the grind culture of the city, but the demands of romance and crime-fiction lovers are also met. It’s hard to capture how much money is spent in the second-hand-book market, but considering how busy inamas can get, it’s safe to assume it is thriving.
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Mightier than the Sword

Kenyan publishing may have struggled but Kenyan writers always found a way. The most well-known writer in the country remains Ngugi wa Thiong’o (The Wizard of the Crow, A Grain of Wheat). In the 1960s and ’70s, Ngugi, as he prefers to be known, was a lecturer in the English Department at the University of Nairobi, leading the global postcolonial debate on what it means for Africans to produce literature in colonial languages. Ngugi was as much a practitioner as a theorist, writing plays for his own theatre troupe that brought highbrow theoretical ideas about postcolonial identities to people in their own languages. This angered many in the authoritarian government and, after years of persecution by the state, Ngugi and many of his contemporaries fled into exile. Today, Ngugi travels freely between Kenya and the US, where he teaches and is a frequent guest of the literary scene, as are many of his contemporaries, such as Micere Mugo.

Through the worst of the authoritarian years in the 1980s and ’90s, Kenyan writers tiptoed around sensitive subjects including politics, sex and violence, as the government used taxes and regulations to try to keep them in line. Luminaries like Meja Mwangi (Going Down River Road) and David Maillu (After 4:30) managed to survive the most difficult years by self-publishing and circulating their materials. Many of the well-known writers of this period, including Marjorie Oludhe Macgoye (Coming to Birth) and Grace Ogot (The Strange Bride), were female writers who published novels calling for more rights and opportunities for women.

The emergence of Binyavanga Wainaina (How to Write About Africa) and the Kwani literary journals represented a cultural reset for Kenyan literature. Binyavanga made waves when he came out as the first openly gay writer in the country, and unfortunately died too young after an unexpected stroke in 2019. Aside from taking on Ngugi’s challenge to publish in African languages by settling on the patois Sheng, the Kwani generation spoke directly, with brash, unapologetic confidence, to the issues young people were contending with. The Kwani anthologies became the go-to literary space, giving many of today’s best-known writers their start, including former Kwani editor Billy Kahora (The Cape Cod Bicycle War).

Kenyan literature has only grown since the Kwani years. Caine Prize winner Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s first novel, Dust, was initially published by Kwani, and, alongside her second, The Dragonfly Sea, has been translated into numerous languages. Meanwhile Khadija Abdalla Bajaber’s mind-bending House of Rust won both the Graywolf Prize for Fiction and the Ursula K Le Guin Prize for Science Fiction. Many Kenyan novels built around the country’s politics and history are also published overseas, including those of Ngugi’s son, Mukoma wa Ngugi (Unbury Our Dead With Song), Peter Kimani (Dance of the Jakaranda) and Iman Verjee (Who Will Catch Us As We Fall). Self-published writers like Ciku Kimeria (Dance of the Monkeys) and Makena Maganjo (South B’s Finest) are taking on the challenge of capturing the inama reader by putting out popular fiction that is 100% Kenyan.

Short-story lovers will appreciate the biannual anthologies from Makena Onjerika’s Nairobi Writing Academy (Equipoise, Digital Bedbugs), while younger readers will be enchanted by the Tinga Tinga series of children’s books as well as Lupita Nyong’o’s Sulwe, also translated into Kiswahili and Dholuo for local readers.
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Literary Festivals

Alas, the Kwani Literature Festival, the flagship literary event in Nairobi that drew great writers from all over the world, does not seem to be making a comeback. But the Macondo Literary Festival, named after the fictional town in Gabriel García Márquez’ One Hundred Years of Solitude, is still held in Nairobi, usually around October. The idea is that it’s a festival of no land and all lands, and each year celebrates the literature of various regions by bringing their greats together. Tanzanian-born Nobel Prize winner Abdulrazak Gurnah is a fan, as is perennial potential Nobel winner Mia Couto, from Mozambique.

In Mombasa, the Swahili Literary Festival hosts the leading lights of Swahili literature. Most of the works and panels are in Kiswahili, but there are also sessions in English featuring authors from the Swahili regions of East Africa. Smaller literary festivals are also taking shape in various towns, including the intimate Kakamega Book Festival in western Kenya’s second-largest town.




INDIGENOUS
VOICE & PRACTICE


Today’s true conservation heroes find value in the old school from reforesting to wildlife areas to the ocean. By Julie Olum
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IN RECENT DECADES the concept of conservation, referring to protecting or repairing aspects of the natural world, including flora and fauna, has been rife with buzzwords, politics and other markers of a big, bustling business worth billions.

Conversation around the industry has often carried a misguided notion that native people, particularly in wildlife-rich countries in the developing world, do not value the natural environment around them and are either unwilling or unable to sufficiently conserve the environment, let alone be in any leadership or decision-making positions in major organisations or funds, or be policy-makers in the field.

However, this thought pattern often ignores the very real economic situations that give people few options other than grazing their livestock in or near wildlife areas, engaging in unsustainable fishing practices or planting and cutting down trees that are profitable to sell, for example.

It also fails to take into account all the old practices, and ways of life that are sustainable and regenerate the natural environment, and that are still either practiced or influence people’s lifestyles today.

Community-Owned & Run

Nashulai Conservancy in the Sekenani area of the Masai Mara is one case that has and continues to shake the table in that regard. Founded in 2016, it’s the only Maasai-owned conservancy in the Mara, where 15 private conservancies are registered.

Its model is based on a commons model, which was founded on an agreement between a few families – they would not sell or lease their ancestral lands as is usually the arrangement with other conservancies, often making people ‘conservation refugees’, without the right to live or work on their land. Instead they would remove any fencing between their individual homes, opening up an ancient corridor for animal migration and allowing the people and their livestock to coexist with the wildlife as they had for centuries.

What has resulted is a growing community-led and run conservation area that includes guest lodges, a hospitality college and projects, such as river clean-ups, beekeeping, youth wildlife-ranger training and more. This is in keeping with the conservancy’s vision of eliminating poverty and preserving Maasai culture, all while protecting wildlife. Ultimately what it needs in order to work is community involvement and commitment.

Indigenous Plants & Knowledge

Many conservation-focused organisations abound in Kenya today and are centred around education, travel and outdoor experiences like hiking, birdwatching and rock climbing.

Miti Alliance (miti means ‘tree’ in Ki-swahili and other Bantu languages) is one such growing initiative. Their projects involve everyday people in reforesting Kenya with indigenous trees and plants. Their social media is filled with updates on community foresting projects as well as posts highlighting indigenous plants and their names in various local languages, typical regions they grow in and their uses – especially in traditional herbal medicine and treatments.

When the organisation is not running school outreach and agricultural projects, it is hosting its own tree-planting events and trips, sometimes to ita own indigenous tree nurseries.

Co-founder Michael Waiyaki visited various forests and spoke to local guides. He found that many communities had been planting exotic trees like eucalyptus or grevillea, which are great to make profit from, but add nothing to the ecosystem and are often attacked by termites. For example, in parts of central Kenya, there were once large numbers of indigenous acacia trees that have since been cut down in large numbers for charcoal. These areas now experience massive landslides most years and do not have the bird and bee populations they once did.

Many communities have reached a point where what once worked as a cash crop or other economic opportunity is starting to show its cracks.

Mangroves in coastal areas, once one of the country’s biggest exports as well as a building material for centuries, have also long been fish and crab nurseries. These are vital for the many coastal communities that depend on fishing for subsistence and trade – as well as important barriers against storms and monsoons. Mangrove reforesting projects, often led by women’s groups, youth collectives or eco-focused charities, are showing their worth with fish and crab numbers seeing a rise, often to levels not seen for a few decades.

ORAL STORYTELLING HAS BEEN A MAJOR DRIVER IN SENSITISING AND RALLYING ENTIRE COMMUNITIES TO WORK TOGETHER ON CONSERVATION CAUSES.

Storytelling & New Media

Oral storytelling, the age-old tradition of passing knowledge and wisdom down through generations, has been another major driver in sensitising and rallying entire communities to work together on conservation causes. Only now it takes on the form of new media like social-media platforms and film. One short called Bahari Yetu (‘Our Ocean’ in Kiswahili) transformed from a nature film about humpback whales to one told in the voice and language of fishers from the coast. It touches on the narrator’s childhood living on the islands, lessons about fishing from his father and other elders, folklore about marine mammals and, most importantly, the changes he has seen in the ocean in his lifetime.

‘In talking to a lot of the elders, they revealed one of the biggest problems is that younger people don’t realise how much the ocean has changed and that it’s not a healthy ocean right now’, says filmmaker Jahawi Bertolli on the inspiration behind the film’s final message. Jahawi and codirector Elke Bertolli have held mobile film screenings so people from Lamu and other coastal communities can hear the narration in their own language and actually see the underwater world visually to drive home the importance of preserving the cultural heritage of stories and, of course, protecting the ecosystems that they’ve always lived alongside.

Ultimately people want to care for what they know and take pride in. Often that’s their physical environment or their roots and ancestral practices. It could be the source of their income or their life’s work.

Sometimes, a combination of these is where the real change lies – with masses of everyday people making lifestyle choices founded in what has always been the natural way, made stronger by responses to a changing world under increasing threat and strain.
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“Mt Kenya has a number of different biospheres, in which you can view magnificent plant life and wildlife as you climb.”
SHAWN DUTHRIE
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“Tsavo West has some of the most incredible natural landscapes that Kenya has to offer and is arguably the best park in the country.”
MWENDE MUTULI MUSAU
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Western Kenya
& Masai Mara

NATURE’S VERY BEST

This is one of Kenya's most visited regions and
it's easy to understand why: from the vibrant
city of Kisumu, nestled on the shores of Lake

Victoria, to the dense forests of Kakamega
and the iconic Maasai Mara National Reserve,
this area is a treasure trove for adventurers

and wildlife enthusiasts alike.

Nairobi
FUN, FRESH AND FRENETIC

Allroads in Kenya lead to Nairobi-
literally. The capital is the administrative
and economic heart of the country but
also presents an eclectic fusion of local
and world cultures, animpressive array
of green spaces, a vibrant music and art
scene, and layers of history displayed in
museums and architecture.

Southern Rift Valley

PREHISTORIC TREASURES,
LUSCIOUS LAKES, MAJESTIC
WILDLIFE
A stunning region of natural
beauty and cultural significance,
the Southern Rift Valley boasts
some of the best weather and
most amazing parks, such as Lake
Nakuru and Hell's Gate National
Parks. Characterised by dramatic
landscapes, including deep valleys,
towering escarpments and sparkling
lakes, the valley is renowned for its
rich biodiversity and wildlife.

Western Kenya &
Masai Mara

Central
Highlands
Southern & Laikipia
Rift Valley
>
Nairobi
Southeastern
Kenya
Southeastern Kenya

SPECTACULAR SAFARIS, VOLCANIC VESTIGES,
SAVAGE WILDERNESS

This is Big Five country, with three epic parks -
Amboseli, Tsavo Westand Tsavo Eastina wild, yet
accessible, part of Kenya. Serving as the backdrop

for MtKilimanjaro, southeastern Kenya is home of the

Maasai - the soulful human inhabitants of this land -

who you'll get to know through community projectsin
smaller conservancies.

Northern Kenya
RUSTIC ADVENTURES AWAIT

Historically the neglected sibling to Kenya's

othertourist regions, Northern Kenya still

provides the most untouched wilderness in
the country; all you need is a 4WD, time and a

sense of adventure to experience the appalling
roads, searing heat, clouds of dust, primitive
accommodation and rewarding travel.

Central Highlands & Lail

CONSERVATION, CULTURE AND CLIMBS

A historically and culturally important part of Kenya,
this was the region that the colonists coveted
and the Mau Mau fought for. It now holds some of
Kenya's most alluring national parks, luxury lodges
and is home to a number of conservation efforts.

Northern Kenya

Lamu & the North Coast

THREADS OF MYSTERY
AND NATURAL WONDER

Fallunder the spell of Kenya's Indian Ocean
coastline, which has been touched for
centuries by other cultures and explorers
who were taken by the coast's exotic allure
of spice, sand and soul, leaving their mark

with ancient ruins or holiday resorts.
Lamu & the North Coast Y

Mombasa & the South Coast

PARADISE AND MEMORY

Home to the hypnotic port of Mombasa, travellers
can'tresist the white-sand beaches, warm water and
spicy seafood at offer along the coast, which feels
wildly different to the rest of Kenya due to the long

Mombasa & interplay of Africa, India and Arabia.

the South Coast
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